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        You drive me crazy.

        Why am I always Stuck with You?

      

        

      
        We’ve known each other since we were kids.

        Rowan was my best friend, my neighbor, my everything.

        Crazy how quickly things can change.

        How much the boy that use to sneak into my bedroom would change.

        Rowan was my first love.

        We even shared our first time together.

        Yet, in one day we became enemies.

        Years passed and we became worse than strangers.

        He became a billionaire.

        And I spend my days doing secretarial work.

        We’re worlds apart, our lives couldn’t be more opposite.

        But fate has a way of always bringing us back together.

      

        

      
        This time right under the same roof.

        Our shared tragedy brought about something we didn’t bargain for.

        A drunken night turned into a night we shared our vows.

        If only that was the only shocking thing that night brought!
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            Prologue

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      His face is the only thing I see. When I close my eyes, when I dream, when I’m awake, and he walks right next to me—I am immersed in everything that is Rowan Michaels. We have been friends since we were five. We’ve lived down the road from each other our entire lives. From playdates to high school dances, there isn’t anything we haven’t done together. Rowan would even climb the vines up to my window and crawl into bed with me to watch tv, sometimes fall asleep, like best friends do.

      But I love him. I’m madly, inevitably, head over heels, in love with Rowan. I’ve loved him since forever. There hasn’t been a time where my heart doesn’t trip over itself every time I look at his handsome face. And every time I try to work up the courage to tell him how I want him to be my first.

      My first kiss.

      My first time.

      My first love.

      We are eighteen now, high school graduates, and in one day we are leaving to go to schools on opposite sides of the country. He is going to Cal-Berkeley, and I’m going to NYU. I want us to stay friends, but I know what happens when people get separated like that. An entire lifetime of memories has to be strong enough to make it through cross-country, right?

      “You aren’t wearing that,” Blaire says, flipping through a magazine that has an article of one of the bands she likes.

      I turn left and right, rubbing my hands down my tank top and tight jeans. It looks good. “What’s wrong with it? I wear this all the time.”

      She sighs, in her typical annoyed, emo fashion. “That’s the problem. You wear that outfit all the time. You need to wear something different if you want to grab Rowan’s attention.”

      Blaire rolls off the bed and onto her feet, walks over to my closet, and judges it silently. Like she always does.

      She is the only one who knows how much I love Rowan, and she is the only one who knows of my plan to seduce him tonight. Or try to. All the high school graduates are throwing a big party tonight in the woods. There is going to be a bonfire, music, probably booze from the more rebellious people, but I may have a drink tonight. I mean, why not? I’m an adult now, about to go to college. I deserve to celebrate.

      And a part of that celebration has to do with Rowan. Tonight, I’m going to kiss Rowan, maybe more, and it will be the best night of my life.

      “Rowan won’t look at you twice wearing that. He will see the girl next door, his best friend. You don’t want him to see that, do you?” Blaire continues, sliding each hanger across the pole in my closet.

      “Well, no. You know I don’t.” I battle with my hair in the mirror. Up or down? Up? I push my long, honey brown locks off my shoulder and in a messy bun. Or down? And let the thick strands go, letting it fall over my shoulders.

      “Wear your hair up. It’ll look great with this dress.” Blaire pulls a dark purple mini−dress out of the closest. That still has the tags on it because I never wear dresses. Ever.

      “Jeez, Blaire. I can’t wear that. He will think I’m easy or something.”

      “Oh my god,” she rolls her eyes. “Isn’t that the goal? Aren’t you trying to be easy for him? And it’s hardly easy when you’ve known each other since almost birth. Now it’s just natural. Like a step in the evolutionary process, for the world to get better.” Blaire rips the tags off the dress and tosses the skimpy material at me. “Try it on.”

      I know she’s right. Rowan won’t look at me twice if I’m wearing the same old get-up that I usually do. Blaire, while she sounds rude, is just honest. She doesn’t beat around the bush, and that’s what I love most about her. And if I want to lose my virginity to the man I love, it isn’t going to be in jeans that he has seen five-hundred times.

      “Do you think I’m stupid for doing this?” I ask, tossing the tank top on the bed and shimmying out of my jeans. When I slip into the dress, it’s already suctioning to my calves as I try and pull it up my body. I don’t remember it being this tight when I bought it.

      She licks her finger and turns a page in the magazine. “Nope. I think this is a long time coming. You and Rowan have been fighting this long enough. It’s time to give in to your desires. Let human nature take control.” She flips the page again, so nonchalantly, like this isn’t the biggest deal in my entire world right now.

      I finally get the bodice of the dress over my boobs and turn toward the mirror. “Hey, zip me up.”

      Blaire rolls off the bed again, and her fingers are cold as she pulls the material closer together, so the zipper glides up easier. “All done. Oh yeah, this is the outfit. No freaking way can he turn you down in this.”

      I swallow hard, my throat bobbing as I stare at myself. The plum dress is stark against my skin, making it look like snow. My green eyes are bright, even without makeup. The color of the dress brings the color out naturally. My small waist can actually be seen, and the dress stops mid-thigh, curving over the natural bubble of my butt.

      “Wow,” I marvel, feeling beautiful. I’m not a kid anymore. I’m a real, grown woman, getting ready to go get what she wants.

      “Oh, he has no idea what is about to hit him,” Blaire grins.

      Only time will tell, but I certainly hope so.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Rowan

      

      

      I check my phone for the tenth time to see if Everly has texted me, but it’s been radio silence for hours, which is unlike her. The only time we go that long without talking is if we are sleeping. A part of me is worried about her. This isn’t normal.

      “Rowan, are you listening?” Brittany, a senior this year, interrupts my thoughts by rubbing her hand down my chest. I take a step back. I don’t want her touching me. I don’t want any girl touching me. The only one that matters isn’t even here.

      I plan on telling Everly how I feel about her tonight. It has been a long time coming, and I’m not sure if she feels the same, but it will be worth the risk. If she doesn’t, it’ll hurt, but I know that no matter what happens, we will still remain friends.

      “Brittany, you’re a nice girl. I’m just not interested,” I repeat, for what seems like the hundredth time.

      She throws her drink down, and the beer soaks my boots. Great, now I’m going to reek of alcohol when I’m not even drinking. “You’re a stupid man, Rowan Michaels. Any guy here would want me.”

      “Then go to them! I don’t know how many times I have to tell you I’m not interested, Brittany. I’ve been nice about it, but that didn’t seem to work,” I sigh, rubbing my temples with my fingers. I’m getting a headache.

      “You’re such an ass!”

      She twirls on her heels because who the hell wears heels in the damn woods, and wobbles away.

      Maybe I should go. Everly isn’t here, and it doesn’t seem right to celebrate without her.

      “Hey, Rowan. Isn’t that Everly?” Liam, one of my good friends, points to a girl getting out of a red Toyota Camry.

      That is her car, but the person getting out of it can’t be her.

      “That can’t be her,” I shake my head.

      “Yeah man, that’s Blaire, isn’t it? I’d know that hot little punk goth babe anywhere.” Liam takes a sip of his drink as we watch the two ladies come forward.

      I lick my lips, and my heart races when I see Everly. She’s in a tight, purple dress. It hugs all of her curves, and her hair is up in a messy bun, showing off the elegant curve of her neck. Her skin is illuminated by the glow of the fire, making her look almost ethereal like she is out of this world.

      “Holy shit,” I gasp, slapping Liam’s shoulder as I watch her stop and talk to a few people.

      “I’ve never seen her wear something like that. She looks good. Are you finally going to ask her out?” Liam mutters, never taking his eyes off Blaire.

      Blaire is a cute girl, but I just can’t get past the black lipstick. Besides, all my attention has always been on Everly. How could it not be? Her long, creamy legs are so easy to imagine wrapped around my waist as I lay her down for the first time.

      Our first time.

      That is something she doesn’t know about me. I know she is a virgin because I’ve never seen her kiss or date a guy. She’s seen me date other girls, but I never had sex with any of them. It never felt right. I don’t know why I bother trying to be with other girls. None of them ever compare to Everly. I think it’s because I don’t want it to ruin our friendship, but something more is there. We just have to be brave enough to discover it.

      Another reason why I never took the leap is because I know what happens when people go to college—and on other sides of the country, on top of that. We will drift apart. She will find some fancy New York City boy and forget all about me. And that’s why tonight must be the night I tell her how I feel. I want it to be memorable, just like the last decade I’ve shared with her. A part of me hopes we won’t drift apart. Maybe we can be the exception to the rule.

      But the only way to know is to do it. And now, it is time to take some sort of action.

      Wait. Where did she go? She was there. She was just right there, walking toward me. I spin around, looking left and right, but Everly is nowhere to be found. I see Liam sitting on a tree stump trying to schmooze on Blaire, but she seems just as interested as a mouse wanting to be friends with a cat.

      There’s no way Everly would drift far from Blaire. It’s one of their rules. They’ll be roommates in college, for fuck’s sake. They can’t even be without each other for a minute.

      I look around again and do a double-take. My eyes flash red when I see Malcolm Grimlock pushing Everly against a tree. That asshole. He always did have a problem with touching things that don’t belong to him.

      Everly’s hands go to his chest. I stop marching forward, waiting to see if she actually wanted that creep’s attention, but she turns her head to the side to miss his lips. She tries to push him away, but he keeps trying to catch her mouth with his.

      I’ve never felt so much anger in my entire life. My fists clench, and my blood boils from uncontrollable rage. I bypass a few girls trying to talk to me, getting out of their reach. They huff and puff, but I don’t turn back. They aren’t important like Everly is. When I get close enough, I hear Malcolm trying to pressure her.

      “Come on. Just one little kiss. You want to, or you wouldn’t be wearing that slutty dress,” he sneers, his hand grabbing her thigh, trying to pull it up.

      I grab the back of his shirt with my hand and toss him to the side.

      “What the fuck, man?” Malcolm gets himself off the ground and dusts off his pants.

      I’ll deal with him in a minute, but my first priority is Everly. I stand in front of her, cup her face, and wipe the lone tear cascading down her cheek. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she whispers, but I can hear the fear trembling in her voice.

      She isn’t fine. She’s scared. I let my thumb linger over her cheek and bring my lips to her forehead. Everly sighs, seeming more relaxed.

      But I’m not relaxed. I turn around and push Malcolm’s chest. The force makes him fall again. And when I stomp forward, he crawls back, kicking dust up with his shoes.

      “She clearly wasn’t into it. And yet, you pushed anyway,” I snap, backing him into a tree, so he has nowhere else to crawl to.

      “Rowan, it’s fine. Let’s just go.” Everly wraps her delicate fingers around my arm, and some of my anger flees. She always has a way of calming me right before I cause mass destruction.

      I take a deep breath and nod, taking her hand in mine and turn away.

      “Wearing a dress like that, she’s asking for it,” Malcolm says from behind me.

      I move so fast, Everly doesn’t have time to stop me from doing anything. Malcolm has gotten to his feet, and he is wearing a smirk that I’m about to rip off his face. I swing my arm back and let my fist fly, catching him right in the jaw.

      He drops like a fly. Unconscious and back on the ground.

      “Does anyone else have anything to say about Everly?” I roar, waiting for the next asshole to step up and say something. Everyone is staring, slack-jawed, and the only thing that can be heard is the crackling of the wood in the fire. My chest heaves, and I’m doing all I can not to explode.

      “Rowan?” Everly’s sweet voice floats through the air, sweeping over me like a feather. She calms me again.

      “Yeah, Eve?” My voice comes out rough, like gravel.

      “Let’s go,” she pleads, pulling on my hand.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder, kiss her forehead again, and guide her toward my truck.

      “Whatever you want.” I open the passenger side door for her, unable to keep my eyes from staring at her long legs. Her dress lifts up her thigh, and I should look away, but the tease of her pink panties hypnotizes me. I can’t look away.

      Not until she gets herself situated and buckled in the truck can I finally shut the door. I turn my head over my shoulder to see Malcolm still passed out on the ground. Someone shoves him with their foot, but his limp body just flops over. Good. I hope he wakes up with a killer headache and swollen jaw. He deserved more than a simple tap to the jaw.

      The breeze brings over the smell of the bonfire as I make my way around the front of the truck to my door. I’ve always loved the smell of wood burning, but I can smell that anytime. What’s most important is that I get Everly out of here.

      I jump in the truck and buckle up. The truck rumbles to life, and I lean my arms against the black steering wheel. I glance to my right to see Everly fumbling with her hands in her lap, twisting and turning her fingers like she does when she gets anxious. “Are you really okay, Eve?”

      “I’m fine. Just a shock, is all. No one ever looks my way twice, then suddenly I’m flung against the tree. I told Blaire this dress was too much,” she mutters, tugging on the hem of her dress to pull it down her legs.

      “It’s not about the dress,” I say softly. “That guy is just an asshole. You don’t deserve to be treated that way; no matter what.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      I let out a soft laugh to try to lighten the mood and put the truck in drive. “Anyway, you’re blind if you can’t always see guys looking your way. You’re beautiful. And tonight, Blaire was right. That dress looks amazing on you.”

      Her green eyes sparkle from the compliment as she pushes a long strand of her honey brown hair behind her ear. I love her hair. It always reminds me of the fresh honey I pour in my tea in the winter. A habit I got from my mother. In the winter the air will be cold, so cold, but crisp at the same time. And nothing beats a warm cup of tea at the end of a cold day.

      It’s my favorite time of year, and it just so happens my favorite girl has hair that goes with it.

      “I’ll make sure not to tell Blaire that you think she is right. She’ll run with that,” Everly giggles, and the sound goes straight to my cock. Everything about her makes my body react in ways I have never experienced before.

      Sure, I’ve gotten erections with other girls I’ve dated, but it never felt right. We never went further than kissing. With Everly, I always feel like I’m on cloud nine. My heart races, my palms sweat, and I can never stop staring at her lips. They are so damn beautiful; they drive me to the edge of madness with that little cupid’s bow forming on the top lip, readying to shoot its love straight through me.

      It doesn’t even need to. I’m shot. I’m a goner. There’s no hope for me. I’m drowning in my love for her.

      We drive in silence, the windows rolled down, and the occasional waft of her pear-scented perfume drifts to me. I’ve always loved that smell. Everly unbuckles her seatbelt, slides herself to the middle, and lays her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for doing what you did back there,” she says.

      “You don’t have to thank me. No one messes with my girl,” I say it to sound like I’m teasing, but I’ve always viewed her as my girl. Whether it be my best friend or my soulmate, she’s mine. And I know she has to feel it too.

      “I’m glad. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if you weren’t there.”

      “You never have to worry about that, Everly. I’ll always be here.” I take her hand and bring the soft palm to my lips, giving it a kiss before intertwining our fingers and placing them on my lap.

      Damn, it feels right.

      I turn onto a dirt road that only locals know about. It doesn’t even have a street name because it isn’t supposed to exist. The truck bobs, hitting all the divots, potholes, and bumps. Everly laughs as she slides back and forth across the leather seat. And I wrap my arm around her when we hit a big one to hold her securely next to me. She could have hit her head on the window.

      “I thought I told you to put on your seatbelt. You’re going to hurt yourself.” I scold her, but all she does is giggle. “I’m serious, Everly.”

      “You’re such a worry-wart. I’m fine.”

      I put the truck in park and shut off the engine before stretching my arm over the seat. “It’s only because I care.”

      “I know.” She doesn’t argue. Instead, she puts her head on my shoulder again as we stare out at the overlook.

      It’s gorgeous. The night sky is dark with a blue hue, and the stars are so bright and shine by the millions. The Spokane city lights twinkle below us. Another soft breeze comes through the windows, teasing me with another waft of pear.

      I’d be content sitting with her here forever because it’s so peaceful. I’m not sure how much time passes, but her hand on my thigh brings me back to the present. I swallow and tilt my eyes down to see her thumb swiping back and forth on my inner thigh.

      It’s nothing. Don’t freak out.

      But then her hand drifts up, and she rubs her thumb right below where my cock is. If she keeps it there much longer, she is going to feel how hard my cock is. I try to take a few deep breaths, but by now, she can sense the change in me.

      I look over and see her staring up at me with big, emerald eyes that are glossed over with lust. “What are you doing?” My voice cracks. I clear my throat. I want to curse. I sound like I hit puberty all over again.

      “I don’t know.” She moves her head closer to me until her lips are just an inch away. I can feel the warm puffs of air ghosting over my mouth. It’s an aphrodisiac.

      “We shouldn’t.” It’s a poor protest, but something in the back of my mind screams at us to stop. This can ruin our friendship, but isn’t this exactly what I want?

      Her eyes move from mine to my lips. “I know, but I’m tired of fighting it, Rowan. I want my first time to be with you. I want all my firsts with you.”

      It’s my undoing. I grab her by the hips and lift her onto my lap. Her dress rides up, and the small strap of the dress falls off her shoulder. I cup her cheek, and she leans into my touch like it’s the best feeling she has ever felt. I bring her forward and lick my lips. There’s no more hesitancy. I take what’s meant to be mine.

      I sigh deeply, feeling how soft her mouth is. My body becomes weightless as if I’m floating, as I kiss the only woman I’ve ever loved. I can tell she is inexperienced with how she kisses me back with so much uncertainty, but it drives home that she saved this for me. All of it. I relish in it. I treasure it.

      She rocks against me and whimpers as she grinds herself down onto my cock, still covered by my jeans. A hunger like no other rips through me, and I growl as I push my tongue inside her mouth, dancing it over hers. I increase the pressure, taking her lips harder. I can’t control myself. I have to touch every inch of her skin, or my entire world will be over. I will die if I can’t see my fingers running over her milky skin.

      Our lips break apart as she yanks my shirt over my head. I push my hands up her dress, torso, and breasts, until I’m tossing the purple material in the backseat. We stare at each other, both of us gasping for air. Her lips are red and swollen from our kiss. I’ve never seen her look more beautiful.

      Her hands ghost down my body, and those green eyes leave mine as they take in what she is touching. She runs her fingers over the ridges of my abs, and I moan from how amazing it feels to feel her touch. I’m not dreaming this. I’m not hoping. This isn’t some fantasy. It’s real life. I hardly know what to make of it, but I’m on cloud nine. That I do know.

      I push my fingers under the straps of her lace bra and push them down her arms. Her cheeks are red, and a small smile teases my lips. She’s shy.

      “You’re so beautiful, Everly. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” I lean forward and take her mouth again, plummeting my tongue between her lips as I take her bra off. Once it’s off, I settle against the seat again and take in the goddess sitting on top of me.

      Her breasts are the perfect handful, with small, pink nipples that are begging for attention. I run my hands over her shoulders and chest, cupping her soft mounds. Everly tosses her head back and rocks against my straining cock as a luscious moan escapes her throat.

      The reality of what we are doing hits me hard. She has no idea that I’m a virgin, too. I hope I can make this good for her because I don’t have a clue about what to do. I just let my instincts take over. I pull her closer to me, pushing her breast into my mouth, and she rocks against me faster. I can feel how wet she is through the flimsy pair of panties. Her juices soak my jeans, and if she keeps it up, she is going to make me come before I can get inside her.

      And that just won’t do for me.

      I flip her over until she is lying across the seat, long hair fanned around her. Her nails rake down my chest, and the sting makes me gasp.

      “I’ve wanted you for so long, Rowan,” she whispers as her shaky hands go to the button on my jeans. She swallows when the button comes undone and lowers the zipper.

      I’m not wearing underwear, never do, and my cock bobs free, leaking a stream of pre-come until it drips onto her stomach. Her cheeks blaze a bright cherry red, but she pushes her nerves aside and wraps her small hand around my aching flesh.

      “Everly,” I whisper and push my pants the rest of the way down. I kick them off, and they fall to the floorboard. I want to do so much with her. I want to feast on her entire body. I want to feel her lips around my shaft, but maybe next time. There is too much tension, too much build up. I have to have her now.

      I reach for the glove compartment and search for the box of condoms I threw in there the other day. I don’t know why I got them, but it’s better to be safe, and I’m so glad I did because the dream is literally laying underneath me.

      Finally. The box. I take it out and open it, pouring the three condoms out onto the floor. I grab one and tear it from the rest. Let me see if I remember how to do this correctly. God, what if I fuck up like a fool? I take a deep breath, calm and collected, and sheath my cock in latex.

      “Rowan, I’ve never done this before,” she says. “And you’re really big.”

      I curl myself over her, arms bracing her head. I run my fingers through her hair and take her lips in a soft kiss. I try and pour everything I feel into it. How much I care, love, and adore her. When we break free, she is breathless again, and I lay my palms on her cheeks and stare into her eyes.

      “If you don’t want to do this, we won’t, but I’ll try and make it the best I can for you. If you want to stop, tell me. And we will.”

      “I’ve only wanted you, Rowan. Just go slow, okay?”

      “Like I’d ever rush this with you,” I smile in a soft, admiring tone.

      She wraps her arms around me and spreads her legs to the side. I look down and grab the base of my cock with my fist, guiding it to her virgin entrance. The heat from her pussy sears the tip of my cock. I snap my head back up when I’m finally situated against her hole. Sweat drips down my temples, from nerves and anticipation, and I wait for her to tell me it’s okay.

      She gives a small, nervous nod.

      My heart thumps against my chest. I hope she can’t hear it, but it’s all I can hear as I push my way inside her virgin heat. My eyes nearly cross, and the edges of my vision fade to black with how amazing she feels. I never thought it could be like this. And with anyone else, I don’t think it would.

      I hit the barrier. That thin wall is the only thing keeping me from being as deep and as close as I can ever be. And I don’t want to be rough. I don’t want to cause her pain. I bring my lips to hers again, hoping it will take her mind off of the next second. I push my tongue between her lips at the same time I thrust forward, ripping past the one thing in this world that is now forever mine.

      I groan into her mouth when I’m fully seated within her. She is whimpering beneath me. I pull back from our kiss and see her eyes watering. I hurt her. I did something wrong. I try and pull away, but she wraps her legs around me, keeping me inside her tight channel.

      “Stay. It stings, but it’ll fade. I know it’s hard to tell, but this is the best feeling in the world—being close to you.” Her hand lays flat against my heart, and there’s no more hiding how hard my heart is thumping.

      I place my hand over hers covering my heart. “It’s the only feeling that matters.”

      The smile she gives me melts any worries I have that say this doesn’t feel good.

      “Move,” she says.

      I gulp, and for the first time in my life, I slide my cock out and back in. Slowly at first, but I start a good rhythm, and our skin slaps together, echoing in the cab of the truck. I lay my forehead on her chest, and my hands fondle her breasts as I moan.

      “Rowan,” she whispers my name, breathless.

      It gives me fuel. I speed up, hitting the deepest, most untouched parts of her.

      “Rowan!” she cries, scrapping her nails down my back.

      I look up in time to see her worrying her lip, before her eyes roll to the back of her head, and her pussy clenches around my cock. A gush of hot liquid drips down my sack, and it makes me fall over the edge. I thrust once, twice, three times, until I’m filling the condom with my come.

      I roll to the side and take her with me, manoeuvring our bodies, so my cock doesn’t slip out. I’m not ready to leave her yet. I kiss her shoulder, up her neck, until she turns her head to meet my lips.

      This is it. This is all that matters. Tomorrow, when we wake up, I’m going to tell her I’m going to follow her to NYU, so we can be together.

      We settle in the seat, and she rests her head against my shoulders, filling my lungs with the pear scent that I love so much.

      “I love you, Everly,” I say, but the silence in return and steady breaths lets me know she has already fallen asleep. I wrap my arms around her and hold her close, feeling complete.

      Until I wake up the next morning, sun shining through my windows. A cold spot where she is supposed to be. No note. No text. No nothing. She left me, and my worst fear has come to life.

      And I don’t think I can ever forgive her for leaving me like this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years later…

      

      

      Everything is almost packed.

      Almost everything. I sigh and open the drawer I haven’t opened since coming to Berkeley two years ago. My heart clenches as I see the picture of Everly and I. It’s framed in silver, simple, nothing too fancy, but looking at it now…

      We were in love, and we had no idea. I swipe my thumb over her face, getting rid of the built-up dust that has collected over the years.

      Her long brown hair is blowing in the wind, and she has a huge smile on her face. I’m leaning against my truck, smiling along with her. It was a perfectly timed photo. A butterfly had just landed on her nose, and Blaire tried to capture the moment, but the butterfly flew away, and apparently it tickled Everly’s nose. It’s why she was laughing.

      Me? I’m smiling because she’s so damn happy. It’s my favorite photo in the entire world. I might not have seen it in two years because I tossed it in the drawer to be out of sight and out of mind, but I’ve memorized every inch of that picture. I know it by heart. I don’t need to look at it to know the feeling it gives me.

      It guts me to this day with how she left things. I’m still angry. I still hold resentment. I’ve never experienced a night like what she and I shared at eighteen. Sure, I’ve been with other women since then, but none of them hold a candle to Everly.

      I hate that I miss her, but what I miss more is our friendship. I miss climbing into her bedroom window and watching Grey’s Anatomy. I never told her, but even though I gave her so much shit for liking it, I ended up loving it and still watch it. I’m hooked. But I refuse to tell anyone. That would be a lifetime of jokes if my guy friends ever found out.

      “Hey man, you almost ready?” my roommate Gray asks as he leans against the doorframe.

      “Yeah, just give me a minute.”

      He nods, walking back out to the common area where all the TVs and stuff are. Gray was done packing this morning, but I’ve been putting it off every second I could, just so I wouldn’t find this photo. I guess I could have left it and not opened the drawer, but I’d hate it if I left it behind, even though I’m angry at her.

      The only person I can talk to these days is Gray Jones, my best friend for the last two years. Gray is also dropping out of college with me to help run the accounting app he and I created together. It has already made over a million dollars. For a couple of kids who don’t know much about anything, we considered that a win and decided to open a headquarters to have a home base.

      But in order to do that, we have to leave college, so we are. And if I ever need to go back to school, I will. And I plan on it one day. Our app is similar to PayPal or Venmo, except when you log in, you pay a base fee, and get all the tax advice, financial services, and accountants you can think of right then and there. It’s personalized, and we have already helped so many people that the app exploded overnight, and now we have five dozen employees to help with the influx of customers, and it’s still growing every day. We just got a massive round of venture funding, allowing us to truly take that next step. To become not just a start-up, but a major financial firm in our own right. All our hard work is finally paying off.

      The one person who I wish I could tell, I can’t. I’d love to tell Everly my plan, but she has never once messaged me back. I tried every day for six months after the night we had sex. That includes phone calls, voicemails, emails, and texts. Maybe I went overboard, but I missed my best friend, and I wanted answers.

      I never got them, though. It was hard to take a hint, but I finally got it. She didn’t want me, so I stopped trying. And a year and a half later, I still haven’t heard a word from her. I don’t know what happened; I don’t know what made her think to do what she did because it was so out of character. Thinking about it still shocks me and makes me feel that morning all over again like it just happened.

      Abandoned in the woods, after having bared my soul to the woman I love.

      Anger replaces sadness, and I toss the photo in the suitcase and zip it up. It’s time to officially leave all the heartache and bullshit behind me here at Berkeley. I’m starting a new life with my friend Gray, and all my focus needs to be on the company, not some girl.

      But she isn’t some girl. She’s the girl.

      Fuck! I want to scream. I’m so tired of her being on my mind.

      “Dude, are you ready yet? Did you pack all your panties? I’m not sure what’s taking so long.” Gray bounces on the heels of his feet, impatient as always. He’s wearing his typical outfit, pastel shirt with khaki shorts and Sperrys. He’s your typical frat, boy except he wasn’t ever in a frat.

      His blonde hair is slicked back and parted to perfection, and his blue eyes shine with excitement. He is like a kid in a candy store, and he isn’t even in our store yet. The man lives off anticipation.

      “I’m ready, jeez. Stop getting your panties in a twist.” I take the handle to my suitcase and start to the door.

      “I’m so excited to see Spokane. I did some research, and it has a small-town vibe to it. It has prime property overlooking mountains. I made an appointment with a real estate agent to show us around. I figured we can talk to a construction crew after we buy a plot of land. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re five steps ahead, like you always are,” I say to him as I turn off the light and shut the door. I don’t bother looking back toward the room where I spent all my nights creating this app to try and forget about Everly. That’s what this company was started on. That anger, pain, and constant attempts to put her behind me.

      I had no idea my heartache would take me here. Owner and CEO of LifeRight Financial. I guess I really have to thank her for what she did, or I wouldn’t be where I am today.

      “Someone has to be prepared.” Gray claps his hands together. “We have a few hours before our flight leaves. How about we have one last hurrah before leaving?”

      “That’s what last night was for, and the previous night, and the night before that,” I say with a smile. Gray loves to party and find any reason to celebrate. He even partied and celebrated a test he failed one time because ‘that’s life, and I love life’. His exact words.

      “Yeah, but that was last night.” He frowns, as if I kicked his puppy or something.

      I roll my eyes at his sullen expression and sigh, glancing at my watch. “Fine, but we aren’t getting too crazy. I don’t want to be hungover or wasted when I get to my dad’s house. I’d never hear the end of it.”  My father is a very wealthy man, but when I went to college, he made sure I had to work for what I wanted, just like he did.

      So, while many people never believed I didn’t have a dime of my dad’s money, I really didn’t. All the money I have, I earned, and I have to say, it feels fucking great.

      “No, just enough to feel great before getting on the plane.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and shoots a wink to a blonde chick with a lot of tattoos. Gray definitely has a type. The type that makes mom’s nervous. It makes me laugh because he is so clean-cut and preppy, yet the girls he likes are complete opposite.

      We pass a few friends and say bye as we make our way out of the front doors of the dorm. A car is there with our own driver—Gray insisted. And the older-ish man grabs my luggage and puts it in the trunk next to Gray’s.

      “Hey, Trevor. Can you take a photo of me and my brolio here?” Gray asks the driver.

      “Of course, sir.”

      Gray slaps me on the back, and we stand in front of the building that we have lived in for two years. The sun is shining, the grass is green, and it couldn’t be a better day to say goodbye and close a chapter to life. Gray throws his arm around me, and I smile.

      “On the count of three, sirs.”

      “Wait, on three or after three? Because that’s important,” Gray asks.

      I slap my palm against my forehead and groan, “Dude, just be ready.”

      “After three,” Trevor, our driver, says with a little smile.

      “So, four. That would be four,” Gray corrects.

      “Oh my god, Gray. Just shut up and smile already. You’re making me want to drink, and it isn’t even noon yet.”

      He rubs his hand down his shirt and grumbles, “It matters.”

      This time, I throw my arm around him and put him in a headlock. “It doesn’t matter.” I ball up my fist and give him a noogie, messing up his perfectly parted hair.

      “Not the hair! Not the hair!” he shouts.

      I let go and laugh as I see his precious blonde locks standing up. He looks like he got electrocuted. “Personally, I think it looks better.”

      “Asshole,” he chuckles with a teasing glint and throws his arm around me again. “Okay, let’s try this again. On the count of ‘after three’, which is technically four.”

      I don’t have time or the energy to get into that again, so I smile. Trevor seems to be having a good time, so it’s hard to be annoyed at Gray’s technicalities.

      “Looks good, sirs,” Trevor smiles as he hands the phone back.

      “Of course, it does. Have you seen us? We are good looking. You know what? Come here, Trevor. Let’s all take a selfie. You’re here for our new beginning, too.”

      “Oh no, sir. I can’t really impose like that,” Trevor tries to argue, but it’s too late. Gray already has his arm around the poor guy and tosses me the phone.

      I get in on the other side of Trevor and reach my arm out. “On the count of three.”

      “Oh, dear,” Trevor mutters.

      “Wait, on three or—”

      I start taking photos, and I know they are going to be real gems. Gray has his mouth open half the time, and Trevor is trying to get away. Poor driver, he’s probably scarred for life. Finally, ten minutes later, we are in the car and heading to town, stopping at our favorite bar. We invite Trevor inside, but he says no. Gray tries to convince him, but I slap his chest, telling him to leave it be. We can’t push the guy too much.

      The bar is a dive. The white paint on the wall is no longer white, but yellow from all the smoking inside. It’s peeling, chipping, and there are cracks along it. The carpet has stains, from probably every type of bodily fluid there is, and it’s matted to the ground. I don’t think it’s ever been vacuumed.

      “Fellas!” Mikey hollers from behind the bar. “There are my two favorite guys. You heading out of town? Beers on me.”

      I don’t turn twenty-one for another week, but Mikey doesn’t care. His family practically owns this town, so he does whatever the fuck he wants. And so do his friends. This isn’t the first beer I’ve had here, and it won’t be the last. I’m sure I’ll be back.

      “We are having one last beer before we strike out on our own, grabbing life by the horns, eating the oyster that is the world,” Gray announces, enamoured as he stares off into space.

      Mikey leans forward and throws the dirty rag on the bar top. “You sure you want to get in business with that guy? I’m a good businessman. I know people who know people. I can get you places, kid.”

      “Hey, I take offense to that,” Gray calls.

      “Good. You’re an idiot,” Mikey laughs, yanking Gray’s chain.

      An hour passes, then two, then we are on our way to the airport. We board the plane, and then it’s as if I blinked because I’m stepping off the plane in Spokane.

      I inhale the clean, crisp air and sigh. I’ve missed home. The air is cold since it’s winter, but I forgot to pack a jacket. I’m so used to California weather now, but the sharp frozen tendrils of the air feel good wrapping around my body.

      “Oh my god, my balls. I can no longer feel them,” Gray whines as he cups his junk.

      Another car is there waiting for us, and Gray runs to the back door, not waiting for the driver to open it. It isn’t that cold. He’s being dramatic.

      The entire ride to my father’s house, I’m on edge. Maybe it’s from Gray’s teeth chattering, I’m not sure, but something is telling me to be ready. Ready for what? I don’t know.

      Gray whistles as the gate to the house opens. “Fancy pants.”

      “Just my dad. Not me,” I reiterate.

      “Still,” Gray doesn’t say anything further as he gets out of the car once it’s parked in front of the house.

      I follow suit, grab my bags, and stare up at the large castle before me. At least, I always thought of it as a castle. It’s large and brick with a lot of windows and seems like a house royalty would live in. I don’t bother knocking, since it’s my house, and open the door.

      Laughter floats through the air, and my brows furrow. I know that laugh. I set my bags down and look up to see Everly’s mother holding my dad’s hand.

      And there, standing in front of her mother is Everly.

      Just what the fuck is going on, here?
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          Everly

        

      

    

    
      Oh, this cannot be happening.

      I twist my fingers together and cast my eyes away from Rowan. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out he hates me. I see the angry gleam in his eyes, the hatred, the betrayal, and I can’t blame him. The way I treated him doesn’t deserve forgiveness.

      At the time, I thought I was doing what was right. When I woke up that next morning, in the cab of his truck, wrapped up in his arms, with an ache between my legs from the sex we had the previous night, I loved him even more. I was ready to give up everything in that moment to be with him, to follow him to California.

      And that scared me. I didn’t want to be that girl who gave up her entire life for a boy that maybe had feelings for her. I thought it was the right thing to let him go be free in college, to not hold him back, so both of us could still have the lives we wanted.

      We wanted to go to school. We picked those schools knowing we would be apart, and that shouldn’t have changed just because we had sex. I didn’t want him to jeopardize his future, and I didn’t want to jeopardize mine. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      And it is still the hardest thing I’ve ever had to deal with. It hurt every day not responding to him. It hurt every day knowing he hated me, and that I’ve lost my best friend, forever. We shouldn’t have had sex.

      Part of me doesn’t regret it. I’m glad my first time and only time that I’ve ever had sex was with Rowan, but if we didn’t have sex, I wouldn’t have run, and none of this would have happened.

      I can’t take back what I did. So, I have to live with the consequences, even if they consist of admiring how handsome he got from afar. He grew into himself. He is taller now, broader, and more defined. Rowan’s light brown hair is a bit darker now, like he doesn’t get out in the sun as much anymore, is longer than he used to keep it. His blue eyes swirl with hostility, but there is a hint of sadness too. I hate that I’m the cause of it.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Rowan’s voice got deeper too, and the baritone sends shivers down my spine. My nipples bead, responding to him like they always did.

      I sigh and tighten my cardigan around myself to hide my breasts, hell, to hide my body. I glance up at him to see Rowan staring daggers at me. His friend is totally oblivious and waves at me. He takes a few strides and holds out his hand. “Hi. I’m Gray. I’m Rowan’s friend and business partner.”

      Right. Business partner. Rowan is all successful now.

      “I’m Everly.” Right as I reach out to shake his hand, Rowan pulls Gray back and curls his lip at me. Tears burn my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. I look down at my feet, wishing I had somewhere else to go.

      Gray gives Rowan a confused look, which tells me his friend doesn’t even know about me. I guess my plan worked. He has officially forgotten all about me.

      “What’s she doing here?” Rowan asks coldly, not even looking at me in the eye.

      “That’s no way to talk to your family, Rowan.” Mr. Michaels says, wrapping his arm around my mother.

      I thought we were here visiting. Just what is going on?

      “Oh, you crazy kids. You grew up together, and this is how you treat each other? I thought this would go a lot easier,” my mom grabs his father’s hand, making me gasp.

      “Yeah, let’s not talk about how we are supposed to treat each other,” Rowan huffs, and his eyes go down to look at their conjoined hands. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, while you were away at school, Barbara and I found each other and fell in love.”

      My mom stares up at Rowan’s father with adoration and holds up her other hand. “We are getting married!” she squeals. “I’ll be moving in here!”

      And at the same time, my stomach drops. This can’t be happening. The man I lost my virginity to, the man I’ve loved my entire life, is going to be my stepbrother? This day keeps getting worse and worse.

      And to add gasoline to already the burning blaze of fire? I still love him. And the worst part? I don’t even feel guilty for loving and wanting him. It isn’t enough to forget that amazing night we shared and the fantasies that one day, we would find our way to each other again.

      Now even that fantasy has been shattered.

      “You can’t be serious? Bringing them into our family?” Rowan shouts, his face turning red, and the vein bulging in his forehead. “What the fuck, Dad?”

      “You will not speak to my soon-to-be wife like that, young man. Where is your respect?” Mr. Michaels stands in front of my mother, protecting her.

      “It must have left two years ago when I went to school.”

      The words are a sword to the heart, almost making me cry. I know they are directed at me.

      “It had better change quick, or you won’t be welcome in this house.”

      Rowan doesn’t take his eyes away from his father. “Good because I won’t be here long.”

      He finally slides his eyes toward me, and the pain in those beautiful eyes takes my breath.

      “Show Everly her room,” his father says to him. “I can’t talk to you right now. I never knew my son could be so disrespectful.”

      “I wonder who’s to blame for that.” He never takes his eyes away from mine until he turns away and grabs his bag, “And I think she can find her own way. Let’s go, Gray.” Rowan goes upstairs taking two steps at a time, and Gray follows shortly behind.

      “Uh, it was nice to meet all of you, even if it was really awkward.” He waves, throwing his duffel bag over his shoulder.

      I rub my temples with my fingers and lean against the marble wall. Yeah, marble. I always felt so uncomfortable coming here because his dad is so rich. My head pounds with all the information, stress, and anxiety I’m feeling right now.

      “I’m sorry, dear. I don’t know what’s gotten into him.” My mom wraps me in a hug, and it takes all I have not to cry.

      I know exactly what’s gotten into him. “It’s fine. I’m going to go take a nap, though. It’s been a long day.”

      “Of course,” she says, but I can see the sadness in her eyes for their children not being happy for them.

      “You deserve love, mom. If Mr. Michaels brings you that, then that’s all that matters.”

      The little shine to her eyes returns, and she embraces me in another hug. “Thank you.”

      I pull away, tuck a piece of my long, brown hair behind my ear, and meander up the steps. I sigh, dragging my feet as I get closer and closer to the upstairs lobby. There are a million rooms in this house, let’s just hope I pick one far away from Rowan. I can’t wait until Christmas break is over. This is all too much.

      I drag my bag behind me, the roll of the wheels echoing in the hall. Gold chandeliers hang above me, the crystal dangling from the arms glittering along the walls. Old family photos decorate the wall with expensive wooden frames. I’m even in some of them.

      I do my best not to stop and look at them. I’ve seen them a hundred times, but this time is different. This time, Rowan and I aren’t friends anymore, and the only thing waiting in those pictures is pain.

      I reach for the silver door handle and twist, opening the heavy wooden door wide to expose a gorgeous room with a canopy bed. There is a Victorian-style chaise lounge in the corner and another chandelier hanging in the middle. To the left is a huge bathroom with a soaking tub and walk-in closet, but to my right is another door. It’s ominous and white. It doesn’t look like it belongs.

      I drop my bag to the floor and reach for the handle, only to find it locked. Damn, I really want to know what’s behind there. I give the mysterious door my back and step forward, when a murmur of voices has me peering over the curve of my shoulder again. The Nosey Nancy that I am, I press my ear against the door and listen.

      “What was the deal with that?”

      Oh, that’s Gray’s voice.

      A deeper voice that can only be Rowan’s follows next, “It’s a long story.”

      “I have all the time in the world. Who was Everly? She’s hot,” Gray says.

      “I don’t want to talk about her. Our friendship ended badly. That’s all you need to know,” Rowan says to him.

      My heart breaks a little more, and a tear finally falls down my cheek. I raise my hand to the door, holding it there, wishing it was his chest under my palm instead.

      “So, I can ask her out? You won’t care?” Gray asks.

      I wait, holding my breath to see what Rowan will say.

      “I really don’t care what you do, Gray. She isn’t my business.”

      The way he says it makes me stumble backward until the back of my knees hit the bed, and I collapse onto my back. I cover my face with my hands and sob silently. My shoulders shake, and my heart explodes into a million broken pieces. I flop over onto my side and grab the pillow to muffle my wails.

      I don’t want to give my location away. Not that it matters. He doesn’t care. I always knew he hated me, but a part of me had hope that he would forgive me. It is stupid; I know that. What I did to him doesn’t deserve forgiveness, but how he talks about me… there’s so much venom in his tone. And it hurts so damn bad.

      “What do you mean you don’t care?” Gray asks as they walk down the hall.

      The tears don’t stop falling, but I must be a glutton for punishment because I listen to see what Rowan will say back. This is why I really hate that this house echoes.

      “Ask her out. I don’t care but know she doesn’t really care about you if she says yes. You can’t trust her, okay? She’s not a good person. I wouldn’t waste my time if I were you.”

      Don’t waste his time? Okay, I deserved that, but it doesn’t make it hurt less. Am I unstable? Is it still supposed to hurt after two years? It’s the guilt that won’t allow me to move on, but Rowan won’t let me speak to him, not that I deserve it. I was a coward two years ago, and maybe I still am, but now all I feel is fear, rather than uncertainty. I don’t know Rowan Michaels anymore. Does he really think that of me? That I’m not a good person?

      I know it’s my fault, but I didn’t think I deserved that. I can’t stop my thoughts from spiralling. I abandoned him, and now all I see in his eyes is rage. Deep in my heart, I know he would never lift a hand to me, and that the only way he would hurt me is with his tongue. Like he already has.

      Gray and Rowan’s voices disappear down the hall, and I sit up, wiping my tears away. No, fuck this. I’m not going to be this girl, even though I really want to be, and be hated because of a mistake I made two years ago. I’m not that woman anymore. I wouldn’t ever do that to anyone anymore.

      So, I do what any girl does to make a man jealous. They make sure their looks can kill, and that starts with shaving everything. I run to the bathroom and wash my face, shave my legs—twice—and put on my makeup. I never was the kind of woman to wear a lot of it, so just some mascara, gloss, blush, and a bit of brow gel to keep these caterpillars in place.

      Will he look at me? Probably not. And I have to remember that, but there are bars in Spokane. And it is time to put the past behind me and live for me now. I’ll apologize to Rowan, maybe. I don’t know if it’s worth it, considering it won’t change anything and he doesn’t think I’m worth it, so why waste any more time?

      I need to move on. Rowan has my heart, but he doesn’t want it, and I need to do what I can to get it back. Maybe, one day, I can find the strength to give it to someone else again.

      I slip on a pair of leggings, cute brown boots that pull up to my thigh that have a very small heel, and a tight dark blue sweater dress. I always loved a deep blue because it brings the honey brown tones out in my hair even more.

      Flipping my hair over my shoulder, I grab my purse and strut out the bedroom door and down the steps. Raised voices echo through the lobby, and as curious as I am, I head straight to the front door.

      “Everly, wait!” I hear from behind me. I tense up for just a moment, but then realize it’s not Rowan’s voice.

      I turn to see Gray, his big blue eyes pleading.

      “You can’t leave me here!” Gray reaches for my arm.

      “I don’t even know you,” I say, trying to rip my arm free of his soft hold.

      “I know. I’m okay with that, but I need out of these stone walls. Please.”

      Right as I’m about to open my mouth, Rowan comes storming out of the living room and stops in his tracks when he sees me and Gray. His eyes go from my face, to Gray’s hand on my arm, and back to my face. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Out,” I attempt, with a shrug of my shoulder.

      “With Gray?” he asks, and the familiar deep rumble in his voice reverberates through the air.

      “No. Unless he really wants to.” Be nice, Everly. Be nice. Don’t say anything stupid.

      “You think you can put on a pretty dress and I’d forget anything ever happened between us?”

      I scoff and rip my arm free from Gray, “You’re going to find this hard to believe, Rowan, but the world doesn’t revolve around you. My world doesn’t revolve around you. Not anymore.” I open the door, turn on my heel, and walk toward the car. Snow has started to fall. It’s light, barely there, but it feels good.

      And it’s Rowan’s favorite season. I hate that I know that.

      “You made sure of that, didn’t you?” he shouts after me.

      I don’t say a word as I get into my car and spin out on the driveway until my tires gain traction. I don’t know where the hell I’m going. I don’t know what I’m doing, but what I do know is, I need to get away from Rowan Michaels as quick as possible.

      School break can’t end soon enough.
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      I lean against the frame of my bedroom window and watch Everly burn rubber as she spins out of the end of the driveway. My fists clench together when I think about her. A lot of anger, a lot of regret, and so much pain, I can feel myself drowning in it. It’s like the biggest tease, fighting for a breath because the surface is right above me. It’s there, holding all the air I need, but my legs are weighted down, and I’m swallowing water with every attempt to get to the surface.

      No matter how hard I fight, I can’t reach it. And I just keep drinking it in—keep drinking her in.

      And don’t get me started on seeing my best friend’s hand on her. It made me see red. And that’s another thing that bothers me. It shouldn’t make me see red. I shouldn’t fucking care who touches her, but I do. The thought of anyone else pleasing her the way I did, making her moan the way I did, the way her nails scratched down my back…

      My own nails drag against the wall. The sound isn’t enough to unclench my jaw or stop the drywall from drifting into a cloud of smoke and leaving indentations in the wake of my madness.

      Once her taillights are out of view, I punch a hole in the wall. I pull my hand back, wincing in pain, to see blood decorating my knuckles.

      “You want to tell me why you’re being such an asshole?” Gray interrupts from behind me.

      “Not really.”

      “Too fucking bad. You brought me here, and I’ve never wanted to leave somewhere so much in my life. You’re going to sit down and tell me what is going on. Everyone seems so nice and that Everly chick is hot! If this is about her being your stepsister now, who cares, you aren’t blood related.”

      “Don’t talk about her,” I growl with warning and look at the window, hoping to see her headlights coming down the driveway again, but I know it’s useless. She isn’t coming back for a while. I drop to the bed and sigh, flexing my hand to make sure nothing is broken.

      “Ah, so it is her.” The bed dips next to me as he sits, and a large exhale leaves my lips.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “Can you let me in? Because this living situation is awkward as fuck.”

      I laugh before pinching the bridge of my nose. I really don’t want to talk about this, but she is affecting my mood, so it’s only fair. Gray knows nothing about Everly. I’ve never mentioned her. I never wanted to talk about it because she hurt me so bad.

      “Yeah, man.” I lay my hands on my thighs and push myself off the bed, going to my suitcase where I’d tossed her picture like it didn’t mean anything.

      I say the feelings are up to debate, but that picture means everything. I unzip the main section of my bag, take the picture out, and give a small smile to the people in the photo.

      “This was us four years ago,” I hand over the precious memory that money could never buy and sit down again as I wait to see his reaction.

      “This is you?” He rubs the glass to get more of the dust off. “Oh my god, it’s baby Rowan,” he jokes, but it dulls down to a soft, more serious chuckle. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so happy, man. On a real note, I’ve never seen you look at any other girl like that.”

      “Because there has never been any other girl like her, Gray. I’ve known her since I was five. Hell, I snuck into her bedroom window almost every night just to watch TV. I didn’t know how in love with her I was until I was seventeen.”

      He whistles and hands the picture back to me. “So what happened?”

      I run my fingers through my hair and tug on the strands a bit as my mind takes me back to the night of the bonfire. “What didn’t happen?” I say in a low breath as it escapes my chest. “I never wanted to tell her how I felt, but it was getting harder and harder to be around her. We acted like a couple anyway, always sitting next to each other, spending all of our time together, holding hands, my arm around her. It was just natural, being with her. Fuck, I don’t know man.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      “Why aren’t you giving me shit for this? I figured you’d jump all over me for being all mushy.”

      He looks off into the distance and squints his eyes. “I know I can be a jokester, but I know when to be serious, and this issue between you guys is serious.”

      I stare at him for a minute, debating whether I should divulge my secret. Fuck it; maybe I’ll feel better when I let the cat out of the bag. “We gave in. It was the night before we left. I went to Berkeley; she went to NYU. They were our dream schools.”

      “So, what happened? Stop pausing and get on with it,” he nudges my side.

      “We had sex. It was both of our first times. I had dated other people and fooled around, but she had never kissed a guy. She admitted she wanted all her firsts with me. Sounds cheesy, but it was the best night of my life. I felt like we finally found our way to each other, and we could finally be in love instead of exhausting ourselves being friends.”

      I take the frame from him and stare at the photo of us. “I decided then I wasn’t going to go to Berkeley. I had made up my mind lying next to her in the cab of my truck. I was going to talk to her when we woke up that morning, but I woke up, and she was just gone. She left, and she stopped talking to me. Completely ghosted me. I tried reaching out. I texted and called her just about every day, but she never responded. I stopped trying after six months. I don’t know what happened. And here we are. She hurt me, bad. She betrayed my trust. Everly has been the only woman I have ever loved, and probably will ever love.”

      “Then why hold on to all this anger? Why not try and fix it?”

      “Because she broke it. It’s up to her to fix it.”

      “Sounds like a lot of pride and stubbornness coming off you, man. I wish I could help, but I’ve never loved anyone like that. I envy you for having that experience. I can’t imagine that, though, loving someone your entire life just to give up on it after one bump in the road.”

      “It wasn’t a bump. I tried talking to her. She wouldn’t talk to me, Gray.”

      “Honestly, I think both of you are being kind of irrational about it. I think this will all pass. You’ll realize it. We are still young. I hope when you realize it or when she does, it isn’t too late. It’s just a shame. Thirteen years of love and friendship, ruined.”

      “What are you getting at, Gray?” I’m starting to get a little impatient now. He doesn’t know the situation. He doesn’t get it.

      “Well, thirteen years of love, memories, and friendship, broken over one night. It’s been two years since you have talked?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I mean, the friendship must have not meant that much to either of you if you guys were willing to give up thirteen years. It’s sad.”

      “She’s the one that didn’t try!”

      “I know, but it doesn’t mean you had to stop. And you let your anger with her get in the way of your relationship with your dad? Man, all those years ended, for what? Some teenage mistakes?” He slaps my shoulder, yawns, and gets to his feet. “Well, I hope you work it out. All this mushy shit has made me sleepy.”

      And there it is.

      “Night, Gray. Thanks for listening. I’ve never told anyone that before.”

      He knocks on the frame of the door and smiles, “Man, that’s what friends are for. I’ll bust your ass for it another time when you aren’t face to face with the love of your life. Who is also your sister.”

      “Shut the fuck up.” I throw a pillow at him, but he shuts the door just in time, and his laugh carries down the hall until he enters his room.

      I can’t help but wonder if he is right. I look out the window again and see the snow coming down a bit harder now, and there is still no sign of Everly coming back. I stare at the picture in my hand and know Gray is right. It still doesn’t change anything, though. I’m not ready to talk to her. I’m not ready to forgive her, and I’ll be honest, I don’t know if can. I didn’t throw away thirteen years. She did.

      And it does hurt because I look at all relationships differently now. The effort, the time, the emotion, I don’t think it’s worth it anymore. Everly took that from me, and I’m still working on trying not to see new relationships through a veil of fog, but two years later, I can’t see anything through the thick.

      I sit the picture frame face down on the nightstand and flop down on the bed. I stare at the ceiling, thinking about all the years of memories we made together. It is fucked up. All those years as friends, sharing our closest memories, and she ruined it. It’s time that I let it go. And I don’t mean the last two years.

      I mean the last fifteen.

      I can’t live like this anymore. I’m ready to let it go. And these past two years, I had no idea how angry I still was until I saw her in my dad’s house this morning. All those feelings I had pushed aside came roaring back. It slammed into me hard, and now I can’t turn them off.

      I don’t know how long I lie in bed, but it’s long enough that the house is quiet, and the night is at its darkest, and my eyes are finally starting to get heavy when headlights beam through my bedroom window, and a car door slams.

      Everly.

      I turn to my side and debate on going to talk to her when I hear the door close to the room next to me. I get up and walk over, pressing my ear against the wall to see what she is up to.

      “Blaire, I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

      Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. I wonder if she is still living the punk goth fantasy.

      “Yes, he really did say that. No, I don’t know if he knows I heard what he said.”

      I pinch my brows together, wondering what the hell she is talking about. I haven’t spoken a word to her.

      “Listen, he said for his friend not to waste his time. And he said that I’m not a good person, so that’s that. And no, I don’t want you to kick his ass.”

      “Damn it,” I mutter under my breath. Guilt churns my stomach. I said those words to Gray out of anger; I didn’t mean them.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s fine. Yeah, I met a guy tonight, and we have a date tomorrow.”

      A date? I push away from the wall and start to pace next to the bed. This is exactly what I wanted, isn’t it? To bury the last fifteen years and move on with my life? But now that she has taken my advice, I don’t like that the tables are turned.

      If she goes on this date, it could lead to kissing, sex, or worse a relationship, or worse than that, marriage. Then I’d lose her forever. And I don’t have her now, but she’s always been my Everly, even if we aren’t friends right now.

      I have to sabotage that date.

      I mean, it’s the only thing that could make this situation worse, and then maybe, just maybe, we can finally go our separate ways and pretend we didn’t love each other for the last fifteen years.

      At least that’s what I tell myself. It isn’t because somewhere deep inside me I know that she’s mine and is supposed to be with me. Everly can’t be with anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      Want to know a secret?

      I don’t have a date tonight. I only told Blaire that to get her off my back about needing to move on and ‘sow my wild oats’ while I’m still young and pretty. Her words, not mine. I have never felt the need to do that.

      The only one I ever felt that for hates me, and it’s my fault, and that’s something I’m going to have to live with forever because I don’t ever see that changing. I flip over to my side and sigh, putting my hands under my cheek as I look at the out of place door that connects to Rowan’s room. Of course, I picked the room right next to his.

      Subconsciously, I knew that when deciding where to stay. I chalked it up to not being here for so long, but my soul tugged to him, and I couldn’t ignore that. Not while being this close to him. It’s sad, knowing at one point we were as close as two people could ever get, and now I have to settle for being in the room next to him.

      If it was up to me, I’d be in another country.

      I roll to my back, pulling the covers up to my chin and debating whether I want to get up or not. If I stay in my room, I’m safe. I don’t have to see my previous lover and future stepbrother or have awkward ‘family’ breakfast.

      Ugh, freaking put me out of my misery already. I shove a pillow over my face and scream until I have no more breath in my lungs.

      “Huh, that oddly feels better,” I say to no one but myself.

      This house is going to be my new home away from home now. The place I come to because my mom is here, shacking up with his dad. No, I’m sorry. She is in love and happy. I get it; the Michaels men are irresistible. I don’t blame her for falling for him. It would be hypocritical of me if I did.

      Five more days. I can survive five more days, right?

      “Don’t be a coward, Everly,” I mumble to myself and toss the covers off my body. I shiver as the cold air drapes over my skin like another blanket, and I run to the bathroom to turn the hot water on in the shower.

      I shuck off my large Metallica t-shirt that I stole from Blaire and toss it on the floor. I don’t listen to them, but it’s so comfortable, and I’m pretty sure she stole it from a guy because it’s huge. I remember when I used to wear Rowan’s shirts or hoodies. A small grin plays at my lips from the memory. His hoodies were so soft and engulfed me, falling to my mid-thigh. And they always smelled so good.

      Oh damn, did they smell good. Rowan’s choice of cologne was always expensive, and I wonder if he still wears it or has a new scent now. I hope not because it would be tragic. I remember being sixteen and lying in bed, smelling the sleeves as I fell asleep because it made him feel that much closer to me when he couldn’t stay over.

      I depended on him to fall asleep. He brought safety, his arms, his body, everything about him, and when he couldn’t spend the night, he’d always leave his hoodie behind because I told him one time I couldn’t sleep without him, and it worked like a charm.

      I don’t know where that hoodie is now. I know I never gave it back, so it’s somewhere in my apartment up in New York. My hand goes to my chest, and my heart starts to ache, and tears start to brim my eyes again. The last two years have been easy living with the pain because I haven’t had to see him—out of sight, out of mind. It’s true. The feelings I’ve pushed aside have slammed into me, sending me into a frenzy of emotions. And now I have to actually deal with them.

      I stare at myself in the mirror and move my hair over my shoulders, covering my breasts. He always liked my long hair.

      Oh, I have an idea. I throw it up in a messy bun and rinse off in the shower real quick. I toss on a tank top and jeans and spray my perfume that I’ve worn since I was fifteen. I almost forget my purse, but I grab it on the way out. My feet echo down the steps, and when I get to the lobby I turn towards the kitchen where I hear Gray, Rowan, my mom, and Mr. Michaels talking.

      “Good Morning, sleepyhead,” my mom kisses me on the cheek, and I snatch an apple from the bowl in the middle of the counter. I do what I can not to make eye contact with anyone because that means I’d get roped into a conversation, and that’s the last thing I want right now.

      Mr. Michaels puts down his newspaper and stares up at me through his bifocals. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      “Oh, I’m going to go get my hair cut,” I grin, biting into the crunchy apple.

      Rowan chokes on his orange juice, and Gray slaps his back. “What do you mean you’re cutting it?” His eyes are watering from the cough, but he still manages to narrow his eyes into slits.

      “Oh, you can’t cut your hair, darling. It’s too beautiful,” my mom laments, running her fingers through the long locks.

      I know my hair is pretty. It is the one thing I’m confident about in myself. It’s a pretty honey brown color, long with natural waves. I’m lucky, but I’m done having long hair, and it may or may not have to do with Rowan.

      “I just want something new.”

      “I get it. You need a fresh look, chop off the past and charge forward to the future, right?” Gray says before sipping his coffee.

      “Exactly.” I crunch into the apple again and moan as the juices burst across my tongue.

      Rowan chokes again and wheezes out, “I’m fine. Really.” He cuts his eyes to me, and if I’m not mistaken, I see a twinkle of emotion. “You can’t cut your hair.”

      A part of me wants to comply and make him happy, but I have to stick to my guns. He and I have no future. I can’t do things because of him anymore.

      “It’s not up to you, Rowan,” I fire back, and I don’t miss the way his chest stops moving when his name leaves my lips. I haven’t addressed him by name since we got here, and I never planned on it. Old habits, I guess.

      He pinches his lips closed, and I don’t miss the way Gray grins around the rim of his coffee. Oh, so he knows about us, great.

      “Well, what are you thinking about doing?” Gray asks.

      “It’s a surprise.” I wink cheekily with a tilt of my shoulder.

      He purses his lips. “Oh, fun. I love surprises.” Gray tilts his shoulder too, mocking me.

      I giggle from the feminine move, and I forget for a minute that I’m supposed to be angry and unhappy because I’m near Rowan. I slide my eyes to Rowan, and the usual hateful shine in his eyes is gone, replaced by a softened look. The same one that made my teenage heart flutter like a million butterflies.

      But it’s gone as quick as it came, and I hide my pain. I give my attention back to Gray and smile. “Yeah, I don’t know. It’s just time for a change, you know. It’s time to chop off the past, like you said. It’s time for a new me.”

      “What was wrong with the old you?” my mom asks, tilting her head, seeming a bit worried.

      “Just some things I want to leave behind, that’s all. It’s time to move on.” I want to look at Rowan when I say it, but since I don’t really mean the words I say, I can’t. “Anyway, I need to go.” I grab another apple for the road, my coat from the hallway closet, and sprint out the door.

      Once I shut the door behind me, I lean against it and push all the air out of my lungs. It freezes in the cold, still air. No wind to take it away, the miniscule frozen particles fall to the ground with slow, unhurried movements.

      I push through the snow that fell in sheets throughout the night and make it to my car in the ornate garage. I’m so glad I don’t have to brush off tons of snow, it’s the worst. I stop walking, mid-step, and turn around after feeling someone staring at me. It’s intense, but it doesn’t alarm me. I’m not scared.

      Looking up to Rowan’s room, I see him standing at the window. His shirt rides up when he leans against the frame, showing a little strip of his stomach. I stare at him as he stares at me, and I’m not sure what passes, but it feels like I’m dancing with the devil. I refuse to be the one that breaks first.

      I can’t tell if he is challenging me or looking at me with earnest. I need to remember he isn’t the same Rowan that I fell in love with. We don’t know each other anymore, and we wouldn’t love each other today.

      That’s what I need to start telling myself.

      He smirks and nods, rubbing his hand over his thick scruff. Almost enough to be called a beard. I remember when he couldn’t grow a peach fuzz. He gives me his back and disappears from the window. The curtains fall back, swaying until they find their place. Was he actually there? Or was I staring at a ghost?

      Snow starts falling again, and I tilt my head up, letting the snowflakes fall on my face. It’s refreshing, and it brings me back to reality, not locked in an unspoken war with Rowan.

      After a few more minutes of standing in the cold, I get in my car and start driving to downtown Spokane. It really is a beautiful little town. Mountains surround every direction, and the trees are Douglas Firs, tall, large, never-ending, and powdered with the winter snow. The roads are abandoned, but as the light peeks through the snow that’s falling, the town is waking up.

      Which is a relief because if it was closed, I’d have to go back to the house, and Rowan would see I didn’t cut it, and he would think he won.

      I pull into a parking spot in front of the salon and make my way inside. Luckily, no one is here that I know, so I don’t have to spill my life story or catch anyone up.

      “How can I help you?” a nice-looking woman with long, dark hair and olive skin greets me.

      “Hi, I was hoping for a haircut.”

      “Sure, follow me.” She grabs a cape and drapes it around me as I sit down. “What are we thinking? A trim? Such beautiful hair.” She runs her fingers through it in awe.

      “No, I want to cut ten inches and donate it. I saw a sign out front that said you guys did that, that’s true, right?”

      “Yes, it is. This is natural?”

      “All natural,” I nod.

      “Gosh, I feel like cutting this would be a crime.” She grabs her scissors and locks eyes with me in the mirror. “Last chance, doll.”

      “Do it.”

      She makes the first snip to the ponytail she gathered it in, and a few seconds later, my head is lighter. She holds up what used to be my hair, and I cup my mouth with my hands and start to laugh. My hair falls right above my shoulders now. I love it. My face looks brighter, and my eyes seem bigger. I know it isn’t possible, but my hair seems like it has natural highlights too. Maybe it’s because I’ve never cut it so short, and I’m looking at myself in a new way. No longer is the sad, broken girl who has only loved one man, staring back at me.

      A new woman has emerged. One ready to blow caution to the wind.

      “You must have really needed a change to cut this beautiful hair off.”

      Oh, she had no idea how bad I needed this. Plus, I needed to get ready for my fake date, and what better way than to get a new haircut?
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          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      “Do you like it?”

      I stare out over the view that Gray found and want to laugh. Of course, the Overlook is for sale. And of course, Gray fell in love with it. And then he asks if I like it?

      A build up of laughter starts to shake my shoulders. Unreal. I can’t escape her even if I tried, and now he wants to build our headquarters on the land where I fucked the woman I love for the first time? The same place where she tore my heart out and stomped on it?

      Damn it to hell, man. Everywhere I look, she is there. I can’t escape it.

      “What’s so funny? This is prime real estate, Rowan. It won’t last long.”

      My laughter finally slows. I look around and walk to the place my truck was parked two years ago. The view is still the same. All of Spokane is before me, nestled between the mountains. The sky goes on for miles, a bright, blue color, so different than the night and the stars this spot remembers.

      Why can’t I let it go? Why can’t I shake it off like all the other girls I have been with over the years? I’ve been with a lot of women to try and forget Everly, but it never worked. They were only a temporary solution to the real fix I needed.

      “I know this spot is all. It’s where all the teenagers would come to make out,” but not Everly and me. We came here all the time, but it was just to hang out and be near each other. I wanted to kiss her so badly, every single time, but the loyalty to our friendship held me back. What if I kissed her sooner? What if we admitted our love to each other at an earlier age? Would we be together today?

      “Oh, so this is where you and Everly, you know,” he clicks his tongue to signify having sex.

      I sigh, “Yeah.”

      “Well, I love you bro, but I don’t want to miss out on a great property over a girl.”

      “No way, this place is amazing. We would be stupid not to take it. Let’s do it.” I bounce on my heels and smile, trying to look excited, which I am. I just might have my office on the opposite end of where I am standing.

      “Really? Are you serious?”

      “Yeah man, this is the best view in the entire town. Pretty sure all the teens are going to be pissed, having to find another place to get their freak on, but they’ll live.”

      “Holy shit, we have a plot of land!” Gray whooped and pulled me in for a hug. “I can’t believe this, man. We did it. Out of a dorm room, nonetheless.”

      My hands dive into my pockets, and I stare out towards the town, the view we own now. “Yeah, we did. We need to celebrate.”

      “Let’s buy it first before we go too crazy.”

      “Good idea.” I wave my hand at the agent who is standing off the side, talking on the phone. When he sees us, he ends the call immediately and gives us a large grin, the one that says he knows he is about to make a lot of money.

      “Gentleman, have we come to a decision?” Weston, our agent, asks.

      “Yes. We’ll take it,” Gray nods.

      “And we will be making a cash payment,” I add. I never thought at twenty years old I’d be able to say that. And it feels fucking great.

      Weston’s grin took over his entire face. I guess for him that is great news. “Absolutely, let’s go back to the office and dot those I’s and cross those T’s, shall we?” he says, holding his arm out to lead the way back to the cars.

      A few hours later, Gray and I are the proud new owners of the Overlook, which still makes me laugh, and are on our way home. Regardless of the memories that the Overlook holds, I’m excited to see what the future brings. Not many people can say they started a multi-million-dollar company when they were eighteen in their college dorm. I need to start being prouder of myself.

      “We need to meet with a construction company. I want to break ground soon.”

      “Really? I thought you’d want to wait.”

      I roll down the window to our new company truck we got earlier today and put my arm out the window. “Nope, I’m ready.” Ready to move on, ready to grow, ready to make my dreams come true. I use my other hand and dig in my pocket for my phone. I need to tell Everly.

      Scrolling down, I tap where her name is supposed to be and pause. I don’t have her number. Right. I always forget that I deleted it a long time ago because every time I got excited and wanted to celebrate my successes, I wanted to tell her. She’s always the first person I want to tell, and I have a feeling that will never change.

      The only person I can really share it with is sitting right next to me. And that just isn’t the same as telling the person that is your soulmate—was. Was my soulmate.

      With a lump in my throat, I tuck my phone back in my pocket. Gray pulls the truck up to the black, gothic style gate of my dad’s house, and they open inward, revealing a long, familiar path. Douglas Firs line each side, looming like standing skyscrapers casting shadows along the driveway. When the huge house comes into view, we make our way around the circle.

      In the circle, there’s a huge fountain with sirens on each side. Usually, they are spewing water, and the garden beneath them is in full bloom, but not during winter.

      “Whoa, is that… Everly?” Gray asks, narrowing his eyes at a woman leaning against her car, talking to… Philip Ladson? Seriously? What is that prick doing here at my house?

      I hate that guy. He always had his eyes on Everly like she was a damn snack. Wait a minute, is this her date? Oh, no. That isn’t happening.

      “Who’s the guy?” Gray asks, turning the engine of the truck off.

      I clench my fingers in a tight fist. “No one important.”

      “With how she’s smiling, I don’t know if I’d say that.”

      The muscle in my cheek twitches when I see he is right. Her smile is genuine. While it doesn’t look like the one she used to give me, it’s close.

      “And holy shit, dude. Her hair is amazing. It’s short.”

      “What?” I lean forward and press my hand against the dash as I stare out the windshield. Oh my god, she cut it. She really did it. Her long, beautiful, hair is gone. But it looks good, so fucking good. She reminds me of a little pixie. She has it styled in her natural waves, which she doesn’t do much because it is a lot of work when her hair is long.

      “It looks hot. I’m not going to lie, that girl is fucking beautiful.”

      Deep breaths, Rowan. You have no right to get mad. She isn’t yours.

      Isn’t she?

      “Let’s go,” I growl through clenched teeth. I’ve been doing that more than I’ve been wanting to lately. If I keep it up, I’ll crack a tooth.

      Gray chuckles, knowing that what he said got under my skin.

      I slam the door a little harder than necessary to grab her attention, but it’s locked on Phillip. Why do I care? I shouldn’t. It means nothing. She means nothing to me.

      Yeah, that’s not true.

      “Hey, Everly!” Gray waves, and I’ve never wanted to punch him in the face so hard before. “Your hair is so great! Looks good.”

      “Thanks, Gray!” she shouts, completely ignoring me to slide her attention back to Phillip. Okay, that’s not going to work for me.

      I might not want her attention right now, but that doesn’t mean someone else gets to have it while she’s right in front of me. Yeah, I know how it sounds, but it’s just how it is. I turn course, and instead of going in the direction to the front door, I walk over to her car.

      “What are you doing?” Gray hisses, trying to grab my arm to stop me, but I yank it away. “Stop it. Don’t make an ass out of yourself,” he whispers right before I make my way up to the duo.

      I toss my arm around Phillip and stare at Everly, who has a look on her face that can only be described as fear. “Hi, buddy. Long time no see.”

      “Rowan,” Gray warns, but I ignore him.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Everly’s new friend.

      He points to Everly. “She had a flat tire outside the salon, and I helped change it. I followed her back to make sure she got home safe.”

      My heart drops, and my stomach plummets to know she counted on another man to help her. “Why didn’t you call me?” I ask, feeling a little offended.

      She wraps her arms around her midsection but doesn’t take her eyes away from mine. “Come on, Rowan. You know why I didn’t. Phillip was just being nice.”

      “Yeah, and whose fault is that?” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      Phillip moves to stand in front of Everly, protecting her. Like I would ever hurt her. He has got to be kidding. “Hey, man. There’s no need for that.”

      Everly’s hand grabs his arm and steps to his side. “It’s fine, Phillip.”

      “Let’s go,” Gray says.

      I yank my arm out of his hand again, trying to walk away, and be a better person, but the anger, so much fucking anger is coursing through my veins right now.

      “So, I was wondering if you’d like to get a cup of coffee tomorrow? Just to catch up? I’d love to know what you’ve been up to,” Phillip asks Everly.

      My Everly.

      I turn back around and laugh, “You know, I wouldn’t recommend going on a date with her. She’ll just make you fall in love with her and leave the next day. Isn’t that right, Everly?”

      “Stop it,” Everly sobs.

      “What? It’s true. Isn’t that what you do, Everly?”

      “What the fuck is your problem?” Phillip pushes my chest, and I stumble back. “Do you want to fight? Then fight me. Don’t pick one with her.”

      I have so much built up emotion bursting inside me, spewing all kinds of things through my mind. I want to scream. I want to hit something. I want to feel fucking better than I have been since the day she left. I just want the feelings to go away.

      “I like your hair better long,” I say with a smirk, before turning around and walking away. Gray shakes his head, disappointed in me. I know. I’m disappointed in myself, but I don’t know how to stop the venom from pouring off my lips.

      And it’s not even true. I actually love her shorter hair. I want to tell her she is still the most beautiful woman in the world.

      But the resentment is too strong right now.

      “Good thing I didn’t get it cut for you,” she shouts after me.

      I open the door to the house and slam it as hard as I can, causing the stained glass in the middle of the wood to shatter and fall on the floor.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Gray pushes my shoulders, but I’m numb to it all.

      “She is, man. She’ll always be what’s wrong with me,” I whisper and hit his shoulder with mine as I run up the steps. I feel like I’m eighteen again, nursing my broken fucking heart.

      And I have a feeling the only one that can put it back together is Everly Madison.

      I’m not proud of how I just acted, but these feelings that have been pushed aside seem to be stronger than my self-control.
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      “Are you okay?”

      I rip my eyes away from Rowan’s retreating form and stare at Phillip, who has been nothing but kind and sincere since we met earlier. He was an ass in high school, but he grew up and matured into someone I didn’t think he could be—it’s a good surprise. The old Phillip would have driven past the woman with the flat tire, maybe laughed or yelled something rude and inappropriate.

      Blinking my tears back, I somehow bring a smile to my face. “I’m fine.”

      “I thought you and Rowan were as thick as thieves.”

      “Things change,” I say with a shoulder shrug.

      “I didn’t think anything could tear you guys apart,” he frowns.

      “Well, I messed up really bad, and these are my consequences.”

      Phillip tilts my chin up with his fingers and gives me a sad expression. His blue eyes crinkle with understanding, and his lips frown with empathy. “You shouldn’t have to continuously pay for your mistakes. What a lot of people don’t get, is when you do make them, you already treat yourself worse than anyone ever could. I understand people for being mad for disappointing them, but how long can a beating take before you break?”

      I wipe the tear struggling to not fall from my lower lash line and nod, “You’re a lot smarter than you used to be.” I make sure I say it in a way that sounds like I’m joking. I don’t want him to think he isn’t intelligent.

      He shoves his hands in the pockets of his brown Carhart jacket and swallows, causing his Adam’s apple to bob. “I’ve had a lot happen to get me where I’ve needed to be.”

      I place my hand on his shoulder and duck my head down to catch his gaze as it moves to the ground. “If you ever need a friend, I’m more than happy to lend an ear.”

      “Just a friend?” he raises an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, I’m not good to date right now.”

      “It’s because of Rowan, isn’t it?”

      I sigh, not wanting to admit anything, but it’s obvious. Even though Rowan and I no longer speak, the feelings I have for him control everything I do. “It’s a long story.”

      “Maybe friend to friend, you can tell me one day.”

      “I’d like that, Phillip,” I say with a big, earnest smile, and to my surprise, he gives me one right back. Yeah, this is a different Phillip. An older, wiser, yet somehow jaded and empty Phillip. One who is kind, but he somehow seems to have gotten some of his life ripped from him.

      “Great. How about we exchange numbers to keep in touch? I swear, just friends.”

      “I believe you.” I get my phone out, and we give each other our phones.

      After punching a few buttons, I have my phone back in my hand. “Jeez, your number really weighed it down.”

      “Oh, she has jokes, funny.” Phillips wraps his arm around me and pulls me to his chest for a hug.

      I don’t mean to compare, but I do. I don’t get the same heart-thumping, blood-rushing, lip-tingling feeling with Phillip like I do with Rowan, when Phillip holds me. He is taller than Rowan, built, but that’s where the similarities end.

      Turning my cheek to lay against his pec, my hands come up and lay flat against his chest, and I sigh. I haven’t been held by a friend in a really long time, and it feels nice. I wish I felt something for Phillip. I’d take a microscopic ounce of what I feel for Rowan, just to get over him and move on.

      Phillip doesn’t make my body come alive or my skin buzz. When he looks at me, I don’t feel my world tilting or my soul shifting. His chest isn’t as firm and muscular as Rowan’s, and as his heart pumps against my ear, the only heart I can think about is Rowan’s.

      “You’ll be okay one day, you know.”

      “I’m okay now,” I lean back and stand on my tiptoes to place a kiss on his cheek. “Thanks for being a good friend. I have Blaire, but sometimes another person to have in my corner is great. I’m not saying I deserve to have someone in my corner, what I did was really messed up. I don’t blame Rowan for hating me.”

      “If you think Rowan hates you, your mind is clouded just as bad as his, and what did I say? He can’t hold it over your head forever.”

      He obviously didn’t know Rowan like I do. “It’s fine. I’m a big girl. I’ve lived with it for this long. I only have a few more days here, and then honestly, I don’t know if I’ll ever see him again.” I know the words are a lie as soon as they leave my mouth. One because we are practically family now, and two, I know I can’t go the rest of my life without seeing him.

      It’s just the sad truth.

      “Well, I hope you don’t feel the same way about me. I know I haven’t seen you since we graduated, but I’d love to see you again. Just as friends. Maybe I can come see you and Blaire in New York? Is she still rocking out at concerts doing the—what’s it called—the wall of death?”

      I sputter laughing, the sound so loud that it carries through the quiet surroundings, bouncing off the trees. “Yes! She is a madwoman. I go to concerts with her sometimes, and she is in the mosh-pit, or crowd surfing, or the wall of death. Why anyone would do that is beyond me. She came home with a bloody nose and a black eye one time, and her exact words were, “‘That was the sickest show I had ever been to.’”

      “The little maniac,” he laughs. “I always liked that about her. She never cares what other people think and just lives how she wants to live.”

      “Yeah, I envy her for it. She’s always been really amazing at living unapologetically. And we would be happy to have you visit. We live in a shoebox apartment, and sometimes it smells like the pizzeria two buildings down, but if you can deal with that, the couch is yours.”

      “I love pizza, so it’s perfect.”

      “I used to love pizza too. Until I had to smell it every day. Now I get sick when it wafts by. Too much of a good thing, you know?”

      Phillip unlocks his car and opens the door, pausing before he gets in. “There’s never too much of a good thing. And if you’re wondering how something can be so good all the time, it’s just cause it’s that—it’s good. Take a note from Blaire’s book. It was good seeing you; I’ll keep in touch. I gotta go see my dad.”

      His words hit me dead in the chest, taking the air right from my lungs. His dad. His dad who went to prison when Phillip and I were in high school for murdering his mom and little sister. It’s something the entire town knows about but never speaks a word about it.

      “Oh my god, Phillip.” I run up to him and give him another hug. “Text me later, let me know how it goes, and maybe we can meet for coffee tomorrow?”

      Phillips smile is sad, and that’s when I see the loneliness shine through his sapphire eyes. I’m not sure why he is going to see his dad. As far as I knew, he had stopped caring for his dad the moment his father was sentenced to the death penalty. “I’d really like that, thanks.”

      He ducks himself into the car and pulls out of the driveway. I wave to him as he looks in the rear-view mirror. My heart goes out to him. I don’t know what he is going through, I can’t even compare, but I’d be happy to be there for him. And it feels good to have a friend here. I was starting to feel trapped.

      My phone dings, and when I pull it out of my pocket, I smile when I see Phillip’s name. “I think your hair looks great by the way.”

      “Thank you,” I text back. “And drive safe.”

      “Will do.”

      I stuff my phone in my back pocket and make my way inside. When I open the door, I ready myself for a fight, but the lobby is empty. The house is quiet. Too quiet. And I feel a storm brewing. The air is charged with anger. It’s so heavy, the hair on my arms stand up. I hurry up the steps, hoping to miss the fury and verbal storm from Rowan, but no such luck.

      There he is.

      Standing by my bedroom door.
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          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      Everly sighs and charges forward, reaching for her door handle. “Can you wait to use me as a punching bag tomorrow? I’m not really in the mood, Rowan.”

      “Well, that’s too bad, Everly. I wasn’t in the mood when you left me high and dry and ditched me for two years. I just want to know something.”

      “What?” she asks, not turning to look at me. I keep my eyes drilled on her back, my body shaking. We aren’t touching, but the familiar surge of energy starts to course through my body. It’s the same every time she is close to me. It always has been. It’s like we are magnets, trying to stick together, but we are fighting the natural pull.

      “What’s he have, that I didn’t?” My voice breaks a little, right at the end, and I hang my head low.

      She doesn’t say anything, just covers her mouth with her hand, muffling the loud sobs as her tears break free.

      “I need to know what made me lose my best friend, Everly. I need to know why I wasn’t good enough.”

      Seeing her with Phillip broke something inside of me. It’s why I’m standing in front of her, asking her to just tell me what I did. It’s one thing to lose someone, but losing my best friend and my lover, it changed something inside of me forever. It’s like a part of me is lost without her, and I have no idea how to find it.

      She sniffles and wipes her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. She tilts her head up but doesn’t look back. Her eyes remain locked on the wooden door. “Phillip is no one, Rowan. He is no one. He is a friend, that’s all. He has nothing. No one ever does. It wasn’t you that wasn’t good enough, Ro.”

      My breath catches when she calls me that. She hasn’t said my nickname since we were kids playing on the swing set. I’m not sure what makes her say it now. It makes me wish for some type of connection with her. One besides pain.

      She takes a deep breath and keeps going. “I don’t have a good reason for doing what I did. Everything, every excuse that I have told myself at the time made sense. It wasn’t you. You were perfect, Rowan.” Even with her back turned, I can see the tears fall down her cheeks, one after the other, drop upon drop.

      I step forward to grasp her wrist, and an electric current zaps between us. I want her to turn around so bad. But she won’t. I know that if I see the pain in her emerald eyes, it will break me. But maybe that’s what I need.

      “Look at me,” I beg.

      She shakes her head, causing more tears to rush down her cheeks. “I can’t.”

      “Give me that much, Everly. Please. Look at me.”

      Slowly, trembling with emotion, she spins around on shaky legs. My stomach twists, my nerves shatter, my heart trips over the ache. I let out a quaking breath to try and calm myself, but my lungs aren’t working. I don’t let go of her wrist. The feel of her smooth skin on mine takes everything away. Suddenly, it’s just me and her alone.

      I’m on cloud nine again.

      “He has to have something. Someone had to have something for you not to want my love, Everly. Just tell me because I can’t live like this anymore.”

      She opens her eyes, and my knees buckle. She’s so damn beautiful it hurts. “Don’t cry, Everly. Please. I’m barely keeping it together,” I beg as I swallow my emotion the best I can, but I can still feel a single tear dripping down my own cheek.

      Her lips quiver as she breaks eye contact with me, and she stares at the ceiling before wiping her eyes. “Rowan, I’m sorry.”

      I cup her face with my hands and make her look at me. “Tell me what I did. Was it not… was it not good for you? Did I do something wrong?” I won’t ever tell her that I had no idea what I was doing because I was a virgin too, but this has to be cleared up. It sounds so stupid talking about it two years later, but with her standing in front of me, and my hands holding her delicate face, it’s like I’m back there all over again.

      She pinches her brows and lays her hands on top of mine. Her tears get trapped by our fingers as she cries. “Oh my god, Rowan. No, that was never it. That will never be it. That was the best night of my life. It was amazing. You were amazing. It was everything I dreamed of. I need you to know that.”

      I smile, remembering how good it felt to be with her. I lay my forehead on hers. “If it was everything, why did you go? Why did you leave me?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she whispers, her breath ghosting over my lips, teasing me with the faint remembrance of her taste.

      I rub my nose against hers, closing my eyes, taking in how she feels against me. It’s been so long. My life feels right again. My heart doesn’t ache anymore. This is how it’s supposed to be. I don’t want to talk anymore.  I just want to feel her. I need to. It’s been too long.

      I tilt my head to the side and hover my lips over hers. It’s been too long since I’ve tasted them. I only got to taste them once, and it was nowhere near enough.

      “What are you doing?” she pulls back a little, gasping as I take a step forward to close the distance she put between us.

      “Shh, don’t question it because right now I don’t really know. I just know I need you.”

      “I need you too, Rowan.”

      My name falling from her lips breaks the last resolve I have.

      I press her against the door, pelvis to pelvis, and close the distance between us. I keep my hands on her face, caressing her cheeks, moving to push my lips harder against hers. She whimpers into my mouth, and I swallow it down like it’s water, and I’m a dehydrated man. I plunge my tongue inside her lips, licking those divine taste buds. Her tongue duels with mine but not for domination. Instead, she pulls me even closer to her. It makes me flex my hips, rocking my cock against her. Her lips are so perfect and round. I’ve never stopped remembering our first kisses, and for so long the fantasy of kissing her again was a luxury I wanted desperately.

      Still is.

      Breaking our lips apart for a second to catch my breath. I groan as my body trembles with need. My cock jerks in my jeans, aching to be inside her again, the place I belong. I run my hands down her neck, my fingers dragging along the soft column of her neck, tracing her collarbones, running them down her chest until I hit the curve of her breasts.

      Her breaths are coming out harsh, and her cheeks are red from desire, for me. I stop before I go further and take a chance to examine her face. God damn, she is beautiful. Her eyes are my favorite thing about her. They are pools of melted emerald stones, glistening in the sun. Hypnotizing. Erotic. Mine. Always have been. Always will be.

      No matter what curves life throws at us, no matter the space we put between us, I know we will always find our way back to each other.

      “I love you, Rowan. That’s never changed.”

      Her words elicit a deeply content growl from my throat, and I plunder her mouth again. My cock has never been so hard. My soul has never been so aflame. No one has ever felt so good before. No matter how hard I tried, no one ever felt as right as Everly.

      “I love you too, Everly,” I push her hair back behind her ears so I can see her entire face. “I can’t believe how long I’ve loved you.”

      She smiles like I’ve given her the world and presses her lips against mine again. My hand reaches for the doorknob, and we fumble through the bedroom. I kick the door shut with my foot and yank my shirt off by grabbing the back of the collar.

      “I always loved it when you took your shirt off like that. It’s so hot,” she grins with a lick of her lips.

      I smirk, showing the dimple in my right cheek. Another thing that drives her crazy. “I know. Why do you think I always made sure to do it that way?” I lift the hem of her shirt, touching the taut muscle of her stomach as I yank the damned material off.

      Her body is different, more curvaceous. Her hips are wider, her breasts are fuller, the dip in her waist is more pronounced. I didn’t think I could be even more attracted to her than I was before, but somehow I am. All I want to do is wake up to Everly, every day, for the rest of my life.

      She has been my entire life so far, so what would I know about actually living without her? A world without Everly Madison is not a world I’d want to be part of.

      I run one finger under the strap of her bra and pull it down her slim shoulder. Her hands trail down my chest, and she runs her thumbs over my nipples, making me inhale.

      “You look different,” she says.

      “Is that a good thing?”

      She bites her lip and nods, “Very.”

      It looks like both of us have filled out in all the right places. I lay her on the bed and kiss her again while my hands remove her bra. I toss it the side and look down.

      “Fuck,” I grope the mounds in my palms, kneading the soft, tender flesh. “I’ve always loved your tits.” Her nipples are a pale pink, hard and wanting, waiting for me to give them pleasure.

      “Rowan,” she withers under me, clawing at my chest as I pluck the beaded nubs.

      I kiss my way down her chest and lick to her chest, darting right and swirling my tongue around one nipple before making my way to the next. Her fingers tug on the short strands of my hair as I work my way down her elegant body. So soft, so refined, so smooth.

      I unbutton her jeans and tug them off along with her shoes. I can see her, light patch of hair above her pussy. My shaft twitches at the sight, and pre-come pools into my briefs. I’m leaking like a sieve; the anticipation of getting inside her is slowly killing me.

      Next, I grab a fistful of her lacy underwear and rip them from her body. She gasps, but then moans, clutching the comforter in her hands so hard her knuckles turn white. She’s all waxed and trimmed in a pretty, vertical, wide line. I always love it when women keep their pubic hair. It’s so womanly.

      I spread her folds apart, and my mouth waters from how wet she is. I’m dying for a taste. I’ve been wanting to see how sweet she is since I was seventeen. I swipe my tongue along her slit, and she lets out a very loud moan that sends shivers down my shaft.

      I don’t know how long I can keep this up. My cock is so hard, it hurts. It actually, physically hurts. I dip my tongue into her pussy and scoop her cream into my mouth. My eyes roll to the back of my head.

      Pears. She tastes like fucking pears.

      “You taste so good,” I mutter as I unbutton my pants and push them down my legs until I can kick them off. I latch back on to her clit, sucking and nibbling until her back bends off the bed and she is shouting my name to the heavens.

      I can’t take it anymore.

      I wrap my hand around my cock and rest it against her folds. Our eyes meet for a second, and she nods, her beautiful emeralds glazed over with desire.

      In one quick motion, I’m sheath inside her in one long stroke. Both of us moan at the same time. Her hands clutch my ass, pushing me further inside her, making sure she has every inch. “It’s been too long,” I whisper.

      “Never again,” she gasps, as she kisses her way down my neck, sucking on a hot spot right above my collarbone. We’ve never had time to explore each other before. I don’t know how she knows what I like, but I won’t question it.

      It just reassures how we are supposed to be together.

      I rock against her, slow and steady, trying my best not to come already. She’s so fucking tight, reminding me of how she felt the night we lost our virginities to each other. Her wet walls suck my cock into her depths with every stroke.

      “Rowan, more. Faster.”

      I bite my lip, needing some amount of pain to keep me from coming. I’m close. I’m too close. I lay my hand in the middle of her chest and give her all I have. I fuck her hard and fast, barely keeping control of myself. Next time, it will be better, but right now, I need to take the edge off.

      “Yes, Rowan. Like that. Just like that. Don’t stop. Don’t!”

      “I never plan on stopping,” I growl before sucking her bottom lip into my mouth. The base of my spine tingles sending the best sensations through my shaft.

      “I’m going to come,” she cries, and the start of her orgasm squeezes me tighter than I ever thought possible.

      “Come with me,” I gasp, as my impending orgasm steals my breath.

      “Everly,” I whisper, at the same time she says my name.

      We shout at the top of our lungs from the pleasure. Fuck, so much pleasure. I empty my seed inside her, pushing it deeper with every thrust as her spasming walls help bring it to her womb.

      I collapse on top of her, shaking, and take her lips in a slow, passionate kiss. I go to roll to my side to situate myself next to her, but I roll off the bed and hit the wood floor with a hard smack.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” I groan as the dream vanishes and reality appears. “Ow.” I get on my hands and knees, groaning as pain sears my hip. Yep, that will leave a bruise. I stumble over to the bathroom and flip the light on and curse when I see myself in the mirror.

      Cheeks are flushed. Sweat drips down my temples. Come is splattered along my chest with a few drops in the thick of my bush above my cock. I run to the bed to make sure Everly isn’t there because that felt too real. There’s no way we weren’t having sex. Except I see more come on the bed—my come.

      I pull the strands in my hair as I try not to freak out. A wet dream? A fucking wet dream? What am I? Fourteen?

      I sit on the bed and look down at my semi-hard cock still leaking my orgasm. The best orgasm I’ve ever had since I was eighteen in the cab of my truck. “We need to move on. And you aren’t helping things by wanting her,” I say, as if my cock has a mind of its own. I fall back on the bed and curse as I land in the puddle of my own come.

      “Great.” I get up, yank the sheets off the bed and turn on the shower to get all the sweat and sex off me.

      Dream sex that is.

      I step in the shower and lean my hands against the wall, hanging my head to let the hot water drape over me. I know it isn’t just my cock that wants her. It’s every ounce of me. My soul, my mind, my heart, my blood, my nerves, my skin, just my entire being yearns for that woman.

      A woman who doesn’t want me.
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      When I saw Rowan standing near my door, I’d thought all hell was going to break loose, but Gray grabbed him before he could say anything else that could make me cry. I assumed he would have said things that were hurtful.

      I deserve it. I will take any words he has to say to me like a whipping post. He has a lot he needs to say to me, and I can’t argue with him about it because, at the end of the day, I’m the reason why we are in the situation we are in. I don’t blame him for wanting to confront me. I want to confront him too, but at this point, and with how bad things are, I don’t know how to. And will he even want to listen to me? I don’t know. I think he just needs to vent because the forgiveness train, for me to tell him I’m sorry, has left the station.

      “Good afternoon,” my mother announces the next morning, kissing me on the cheek. “Have you and Rowan made up yet?”

      “Don’t really want to talk about it, Mom,” I reply, scooping another spoonful of cereal in my mouth.

      “So that’s a no, then,” she sighs, opening the cabinet to grab a white coffee mug. “I don’t understand. I thought you guys were in love. I mean I guess it is a good thing you’re not, since you’re related now.”

      “We aren’t related. You and his dad are only engaged.” I drink the milk from the bowl and set it on the counter when I’m done. “Besides, even if you were married, Rowan and I are far from being siblings, Mom. We’re adults now. It’s pointless to think of it that way, really.”

      “Oh, that’s great news, honey.” Right as she puts the rim of the mug to her lips, she mutters, “Because we got married last night.”

      The orange juice slips out of my hands, and the glass shatters on the floor, sending small pieces and orange juice all over.

      “What?” I shriek. I really thought this engagement was a fluke. I thought it would blow over.

      “What?” Rowan echoes from the hallway.

      “Married?” I sputter. “Already?”

      “Well, it was kind of spur-of-the-moment. We decided we didn’t need all that fancy stuff. Just the two of us at the courthouse.”

      Part of me is deeply hurt that she didn’t want to invite me to her wedding. Another part of me is grateful I didn’t have to go.

      I glance over at Rowan, panicked, but he still won’t meet my eyes.

      Gray helps himself to a peach from the bowl on the kitchen island and smiles. “Oh man, this keeps getting better and better.”

      “We’re a family! Isn’t this wonderful?” My mother hugs him, and he shoots daggers at me like it’s my fault our parents fell in love. “Now, I don’t expect you to call me Mom or anything, but at least call me Barbara now, okay? No more of that Ms. Madison,” she giggles.

      Giggles.

      My mother does not giggle. Who is this woman?

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll do my best.”

      Gray leans over and whispers from the side of his mouth, “So I guess the sex would be forbidden now between you guys, or…?”

      “I’m this close to stabbing you with this spoon, Gray.” I pick up the spoon and twirl it between my fingers; my reflection glaring off the polished silver.

      He feigns insult by throwing his hand to his chest and gasping, “That’s assault. I thought we were closer than that.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t even know your last name, or your middle name. Friends know those things.”

      “Grayson Lauren Jones,” he puffs out his chest proudly.

      “Lauren?” I try and hide my smile.

      “It’s a family name. And Lauren is a unisex name!”

      “That explains it.” I roll my eyes, bending over to clean up my mess. I want to get out of this house as soon as possible.

      “Explains what?”

      “The boobs,” I slide my eyes down his very firm, in shape pectoral muscles. They’re far from womanly, but I still want to give him crap for it.

      “I do not,” he snatches the spoon from my hand and tries to see his own reflection in it, twisting and turning his chest in the small curvature of the spoon.

      I giggle, covering my mouth with my hand to muffle it with my shirt sleeve.

      He tosses the spoon back in my bowl. “Jerk. I’ll have you know these pecs are hard earned. Five times a week, an hour a day.”

      “Impressive.”

      “I know,” he singsongs.

      “Let’s go, Gray,” Rowan cuts in. “We have a meeting with the construction company. Congrats on the wedding.” He doesn’t bother looking at me as he walks around the counter, giving me a wide berth.

      It’s different this time though. His expression seems guilty, instead of hateful. He did something. I know that look. I want to ask so bad, but considering I’m still not sure how he’ll react, it’s probably best if I keep my distance.

      “Alright, everyone. I’m heading out. I have a plane to catch soon.” I wash out my bowl and lay it in the dishwasher. “Good luck with your construction, guys,” I tell the boys, and turn to my mom, “I love you, mom. I’m happy for you.”

      Deep down, I really am glad that she found love. She deserves it after my dad died. I just wish I could find love, too. So, I can put the man I’m now apparently related to in the past.

      “Wait, you’re leaving? Already? Your break just barely started,” Rowan frowns, taking a step forward.

      “I love you too, sweetie. Tell me when you get back to New York, okay?” she kisses me on the cheek and grabs her mug before walking down the hall and to Mr. Michaels’ office. I shudder, thinking about what they might do in there. Gross.

      I let out a large exhale after my mom leaves the room and run my finger along the granite countertop. I make sure not to look at him because I know I’ll end up staying if I get one glimpse of those crystalline blue eyes I love so much.

      “Yes. I had to move my flight up. I have some things to take care of, and I need to get back and get settled before classes start again. I wish you guys luck. It’s really great what’s happening for you. I’m proud of you, Rowan. It was nice to meet you, Gray,” my voice hitches as emotion burns my eyes from how bad I want to hug the man I love. “I need to go.”

      I flee down the hall and grab onto the railing as I swing myself around to climb up the steps. Once I’m out of their sight, I let out the sob that’s been strangling my chest for the last few days. The wall catches me as I stumble against it and lose my footing. The despair finally leaving my body is too much. I can’t be in this house another day.

      “Everly!” Rowan yells from the downstairs lobby, and I hear him running up the steps after me.

      I do what I do best.

      I run.

      And slam my bedroom door, letting the cries disable me until I’m sliding down the wood separating me from the biggest mistake I’ve made in my entire life. I want to throw myself into his arms so bad and finally feel at home, but I can’t. I’m having withdrawals from him. My body shakes from not getting the fix. I’m addicted.

      And I’ll never be okay without him. I’ll consistently be on the mend, trying to move on from the one thing I want most.

      “Everly,” Rowan repeats, with a shake of the doorknob.

      I muffle my cries with my hand and pull my legs to my chest. My cheek finds my knee, and the tears find a new path to fall down, wetting the material of my leggings.

      The door stops jiggling, but I still hear him breathing.

      “Everly.” This time when he says my name, it isn’t full of demand or hate, but yearning. I turn around on my knees and stand, placing my hand on the door.

      “Rowan,” I find the strength to say his name, even if it does sound weak on a short, quaking breath.

      He doesn’t say anything, but I hear him. I hear his deep sighs and the creaks in the old, wooden floors as he shuffles his weight from one leg to another. I gasp as I feel heat on the other side of the door, searing my hand. I stare at the spot with wide eyes, but I don’t say a word because I know it’s all in my head. There is no way I can feel his hand on the other side of this door, no matter how much I wish I could.

      I lean my forehead against the door, rolling it back and forth from the restraint I’m fighting. I want to open the damn door.

      “Everly.”

      “Rowan,” I whisper.

      We don’t say anything else. Everything that needs to be said, is said in that moment. I gasp as the heat I felt, the connection, the familiar magnetic pull between us, breaks. His hand is gone. The heavy steps of him walking away only makes fresh tears fall.

      I hate this house.

      I hate this room.

      I hate it all.

      I run to my suitcase, unzip it, and throw all my clothes from the drawers in the bag. I don’t fold them. I don’t care. I need out of here. My pain still drips down my face in heavy flows, and I brush it away with my forearm. Next, I run to the bathroom and grab all my items off the counter and toss them in my bag, carelessly.

      I grab my cell charger, stuff it in my purse, and run out the door. Voices carry from the kitchen and pause their conversation when they hear my footsteps coming down the marble staircase.

      “Everly!” Gray’s voice begs me to stop, but I don’t.

      I rush outside to the freezing cold weather and drag my suitcase through the snow. It can get wet for all I care. I’ve been living in this personal hell for too long. It’s time I go home now.

      “Wait, you mad woman!” Gray yells, right before snatching the bag out of my hand.

      “Gray, not right now, okay? I need to go. My flight leaves soon.” It doesn’t leave for another five hours, but an airport full of people I don’t know is better than this place.

      He holds up his hand in surrender but doesn’t let my bag go. “I know, okay. I know you need to leave. I just want to say something real quick, and you can be on your way.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and tap my foot against the pressed snow. “Okay.”

      “I don’t know everything that went on between you two, and I don’t know you too well, but you seem like a kind person—a good person. And whatever happened for you to run from him all those years ago, I think there is a reason, but you haven’t said it.”

      He hands me his card with his cell phone number. “If you want to talk about it, call me. I can be your friend and his. And whatever we talk about, stays between us. He is hurt because he loves you still, so much—”

      I snort. Yeah, seems like a lot of love.

      He tilts his head and smiles sympathetically. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but heartbreak changes people. He is changed. And so are you. It was nice to meet you, okay?” He holds out his arms for a hug, and I comply.

      He is a good friend. I’m happy for Rowan. I press my cheek against his chest, and it still doesn’t feel like Rowan’s. No one ever will.

      “Take care of him for me.” I snatch my bag from his hands and unlock my car. “It was good to meet you, Gray. I hope you guys get everything you want.”

      He shoves his hands in his pockets and nods. “I hope the same for you, Everly.”

      I give him a sad, forced smile and climb in the car. It takes all of my being not to look in the rear-view mirror as I chase the driveway down its paved path. I can’t look back. I just have to keep moving forward, and then maybe one day, the future won’t seem so daunting, and the past won’t seem so tempting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      It’s been fifteen hours since she left.

      I’m at Flamingo’s, the new bar in Spokane, and I swirl the shot glass around in a circle on the bar, watching the amber liquid threaten to spill from the rim. It’s my birthday as of two minutes ago, and Gray got me a birthday shot since he has been twenty-one for a few months and wants me to celebrate.

      “Staring at it won’t bring her back,” Gray comments as he sips on his beer and stares at the crowd of people filling the bar. It’s a neat place. Neon flamingos hang on the wall, there’s a dance floor, tables if you want food. Spokane has never had anything like this before, so I’m sure it will do well here.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I toss the shot back and wince as flames burn my throat. My eyes water, and the whiskey sits in my stomach, giving it a slight burn. I see why people drink it now. I haven’t thought of her for the entire ten seconds it took to swallow.

      I wave the bartender down and signal him for another one.

      “Okay, if that’s the case, let’s pick you up somebody. Let’s get you a warm body under that cold, broken heart of yours that you’ve been milking for two years.”

      I lift a brow at Gray, but I don’t get mad. He is right. I should be over it by now, and I don’t know why I’m not. “I’m good. I don’t need anyone warming my bed. Leave the bottle,” I tell the bartender as he pours the shot right in front of me.

      “Yes, you do. But the warm body you want is in New York City right now.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t want anything to do with her.” The lie poisons my tongue. I want everything to do with her.

      “Liar,” he fires back, smiling at a big-breasted brunette as she walks by.

      I toss the shot back and don’t say anything. So what if I do want Everly still, after she dragged my heart through barbed wire and nails. I just want to forget about her. I want to get so drunk, the memory of the brown-headed siren fades to black, and her name is nothing but a slur on my tongue.

      “Can I ask you something?” He pulls the stool out and takes the shot from my hand that I just poured myself. He tosses the shot back and cringes. “Jesus, what is that? Well whiskey? We are millionaires, and you get well whiskey?” He waves the bartender over and pushes the Jack Daniels across the countertop. “Give us your best bottle of the expensive stuff.”

      “The bottle is four hundred dollars.”

      Gray doesn’t say anything in return, just stares waiting for the bartender to do something. “Oh, you are wanting a reaction. Yes, four hundred, it’s fine.”

      “Oh, okay.” The bartender seems surprised. I don’t blame him. We are a bit young to ask for a bottle that expensive.

      “I didn’t care about what kind of whiskey, Gray. I just wanted something.”

      “To numb the pain,” he nods, as though he is finishing the sentence.

      “No, to celebrate. I’m finally twenty-one. Woo!” I say, with no enthusiasm whatsoever.

      “I don’t know how I’m friends with you, man. You can be so depressing sometimes.”

      I turn on my stool, a little offended. “That’s not true. I’m fun. We have fun all the time.”

      He lifts his eyebrows, not convinced. “You’re a sad sap, bro.”

      “Am not,” I mutter, taking another shot of whiskey. “Seeing her was a shock, okay? I didn’t expect to ever see her again, let alone be her stepbrother. It’s weird. I don’t know how to handle it. I’ve known this girl my entire life. Everything I can remember has to do with her. She is in everything. Have you had that before? That kind of connection? I’ve climbed up the side of her house and snuck into her room just to watch TV with her, just to hang out. We went to every dance together. We had the chickenpox together. When her dad died, I was there for her. When my mom died, she was there for me. It isn’t as fucking black and white as you’re making it out to be. She was my only constant. So yeah, it was like losing a part of me. She was my family, in the sense of being a soulmate. I thought that’s what she was. So, can you just get off my fucking back about how I am acting and dealing? I don’t know how to deal with it. I was fine until I saw her. It brought back emotions I pushed aside.”

      I slam the bottle of whiskey down, frustrated, and pissed off. Whiskey drips down the neck of the slender bottle onto my hand. My chest heaves, and instead of using the shot glass, I chug from the bottle directly. I’m so sick of explaining myself.

      Hell, I’m tired of feeling like this too. It isn’t easy. I’m a man’s man. I don’t like feeling emotions. Everly is the one thing that makes me feel. I don’t have a choice. There isn’t an option to switch it off. I want to, fuck do I want to, but I can’t. I’ve tried. I keep trying. I won’t stop trying either. But until the day I can, I just have to figure out how to let her go. How do I let fifteen years of love go?

      When there is an answer, I’ll fucking do it.

      “Let it out, buddy,” he tells me as he slaps my shoulder with a reassuring grab afterwards.

      I groan and put my head on the bar. “I’m not letting anything out. You’re just annoying me.”

      “Shhh, love hurts. I know. It’s okay. Here.” He pours me another shot and slides it in front of me. And then pours himself a shot. “To heartache,” he cheers, lifting his glass in the air to toast.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “I know.”

      I shake my head and take the pity shot he poured me. Ten minutes later, he is wandering around the bar, talking to a woman with tattoos up and down her arms. Typical. My head swims, and my thoughts turn to Everly again. I think about the time her dad died. It doesn’t hurt as much, and I’m thanking the liquor for that. Everything is numb.

      She was thirteen when he got hit by a drunk driver. He had been thrown out the windshield. Dead on impact. I was the first person she called. And the sobs that echoed on the receiving end of that phone call haunted my dreams for weeks. I never heard her cry like that before. It came from the soul. And it hurt me so bad to hear her in so much pain. I felt it, and I started to cry for her. I just listened as she sobbed through two words: “Dad died.”

      I cried for her, and for me because her father was a good man. A kind man. He didn’t deserve to go out the way he did. He deserved to watch his little girl grow up. She asked me every night for six months to stay with her, so every night I climbed up the side of the house and snuck into her window. I held her every single night while she cried herself to sleep.

      And when my mom died? Whew, I don’t think I would have made it without Everly. My mom died two years after Everly’s dad, of cancer, and it was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to witness. I watched her wither away with every day that passed, and Everly was there with me visiting my mom in the hospital. I went through different steps during the entire process: anger, sadness, depression. Everly held my hand every step of the way.

      I tend to push people away when I need space, and when my mom died, and we buried her, I disappeared to the Overlook. Everly knew exactly where I was. I yelled at her that night. I told her to leave. I told her I didn’t want anything to do with her and that I didn’t want to see her. To just go.

      But she stood there and let me use her as her verbal punching bag until I wrapped her in my arms, held her tight, and sobbed onto her shoulder.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone,” was all I repeated over and over into her neck as she let me cry out my agony. Everly never judged me because she understood the pain of losing a parent. I was a momma’s boy, so losing her killed a part of me. But Everly slowly brought that part back to life.

      We forged a bond I never thought could be broken. To know someone like that, to feel what they are feeling, what they are thinking, to share the pain, to find them in the darkest times when they are lost in their thoughts, which I’ve learned is the most dangerous place to be, that takes so much trust and time.

      Sure, I’ll meet someone else, and I’ll love them, but I don’t think I’ll ever have a connection with them like I had with Everly.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” the bartender asks as he wipes down the counter. “You seem awfully downcast for your twenty-first birthday.”

      “Just wondering how something so good could end so bad, that’s all.”

      “Word of advice?” He pours two shots and takes one in his hand.

      “Sure.” I reach for the other and bring it to my lips, ready to take this shot and be plastered because that is what will happen.

      “Anything that good, can never be that bad. And anything that good, will never really be over.”

      “How did you know it’s that good?” I ask with a raised brow.

      “I’ve seen a lot of broken men in my day—”

      “Whoa, hold up. I’m not broken.”

      “I know. I was going to say, I’ve seen a lot of broken men in my day, but you aren’t broken. Sure, you’re sad, but you still have something in your eyes that says it isn’t over; you’re just fighting that.”

      I slam my glass down and wipe my mouth to get rid of the whiskey on my lips. “Damn, you’re good. Who needs therapy?” I chuckle.

      “That’s all bartenders really are these days.” He takes a shot of the four-hundred-dollar whiskey and licks his lips. “Wow. Yeah, I can see what your friend meant. This is so much better.”

      “He tends to be right about a lot of things.” I take out my wallet from my back pocket and toss my black American Express card on the counter, something I’m still not used to having.

      He whistles when he taps it against the counter. “Damn, I haven’t seen one of these in ages. Tell me, how did you get so rich so young?”

      “My friend and I invented a financial services app. It took off; now we’re about to break ground on land to build a headquarters.”

      “No shit? Are you guys looking for an accountant or anything?”

      “Always are, why? Know someone?”

      He scratches his head and gives a smirk. “Me. I have some experience as a tax lawyer, but no one is looking for that.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re a lawyer and you work here? Are you kidding me? What the hell happened?” I ask, flabbergasted that this guy is bartending.

      He shrugs and pours a draft for someone. “Business went under, and I needed a job. There isn’t much here in Spokane. You know? I bartended in college to work.”

      I pull out a business card and hand it over to him. “We won’t be ready for a while. Six months, maybe more, before everything is built. But you could have your own office. We have plenty of work for a lawyer that specializes in money. Send me your resume and salary requirements to that email, and I’ll be in touch.” Damn, saying those words make me feel forty instead of twenty-one.

      “Are you serious?” he grips the card, staring at it with confusion, hope, and adoration. “You aren’t playing with me?”

      Gosh, he is too young to be so cynical.

      I should probably take my own advice.

      “Rowan Michaels.” I hold out my hand for a proper introduction. “And I’m very serious.”

      “Heath. Damn, man. You might have just changed my life. I have a little girl at home, and she is always with a babysitter at night. I’m missing all the good stuff. I just don’t want the bar scene anymore.”

      “You have a daughter? You don’t seem old enough.”

      “She’s ten. I had her when I was seventeen. Her mom bailed, signed away all her parental rights,” Heath pours another beer as he talks to me. A multi-tasker—I like that.

      “And you went to law school?” I whistle, impressed. Not many men can or would do that and raise a kid at the same time. Shows a lot about his character.

      “I had to. I wanted to provide a better life for my daughter, but here I am. Don’t get me wrong; this pays okay. I’m not struggling, but I want more for her. For us. I want to be the dad that can take her to soccer practice and watch her games.”

      “You are more than meets the eye, barkeep.” I pour us another shot. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” He tilts his shot back and stuffs my card in his pocket. “You’re going to hear from me very soon.” Heath moves his way down the bar, tossing a white rag over his shoulder as he leans forward and tries to understand what someone is saying.

      Damn, he makes me feel like a loser. I know I’m not, but his problems are bigger than mine. I put my wallet back in my pocket after everything is paid and try to walk around the flamingos all over the place, looking for Gray. After stumbling a few times and running into a few girls that wanted more than just my number, I find him.

      He’s making out with a blonde chick that looks like she steals cars for a living. I’m sure she doesn’t. I don’t understand it. He is so clean cut, and it surprises me every time when he gravitates toward someone so opposite. Maybe he feels dangerous, like he is running on the wild side, I’m not sure. But his preppy boy appearance, and her badass style, it’s bound to clash, isn’t it? Opposites can only attract for so long until there is a negative reaction.

      I sit back down at the bar and turn my back to the rule breaker, when a loud commotion has me swivelling around in my seat again. My eyes bug out as I see a gigantic, biker guy pulling Gray off the blonde girl like he weighs nothing.

      Gray slams into the pool table, and I wince. That’s going to leave a mark.

      I grab my four-hundred-dollar bottle of whiskey again and take a big gulp, watching the scene unfold in front of me. The bar chatter stops as everyone stares at Gray and the big biker man. The music is blaring Queen’s ‘Another One Bites The Dust’, and while I should be worried about what is happening with my friend, I’m more impressed by how perfect this song fits the situation.

      The man pushing Gray’s chest towers over Gray, which says something because he is six-two. The biker is packed with muscle, and tattoos are covering him from head to toe.

      I sigh and ask Heath for another bottle of the expensive stuff. Gray owes me. I get up and stroll over to the corner where the blonde is fighting with her biker boyfriend, and the boyfriend is fighting with Gray. How does he always get himself in these situations? The man pulls his fist back before I can get there in time and slams it right into Gray’s jaw.

      And Gray still stands.

      Huh, maybe he’s a little more used to this than I thought.

      “Okay, whoa, whoa, whoa,” I slur. “No need for this.”

      “And who are you?” The man’s voice promises death with how dark and deep it rings.

      “Just a friend. I promise he didn’t know the girl had a boyfriend, did you?”

      Gray holds his hand to his cheek and shakes his head. A pool of blood drips down his lip.

      “Look, I’m really sorry, my friend here is sorry, and I think this is all just a misud—musid—misunderstanding. How about I pay your tab and we just go separate ways? And here, it’s top-shelf whiskey. Drink your worry away.” I slam the bottle into his oversized body, waiting for him to grab onto it. When he does, I turn around and grab Gray by the arm. I nod to Heath, and we push our way through the crowd.

      We get outside, and the fresh, winter air sobers me up a bit. “What the hell was that?”

      “She said she was single,” he argues, bringing his hand back to see blood. “That asshole.”

      “He has a right to be mad, but not at you. I get it though.”

      “How do I get myself into these situations? It happens every time.”

      At least he is aware. “I have no idea. Maybe don’t make out with badass biker chicks that probably don’t care if they have a boyfriend?”

      “But they are so hot in their leathers,” he whines, stumbling into a tree. “Ow.”

      I slap my forehead with my hand as he falls over into a holly bush, screaming when the sharp thorns stab him. Damn, how the hell can we run a multi-million-dollar company? We are a wreck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      “And they’re married?” Blaire asks as she pours some tequila in a coffee mug because we are too broke for real shot glasses.

      I rub my temples from the headache I have from the previous night of getting hammered after telling her Rowan is now my stepbrother. “Yes, Blaire. Nothing has changed since yesterday.” The smell of alcohol makes my stomach roll, so I push the mug away, turning my nose up. “I can’t do it. It smells like bad decisions and nightmares.”

      Blaire pushes it forward insisting, “Hair of the dog. It works.”

      “I can’t,” I gag when I see the light reflecting off the alcohol when I peek inside the mug.

      “Here.” She grabs my hand, licks it—

      “Hey!”

      Throws salt on the wet spot and gives me a bottle of lime juice because who needs real limes?

      “There. Lick, drink, suck.” She makes a noise in the back of her throat. “Well, drink again, there’s no sucking this lime juice since it is in a bottle.”

      My crazy best friend drinks from the tequila bottle and squirts the lime juice in her mouth after. “Woo!” she shakes her head, causing her cheeks to jiggle. “Now that is a good morning pick-me-up.”

      “You are insane. I don’t know why I’m friends with you.” Since the fourth grade. How I have survived this long without getting tattooed and pink hair, I’ll never know.

      “I’m the wild side of you. Now drink up, and I’ll put the bottle away and make some coffee.”

      “Ugh, fine.” I wrap my fingers around the mug with trepidation and lick the salt off my hand, the same one she licked, but I didn’t want to think about that. I grimace and chug the tequila from the mug, and then squirt the lime juice in my mouth until it is overflowing.

      “Better, right?” she chirps, with a big, bright smile.

      I grunt, leaning my head on the countertop. “If you call death alright, then yeah, I’m great.”

      “You’re so dramatic.”

      No need for me to lift my head up and see her eye roll, I can hear it. The smell of coffee brewing makes me open one eye. I’m slowly coming to life as the rich brew drips into the pot. The smell of heaven and freedom. I don’t know who created this wonderful invention, but I’m eternally grateful.

      “You have a coffee problem.”

      No, I have a Rowan problem, hence the tequila.

      “You don’t know me,” I protest, which is a weak argument considering she is the only person in this world that truly knows me.

      Not true, Rowan does too.

      I hate my inside voice.

      “How are you doing, Eve?” Blaire asks with a softer tone. “I’m worried about you.”

      I lift my head up and hold my hand to my head. “Oh, too fast.” I wait a minute before answering her and shut my eyes, taking a few deep breaths to steady myself. “I’m fine, Blaire. Really.”

      “You don’t look like it.”

      “Well, yeah. I’m trashed. Thanks to somebody.” I shoot an accusatory glance her way.

      “We both know it isn’t me to blame.”

      I let out a heavy, annoyed sigh. “I don’t want to talk about this again, Blaire. Let it go.”

      “I can’t let it go. I love you, and things have been hard enough the last two years, now you find out you’re sorta related now, and you see him for the first time since…you know. And we didn’t really talk. We drank.”

      I hum a sound of agreement. “I’m starting to notice that.” Because my head won’t stop throbbing.

      “Talk to me, Everly.”

      I get up when the coffee beeps to let me know it’s ready. I grab another mug, one that isn’t laced with poison and regretful choices, and pour myself a cup of coffee. “I don’t want to talk. It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t fix anything. Rowan hates me. I have to live with that. There’s nothing else to it.”

      “There’s so much more to it.”

      I whip my head around and take in her black hair and messy eyeliner from the night before. I’m ready to yell, to scream, to fight, but the concern in her bright, blue eyes takes the wind from my sails. “There’s nothing I can do, okay? Can we leave it at that? Please.”

      “Okay, when you want to talk, I’m here.”

      I place my mug on the fake granite counter and pull her into a hug. “I know. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Be more miserable than what you are. I’m starting to wonder who the punk with a darker soul is. I don’t think it’s me,” she jokes.

      “I know. I’m so emo, isn’t that what you kids call it?”

      “Something like that.” She pulls back and stands on her tiptoes to grab a cup from the cabinet. Blaire is short, really short, not even five feet tall and is super skinny. I’m surprised she didn’t climb onto the counter like she usually does.

      “So, I have an idea for today.”

      “Don’t think too hard; you might hurt yourself.”

      I narrow my eyes at her over my coffee cup. “Funny.”

      She snickers under her breath as she pours herself java. The side of her shirt falls off her shoulder, showing the colorful tattoo that takes up the entire left side of her torso. It’s a geometric design of different shapes. She got it because she says there isn’t a day where she feels the same, so she got a kaleidoscope of shapes. It suits her.

      “Okay, what?”

      “Today I got my student loan disbursement.”

      “Okay?” she drawls out, not understanding what I’m saying.

      “I want to go to your tattoo guy today and get something.”

      “No fucking way!” she screeches, piercing the ache in my head. “You’re serious?”

      “Blaire!” I whine, my hands shooting to my throbbing head.

      “Sorry!” she whisper-yells. “But are you for real?”

      “Nothing big, just small and cute. I have an idea in my mind, and I’ve been wanting to get it for a while.”

      She squeals and jogs in place with excitement. “Finally! What are you going to get? Where? Color? Or greyscale? Black and white? Traditional?” Blaire spins me around in a circle. “I’ve always wanted to see you with a massive back tattoo.”

      “Okay, whoa, calm down. Nothing like that. Literally, something small, like the size of a half-dollar or something.”

      Blaire pouts her bottom lip. “That’s boring.”

      “Does anything make you happy?” I say with a roll of my eyes.

      “A massive back tattoo,” she mutters before taking a large sip of coffee.

      “I’m not going to show you until after I get it.”

      “Can you at least tell me where?”

      I lower my shirt off my shoulder and trace below my collarbone. “Here.”

      “Oh, that’s hot. I’m so excited. Maybe I can get one too.”

      “Blaire, you just got one the other day. It’s still healing.”

      “So?’

      “So…”

      “What?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter. When can we go? I want to get a nap in first.”

      “Shop doesn’t open till one in the afternoon. So, you have time.”

      I kiss her on the cheek. “Good. I’m about to fall over.” I stumble to my bedroom, barely able to hear her say something about not letting the bed bugs bite and close my door, collapsing in my bed.

      Before I settle in, I open my nightstand and take a picture out of me and Rowan. He is staring at me like I’m the sun to his moon. I’m laughing; I think at a butterfly landing on me and flying away. He doesn’t know, but it is my favorite photo of all time. And that’s what the tattoo is going to be based on. Rowan might hate me forever, but I’ll never hate him.

      He will always have a part of me, if not all of me, until the end of time and space. Something we used to say about our friendship when we were younger. I swipe my thumb over his face, missing him with every beat of my aching, struggling heart.

      I place the photo back in its place, keeping it out of sight and out of mind until I go to look at it again before I go to sleep every night. Sighing, I plop down in the bed, sinking into the soft, pillowtop mattress. I close my eyes, and my dreams take me to another place, another time. A time when I wasn’t an idiot and Rowan would love me.
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        * * *

      

      I sleep longer than I wanted. And by the time I’m up, ready, and at the tattoo shop, it’s seven at night, and I’m freaking the hell out. The tattoo machines buzz in the background, marking up blank canvas. Next to me is a guy with a bull ring in his nose, and the whites of his eyes blacked out. On the other side of me is Blaire, talking it up with a stranger and giving best friend advice even though she only met them five minutes ago.

      That’s Blaire, though. Always outgoing and thoughtful. I pick up one of the books sitting on the beaten-up black coffee table and flip through the artwork of one of the artists. It’s all skulls, flames, and spiderwebs. I put it back down and pick up another, flipping through the pages, and this one grabs my attention.

      I like this artwork. It’s not as dark. I come across a butterfly that takes my breath away. It looks just like the butterfly that landed on me in the photo. It has bright blue wings and a black body. It’s perfect.

      “Hey, Blaire?”

      “Yeah?” she asks.

      “Who is your tattoo guy again?”

      “Andy.”

      I flip the book over and smile with relief. It’s Andy’s work. Whew.

      “Everly?” he shouts from the front desk.

      My heart slams against my ribcage when I see him. He is huge and has tattoos from the neck to his fingertips. I swallow and hold his book against my chest like some schoolgirl and make my way to the counter. My cheeks blaze, and I know he can see how red they are, which only makes them flush even more.

      He leans against the counter and smiles. “Well, aren’t you a breath of fresh air. How can I help you today, beautiful?”

      My face gets hotter until my eyes are burning. “Um, I’m here with my friend Blaire, and she says you’re the guy to come to for tattoos,” I whisper, not being able to meet the intense gaze in his blue eyes. I can see why girls like the bad boys. He has trouble written all over him, and it is affecting me in ways I like—and really don’t like.

      “Ah, you’re the famous Everly she rants about,” he replies.

      I turn around and pierce her ‘innocent’ face with my eyes. Just what has she said? “That would be me, I suppose,” I confirm through clenched teeth.

      “All good things, I swear! She didn’t mention how gorgeous you were, though. I have a thing for long wavy hair.”

      “Oh.” And there goes my face again, blazing like the flames of hell. “Um, thank you?” I do not know how to handle men expressing themselves like this. Is this a part of the bad boy persona women flock to? I get the appeal.

      He smiles, showing his dimples. Of course, he has dimples. Unbelievable. “How can I help you today?”

      I swallow, trying to coat the dryness in my throat. I slip my sweater down my shoulder and trace my finger along my collarbone. “I really love this butterfly in your book, and I was hoping to get a smaller one here with the words, ‘Until the end of time and space’, with a few stars in the background. Like a galaxy or something.”

      He straightens his stance and nods, becoming completely professional. “I can do that. Give me a few minutes to draw it up. How big do you want it?”

      I cough. “Excuse me?” My mind only goes to one place.

      He tosses his head back and laughs, “The tattoo, doll. How big do you want it?”

      “Right, I know.” I clear my throat, feeling the awkward build-up choke me to put me out of my misery. “I’d like it along the collarbone. I don’t want it covering my chest or anything. I want it to look graceful, pretty; I don’t know, timeless? Maybe.”

      “I get it. I love it. It’s different from what I’m used to doing.” He starts drawing what I’ve imagined. As the butterfly takes form, tears threaten to spill out from me. I’m fascinated with how quick he can sketch out what I said I wanted. He draws a smaller version of the butterfly, landing on the first lettering of the quote with its wing spread. The writing is in beautiful cursive, and he holds it up just a few minutes later, stunning me.

      “Wow. It’s beautiful. It’s everything I wanted. How did you know that?” I reach out to touch it to make sure the drawing is real.

      “You look like the kind of girl that likes it simple, but meaningful. I try and add that to all my clients.”

      “You’re very talented,” I say.

      “Thank you. Let me size this up on your shoulder, and we will get started, okay?”

      I lower my sweater again, and he marks my skin and the paper. My heart thumps with nerves and anticipation. I can’t believe I’m about to do this. Adrenaline courses through my veins. I feel like I’m going full speed ahead in my life, not even derailing for a moment. But it feels good. I see why people do this.

      Five minutes later, I’m walking back to the chair. Andy shaves the skin where the tattoo will be going, wipes it with an alcohol wipe, and prepares the machine with a fresh needle. He gets all of the colors ready in small plastic containers and fills them with blue, white, black, purple, and pink.

      “Alright, so for the galaxy, I’m going to fade it under the words, too. Think of it like fading into your original skin tone. What do you think?”

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I trust you.” I glance to my right to see Blaire leaning against the counter with a smile on her face. She gives me a thumbs up.

      “Is this your first tattoo?” he asks with a buzz of the machine.

      “That obvious?”

      “Virgin skin is the best skin. The first tattoo is unlike any other.”

      I had no idea tattoos can be sexualized, but here we are, and he is making me flush from his words. “You enjoy embarrassing me.”

      “The flush is cute; I can’t help it,” he winks.

      I’d have to be dead to not feel something from the motion.

      “Ready?”

      I lean my head against the headrest and exhale, inhale, and exhale again. “Ready.”

      “Here we go.” The first hit of the needle makes me hold my breath. It feels hot and coarse, like the roughest sandpaper just melting into me. I wince from the pain, and he must notice because he stops tattooing. “Breathe and relax, don’t flex. I know it’s hard, but think of something that makes you happy.”

      I nod before he starts in again, and I think of the time Rowan and I went ice skating for the first time. He sprained his ankle, and I bruised my butt. Neither of us could walk right for a week, and I couldn’t sit straight for three months.

      “All done.”

      “Already?”

      “It’s been an hour. You did great.” He soaks a piece of gauze with liquid and puts it on my skin.

      I groan with relief. That feels so good. It’s cold against the heated flesh.

      “It’s the best part. I know. Stand up and see it in the mirror before I cover it and tell you the routine.”

      My equilibrium is off for a minute when I stand. When everything finally feels like it isn’t about to slide sideways, I stand in front of the full-length mirror and throw my hand over my mouth.

      I immediately start crying. It’s better than I could have ever imagined. It’s beautiful. It’s everything I wanted. The galaxy swirls around mysteriously, the cursive lettering is delicate and precise, and the blue in the butterfly is so vivid it looks real.

      “I love it,” I choke out.

      “Can I ask what it stands for?”

      “It’s in memory of an old friend.” Which isn’t a lie. It’s true.

      His eyes soften as if he can relate. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Emotion clogs my throat again when I think of Rowan. “Yeah, me too.”

      Me too, Andy.
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          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four years later…

      

      

      The Overlook view stares at me in the face as I drink my morning coffee. The sun is barely peeking over the snow-capped mountains. Pinks and oranges glow against what’s left of the night sky, threatening the early morning. I’m so glad we decided to get this land and build on it. It has been the perfect spot.

      LifeRight Financial has taken off. We went from a multi-million start-up to multi-billion firm in as little as four years. We’re doing so well, that if I wanted to, I wouldn’t even have to come into work. But I do because I like to do my part. Plus, I’m a little young to retire, and I enjoy working, so Gray and I have decided to only work three days a week so we can concentrate on our other endeavours.

      We own a few nightclubs in Spokane now, Flamingo’s isn’t the only one anymore, and we even have our own beer company. It’s all just for fun. My life is good; I have zero complaints. Well, except one. I want to reach out to Everly. It’s been so hard not messaging her or calling her to want to celebrate every milestone in my life.

      I convinced myself I would get over that. I thought I’d meet someone else by now, but I never get that feeling like I do—did—with Everly. And even when I would date people, anytime something happened, good or bad, I didn’t want to call them first; I wanted to call Everly.

      But ever since our parents married, it’s turned an awkward situation into an impossible one. I think about her, and I struggle with that; even though I can’t speak for her or for what she thinks, but I know it adds a layer of ‘what the fuck’ to the already ‘what the fuck’ relationship we have.

      Last time I saw her was four years ago, and even with our parents being married, she doesn’t come home for the holidays. Instead, she waits until I’m gone to come home, so now we have this unspoken arrangement that we have fallen into. She goes there Christmas Eve; I go there Christmas Day. Honestly, now that I think about it, I have no idea how it happened. I guess we are still that good at figuring out one another.

      I never have and never will think of her as my stepsister. We are adults, and we were adults when our parents married. We can’t help what happened in the past, and to be honest, even after all these years, I still hold a grudge. I’m still mad. I shouldn’t be. I should grow out of it and move on, but the thought still makes me irate.

      Now that I’m older, I realize I don’t want someone in my life that would just walk out so easily, friend or not. I don’t need people like that in my life. It will not benefit me or make me a better person or improve my life. It will bring me down, and that’s exactly what Everly Madison does.

      My heart aches when I think of her, but it isn’t as bad since it’s been so long. It seems like the friendship didn’t even happen.

      Even if the picture in the drawer says otherwise.

      “Knock, knock.” Gray thumps on the door frame and leans against it in his fancy suit.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I clear my throat and run my hand down my tie. I don’t know why I started wearing these damn things. I hate them. I always end up taking them off by the end of the day because they’re so uncomfortable.

      “You’re here early.”

      “Yeah, couldn’t sleep. It’s a big day.” I roll the chair closer to my desk and look at the clock. In less than an hour, we have a conference call with investors from China and Japan. We are trying to go international, and while we don’t have to because we do really well in the United States, we want the company to keep growing.

      He struts into the room with his hand in his pockets and sits down. “Is the Rowan Michaels nervous?” he smirks.

      “Hell yeah, I am. If they say no, it won’t look good for the company.”

      “We are the number one new financial service in America, Rowan. I don’t think the company will take a hard hit.”

      “I know, you’re right. You’re right.”

      He sits his feet on my desk, crossed at the ankle, stating cockily, “I know. I’m always right.”

      It was his idea four years ago to make this building bigger than I wanted. We were still new, still growing, and I had no idea what I was doing, but Gray had all the faith in the world with this company. He wanted to make the building ten stories tall.

      We fought about it every day. It even caused issues with breaking ground. The construction company started to get frustrated with all the delays, so I caved and told them to listen to whatever Gray wanted. My fear kept holding me back, and Gray never seemed to have any.

      Here we are, four years later. Every story is full. There are no more offices. If anything, we need to expand. We’ve already bought the property next to us, and we plan on adding an additional ten-story building soon. Gray’s instincts were right, so now I never question him. His lack of fear is what is so great for this company. This company wouldn’t be where it is if it wasn’t for him.

      “You’re not wrong,” I concede, loosening my tie and yanking it off. I unbutton the top of my shirt and let out a breath. “That’s so much better.”

      “I don’t know why you try and wear those things. You have such a relaxed dress code for everyone else, but you are determined to wear suits.”

      “It looks professional for the owner to look his best.”

      “Hey, Rowan?”

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      “No one fucking cares about what you wear. They just want to get paid.” He laces his fingers together and stares up at the ceiling, sighing.

      I know that sigh.

      He did something he wasn’t supposed to, and now he dreads telling me. I’ve learned over the years that business partners are kind of like married couples. We know everything about each other. When we are annoyed, tired, lying, frustrated, or guilty. Or all the above.

      And he seems guilty.

      “What did you do?”

      He slides his eyes over to me and taps his fingers against his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Your legs are shaking, causing my pens to rattle in their holder. You don’t do that unless you are dreading to tell me something.”

      He bites his lips, staring at me again as he darts his eyes from the ceiling back to me, back to the ceiling. “Okay, you aren’t going to be happy about it…”

      I fold my arms on my desk and lean forward. The desk creaks from my weight. “What did you do?”

      He taps his finger on the indent of his chin. “I didn’t do anything bad, but you might frown upon it.”

      “Did you gamble our money away?” I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose. I knew this day would happen.

      “What? No, of course not. What the hell, man? You know me better than that.”

      “I know you’re impulsive. And your mouth tends to run away from you and gets you into trouble.”

      He snaps his fingers. “I’ll keep that in mind, but no that’s not what I did.”

      “Did you pay for sex?”

      “How dare you. I never pay for sex.”

      “Kill somebody? Do I need to call a lawyer?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Invest in something you didn’t talk to me about?”

      He groans, “No. Shut up and let me finish.”

      “Did you get roofied again? Stop leaving your drinks around.”

      “Rowan?”

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      “Shut up.”

      I zip my lips closed and throw the key away.

      He puts his feet down on the floor and exhales, “I talked to Everly.”

      The pencil I’m using to write in my calendar snaps in half.

      “What?” My voice is deep and a bit accusatory. I almost would have rather heard he killed somebody.

      “Yeah, she reached out to me.”

      I take a deep breath, trying not to let my emotions get the best of me. I want her to reach out to me, but that’s selfish because, at the same time, I don’t want to speak to her. The idea of her counting on another man bothers me still.

      Those pesky little unresolved feelings.

      “Oh yeah? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. Kind of.”

      “What do you mean, kind of?” I flex my fingers against the table and stand, towering over him.

      “Her identity got stolen. They drained all of her accounts, charged her credit cards, and now she can’t qualify for anything. She has to start over, and she didn’t know where to go.”

      “Is this the first time you’ve talked to her?”

      “No,” he admits with guilt.

      “How long?” I ask, my temper rising by the second.

      “Since we saw her last.”

      I shouldn’t care. But I do. My best friend is going behind my back to talk to the woman that controls every part of my being. I grab the holder for my pens and throw them against the wall. The black ceramic shatters, slamming on the floor in a million pieces.

      “Four fucking years? Are you kidding me? Are you fucking her, Gray? Is that it? Do you love her?”

      He stands this time and steps directly in front of me, taking my anger, but not backing down. “Don’t be mad at me for something that you can’t do. I’ve been giving her financial advice. No, I’m not fucking her, idiot. And I love her. Like a friend, nothing more. And maybe you wouldn’t be so mad if you were the one helping her, but instead you’re letting your pride get in the way.”

      “I don’t see her reaching out to me, either.”

      “She’s scared to reach out to you. After the last few interactions, she thinks you hate her, and she understands why.”

      I run my fingers through my hair, screwing up the style. I probably look crazy now. “Why not tell me sooner?”

      “Because of this reaction. You don’t ever react well when her name is mentioned. You get angry. Doesn’t matter how her name is mentioned, you act like this. I figured you don’t care what’s going on with her, so I took it upon myself to help her.”

      “I care,” I growl, trying to calm my raging breaths.

      “I know, or you wouldn’t act like this, but you balance on the line of hate and love. I should have told you. It’s only every few months we talk. I promise. Nothing more.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Not even a wink.”

      “Damn it.” I spin on my heel and look out the floor to ceiling windows. Bitterness starts to drown me. Right when I think I’m on the mend of getting over her, something happens that brings me back down again, and I have to start my Everly sobriety all over again.

      “I hate that I care,” I mutter through clenched teeth.

      “No, you don’t. Don’t be an asshole, man. Aside from whatever happened between you two, she’s had a tough time. The person that stole her identity has ruined her life. She can’t even find a job because when they look into her background, all they see is a criminal record, something she doesn’t have. She’s been working as a secretary at a tattoo shop, and they pay her under the table.”

      I snort when I think of her working around tattoos and piercings. I bet she feels so out of place. “Let me guess; you hired her a lawyer?”

      “Only the best.”

      “You should have talked to me about this.”

      “Why? So, you can refuse to help someone over your own pride and stubbornness? No thanks. She is a good person. I don’t know why she did what she did. It was for a reason, maybe not a good one, but you guys were eighteen. She’s human. She is going to make mistakes. It doesn’t mean you have to like it, but damn it, dude, take the high road. It’s getting really old,” he groans, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Put on your big boy pants, and start acting like a man, and stop living in the past.”

      “I don’t—”

      “When it comes to her, you do. I’m not going to hold your hand anymore through your heartache. It’s been five fucking years, dude. Honestly, I don’t have the patience, either love her or let her go.”

      The phone rings, indicating the conference call I have. Gray puts on a smiling face, but I can see his aggravation hiding behind his blue eyes. He is right. I either need to love her or let her go, and all these years later, the fact that I haven’t figured that out yet is pretty pathetic.

      The part of me that I’ve been fighting all these years, doesn’t want to let her go. And I don’t even know how to handle that truth.
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          Everly

        

      

    

    
      “No, that wasn’t me.” Tears brim my eyes at another rejection call for a job. “Someone has stolen my identity.”

      I sigh, “I know that sounds made up, but it is true. I have a lawyer you can talk to about it. Just give me a chance.” The first tear falls, and I hold back as much emotion as I can, and I tell them, “I understand. Yeah, have a great day too.”

      I let out a frustrated cry and throw my phone on the couch. It’s useless. I’m never going to be able to get a job. Don’t get me wrong, I love working at the tattoo shop, but Andy keeps asking me out, and I keep saying no because I know that wouldn’t work, and with how my life is going right now, I don’t even want to deal with a man.

      “No, luck?” Blaire asks, setting down the mail on the coffee table along with the New York Times.

      I cross my arms over my chest and pull my cardigan tighter around my waist. “No. Nothing. I don’t know what I’m going to do, Blaire.”

      “The tattoo shop really loves you. Just stay there.”

      “It isn’t my dream job. And I can’t just get paid under the table forever. I don’t want to have to settle just because someone fucked me over. It isn’t fair.”

      Blare just wraps her arms around my neck and gives me a hug. “I know. It will get better though. You have me, okay? I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

      I hold onto Blaire tight and just cry. It’s been so hard the last year. No one will hire me because of this asshole that got my social security number. Everything is ruined. I have an eighty-thousand-dollar student loan debt, my credit cards are nearly maxed out, I apparently have a criminal record now because of this person, and the only thing keeping me afloat and fed is the tattoo shop.

      A place I’m surprisingly feeling at home at. Andy will tease me about getting other tattoos, and when I tell him no, he just nods and says at least he can say he took my virginity. As in my skin virginity. For some reason, he feels really proud about that, and I just roll my eyes. Men are so difficult to understand.

      So, I just joke along and say, “Yeah, no one can ever compare to my first time with you.” And like always, he will just shoot me a wink. It used to make my stomach flip, but now I see Andy as the playboy he really is, and I’m not interested in someone like that. They are all kind to me, and luckily, they knew me before my identity was stolen, so they didn’t think twice before giving the job to me.

      But all I want to be is a veterinarian. It’s what I went to school for. I could open my own practice, but since my credit is shot from someone stealing my identity, I can’t even do that. I feel trapped, and I have nowhere to go. All I can do is hope the lawyer Gray set up for me is good and work at the tattoo shop until it can get cleared. It could take days, months, maybe even years.

      Blaire pulls back and wipes the tears off my face. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but it will be okay.”

      “Sure,” I say as I sit down on the couch and grab the pile of mail that has red stamps all over it. Great. More late notices. I just add them to the bin of other bills that Gray told me to keep, so my lawyer had proof of those payments. “Bill, bill, bill, bill. Oh look, more bills.” I toss them in the bin one at a time. There must be twenty different credit card companies trying to get payment from me.

      But underneath all the junk and headaches, is a picture of Rowan on the front page of the New York Times. Slowly, I pick up the thick newspaper and lean back against the blue sofa. I smile at the image in front of me and read the article dedicated to Rowan and Gray. I want to laugh. I didn’t even see Gray in the picture. All of my focus is on the tall, blue eyed man smiling wide as he and Gray shake hands with two other men that look foreign.

      I squint my eyes to read the fine print below the picture. “Rowan Michaels and Grayson Jones shake hands with Takeru Tanaka and Lei Zhang, joining forces to expand LifeRight Financial to Japan and China.”

      “Oh wow, Rowan and his friend are making moves, huh?” Blaire says over my shoulder.

      I nod, my smile so wide my cheeks start to hurt. “I’m so happy for him. He has always been brilliant. He deserves it.” It makes me wonder if karma is being a bitch and making me pay for what I did to Rowan. But karma didn’t need to slap me so hard. I’ve lived with the pain, guilt, and regret of what I did to him and will for the rest of my life.

      “He looks happy,” Blaire observes.

      “He does.” The jealous part of me wishes he was happy with me. I’d settle for just being a part of his life now, as a friend. Someone he feels like he can share his accomplishments with. I grab my glasses off the table so I can read the article.

      The article starts off with how Gray and Rowan started the company from their dorm room in school. And after naming all the success they have had in the last four years, the journalist starts to talk about how the new multi-billionaires are now listed as the top bachelors in the United States.

      Blaire whistles. “He is a billionaire? Holy shit.”

      In the picture, he is smiling, shaking Lei Zhang’s hand, but the smile isn’t reaching his eyes. To everyone else, he is the happiest man alive, but I see the loneliness in his blue eyes. Regardless, he is the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He has really grown up. Gone is the boyish look, and what replaces it is a sharp, square jawline covered in neatly trimmed facial hair.

      I never imagined Rowan wearing a suit. He hated those things growing up, especially ties, which I do not see in this picture. Of course not. Instead, he is wearing a cream-colored blazer with a white shirt that is open at the top near the neck. What a smoke show.

      Still, even though he is all man now, I see the boy I once knew staring back at me. I see the boy who punched Malcolm in the face the night of the bonfire all those years ago. I wipe a tear away quick before Blaire can see. These memories, it’s like they never happened. Like I dreamed them up. Everything happened so long ago; it’s hard to remember what’s truth and what’s not.

      I sit the newspaper down on the old oak coffee table and get up to meander to the entertainment center that holds all my crafts. I open the drawer and grab the scrapbook I’ve been making of Rowan and I since we were just kids. The last five years have just been of him, obviously, but I like to keep all of his achievements. Anytime I see him in the paper or a magazine; I place it in the scrapbook.

      It’s a way for me to be close to him without actually having to be close. I sit back down on the couch, open my kit to grab my scissors, and start cutting the front page out. Once I have the photo cut out separately from the article, I glue it in the book, right along with all his other accomplishments.

      “You still do that, huh?” Blaire asks.

      I sigh as I lift my shoulder, “I know. It’s silly, isn’t it?”

      “No, I think it’s great. I still believe you guys are meant to be together.”

      “Blaire—”

      “—I know, I know. You don’t think there is a chance in hell, but something tells me there is. You don’t do that for someone you’ve given up on, no one does.” She points to the scrapbook in my hand. It’s old, and the binding is starting to tear. No matter how many times I’ve superglued it and taped it, it just keeps falling apart. Like it’s telling me it is time to let it go, but I refuse.

      I’ll never let it go.

      I rub my temples when her words strike a headache. “Blaire, we have been over this. Really. He doesn’t do the same things I do.”

      “That you know of.”

      “That I know. Rowan hates me. End of story. I deserve for him to.”

      “You only did it because that’s what you thought was best at the time.”

      “Yeah and look where it got me.” I run my fingers over the tattoo I got a few years back, my skin heating at the memory of the needle piercing my skin.

      “You are different people now. Don’t give up hope.”

      I swallow the heavy emotion in my throat. I lost hope a long time ago. Now I just need to get on with my life and straighten it out so I can get a job doing something I love. “It is what it is, I’m fine, Blaire. Really. Rowan and I are old news. The oldest news. He is someone I’ll never be able to forget, and I’ll always love him, but both of us have moved on.”

      She lifts her brows at me, giving me a look that says she doesn’t believe a word I say. “You’ve moved on so well; you’re gluing his article to your scrapbook.”

      I tap my fingers against the cover and stare at the picture of him and I on the front when we were eight, maybe nine.

      “Whatever,” I mumble. “I can be proud of him and want to celebrate his successes. It doesn’t mean I’m in love with him anymore.” Liar.  “We are different people now. We probably wouldn’t even like one another even if it wasn’t for the history between us.” Excuses, excuses, Everly. Just keep telling yourself that.

      “Riiight,” she drawls. “Well, while you sit over there in your denial, I’m going to hop in the shower.”

      Once Blaire vanishes into her bedroom, I lean my head against the couch cushion and wonder when my entire being will stop yearning for Rowan. I don’t believe a word I said to Blaire, not fully. I want to believe it. I know the treatment I get from him is what I deserve. I don’t expect anything less than a cold shoulder for the rest of his life. I left him in a horrible way, but I never stopped caring. Will never stop caring.

      No matter how my actions when I was eighteen contradicted that.

      So yeah, I keep all of his awards and achievements I find in a scrapbook because it is a way of making myself feel close to him again. Even if I never speak to him again, which I won’t, even if we are family now—ah, just the thought makes me shiver—doesn’t mean I don’t wish him the best in life.

      I groan, or maybe whimper, as I get up to put the scrapbook away. Maybe I should lock it in the entertainment center, and then throw away the key. Then I wouldn’t ever have to open the scrapbook again.

      Hmmm.

      The cabinet stares at me, mocking me, telling me I can’t do it.

      I throw the book in there and slam it closed. I know I won’t ever be able to lock it away, but I do need to step away from it.

      Blowing a piece of hair out of my face, annoyed with how long it has gotten, I toss my hair in a messy bun and drag my feet along the hardwood floors to the kitchen. I need a glass of wine.

      Or a bottle.

      Two bottles.

      Yeah, that sounds good. I open the bottle cabinet where Blaire keeps her wine stash. Every time she goes to the store, she picks up a bottle of cheap, five-dollar wine. She says it’s to prepare for rainy days. Well, now we have thirty bottles of wine, and today is a rainy day for me.

      So, I’m just going to grab… “Let’s see.” I rummage through the reds, trying to get to the whites. “Ah, Moscato. The forgotten.” I grab two bottles of it, not even bothering to grab a glass because it’s just one of those days, you know?

      I sit back down on the couch and screw off the top—yes, it’s so cheap it doesn’t even have a cork—and take a swig. Right at the moment the liquid hits my lips, my phone rings. I down the sip quickly and pull the bottle away from my lips, a few drops falling down my chin as I reach for my cell on the table. My brows pinch as I see an unknown number calling me. I swallow the sweet, peach flavor of the Moscato and swipe my finger to answer.

      I don’t usually take calls from numbers I don’t know, but my instincts screamed for me to answer it.

      “Hello?” I greet.

      “Is this Everly Madison? Daughter of Barbara Michaels?” The deep tone of the man’s voice on the other end of the line has my spine straightening.

      “Yes, this is she.” I place the bottle down on the coffee table. I’ve seen movies. It’s never a good thing when someone asks that question. “Is everything okay? Did something happen to my mother?”

      My heart races. Sweat builds over my brow. It gets hot. Too hot. My brain is shutting down. I want to pass out, but I can’t.

      “This is Deputy Josh Kendall in Denver, Colorado. I got a report from Mountains Retreat, the resort your folks are staying at.”

      Blah, folks. My mom is my folk, not Mr. Michaels. “Yes? Are they okay? Did they get arrested or something? My mom can get kind of crazy on champagne.” I bet that’s it. My mom sometimes thinks she is still in college. “What did my mother do?”

      “Well, the resort has filed a missing persons report. Neither of your parents have been seen from the hike they took around thirty-six hours ago. We’ve checked the room they are staying in, and they aren’t there, but their stuff is, leading me to believe they are lost on the mountain. We searched today, but we can’t find them. A bad snowstorm is coming, and time is crucial. I recommend you get here as soon as possible.”

      The breath whooshes from my lungs, and the room starts to spin. No, not my mom. Please, not my mom, too.

      “You’re sure?” I struggle to say. “Maybe they went somewhere else last minute.” Probably not. Mom always wanted to go to Denver, and Mr. Michaels made that dream come true for her. But I had to hope.

      “I’m sure, ma’am. There is a chance your parents are still alive. There are a lot of caves and cliffs they can seek shelter under, but every hour that passes that we don’t find them is another hour that storm gets closer. When that storm hits…”

      He doesn’t have to finish the sentence. It speaks for itself. When that storm hits, they are probably dead. “Okay, okay. Can you give me the information of the resort again, please?” I wipe my tears on my shoulder, trying not to soak the paper in front of me. I click the pen and write down everything he says.

      After I hang up, I fight through the tears and book a ticket with the remainder of the money I have in my account. I don’t know what I’ll do when I get there, but I’ll figure out something. My flight leaves in three hours, but instead of hurrying to pack, I grab the bottle of wine again and chug.

      Not my mom. Please.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      The hum of the plane jolts me awake as we land. The tires squeal against the pavement, burning, and dust and smoke from the friction drifts into the air. My body springs forward from the momentum. Once the airplane slows, a ding rings overhead, and the captain welcomes us to Denver, Colorado.

      I rub my eyes, dreading getting off this hunk of metal. I’m not quite sure how this day is going to go. Getting a call saying my father and Barbara were missing plucked a few strings of fear in me, and not knowing anything about the situation has kept me unsettled.

      A sigh escapes my lips as the seatbelt sign turns off, telling us it is okay to get up and de-board. I’m in first class, and I don’t feel like getting up, but if I don’t, I’ll be stuck in this seat for twenty minutes. What’s the point of getting first class, just to wait for everyone else to get off?

      I duck, avoiding the curve of the luggage bin above me, and step into the aisle. A few women look at me a few times, but I pay them no mind. I’m not in the mood for flirting, talking, staring, or whatever else comes with meeting people. I haven’t felt this bad in years, and for the third time in my life, I’m scared. I don’t do well when people leave. My father is the only family I have left. If anything happens to him, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      A line starts to form behind me as I grab my suitcase and wait for the doors to open to allow me out. Sweat drips down the back of my neck, pooling in the collar of my light blue button-up shirt. I’m not even hot, but the stress, anxiety, and worry about my father has my heart racing, heating the under layer of my skin.

      Light beams into the cabin of the plane as the stewardess opens the door. The woman has long, dark brown hair, and she flashes white teeth under pink-painted lips.

      “Thank you for flying Delta. Have a good day,” she says cheerfully. I feel anything but.

      “You too,” I tell her as I step off the plane and walk down the narrow, black-carpeted hallway in the gate. My feet drag, and my eyes droop. Exhaustion hits me like a truck. Mentally, I’m drained. The entire flight I thought of my dad and Barbara, hoping they were okay and alive.

      I won’t know what to do if they aren’t.

      Obviously, I’ll have to plan a funeral with Everly. I’ve pushed all my bitter feelings for her to the side, given the situation. She and I are going to be spending a lot of time together because of this horrible instance. I’m not looking forward to it, any of it, but I’m not going to sit around aimlessly waiting for the Denver police to search for my dad while I sit in my skyscraper either.

      No, I have to do something to help. No way am I losing my father in the damn snow.

      Dragging my suitcase behind me, my Italian leather shoes click along the linoleum floor. People hustle by me. Persons of all shapes and colors try to avoid everyone, but with the airport being so packed, bumping shoulders seems to be inevitable.

      Baggage claim finally comes to view. I strain my neck, searching for the driver I hired to come get me. There is only one man holding a sign. He is older, but in shape, tall, grey and silver sprinkled his beard, and the sign reads, ‘Michaels’.

      “Hi, I’m assuming you are here for me,” I wave.

      “Mr. Rowan Michaels?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Wonderful,” he says, grabbing my bag. “Follow me, sir.” His British accent is unexpected but pleasant. I’ve always loved Britain. One day, I plan on retiring there, but until then, I’m going to admire and be jealous from afar.

      “Are you here for business or pleasure?” he asks.

      “I’m afraid neither. My father is missing, that’s why I’m here.”

      “Oh, dear. I am so sorry to hear that. I hope he is okay. My name is Henry if you need anything, Mr. Michaels.” He opens the black, back door of the Mercedes sedan.

      “Thank you, Henry. And please, call me Rowan. Mr. Michaels is my father.” Out of habit, I press my palm in the middle of my stomach where my blazer is buttoned before I get into the car.

      The door slams shut. I finally have a moment to breathe and gather my nerves since I’m alone. I rub my palms over my slacks, wiping the sweat against the material. So much is running through my mind. I had to leave all of my duties on Gray, which I feel horrible about, but my dad and Barbara come first. And I bet Everly is a wreck right now.

      “Sir?”

      My eyes snap open from Henry’s voice. Huh, I don’t even remember closing them. “Yes?”

      “There is a minibar to your right. You look like you need a drink.”

      A buzz to my right grabs my attention, and the top to the minibar slides away, revealing two scotch glasses.

      “To the left is the fridge. You have your pick between gin, whiskey, vodka, and tequila. There are mixers there, too.”

      “Ah, Henry. You are my favorite person in the world right now.”

      “It isn’t a problem, sir. Enjoy. I’ll get you to the resort in about forty minutes. Sit back and relax.”

      He rolls up the privacy window, reading my mind that I want to be alone. I reach for the glass and dive into the ice bucket to grab a few cubes before making myself a gin and tonic. I fill the glass to the brim and down it in one swallow. I pour myself another, debating if I want to down this too, but I should probably keep a straight mind when I show up at the resort and not be completely hammered.

      Eh, I can get buzzed. I deserve that much. I chug it and shake my head as the gin tingles my tongue. Whoa, that one was strong.

      When I make the next one, I’m careful to watch how much Hendrick’s I put in compared to the tonic water. I stop pouring the gin, letting the last drop fall into the glass, and put the bottle back in the fridge.

      I spread my legs and lean my head back against the leather seat. I exhale, closing my eyes, and let the liquor do what it does best.

      Numb me.

      My eyes only see darkness, but I don’t need to see my drink as I bring the rim to my lips. The ice cubes push against my lips as I tilt the beverage, letting it flow over my tongue and down my throat. It’s cold, refreshing, and makes me relax for the first time in forty hours.

      I must have dozed a bit because when I snap my eyes open, we are already pulling into the resort, and the glass in my hand is sweating, dripping condensation onto my jeans. Yes, jeans. I haven’t worn jeans in four years. I forgot how much I loved them.

      Henry opens my door, and a gust of cold wind stings my cheeks. My skin pebbles under the thin sports coat. My jacket is in the suitcase. I didn’t even think to keep it out. I just packed what was in reach.

      The snow crunches under my shoes, and a light dusting of snow starts to fall. It’s beautiful.

      Henry opens the trunk, grabs my suitcase, and sits the wheels on the packed snow, which I assume is from all the cars driving over it. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Rowan. I hope you find your father and he is okay.” He holds out his age-spotted hand.

      “Thanks, Henry. You’ve been great.” I get my wallet out and tip him two hundred dollars after shaking his hand.

      “Best wishes, Mr. Rowan.” He tilts the brim of his hat at me, and then climbs into the car. The tires spin for a moment before finding traction on the driveway.

      I sigh and turn to the Mountains Retreat. It’s breathtaking. The building is styled like a chalet home, with large windows in the front as it overlooks the mountains. Big trees are in the background, tall and looming behind the resort. I’m not sure what kind they are. I’m used to Douglas Firs, but these are even bigger.

      I watch as people come in and out of the entrance, smiling and laughing. Women have their hands looped through their lovers’ arms. Everyone is dressed in warm clothes. Big, oversized jackets and wool hats to keep their ears warm.

      My feet stay glued to the ground, as if the snow is cement, and I’m trapped. I can’t seem to get myself to move. If I move, if I walk, I don’t know what I’m going to be walking into. Maybe my dad is in his room now, and everything is fine.

      But I know that isn’t the case, no matter how much I want it to be. Hope is a fickle thing. And the smallest amount always seems to stay in my body. I guess that’s better than nothing.

      Thunder rolls in the sky. Thick, grey clouds come together, threatening thundersnow. It isn’t often it happens, but when thunder rumbles in snow clouds, that is a sign of how bad it is going to be. It usually means a state of emergency.

      Which means the hope for finding my dad and Barbara are dwindling.

      I’m not going to help find them from standing out here. I sigh and grab the handle of my suitcase. I don’t bother rolling it since there is so much snow on the ground. I pick it up like a briefcase and stride forward. I’m wearing the wrong shoes for this. I wobble a bit as the soles slide against the ice. My arms spread out to give myself balance, but it’s no use, and I slip. I probably look like a newborn baby giraffe trying to find his legs.

      I don’t do well with embarrassment, so all I can do is hope I don’t fall. I slip and slide my way to the automatic doors. When they open, I sigh a big breath of relief as the heat slams against my face, thawing my frozen cheeks.

      I shake off my coat, getting the freshly fallen snow off my shoulders and look around. Damn, this place is nice. High ceilings with gold trim. The red carpet is thick and giving, cushioning every step I take.

      People are coming in the doors with their skis and snowboards, goggles on their foreheads and cheeks bright red from the cold. They must be just coming in because of the storm coming.

      I rub my hands together and blow hot breath in them. I’m so cold. Fuck. I thought Washington got cold. Denver is a different ball game.

      “No, I know. I just want you to put fifty on that card and one hundred on the other.”

      I know that voice. It’s sweet, soft, and angelic, even when she is upset.

      “What do you mean you can’t take two forms of payment? I’m only here because my mother and stepfather are missing,” she snaps, stuffing her cards back in her purse.

      Everly’s hair has gotten long again. It isn’t as long as it was before she chopped it, taking ten years off my life. It’s so beautiful, shining against the bright fluorescent lights. I hope she never cuts it again. When she chopped it, she looked beautiful, but with it long, she is an ethereal goddess, a creature of a myth—the ones that entangle you in the binds of their beauty.

      Yeah, that is what she is, and it seems she only gets more beautiful with age.

      “So that just doesn’t matter? My mother and stepfather are missing from your resort, and you don’t care? I’ve spent every last dime I’ve had to get here you hoity-toity rich snob! Just try the card again.” She is crying, but it isn’t because she is sad. No, she is about to blow this fucker up until it is nothing but rubble and dust.

      I know a lot of her financial issues are due to identity theft, and I can’t imagine how frustrating it is.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. It won’t go through. The payment is declined.” The front desk clerk seems unbothered, probably because she has to deal with this every day, but it wouldn’t hurt her to be more friendly.

      The first tear falls down her porcelain cheek, and it breaks the trance I have from watching from afar. I stroll forward and reach into my inner coat pocket for my wallet.

      “Here, put it on my card.” I hand over the black American Express that has no limit.

      The clerk’s eyes widen when she sees who I am. “Of course, Mr. Michaels. Right away.”

      Everly whips her head around, causing her hair to fan out. It reminds me of a flower, spinning the stem in my hand as I watch the petals spin in circles. It’s hypnotizing, and what’s even worse, Everly has no idea she still holds all that power. She has the kind of beauty that can change the world with just one look.

      Just like a flower that can bring a smile to the saddest face. It’s quick and undeniable.

      Her eyes are wide with surprise, the large green orbs sparkling like gems from the tears swimming in her emerald oceans. “Rowan, you don’t have to do that.” Everly wipes a tear threatening to fall off her lower lash line.

      “I know, but this is important. And I know about your situation. It isn’t fair.” I mean that, too. I’m not just saying that. No one deserves to have their entire life ruined.

      Her eyes soften around the edges as she looks at me, and just seeing her, that honey brown hair, those jade eyes, it makes my heart skip a beat from the cold coma I put it under. I hate how much I love her beauty.

      “I’ll pay you back,” she says.

      “No, you won’t. Only Dad could afford a place like this. No offense,” I hurry to say. I don’t want her to think she doesn’t have the potential to make a lot of money. She does. Everyone does. I just got lucky.

      “No offense taken. I know I won’t ever be a billionaire. I’m okay with it.” She blows a piece of hair out of her face from the side of her pale, pink lips. I always loved how the top curves like cupid’s bow.

      This is the most we have talked to each other in over six years, and it took something as awful as our parents going missing to make it happen, but even when it is all said and done and we find them, I know she and I will go our separate ways again. I just can’t be around her without loving her because when I’m away from her, I numb the yearning I have for her.

      When she is near, like she is right now, smelling like a bouquet of freshly cut wildflowers, the bulletproof glass I put around my soul to keep her away shatters. And without effort or attempt, she owns me all over again.

      “Your room keys,” the clerk hands over one small envelope of key cards. As in, for one room. One. That’s it.

      “Oh, no. I believe you misunderstood. I was only paying for her room, but we still need two rooms.” Because lady, if I have to be within the same four walls as Everly Madison, I may just lose my fucking mind.

      “Yes, I’m sorry, Mr. Michaels. This next week is booked, and the only room we have available is the penthouse suite.”

      “Of course it is,” Everly mumbles under her breath.

      I lean my arms against the counter and give the clerk the smile women melt themselves over. I flash my straight, white teeth, and make sure to show the dimples. Dimples work every time.

      “I’m going to need the other room…” I dart my eyes to her name tag, “Becky. That’s my stepsister.” I have to hold back a little bile that works its way up my throat. To think of Everly as my sister is repulsive.

      “While it is great news that she isn’t your girlfriend because that means we can get a drink when I get off...”

      No, we can’t.

      Everly snorts, not hiding her disdain for the raven-haired clerk.

      Becky clicks her tongue when she sees Everly’s reaction, “…but it is the only room we have. I apologize. I’ve ordered complimentary champagne for you to be delivered to your room.”

      “Right. Okay. Thanks.” I click the key cards on the counter and grab my bag.

      Everly shoves her tote strap up her shoulder, and she seems like she’s dreading this just as much. I take offense to that. I shouldn’t because I feel the same. I don’t want her to dread it, but at the same time, I do.

      What a wicked, wicked world we live in.

      I press the button to the elevator and watch the numbers illuminate, as the red glow shows how much longer of a wait we have. Everly stays a few feet back, trying to stay out of my personal space, but I feel her.

      And I know she feels me too.

      It’s the same every time we are together. The call of her heart makes me want to answer. The heat of her body is familiar, like home, and it is so hard not to just fall into it like an everyday routine.

      The ding of the elevator snaps me out of my haze. Silver doors slide open to reveal an empty cart. I hold my arm against the elevator door to keep it from closing. “After you,” I nod.

      “Um, thanks.” She keeps her head down to hide her eyes under her hair.

      She hides herself in the far-right corner, trying to make herself invisible as she leans against the mirrored glass.

      The same glass that shows all of her curves.

      The curves I got to taste first.

      I still feel smug about that. I smirk at the memory and rub my hand over my mouth to rub off the humor. When I walk into the elevator, I stand by the buttons, keeping a few feet of distance between us. Her wildflower scent fills the small cart, and out of habit, something as simple as breathing, I inhale. And she wraps around my lungs like wayward petals swirling in the breeze.

      I scan the card over the black pad and press the button that says PH. The metal box creaks and jolts as it starts to life. The lights flicker, and the elevator moans, and in a sudden moment, the power shuts off. The elevator stops, trapping Everly and I between the eighth and ninth floor.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” she hisses.

      She took the words right out of my mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      This cannot be happening.

      It’s my worst nightmare. Or my favorite dream. I suppose it depends on the context, but as of right now, it seems to be the nightmare.

      We are in a fancy pants hotel, and their elevator can’t even work?

      “It must be the storm,” Rowan says from somewhere in front of me, but I can’t see him. Everything is too dark.

      But it makes it easier—not seeing him.

      “I thought the storm was supposed to hit next week?” That was my hope because if it did hit early, that means the chances of finding my mom and Mr. Michaels are zilch.

      “Never know with environments like this. This may not even be the storm they are talking about. It could just be the average snow cloud. I wish I knew,” Rowan’s voice echoes off the four walls of the elevator; hitting me from all sides. It’s gotten deeper over the years, and it drapes over me like a cloak, tingling my spine, teasing me, but most of all, making me feel at home again.

      “Oh, okay.” That’s all I know to say.

      We sit like that in silence for who knows how long, and the oxygen in the cart starts to get hot from the lack of fresh air. I’m breathing in his recycled air.

      Why do I suddenly want to swallow it all up?

      “So, Gray says you guys have been talking.”

      I lift my head from my knees to give him the evil eye, but I forgot, he can’t see me. “Yeah, but only in a legal sense.”

      “Don’t be so disappointed,” he snaps.

      I pinch my brows together, out of habit from making so many expressions when I speak. “I’m not disappointed. He has been a good friend and has helped me as much as he can.”

      “That’s really it?”

      “Yep,” I nod, popping the end of the word for emphasis.

      “If you want to take it further with him, it’s okay. You can. Gray is a good guy.”

      Did Rowan seriously just give permission for me to date his best friend? “I think we both know he would do better with someone like Blaire.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      I slam my head on the wall of the elevator and groan from frustration. “What is it that you want, Rowan? No, it doesn’t bother me. I only see him as a friend, that’s all. Just as he sees me. He’s helped me when no one else could.” Or would. I wanted to ask for Rowan’s help so bad, but I know he would have laughed in my face and told me it was exactly what I deserved.

      Well, that’s what I think anyway.

      He doesn’t say anything in return. I guess it was the exhaustion in my voice, the worry, or something, I don’t know what it was, but it was enough to make him speechless. I’m waiting until he blows, though. This must be the calm before the storm. He’s going to let me have it. I’m not sure how long we are going to be stuck together, but something has to give.

      And I had a feeling it’s me who will break from whatever he has to give.

      I wipe the back of my neck. Sweat has started to gather along my hairline and is dripping down the column of my spine. “Do you think they are okay?” I ask, whispering in the dark to make sure I’m not by myself.

      “I wish I knew,” he answers a few seconds later.

      “They have to be, right? I mean, we can’t lose them, too.”

      “I know. Both of us have lost enough.”

      I swallow, wondering if he means the relationship between us.

      “You smell different,” he says out of the blue, completely changing the subject.

      I let out an offensive huff, “It’s hot in here, okay? I’m sweating. It’s snowing outside, and I’m sweating my body weight.”

      He laughs. It’s almost eerie since it is in the dark, but knowing it is Rowan keeps my nerves steady. Even after all these years, I still feel safe around him. No matter how angry we are at each other. “No. I don’t mean in a bad way. You changed your perfume. It’s still sweet, but more flowery.”

      It’s a good thing it is dark, or he would be able to see how red my cheeks are. “Yeah, I changed it. They call it ‘wild honeysuckle’.”

      “It smells good, even through the sweat.”

      “Rowan! Are you saying I smell bad right now?”

      “I’m just saying, both of us probably are a little rich right now, okay?” The mirth in his voice makes me smile.

      “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything but…” I leave my sentence hanging to make him think he stinks. He doesn’t. He smells like cologne. It’s light and airy, kind of like the ocean, but mixed with sandalwood. It’s different from the last one. I guess we both upgraded.

      “You’re full of it. I smell like damn sunshine and man.”

      “And man?” I giggle. “Aw, whatever you need to tell yourself.”

      “You’re still a little shit, still. Aren’t you?”

      “Aren’t you?” I mock him, as if we are fifteen again.

      “I ought to make you sleep in here while I sleep like a baby in the suite.”

      His statement makes reality crash down. The suite. His life. His hatred for me. For a minute, I forgot about everything. “I’ve been keeping track of you and Gray with the company. I know it doesn’t mean anything, but I’m proud of you both. The company has grown so much. You must be so busy.”

      “Thanks. Yeah, it’s been a journey, Gray is handling everything right now while we search for dad and Barbara.” He pauses and lets out a deep breath. I swear, I can feel the warmth dancing over my skin, even if I am on the other side of the elevator. “And you’re wrong. It means a lot, Everly. Thank you.”

      I don’t say anything back. What’s there to say? Besides ‘I love you still’. And that will make an already awkward conversation completely unbearable. I want to comment on how good he looks. I want to tell him how sorry I am for ruining everything, but now isn’t the time. Not while we are trapped in a metal cube, sweating our asses off and needing to find our parents.

      My head thuds against the wall, and I shut my eyes.

      “Everly?”

      “Yeah?” But we are interrupted by the door being plied apart. “Finally.”

      I wince as I think of how that sounded. I’m just happy we are out of the elevator, but I wish Rowan and I could actually sit down and talk. Maybe being in the elevator was my chance to say what I needed to say, but fear held me back. The time and place doesn’t matter as long as it is said.

      How many times do I need to tell myself that?

      The clerk from the front desk peaks her head in when the doors are finally opened. I want to narrow my eyes at her and tell her to get lost. “Oh, thank goodness. Mr. Michaels, your stay is free here, for however long you need to stay.”

      Yeah, I bet she wants him to stay forever.

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Rowan nods, lifting himself up on the floor to push himself through the gap since we are between floors.

      All those scary movies start to run through my mind. I imagine the elevator falling, breaking Rowan’s body in half and me plummeting to the bottom of the building. I’d crumble and dissipate with the metal tin.

      He’s there, and then in one quick moment, his feet disappear, and all I hear is a loud metallic crash. I can’t see him.

      “Rowan!” I scream, throwing my hand over my mouth from the fear possessing my body.

      “Oh, Eve,” his voice drifts down, as he gets through the gap and then lays down flat, holding his hands out to help me up. “You’re watching those scary movies again.”

      I could cry with relief, seeing him alive and well. I grip his arms and nod, fighting back the tears. When our skin touches, it’s an entirely new sensation. Desire, nostalgia, and love. He feels it too because his breath catches, and his eyes dilate. Electricity zaps between us. Maybe static, maybe something else.

      I’ll never know.

      And Rowan doesn’t seem to want to feel it anymore because he yanks me up through the gap until my body is safely out of the elevator and puts me on the floor.

      “Are you guys okay?” one of the firefighters calls over.

      “Fine. Just a little dehydrated is all,” Rowan answers and gets up to his feet, completely ignoring me and shutting me out.

      It makes sense. We are around other people now. The spell is broken, and he has awakened from the trance. “How long before we can get upstairs?” he asks.

      “Another twenty or so minutes, I’m afraid.”

      “We can always take the stairs,” I suggest. “How much further is the penthouse?”

      “Eight more floors,” Becky explains.

      Becky. What kind of name is Becky, anyway?

      “But I’ll be glad to buy you a drink to pay for your trouble?” she asks Rowan.

      Rowan puts his hands on his hips and tilts his head up to the ceiling. His face is red from the heat, and sweat is dripping off his temples, cascading down his cheek. He lets out a laugh under his breath and shakes his head.

      “Listen, I’m sure you’re a nice girl. Maybe. But we are here to find our parents that are lost on that mountain right now. So no, I don’t want to get a drink with you, today, tomorrow, or any other day. I have more pressing matters at hand.”

      He walks toward the stairwell, and Becky’s jaw hits the floor from his audacity. Ha. I turn my nose up and follow Rowan to the stairwell that leads to the penthouse. I should feel bad for the girl, but I don’t, even though I know what it’s like to be on the side of him that doesn’t like you.

      I’m still on that side, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      Rowan is in front of me, and my eyes wander to his firm bubble butt. The muscle flexes as he opens the door to showcase the stairs. “You ready for this?”

      The words make me stumble, and I run right into his back, feeling the soft globes of his butt that are still somehow firm. How? Mine is just soft…

      “What?”

      “The stairwell. Are you ready? It’s a lot of steps.”

      As long as I get to follow behind him to watch his backside, I’ll be alright.

      I just need to make sure he doesn’t know I’m looking at it.

      “I’m fine. Let’s go. I want to take a shower.”

      He nods and takes the first step. The sound of our shoes echo off the walls with every step we take. We are huffing by the time we get to the third floor. I’m exhausted. I’m sweating. I smell like elevator. I had no idea that was a smell, but I swear, it is. And the only thing keeping me motivated is Rowan’s butt. I have no right to look at it.

      But it has always been my favorite feature on him.

      We walk in silence. And the only thing passing between us is our struggling breath. Well, I’m struggling. He is doing this like he takes ten thousand steps a day without a breaking a sweat.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Just peachy,” I insist. “Are we there yet? I thought this was only eight flights, not eighty,” I whine, grabbing onto the white rail to help pull myself along. My legs feel like jello. Even my arms ache from dragging myself up the stairs.

      “Almost,” he shortly snips, almost growling.

      I sigh. I guess that positive interaction was short-lived. My heart aches from how much I miss him. The moment in the elevator wasn’t enough. I need more. Talking with him was only a small dose for the large one I need. My bones have been aching for him, but it seems I’ll keep aching until I break.

      Who am I kidding? I broke a long time ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      I have to shut these emotions down right now. Talking with Everly in the elevator, although brief, reminded me of how effortless and fun it is—was—between us. And I need to put distance between us, so I shut down. She knows it, too. Everly has stayed a few feet back, giving me space. She knows I’ve withdrawn.

      The tension is pulled so tight the air between us threatens to rip apart.

      I can’t give myself over to her again, though. She has a way of grabbing hold of me and tangling me in her snares. What’s worse is she doesn’t even know she holds that power. I finally get to the door that leads up to the top floor and sigh with relief. This day is not going how I thought it would.

      After opening it, the penthouse door is on the other side. A long hallway leads to it as if it is some type of royal chapel. Chandeliers line the ceiling, reminding me of home, and the floor is a gorgeous black stone. I’m not sure what it is, but it reflects the chandeliers like diamonds.

      “Finally,” Everly groans, and it’s the kind of sound that shoots straight to my cock. She sounded like that when we made love for the first time.

      Made love. I snort. Since when do I think of fucking as making love? This woman has me all tangled up in knots.

      I take the white and gold key card out of my pocket and swipe it over the black box on the door. It beeps. A light flashes green. The small black box beeps again. I pull the handle down and open the door wide to be greeted with a view of the mountains.

      The same mountain my father and Barbara are lost on.

      I won’t be able to enjoy the view since I know our parents are lost somewhere up there.

      I sigh as the door shuts behind me. I’m in the same room as her, enclosed in the same space as Everly. Torture. Pure fucking torture. Karma must be laughing right now.

      Walking deeper into the suite, I curse. I only see one large bed and a couch. This entire suite and there aren’t two beds or another room? How the hell am I supposed to concentrate when I have her in the room?

      I put my hands on my hips and tilt my head back. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I sigh. The couch looks like it is made of stone, and the bed looks soft and bouncy. I love a bouncy mattress, but no way am I sharing it with her.

      “I’ll take the couch.”

      “Rowan, don’t be ridiculous. We are both grown adults. We can share a bed. I’ll make sure to put a line of pillows down the middle, so we don’t touch.”

      “I’d rather not,” I let out a little harsher than I expected.

      “This isn’t the time for that. Our parents are missing—”

      “You don’t think I know that? What? You think I’m here on some vacation? You think the way I want to spend my time is with you, Everly? Let me make something crystal fucking clear. You are the last person I want to be with. I want to find them, go our separate ways, and never talk to you again. It shouldn’t be hard on you. You seem like a professional at it.”

      Tears well in those green eyes. I see the fire. The urge to yell and fight back—the hurt. I don’t care, though. This is my chance to finally lash out, to finally tell her all the things that have been building up inside me. Maybe I want to break her heart the way she broke mine. An eye for an eye, but in this case—a heart for a heart.

      I want her to fight back. I want her to yell, to scream, to shout. I want the anger. I want to see her fire.

      But all she does is let out a heavy breath.

      “Okay,” she says in a low breathless voice. “I’m going to shower. Help yourself to the bed. I won’t be using it.” She runs into the bathroom and slams the door so hard, it shakes the glass of the windows.

      I run to the other side of the door, ready to yell through the thick metal, when I hear heavy sobs coming from the other side. The shower is on to try and drown out the sounds, but it doesn’t work. The water only adds static to the background of the heart-wrenching sobs. The cry is broken, coming from deep inside her chest. She chokes, coughs, and slams her fist against the wall.

      At least, that’s what I assume it is.

      I feel stupid. I want to make things right between us, but it seems nearly impossible, and a part of me thinks it shouldn’t be on me to make things right. All I want to do is break this door down and hold her tight. I want to be in that shower with her. I want to watch the water fall down her body and slide into her tight sheath; the one that haunts me to this day.

      If now isn’t the time for us, then thinking about sex needs to be off the table, but my cock is so hard for her. So ready to take her again and slide home. That’s what she will always be. She’ll always be my home. As much as I want us to be able to fall into the routine of us again, I know that will never happen because we will never be a ‘we’ again.

      I can’t be in here anymore. Her cries make me want to comfort her, and I can’t get past my own foolish pride to do anything about it. I place my hand against the large door, trying to think of something—anything—to say. I close my eyes, wishing things could be different between us. I wish I could go back all those years and never have sex with her. Maybe our friendship would still be as strong as I thought it was.

      But the thought of not feeling her under me, her body against mine, her tight virgin walls hugging my virgin cock, makes the world seen more unjust than it already is. I roll my forehead left and right over the cold frame of the door and push back. I need out of here.

      I toss a key on the bed, making sure she has a way to get in and out if need be, and run out the door, only to remember the elevator isn’t working, and my legs are still burning from trucking up the steps. I’m damned if I do, damned if I don’t at this point. I turn around, take a deep breath, and walk back inside.

      The key card feels like an escape route in my pocket, only it leads to a dead-end, since the elevator doesn’t work. I’m trapped in a room I can’t get away from. The water is still on, but her cries aren’t as loud anymore. They still echo off the acoustics of the bathroom walls, but they have a weeping quality about them. Not so much a deep wail.

      It’s my fault she feels like this. And I feel guilty. I don’t want to feel guilty. I think I have no reason to, but there is a part of me somewhere, swimming along the darkened, damaged edges of my soul, telling me I should.

      I slide down the wall that separates the bedroom and the bathroom and lean my head back. The only thing in sight right now is the large bed with a solid oak frame. A balcony catches my attention, and the doors are parallel to the bed. All one has to do is roll out of the massive pillowtop and slide the door open to reveal a picture only to be described in books.

      But I can’t enjoy that. I’m not allowed to find beauty in this place because somehow, this place has captured my father and Barbara, and that just goes to show how much danger beauty can really hold.

      The carpet feels good against my ass, but the tingling in my lower back screams at me to move. Soon, my rear will be numb sitting out here, but I want to wait. I want to see her.

      The doorknob jiggles and opens, and billowing clouds of steam escape the entryway from the hot shower Everly must have taken. She walks out. Wrapped in a small towel that falls right below the curves of her ass.

      My eyes zero in. I wet my lips. My tongue aches for a taste of her.

      “Oh my god!” She jumps when she sees me on the floor. “I thought I heard you leave, sorry. Just let me grab my clothes, and I’ll get out of your way.”

      Something on her shoulder catches my eye, and I stand quickly, unbuttoning my sports coat, and I’m in front of her in two seconds, grabbing the strands of her wet hair and throwing it over her other shoulder. My breath catches as my eyes dart from her shoulder, to her face, back to her shoulder.

      I run fingertips over the beautiful tattoo, her skin beading from the soft touch. I swallow the lump of emotion in my throat.

      “Until the end of time and space,” I whisper, tracing the words softly with my fingertip. The butterfly makes me smile at the memory, and my eyes burn, threatening tears, but it must be allergies.

      “You remember,” I choke.

      “It’s my favorite memory. I can’t forget it.”

      “It’s mine, too,” I say, never looking away. “When did you get this?”

      “Four years ago. Right after I left.”

      “I don’t understand. You left me, Everly. Why do you care? Why do this?” I ask, with no heat or anger in my tone, just sadness and confusion.

      She lets out a heavy breath and turns around to grab her brush. Her towel is safely tucked in around her chest, and Everly starts running the harsh bristles through that thick, heavy hair. “I’ll always care.”

      “But why?” I prod. I want to know.

      “Because you’re my best friend, and I love you, Rowan.”

      “Love doesn’t make you turn your back on the people you love,” I snap, yanking my hand away as if she had the capability to burn me.

      “I know,” she answers.

      That’s all she says.

      My teeth grind together from the frustration. I don’t care about the stairs anymore. I’m just going to take them. I can’t be in here anymore. “I still don’t get an answer? After all this time? Do you even care? It’s been long enough. I think both of us can move on.” I take the key card out of my pocket, hoping she stops me.

      “Nothing I say can fix the damage between us. Nothing I say will matter.”

      I turn away from her, a million thoughts running through my head. And then I turn back around.

      She’s still there, rooted to the spot, staring at me.

      I don’t know what to do. I want to run away. I want to throw myself off that balcony. I want to hit a wall.

      Instead, I reach my arms forward and clasp her shoulders. Everly looks up at me, her eyes shimmering. Her hands clutch her towel to make sure it doesn’t fall, and I sag my head, inches from her face, ready to spill my guts to her. I inhale her scent. It surrounds me, driving me absolutely wild. With trembling fingers, I take her face in my hands and sigh as the delicate edge of her jaw in my palms caresses my skin.

      “You’d be surprised. Just tell me,” I whisper, with all the desperation I can manage.

      Her cheeks change to a soft pink color, and her chest rises and falls in a rapid pace. Everly shuts her eyes, sinking into my touch. “I was eighteen and stupid, Rowan. I… I—”

      But for some reason, I don’t want to hear anymore.

      The distance between us closes, and our mouths crash together, for the first time in six years.

      All a sudden, all my thoughts are thrown out the window, and we collapse against the wall in a tangle of elbows. We gasp and moan so loud; the noise travels into the bathroom and echoes. She feels so good. Her lips have gotten softer. Her tongue has gotten bolder.

      It makes me wonder about the other men she has been with. It makes me clutch her towel as tight as I can, angry that there have been others after me. She is mine. She has always been.

      My Everly.

      But just as soon as it began, it’s over. The ferocious kiss breaks when I yank the towel off her and drop it to the floor. Everly gasps, the cold air running up her body and causing those pink, pale nipples to harden.

      My eyes flicker down her face, to her chest, and the tattoo stands out more now because until the end of time and space—I’ll want her.

      Just like this.

      Naked, for only my eyes to see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      What. Is. Happening.

      Am I dreaming? Because there is no way this is real. Rowan would never kiss me. Not after everything I’ve done.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, worrying my lip between my teeth.

      He seems wild. The look in his eyes is far from sane. We can’t do this. We shouldn’t be here in this position. Even though I want it. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      He runs his knuckles down my cheek, neck, and traces over my collarbone. My breath escapes my body in quaking sighs. “I wish I knew,” he says with a pinch of his brows.

      I haven’t been this close to him in so long that I have no idea what to do. My hands are stuck to the wall, flat, unsure of how to handle this situation. I need to back away. I need to end this. But I’m trapped. The wall has my back, and Rowan has me caged in.

      “Rowan.”

      He closes his eyes and moans. “When you say my name like that…”

      “Like what?” I whisper.

      “Like even the taste of it makes you want me… you have no idea what it does to me.” His arms shake as he bows his head. The thick brown hair falls out of place as he runs his fingers through it, trying to grab hold of some type of sense or logic.

      But when he glances down, he sees my naked body bared before him. He snaps his head up, stealing my breath. I gaze into his perfect face. His chiselled jaw, his perfect cheekbones. His dark pupils are dilated. Staring at me is a man that has been possessed. Black circles stare at me, the crystalline colored iris gone and replaced with desire.

      His knuckles drag down my chest and over my nipple, causing it to bounce. He growls deep in his throat; the rumble sending me back to the cab of his truck all those years ago. I try not to react. I try and fight the wave of desire. For all I know, this is his way of getting back at me. He’ll rev my body up and then leave it, leaving me alone to throttle my engine.

      “You’re still so beautiful, Everly,” he whispers with awe and captivation, as his eyes linger on my body. “I don’t understand this need I have for you.” He continues to slide his knuckles along to my other breast as he explains himself. “You’re so easy to get lost in. Nothing has ever been the same without you in it. I don’t understand it.” He journeys down my stomach, dipping his finger into the cave of my navel before drifting to the trimmed bush covering my pussy. “I’ve always loved this,” he says with a soft tug of my pubic hair.

      I squeak with unexpected pleasure. A soft sting is left behind from the sweet, pleasurable pain of him pulling the course tendrils. My throat is dry from trying to get air into my lungs. I still have no idea what is going on, but since this is all I have ever wanted… I’m going to go along with it until he pulls away.

      He smirks and keeps trailing his fingers over my pussy, teasing the slit with his fingers. He pushes my legs aside with force, making more room for himself as he explores.

      Something he has never done. Hell, something I have never done.

      I let out a gasp of surprise as he slips two fingers inside me. His entire body jerks from the motion, as if he flexed his hips instead. Rowan’s jaw drops with a moan. “You’re still so tight, so hot, and wet. Fuck, you’re so wet for me.”

      Yes, for you. Only ever for you.

      I whimper as he curls his fingers, overwhelmed by the sensation. I already feel close to the edge. Rowan has always had that effect on me. And with years of build-up in my system, I’m not surprised.

      Rowan places his forehead on my shoulder, and his breath makes my skin pebble as it puffs over the curve. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this,” he mutters with a push of his thick digits.

      I squirm in his hold, whining from the pressure inside me.

      “I’ve dreamed of you in my arms again.” His lips press against the top of my shoulder, following the column of my neck until he is kissing me behind the ear.

      “I have too, Rowan.” With trembling hands, I push under his sports coat and slip it off, revealing a tight, pale blue button-up shirt that hugs his biceps and chest perfectly. It is as if it’s tailored to his body—probably is.

      “Kiss me,” he says, placing his lips directly in front of mine.

      Like he has to ask twice! I grab his face with my hands and slam my mouth against his. My tongue duels with his, twisting and turning in a dance of emotion. The moment I start to dominate, he grabs my face with one hand and presses his lips harder against mine. I relent. I give into him like he likes and start to rock my hips against his fingers, needing more of him.

      A growl travels down my throat from Rowan. He grips my right hip to keep it still.

      “Take my shirt off,” he gasps inside my mouth.

      Always with the demands, but I’m happy to comply.

      With unstable fingers, I start at the top of his shirt and work my way down. I lick my lips as I see his exposed chest. Light brown hair covers his chest. And the curve of his pecs is sculpted and smooth, rippling with muscles. He really has grown in all the right places. I continue unbuttoning his shirt with slow, antagonizing touches. My fingers stroke his skin, ever so softly, with every unbutton of a clasp. Hard ridges and valleys come to view from his abdomen, and sandy dustings of hair travels over his skin here, too.

      “Beautiful. Always have been,” I marvel with appreciation as I push the material off his broad shoulders and down his arms until it is nothing but a useless pile of material on the floor. I swallow thickly. Everything about him has changed. I explore him, taking my time as I run my fingers along the vein in his biceps.

      “Take my pants off.” His words are nothing except a heavy breath traveling over my breasts.

      I bite my lip and moan as he starts to move his fingers in and out of my channel. “I want my cock to be in here soon. There’s so much I want to do with you, Everly.”

      I unbuckle his belt, and when I whip it off, I bring my mouth to his ears. “Then do it.”

      “Not until my pants are off.”

      I grin, wishing he would do everything he wants. We didn’t get to experience that before. And I’m ready to experience everything he is willing to give. I don’t know if this is a one-off thing, but I’m ready for anything. Just the feel of his skin against my skin is enough to bring me back to life after closing myself off from the experience of living.

      The heavy metal of his belt buckle clatters against the floor.

      His blunt fingernails dig into my side.

      My fingers toy with the button keeping his cock tucked away in confinements that might as well be considered jail.

      His teeth graze my pink, hard nipple as I unbutton his pants.

      I throw my head back in passion, losing the grip on his zipper.

      “Unzip me,” he growls deeply, lost in passion.

      I barely have the ability to reach my arms out, but I manage, clasping the cold metal zipper between my fingers, and slide it down. His breath hitches from the sound of the zipper’s teeth unlocking. I push his pants down from behind, grabbing the firm globes of his ass as I do.

      He hums against my neck, taking a bite against the side of my neck. The pain and pleasure mix, sending goosebumps tingling through me. He kicks his pants to the side, and they smack against the white wall, falling to a helpless mound on the floor.

      I have to look down.

      And what I see does not disappoint. His cock is long and thick, thicker than I remember, and a vein bulges on the side. The crown is livid, weeping fluid. My mouth waters from the intense craving that hits me, needing to taste his fluid. I won’t ever admit this to him, but I’ve never sucked a cock before.

      I’m sure he has had many women pleasure him. And that only adds to the pressure.

      “Mmm, you want to suck me, don’t you?”

      I lift my gaze from his throbbing rod and meet his eyes. I nod, sexually dazed and confused.

      “What are you waiting for?” He puts his hands on my shoulders and pushes me down until my knees are rubbing against the carpet.

      I can’t show hesitation—only confidence. I ghost a breath over his shaft, and his body buckles. I take the thick base in my palm and stroke, watching the tip wink at me.

      “Fuck,” he whispers, staring down at me as he leans his arms against the wall.

      My eyes peek up at Rowan, and I wrap my lips around his girth. He stretches my mouth to the brink, but I love it. The first drop of his pre-come bursts over my taste buds, and I moan from the sweet and savory flavor.

      I do what I remember women doing from watching porn. I drag my tongue around the helmet before sucking the crown between my mouth. My eyes cross as I watch myself bob up and down on his dick.

      Rowan’s dick. My Rowan.

      I hum around the steel pole, careful to keep my teeth sheathed with my lips as I pleasure him. My free hand runs up the thick muscle of his inner thigh, scratching my nails up the tender flesh until I reach his large hanging sack. I test the weight of the orbs in my palms, rolling them in a circle.

      “Fuck, if you keep going, I’m going to come down your throat,” he grunts, tangling his fingers through my hair.

      The touch makes me look at him, mouth full of cock, with a pleading in my eyes that screams, ‘take me’. I double my efforts, sucking and slurping like it’s my job. I still stroke him in sync with my suction, going faster, sucking harder, licking better.

      “You’re a little devil,” he grunts, placing his other hand on the side of my head as he starts to thrust his hips vigorously until the tip of his cock is punching the back of my throat. He gasps, staring down at me with pure shock. “You don’t have a gag reflex? Fucking hell, what did I wait for?” he says on a long, sensual groan. “I’m going to come.” He tries to pull me back, but I wrap my arms around his thighs and keep him close to me.

      I want a mouthful of his come. I want him to be the first guy I have sex with, in every way, even if it means he will be my last—but not in a good way. I just don’t see myself wanting to be with anyone the way I want to be with Rowan.

      His hips stutter, bringing my focus back to the cock in my mouth. I prepare myself mentally because I have no idea what to expect. His breath comes out in harsh pants, and he gives one final push, holding my head to his pelvis, as he shouts his release down my throat. I pinch my eyes closed, not ready for the large squirt of salty liquid on my tongue.

      But after a moment, I like it. I moan around his shaft, drinking down every drop. I savor every moment of the precious liquid, knowing that—so I’ve heard—most men can’t get it up a second time.

      But I should have known Rowan isn’t like most men. He pulls his rock-solid cock from between my lips, dripping with spittle and come onto the carpet as he takes a step back.

      “My turn,” he winks.

      My brows pinch together, and then my eyes widen as he takes my hair in his hands, wraps it around his wrist and uses it to slowly pull me to my feet. The motion makes my entire body freeze. I stare deeply into him, needing him more than I’ve needed anything in my life.

      I lean forward to kiss him again, to taste his lips, but before I can, he grabs my shoulders and tosses me on the bed. I yelp from the unexpected move, and a sudden slap on my ass yanks a moan out of me.

      I’m gasping, clawing the bed sheets with pleasure and agony as he continues to spank the cheeks of my ass. I start to sweat, and the skin starts to sting, but I don’t want him to stop. He is taking me to another place, another dimension, and he isn’t even inside me yet.

      “So pretty with my mark on you.”

      I bury my head into the thick of the comforter and moan. I want more than a mark. I want a stamp.

      I want his brand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      I should stop.

      This can’t happen.

      It’s already gone too far, though. Her hot mouth around my cock, and my seed pouring down her throat might have been the breaking point of no turning back. I don’t care anymore though. I want her. I’ve wanted her my entire life, I wanted her when she turned her back on me, and I want her right now, ass in the air, red, and glowing with my handprint.

      “Rowan,” she moans. “Please.”

      I grab her by the hips and flip her onto her back. Her breasts bounce from the momentum, and her face is flushed with a deep burgundy color. I spread her legs wide, and her shiny lips gleam against the low light of the room. The only pussy I’ve ever truly wanted to taste. Finally, in my reach. The sweet, red velvet cake calls to me. Her swollen clit is throbbing, practically screaming at me for attention.

      Aw, no need to make her suffer.

      I run my hands up the smooth, pale, flawless canvas of her legs. I tease her inner thigh with my thumb until I’m circling her clit. Her back bows off the bed as she cries out from pleasure. The tremble of her legs sinks into the bed, but I feel the rumble beneath my knees.

      “Oh, god!” she screams. “Yes, Rowan!”

      “That’s right,” I growl, leaning over her withering body to seal her lips in a hard, passionate kiss. I continue my assault on her clit. A gush of fluid soaks her folds, and I know she is close. I knead her breast with my free hand, loving how perfect it still sits in the dip of my palm.

      “I want you to fuck me, Rowan,” she gasps. “Please. Please put your dick in me.”

      “I don’t have a condom,” I say. “Are you sure?”

      She nods her head. “It’s okay; I’m on the pill.”

      I grin wickedly, and my cock instantly throbs, knowing it’s about to take her again. But first, I need to finish the task at hand. I pick up my pace, thrusting harder and faster and pinching her nipples and running my tongue all up and down her neck.

      Everly wraps her arms around my back and digs her nails deep in the skin, raking them from the neck down as she comes, gushing and squirting into my palm. Her entire body quakes from the aftermath. I run my fingers through her sensitive folds and use her slick as lubricant. I don’t give her time to come down from her orgasm.

      And thrust inside her in one smooth, hard motion. For a second, I expect to break through her virginity again, but that smug smirk works its way to my lips. That’s right. I already took it. And now I get to have this sweet candy again.

      Thoughts of the past start to creep into my head, of her leaving, of her breaking me, of her ignoring me, and they are enough to make me falter. No, I’m not going to let it stop me. The feel of her is too good to stop now.

      I push them aside and pull her closer, wrapping her legs around my waist and start a fast, heavy rhythm. It’s enough to push the negative thoughts away and enjoy the woman, the goddess, the love of my life, moaning underneath me. Right now is all that matters.

      I don’t know what will happen when this is over. I know I’m not ready for it to mean more than it is, and right now, it’s just sex.

      But also, it’s Everly. It will always be more than sex, but I can’t have more with her at this time. If that makes sense.

      Protection. That’s what I have to do. I have to guard my heart, so keeping her at arm’s length is the best I can do right now.

      “Rowan!” My name flies out of her mouth in two syllables from every punctuating stroke I am giving her.

      “You like my cock, Everly? You want more of it?” A low rumble forms in my chest, a beast in creation, threatening to burst from my skin.

      “Always,” she says.

      The sun has set over the mountains, casting us in darkness. The only form of light is coming from the bathroom, casting a pale glow on the carpeted floor.

      She’s so tight. Everly feels the same, just like the first time. Has she not had any more lovers? The thought of her with anyone else has my lip curling and my arms wrapping around her head to bring that sweet mouth to mine. It’s a sloppy kiss, all tongue and no precision from exertion.

      But I’m far from being over.

      “You feel so good, Everly, baby,” I croon into her ear. “Better than I remember,” which is true. Maybe it’s the longing I’ve felt for her over the years; I don’t know. But no one has ever compared, no sex has ever been as good or as earth-shattering, than it is with Everly.

      Her red tongue flattens against my neck and licks a pathway up my neck to my jaw. “Don’t stop, don’t ever stop,” she pleads.

      I pull back and lean up on one elbow, slowing the rolls of my hips as I stare into her eyes. They are shining with tears and emotion and desire and… maybe something more.

      I can’t look. I place my head on her shoulder, holding her tight to my chest. I’m not able to look at her face, not right now. Or I’ll break.

      This isn’t just any woman. This isn’t some woman I met at the bar. This is Everly.

      My Everly.

      Whatever she feels right now, if I look at her, I’ll feel it too and it will take us to a place we are not ready for. I’m not afraid to admit that. We shouldn’t even be having sex right now, but somewhere deep inside myself, I knew we would. It’s impossible to keep magnetic forces apart when they are close.

      And every time we are close, we gravitate to each other. It’s natural. It’s a phenomenon I can’t explain. Even when I can’t stand her, when I don’t want anything to do with her because I’m so damn angry, my heart calls for hers.

      The puffs of her breath dance over my earlobe, and it’s too much, knowing her lips, the ones that have so much to say but seal a secret, are close to me.

      I flip her over onto her stomach and grab handfuls of that plump, thick ass. She cries out in this position as I drive my cock inside her channel.

      “More, Rowan. Give me more. Harder,” she pants.

      I push down in the middle of her back and straighten her legs until she is lying flat on the bed. Her pussy is even tighter this way. It makes my eyes cross. This position is going to milk the come from my cock in no time.

      Remembering that she said she wants more; I grab her hips and slide in and out as hard and fast as I can. My balls slap against her lips, her moans carry throughout the entire penthouse, and I grunt with every thrust. I want to spill inside her, but I know that’s a conversation we haven’t had, and since this is probably a one-time thing, talking about it is pointless. But I really want to.

      Right here.

      Right now.

      “Rowan! Oh, god, Rowan!” she snatches a pillow from the right and pushes it against her face as she screams.

      Her pussy tightens around me, squeezing me like a vice. My balls pull up to my body, and blood rushes to my head, deafening me to the point I can no longer hear her cries as she orgasms. I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to. Everly feels too good. So good. The fucking best I’ve ever felt.

      So, it’s a nice surprise that my orgasm slams into me so hard and fast. The next time I thrust in, I’m shooting my seed deep inside her.

      And then her pussy clenches me again, and her inner muscles quake and spasm with yet another orgasm. I know with every orgasm, her muscles are grabbing onto my come and pulling it up toward her womb.

      I don’t think much of it, though because even though she is on birth control, the chance of getting pregnant is slim without trying.

      With the thought comforting my worry, I plunge in deep, trying to get every drop inside. It feels so fucking good. I’ve never come inside someone before, and I see why men want to do it. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt. It’s still hot and wet, plus the constriction of her pussy around my hard shaft—fuck—nothing has felt better.

      Everly giggles as I collapse beside her. Both of us are breathing hard, sweat is dripping down our bodies, and my cock is still hard. I can’t help how much I want her. It’s been too long. So, what do I do?

      I climb back on top of her and slide in again because I’m not going to stop fucking her until my cock deflates, and Everly can’t function.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, still trying to catch her breath.

      Her brown hair is matted to her head from sweat and is sticking to her flushed skin. “I’m going to keep fucking you, and fucking you, and—” I thrust in, soft and slowly, into her swollen pussy. “— fucking you until my cock is tired and your pussy isn’t begging for me,” I gasp.

      I sigh, thinking about how long I’ve wanted this. I remember being eighteen, full of hope, and planning out my dreams. Everly had always been a part of them, just like she had been my entire life.

      For the first time tonight, she cups my face, running her hand over the high plains of my cheekbone. My skin feels incinerated from the touch. And this time, I can’t look away from her. I don’t move. I keep still, soaking in her touch.

      Everly moves one hand to the center of my chest, right over my heart and leans her head against my chest.

      “Everly,” I warn in a light, but still sharp, tone. We can’t afford to fall for each other. Not again.

      “Shh, I know. I know. Just let me listen,” she says, keeping her ear against my chest to listen to my heart.

      An array of emotions swirl through me. I want to stay like this forever, but the other part of me, the part that screams that this will never work, tells me to stop what she is doing. She used to do this after I climbed into her bedroom window at night, and we watched TV. She always laid her head on my chest, falling asleep. And when she woke up, she said the sound of my heart was her favorite lullaby.

      I start to move again, keeping a steady pace. The moment is slow and sensual, and I’m not ready for that. She’s making me feel too vulnerable. She is making me want to forget the pain she has caused me over the years. But I can’t do that yet.

      Sitting up, I wrap her legs around me and stand. When we get to the wall, I turn her around, so she is facing the wall. My hand falls between the middle of her slim shoulders and holds her down as I start another fast rhythm. My heavy sack swings back and forth, hitting her clit.

      I glance down to see my cock sliding in and out of her hungry folds. I think about all the years wasted not having her. I could be fucking my wife right now, but instead, I’m in this situation.

      Yeah, my wife. I thought Everly was going to be her. My one. But life has a funny way of changing.

      The sheen against my cock shows her juice and my come from earlier. The view has my balls rolling again. The two dimples decorating her lower back are beautiful. My thumb settles right over them as I spread my palm over her ass as I plummet into her pussy.

      I slam her against the wall and pull her hair back, getting ready to come again. Her back and my chest slide together from all the sweat, and when she reaches back, wrapping her arm around my neck and pulling me into another sloppy kiss, I come.

      And it triggers her orgasm.

      Best sex of my fucking life.

      But the fantasy crashes down and gets replaced by reality very quick. Everything I tried not to think about during sex hits me like a freight train.

      We stand there, trying to catch our breaths, and before I can stop them, the worst four words I could ever say come stumbling out of my mouth. Instead of saying how amazing it was, how good she felt, and how I want to feel her again—I say something else.

      “This was a mistake.”

      I pull my softening cock out of her pussy, and I want to groan from how sensitive and good it feels, but I hold it in. If I were to groan right now after saying those four words, I’d be a real asshole.

      She doesn’t even turn around. She stays against the wall, legs spread, chest heaving, come dripping down her thighs, and nods. Everly doesn’t say anything, though. She bends over and grabs the towel off the floor and hits my shoulder with hers as she pushes by me and slams the door to the bathroom.

      The part of me that holds on to that anger is happy she’s mad, but the better part of me regrets the four words that left my mouth. On top of hurting her, she probably feels used.

      And that’s on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      I wake up the next morning with swollen eyes from crying all night. Rowan and I haven’t spoken a word since he pulled out of me last night and said it was just a mistake. So many thoughts ran through my mind after he did that.

      Did he really even want me yesterday? Or was all that amazing sex just an opportunity for him to get back at me?

      Because it worked. He has succeeded at breaking me. He got what he wanted. Payback is a bitch—I get it. It’s cruel. I’ve never considered him a cruel man, but what he did was cruel. I know what I did to him was wrong, and maybe I made him feel used and alone, but it was never to be vindictive.

      I was scared. Afraid of ruining our friendship. And I ended up ruining it anyway. I never said it was smart, but I was just a kid. I didn’t know any better. Did I deserve what he did to me?

      Yes. In hindsight it made sense, but how much longer do I have to deal with his anger and frustration? I can’t do it anymore. Tears spring to my eyes again, and an ache between my legs makes me sigh in pain as I roll out of bed. I’m not crying because it hurts, I’m crying because of why it hurts.

      I press the palm of my hands to my eyes and take a few deep breaths. I can do this. I can make it through today, and after we find our parents, it’s official, I will never see or talk to Rowan again. We are history. It’s time I move on. This self-abuse, this torture of pining over someone I can never have, is not only getting pathetic, but it is sad. I have other things in my life to worry about than always fretting about Rowan.

      I get out of bed and stretch and thank whoever for small favors, for giving the penthouse another bathroom. I don’t want to go anywhere near that master suite. I want to stay away, as far away as I can from Rowan Michaels.

      Until I look out the window and see the snow-covered mountains with fresh flakes falling. I’ll have to be with him when we go with the search party today and look for our parents, but I’m still going to stay as far away as possible.

      I stroll over to the shower and do my business. When I’m dressed, I make sure I lace up my boots nice and tight. They come all the way up to my knees. The perfect winter boot. They are a bitch to tie, but at least I’ll be warm.

      Once that is done, I French braid two ponytails and tie them together in the back. I don’t bother with makeup. I’m not trying to impress anyone, and since we will be hiking today, there is no need for it. I’ll just sweat it off anyway.

      I wrap a few scarves around my neck, my pink fluffy earmuffs that Blaire got me, and grab my big, puffy coat.

      “Good morning,” he says.

      “Are you ready?” I ask, not wanting to waste time. Last night only happened because it was so late, and they had started to close everything down. We weren’t allowed to leave the resort, or I would have been out there looking for our parents. Instead, I put myself into this situation.

      Go fucking me.

      “Yeah, just let me grab my coat.”

      I don’t really care if he needs to grab his coat. I don’t need him to meet up with the search and rescue party. I grab my key card and walk out of the room, pressing the button to the elevator. And so help me god, if this metal deathtrap leaves me trapped with Rowan again, I’m going to write a letter to whoever owns this resort and give them a piece of my mind.

      The doors slide open, and I step in. Peaking my head out between the doors, I don’t see Rowan, so I press the button to close them.

      “Hey! Wait up,” he shouts.

      Yeah, no.

      The doors close right as he gets in front of them, and I smirk. I press the button to the lobby and hum as the elevator takes me down. It can shut down now for all I care. I’m alone. I should feel bad for leaving Rowan behind—this is a search for our parents after all—but I don’t. I don’t need him to hold my hand while we search.

      A ding sounds, and the door parts, revealing the lobby of the resort. The thick red carpet cushions my heavy boots as I stride into the lobby. There are police everywhere, along with a few other people possibly volunteering their time for the search. It makes tears come to my eyes.

      A team of search dogs sit next to their master, waiting for a command, ready to search and save a life. When I stand in the circle, one of the officers gives me a sad smile before walking over to me.

      “You must be Everly?” he asks.

      “I am,” I shuffle on my feet.

      “I’m sorry you’re here for this and not vacation.”

      “We would have come no matter what. Wouldn’t we, Everly?” Rowan’s angry voice interrupts my conversation with the handsome officer.

      “Of course. Officer?” I hold out my hand to introduce myself formally.

      “Officer Kendall, but you can call me Josh.”

      “Josh, this is my stepbrother, Rowan Michaels. His father is also with my mother.” I make sure to emphasis the ‘step’, just to piss Rowan off.

      “We will do our best to find them. I know this can’t be easy for you. Since you are both here, we will get the rescue started.” He whistles, gathering everyone’s attention with the loud, piercing whistle. Everyone’s conversations quiet down, and they stare at Josh.

      “This is Everly and Rowan. The children of the couple we are looking for today. It’s going to be cold, windy, and the snowstorm is coming, so snow will start to fall from the outer bands of the storm. It’s going to be dangerous. You have to make sure you’re ready because anything can happen on these mountains. Safety first. We don’t want any more people lost out there. If you don’t want to search, it’s okay.” He stops speaking, waiting for anyone to leave the group.

      Everyone stays put, though. And Rowan’s hand lands on my shoulder. I shrug it off, not wanting him to touch me. I want us to find our parents, and then I only want to see him if necessary, and there is no way to avoid it.

      “Alright, everyone. Pair up and let’s roll out. Everly, you’re with me,” Josh says.

      “I don’t think so,” Rowan interjects.

      “Oh, I’ll be fine. Why don’t you pair up with someone else?” I give him a look that says I don’t want to be anywhere near him.

      “Now is not the time for this shit, Everly,” he says through locked teeth.

      “Then stop and go. I’m fine Rowan. I just want to find them already. Isn’t that why we’re here? Wouldn’t want to make any mistakes,” I spit, right before turning on my heel and following Josh out the doors.

      A cold burst of wind hits me in the face, waking me up. I wouldn’t have been able to guess that it is morning because the thick, heavy clouds block the sun. The snow is already starting to fall, and the wind seems like it’s going to be monstrous and unforgiving, already chapping my lips.

      Damn, and I don’t think I brought chapstick. I stare out into the menacing mountain in front of me. Since the clouds are so dark and grey, it casts an eerie feeling over the situation. I feel as though I’m staring at death. The darkness is laughing at me by howling in the wind as it whips around me. My breath freezes, but it doesn’t linger long from irate mother nature taking it from me.

      “Are you ready?”

      I turn my head over to Josh as he stares at me with worry. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to look for my mother. She’s lost on that mountain, probably cold, if not already dead.” The truth leaves my mouth so quick; I can’t stop it.

      The severity of the situation hits me hard. The truth churns my gut as if I’m in a cauldron, and it’s spinning its poison. My hand flies to the twist in my stomach, and tears brim my eyes. The chances of my mother being alive are slim. I probably won’t see her again. My mind has been preoccupied with Rowan, and an ember of a flame stayed lit for Mom and his father, but now that I’m here, staring at the maniacal mountain, standing tall, towering over me, showcasing its strength…

      The sky is dark.

      Thunder and snow rumble in the sky, flashing a bolt of lightning through the black clouds. Snow starts to fall. It’s the only thing bright against the sinister view in front of me. The cold flakes touch my heated cheeks, but it does nothing to cool me down.

      “Everly?” Josh asks, placing his hand on my shoulder as I put my head between my knees to try and breathe.

      I just need to breathe.

      “Someone get me some oxygen!” he yells when he notices that my breathing has turned to something else.

      I’m hyperventilating.

      “I can’t do this,” I choke. Tears fall freely down my face, melting the snow at my feet. “I can’t lose my mom,” I cry. “I can’t lose her too.” Everything sways. My vision blurs. My head is weightless.

      “Take a deep breath,” Josh instructs me. “Breathe.”

      I nod and try to inhale the best I can. My lungs stutter, but with every breath, I feel better.

      “Hey! What’s going on? Everly! Get away from her,” Rowan pushes through the crowd, almost knocking Josh over. He kneels on the icy ground and cradles my face with his hands. His thumb brushes the tear falling down my cheek as he stares directly in my eyes, like he cares.

      Part of me knows he doesn’t because he’s an asshole. But part of me knows he does because he’s my Rowan.

      “I know,” he whispers. His eyes well with salty fluid next, but nothing falls. “I know this is scary. It doesn’t look promising. I have faith. They are strong.”

      The medics finally arrive with an oxygen mask, who help me put it on. I hold the mask to my face, trying to get as much of the free-flowing oxygen as I can. Once I’m calm, I take it off and hand it back to the EMT who gave it to me. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I feel so stupid.”

      Josh kneels next, and he takes my hand with his. I don’t miss how Rowan slides his eyes to the side, watching the stranger comfort me. “Don’t ever apologize. This isn’t an easy situation. I don’t expect it to be easy. It’s good you know the reality of the situation. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t need this mask, and you wouldn’t be crying. It’s okay to feel fear when we are facing fear itself.” He squeezes my hand, and I automatically compare it to Rowan’s. It’s lighter, Josh’s fingers are softer, which is odd because he is a police officer and Rowan works inside. It would make sense for it to be opposite.

      I take a glance at Rowan to see his jaw twitch. I don’t see why he cares. Whatever it is between us is just a mistake. So, I squeeze Josh’s hand back in appreciation, “Thank you, Josh. I’m sorry. My mom is all the family I have left, my dad died when I was younger, so losing her too, the thought is…” I can’t even find the words to explain how awful the thought of living my life without my mom is. She’s my best friend.

      “I know,” he nods, sapphire eyes gleaming with nothing but earnest. “You ready?” he asks, helping me to my feet.

      Rowan stands to the side, clenching his fists. “We need to get going. Why don’t you and I pair up, Everly?”

      “I’m okay with Josh, thanks.”

      Rowan doesn’t seem happy, but he gives a curt nod. “Take care of her,” he growls, before turning around and stomping away to stand next to his partner for the search.

      “Nice guy,” Josh says with a click of his tongue. “I have a feeling there is a story there.”

      “It isn’t worth telling,” I mumble, wiping the extra snow off my gloves. “Let’s get going. I have a feeling this storm isn’t going to wait for us.”

      He tilts his chin down in agreement and whistles again to grab everyone’s attention. “Let’s go!” he shouts.

      The search and rescue dogs bark as they pull against the already tight leashes, trying to break free to do what they do best: rescue.

      All of us climb into separate vehicles. There are about ten of us, and with everyone paired up, we are in five trucks. The dogs are in the back, along with another officer just in case the dogs jump out mid ride, if they find something.

      I lean my head against the window, staring out at the vast space my mother is lost in. The snow hits the truck, and it looks like we are driving through a tunnel of white. I can’t see anything. I don’t know how Josh can see out the window right now.

      “We’re going to start with the west side of the mountain. Those are the trails beginners take, but there are certain parts that are dangerous. After that, we will call it a day and start again tomorrow.”

      I snap my head to the left. “What do you mean, you will ‘call it a day’? My mom is out here. We can’t just abandon them out here when we get there,” I argue. “I’m not leaving her. You can leave without me. I’m staying.” I’m starting to get hysterical. My voice is high-pitched, and those damn tears come again.

      He grabs my hand again, but this time, it feels different. Not for me, but the way he is holding me. There isn’t pressure as people do to send comfort, but it’s soft as he lays his fingers over mine.

      And leaves them there.

      Oh god, what have I gotten myself into?

      “It’s dangerous for us to be out here later. You would be risking your life. If you decide not to come back, I will forcefully remove you.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. The threat is real. He isn’t being sexual or flirting. The clenched jaw speaks for itself.

      “It’s my mom,” I whisper, arguing weakly.

      “I know it is, but your mom won’t want you to put yourself in danger or harm’s way. You have to take emotion out of it and think logically. I know that’s hard to do, but that is the only way we will find your mom. Emotion won’t work here.”

      I slump against the heated leather seat and cross my arms. I know he is right, but it doesn’t make it hurt less. I don’t say anything in return. I just stare out the window, watching the headlights eat the snow-covered roads. I wonder how Rowan is doing. He seems more sensible than I am right now.

      The blinker turns on, and we take a sudden left. The dirt road leads up a steep hill. The ground is covered with a blanket of snow. No tracks that I can see. Everything is undisturbed and quiet. The creaking of the metal frame surrounding the truck is the only thing that can be heard along with the crunch of the snow pressing into the ground because of the tires.

      “We questioned surrounding guests at the hotel to see if they knew where your parents were, but no one knew exactly where they went. They all said, ‘hiking on a mountain’. I don’t want you to worry, not yet.”

      “It’s been three days, Josh. The chance of them being alive is slim. You know it, and I know it; you’re just trying to find bodies now. No one can survive this cold weather long.” I mutter and open the door before the truck comes to a full stop. I need out of the cab of the truck with this guy, and I need him to stop touching me. Right now, I don’t know if it is to console me or something else.

      Emotionally, I’m not in the right mindset to decipher it right now. I want to concentrate on finding my mom and that’s it. My boots hit the ground with a soft thud, since the snow breaks my fall. Four more trucks line up behind us, and Rowan is the first one out of the vehicle next in line.

      “Are you okay?”

      I sigh, exasperated from his back and forth. “I’m fine, Rowan. Go find someone that isn’t a mistake and worth your time. I’m done here.”

      I walk around the front of the truck, and Josh jumps out from the driver’s side, zipping up his Denver Police Department-issued jacket. If I wasn’t blinded by Rowan and his ‘Rowan-ness’, I would think Josh is a good-looking guy.

      And he takes control of situations, which is really attractive. “Okay, I want us to split up in two groups of five. Anything smaller risks people getting lost or injured without help. So, stay together. Keep your radios on for check-ins every fifteen minutes. The snow gets bad this high on the mountain.” Josh pulls a ski mask over his face, and I do the same with my pink one. He smiles at me and shakes his head. “You ready?” he asks.

      “What?” I ask, wondering what is so funny.

      “Nothing,” he shakes his head, but the smile doesn’t leave his face.

      “Alright, let’s do this,” Rowan says, walking ahead of Josh like he is the leader.

      “Can’t you go with the other team, Rowan?” I ask, not bothering to hide the disdain in my voice.

      “My stepsister is going with people I don’t know. Of course, I’m coming.” He emphasizes the word ‘step’ like I did earlier, knowing it means nothing to us, but it is fuel to add to the fire, nonetheless.

      I curl my lip at him, ready to spew hot, red flames of anger when Josh walks in between us and points ahead. “See the break between the trees? That’s the trail we want to go on. If you see any broken trees, limbs, plants, or any type of disturbance, let me know.”

      I glance around the forest. Snow covers the leaves. All I can think about is how my mom’s dead body looks with snow on it. I gulp and try to clear the image out of my head. It isn’t easy. Not when I see logs laying around everywhere, and I have to do a double-take to make sure it isn’t our parents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      We enter the penthouse around seven at night. Everly tosses her wet jacket and scarves on the floor and whips off her pink ski mask. I know the situation is dire, but she looks so adorable in that mask. I can’t voice that, though because ever since I said what I said last night, she’s withdrawn herself from me.

      It’s what I wanted, isn’t it?

      Then, why in the hell is it bothering me so bad?

      “They are out there, Everly.”

      She doesn’t say anything to me, just ignores me as she slams the door to the bathroom, leaving me in the tension-laced air. I let out a heavy breath while unwrapping the scarf from around my neck. I walk over to the fireplace and turn the electric logs on to heat the place. I lay out our wet clothes on the floor, hoping the fire will help dry them, but since it isn’t a wood burning fireplace, I’m not sure how well it will work.

      I turn my head toward the bathroom and sigh. I don’t remember a time where she and I have been so many worlds apart. It’s hard to believe that ten years ago, we were practically attached at the hip. Now, I barely know the woman in the other room.

      The bathroom door opens, and when she walks out, my breath catches. She changed. She let out the braids in her hair, and they curl in synchronization down her back and shoulders. A beautiful, cascading, waterfall of honey. Her cheeks are still a little pink from being outside for so long, but her lips are glossy, and her green eyes stand out from the mascara painting her lashes.

      “I’m going to the bar,” she announces.

      The hell she is.

      “Really? Come on, Everly. We need to rest for tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want to be here with you any more than I have to, Rowan. I need a break from you. I’m going to go down and get a drink.”

      “And look for someone to fuck,” I snarl.

      She deadpans me with a look that could kill, if it were possible. “Contrary to popular belief, Rowan. When I go to a bar, I actually go for a drink. It isn’t my mission to fuck every person I meet. If I meet someone, great. If not, that’s great, too, but my mission isn’t just to go searching for cock. And even if it was, it is none of your damn business.” She unzips her suitcase and pulls out a pair of blue flats.

      “Really? You packed to go out? How worried are you about your mom?” I chuff, adjusting the temperature of the fire.

      She marches up to me and points a finger at me as she stares down at where I am crouching. “You don’t get to judge me. You don’t get to talk about my mother. Your days of insulting me or caring, or whatever the fuck you do, are over. Stay away from me. And keep my mother’s name out of your mouth. You’ll just soil it with all the hate in your heart.” Everly turns on her heel, grabs her purse off the tan loveseat, and slams the door, leaving me in the vibrations of the aftermath.

      I rub my hands together and put them near the fire to try and get warm. Her words run over and over again in my head. She is right. I hold a lot of hate and resentment in my heart toward her, but I don’t hate her. I hate what she did to me, to us, to the rare friendship we had. This has to stop. I can’t take it anymore. It’s time to let her go and put the past behind me because the pain controls every decision I make.

      We are different people now. Making it work would be like trying to get oil and vinegar to mix. Impossible.

      I sigh when I stand, knees already cracking at the ripe old age of twenty-five and take my phone out of my vest to dial Gray and give him an update. While the phone rings, I walk over to the bar and pour myself a scotch.

      “Hey, bro-cha-cho,” he greets, bringing a smile to my face.

      Sighing, I bring the scotch to my lips. “Hey, man.”

      He whistles low, “I know that tone. That bad?”

      I let a moment of silence take a beat and sip my drink again. I have no idea what to say. I called him for a reason.

      “No luck finding your dad or Barbara?” he asks.

      “No. Nothing. We just got back from the search. It’s fucking cold, Gray. The snow is deep and just getting worse. There is no way they are alive. It’s impossible.”

      “Hey, humans used to live in fucking caves and shit and made fire with rocks and twigs. Give them more credit. You’d be surprised what people can do when they need to survive.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I plop down on the couch and watch the flames lick the logs.

      Gray must have leaned back in his chair because the familiar squeak of that damn thing is in the background. “How are things with Everly?”

      Just the sound of her name has me rubbing my temples from the onset headache she causes. “Just fucking peachy. On top of everything else.”

      “You guys haven’t talked yet?”

      “We did a little,” I say, murmuring around the rim of my glass.

      “You had sex with her,” he says with awe, but not shock. “I’m not surprised. The sexual tension between the two of you is sizzling. What’s the problem? Was it bad?”

      I snort into my drink, and it spews out of the glass, burning my nostrils and my throat. “No. It never is or was. I said something I shouldn’t have, and now we are on the outs, for good now. It’s what is best; I haven’t forgiven her for what she did.”

      “Because you haven’t asked her why she did it.”

      “I have too, Gray. She hasn’t told me.” I chug the rest of my drink and pour myself another glass.

      “Hmm, well, where is she now?”

      I clutch my glass too hard, and it shatters right in my palm. Scotch and sharp shards of glass hit the floor, but not before soaking my hand and leaving cuts all over my skin.

      “Fuck.” I shake my hand to get the scotch off because that shit burns, but that is a bad idea because it also flings blood everywhere. Great.

      “So, she is somewhere you don’t want her to be? Got it,” he continues.

      I run to the bathroom, phone to my shoulder so I can use my uninjured hand to hold my other wrist to try and keep my palm up. I don’t want to spill any more blood. I turn on the silver faucet with my elbow and shove my hand under the running water and hiss from the pain.

      “I don’t care where she is, what she does, or who she does.” That is a damn lie. If she is with someone else, and they make her feel how I make her feel, moaning, coming, screaming, I will lose my fucking mind.

      It isn’t my business. It really isn’t, but at the same time, the hell it isn’t!

      “You’ve always been a really bad liar.”

      “Gray, I’m not in the mood to talk about it.” I’m really not. I’m plucking pieces of glass out of my palm, and I reek of scotch now. I didn’t even get to enjoy the expensive liquor...

      “You never are. Well, just to let you know, while you’re up there, sipping your emotions away, she is chatting it up with some guy. Because she is. Everly is gorgeous. You can’t really think she is down there nursing a beer without attention.”

      I squeeze my fists again and hiss, forgetting I currently have glass in one. “I’m going to get off here. I need to go to bed early. The snowstorm comes soon, and if we don’t find my dad or Barbara before it hits…”

      “Then you aren’t going to,” he sighs. “Man, I’m so sorry. I hope you find them. Keep me updated, okay?”

      “Yeah, will do.” I bring my head off my shoulder and catch my phone before it falls to the ground and end the call.

      My head hangs with defeat over the sink, and I grab the countertop, squeezing it with all my strength. The blood running from one hand drips down the curve of the bowl, but I don’t care. I’m tired. I’m so tired. I’m drained of caring so damn much.

      From this moment on, I want my energy to be concentrated on finding my dad and Barbara. I know it will be hard; it always is. Even with all the stress, the horror, having Everly here is such a distraction. She makes my heart ache less with her presence. I know. It’s hard to believe when all we are is at each other’s throats, but she has taken the pain away with her company.

      When she is near, I don’t think about how I’m never going to see my dad again. And I know I won’t. This isn’t a rescue mission anymore. It’s a recovery for their bodies. Everyone is too nice to say they are dead, but I know. I feel it. Another chunk of my being is gone.

      I let out a shaky breath and wrap my hand with a towel, tucking the edges in and tying it off since I don’t see any tape. Next, I rinse all traces of blood out of the sink before cleaning up the mess I made in the room as best as I can. Then go back to the bar to pour me another drink.

      Tints of red peek through the make-shift bandage from the small cuts decorating my palm. A loud exhale escapes my throat as I lean against the bar. It’s all too much. I rub my temples with my fingers, not caring for the pinch of pain in my hand. What if I have to plan a funeral? I don’t even know if my dad left a will or something like that. I have no idea how to plan a funeral. Did he want to be buried? If so, what kind of coffin? There are a million different options these days. Did he want to get cremated? What do people do with the ashes?

      He better have something in his will or I’m going to do something he would never want, and I’ll always think about it and wonder if he is disappointed, looking down on me. And Barbara? Hell, I hope Everly knows something because I’m lost when it comes to this. My dad dealt with the funeral arrangements for my mom, plus, I was so young when it happened; I couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Fuck,” I mutter underneath my breath and bring the scotch glass to my mouth.

      Giggles outside the door echo down the hall. I glance at my Rolex and see a few hours have already gone by since Everly left to go to the bar. I figure it is some other woman outside going to their room when I remember the penthouse is the only room on this floor.

      So, the laughter must be coming from Everly. I sit on the couch and cross my legs, trying to seem like I’m not worried about her or thinking of her. I want to look casual. I bring the burning amber to my lips and sip the hot, burning liquor until it is scorching my throat.

      “No way,” she says through a fit of little chuckles.

      “Come on,” a deeper voice answers.

      I uncross my legs, place them on the floor, and stand. When I walk by the bar with angry strides, I sit my glass on the dark cherry wood before going to the front door. Opening it, I see a tipsy, hot little number and a drunk man that isn’t much taller than Everly.

      His eyes are wide as he backs away. “I thought you said you didn’t have a boyfriend? I don’t do that. I don’t fuck up relationships. I’m no homewrecker.” He lifts his hands in the air, surrendering. “I swear, I didn’t know.”

      “Him?” Everly slurs. “He is just my stepbrother.”

      There’s that fucking word again. My jaw locks together in an angry snarl. It takes all I have to keep my mouth shut. My molars drag against each other, threating to crack under the pressure as she looks at me with narrow eyes. As if she has won this round.

      Oh, she wishes.

      “The stepbrother who fucks her,” I reply.

      It’s a little funny to watch her reaction. She gasps, but defeat is far from her mind. I can tell.

      She wraps her arm through his and puts a hand on his chest. Really? This guy? She can do better than him. “It was a mistake, though. Our parents didn’t get married until we were adults.”

      A mistake. The little minx is throwing my words back in my face.

      “Oh, so you guys didn’t grow up together?” the new guy asks.

      Well, that seems to be a slippery slope. We did grow up together, but not in the way he thinks.

      “No. He’s just someone I used to know,” Everly says, swinging the final blow from the sharp edges of her sword and stabbing my already jaded heart.

      And that is enough. I uncross my ankles and push off the door frame, yanking her to my side by her wrist. “Get out of here and go fuck with someone else.” I pull her inside and slam the door in the man’s face.

      “Just who do you think you are?” she stutters, stumbling and swaying left and right as she tries to take off her shoes.

      “I’m the guy you barely know,” I sneer.

      “Well, I’m the mistake you screwed last night, remember?” she yells.

      “You drive me fucking insane, Everly!”

      “You’ve already driven me insane, Rowan.” She curls her lip as she spits my name, as if it tastes as bad.

      I stomp forward and plant my feet in front of her. “Good, because that is how you have made me feel the last five or six years. That feeling of uncertainty you feel, that ache in your heart, the questions in your mind,” I tap the side of my temple. “That’s been my life for the last six years. So welcome to hell, Everly. Buckle up and enjoy the ride.” I spread my arms out, as if welcoming her to said hell.

      It looks like she and I are going to be swimming in hot flames for the rest of eternity. Since our hearts seem to be set on torturing one another.

      And last time I heard, the devil had a real sick and twisted way with hurting people. Hell, the devil isn’t in disguise. Maybe everyone has their own personal devils. And mine is five-foot-four, has long honey brown hair, bright green eyes, and even when she chips away at every nerve, she gets my cock hard, turning me on just as much as she drives me toward the edge of insanity.

      Yeah, if she isn’t the devil, she’s my own personal brand of demon.
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          Everly

        

      

    

    
      Oh, the nerve of him!

      How dare he come at me like that. “Rowan, you have no right controlling me like that. If I want to hang out with another man, I will. You don’t want me, but you don’t want anyone else to have me. It doesn’t work like that.” I try to point my finger at him, to show him who the boss is here, but I stumble, tripping over my own two feet.

      I’m positive I’m about to hit the ground, but big strong arms wrap around me right as the floor gets too close for comfort. He lifts me back to my feet, but the motion makes me stumble backwards.

      My back is against the wall, and our faces are inches from each other. Rowan’s nose touches mine. His breath ghosts over my lips, and I can taste the slightest hint of scotch. A white make-shift bandage catches my attention. It’s wrapped around his palm. Red splotches decorate it. I want to ask what happened, what marred his beautiful skin, but the snarl on his face makes me hold my tongue.

      The maddening man.

      He is so handsome. The kind of handsome that hurts your heart and makes you wonder how in the world can someone be that good looking. He just wakes up, and boom, he is the hottest, sexiest man I have ever laid eyes on. He has this tiny scar right above his lip from when we went fishing when we were eight, maybe nine. It’s my fault. I flung the rod back, and the hook got him right in the mouth.

      My fingers ghost over the scar, and I don’t even realize I do it. I go to pull my hand away from the curve of his top lip, but his hand lands on mine, to keep it there. He closes his eyes and leans into my touch. I trace the edges of the pale, slightly-puckered skin. It is hard to believe that little scar is all that is left from the accident.

      His lashes shadow over the tops of his cheeks, and his eyelids flutter from my barely-there touch. I could touch him forever. He only drives me mad because he is the one thing in this world I can never have. I push him away, but really, I only end up loving him more the harder I try not to.

      It’s cruel.

      He brings his lips closer to mine. The tease of his breath wisps over my skin like a cool summer night’s breeze. Warmth radiates from his skin, soaking into mine.

      “You need to sober up,” he mumbles against my lips.

      The tickle of the soft skin causes me to whimper. “Don’t tell me what I need to do,” I stumble over my words, but I make sure not to slur. Drunk or not, loving him and wanting him, seem to be out of my control.

      “We have another search tomorrow. We can’t do this. You need to rest.” He pulls out of my hold, taking his warmth away with him.

      “Don’t worry about me. You stopped caring a long time ago. Don’t start now,” I choke out, through the emotion strangling my throat.

      He marches forward and points his finger in my face. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to place blame on me when all of this between us is your fault. You! Not me. I loved you, Everly. Do you get that? Do you know what love actually is? I fucking loved you. You left me, remember? You stopped caring about me, remember? You didn’t answer your phone. You broke me, remember? No. You don’t get to stand there, half drunk, and point fingers at me.”

      My lip starts to tremble because I know he is right.

      His face pinches with sadness as he lays his forehead on mine and whispers, “You don’t get to fuck with me like this after so many years. No matter how many times I try and get away from you, to put you behind me, something happens and the memory of you surfaces. So just stop. Let me go.”

      “I can never let you go, Rowan,” I say through thick sobs. “I might have left you, hurt you, but I never let you go.” I break eye contact with him and slither out of his hold.

      I wipe my cheeks on the back of my hands and walk toward the couch to get ready for bed. I just want to sleep and find my mom.

      I go to pull my wrist out of his hand, but he keeps a tight grip on it. “Rowan, you’re right. Let’s just go to bed. Only a few more days and we never have to see each other again,” and the reality of that hits me hard. To only see him and his success through the newspaper and relive it through the scrapbook.

      It’s sad and pathetic.

      “I can’t live like that,” he says, yanking me into his arms.

      I thump against his chest and barely have time to place my hands on his chest before his mouth is on mine, taking me and owning me with one lick of his tongue.

      “I can’t stay away from you,” he mumbles through our kiss.

      “I know the feeling,” I answer. I haven’t been able to stop loving Rowan from the day I met him.

      I throw my arms around his neck and deepen the kiss. He tastes like scotch. The burn slides down my throat, but just slightly. Whatever he drank was the good stuff if it left a slow burn in its wake.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I say, breaking the kiss. Despite myself, I hold onto him tighter.

      “I know.”

      “We need to be smarter,” I moan as his lips travel down my neck.

      “I’d rather be stupid,” he whispers, bringing a smile to my face. “Now, shut up.”

      I nod as I tilt my head back, running my fingers through his hair on the nape of his neck as he ventures lower and lower, until he is kneeling on the ground. He lifts my dress, inch by inch up my legs.

      “So fucking gorgeous,” he mutters, like he is in a trance, feathering his fingertips over the pale flesh.

      I swallow, realizing what he is about to do. My entire body breaks out in a light sweat. No one has ever done this to me before. It has only ever been Rowan, and he has never tasted me down there. He throws my right leg over his shoulder and bunches my dress up around my waist.

      I’m not wearing panties.

      He growls, rubbing his thumb over the thicker than usual, bush. I keep it trimmed, but lately I haven’t. “I love your hair,” he says, giving it a soft tug. “I love this more, though.” He slides his index and middle finger through the wet folds, parting them to show my swollen pearl.

      I gulp, feeling exposed and vulnerable. He is seeing every inch of me right now, more than anyone has ever seen.

      “So pink. So wet. Is this all for me?” He slides those crystalline irises up my body and pulls his hand free, yanking a whimper from my throat.

      “Rowan,” I whine from his absence.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      I do what he wants, and he puts his fingers into his mouth, sucking the slick digits until every layer of juice is licked clean. His eyes roll to the back of his head, leaving nothing but the whites to be seen for a moment before slaying me again with his intense gaze. “So fucking sweet. I knew you would be. All strawberries and fruit. My favorite.”

      And he dives in.

      He latches his lips on to my bundle of nerves, never taking his eyes off mine. His tongue is a whip, lashing me over and over again, but it is far from punishment. He sucks my clit into his mouth, rolls it around, and nibbles. The soft touch of his teeth sends an edge of worry and danger, which only heightens the incredible emotions. It sends high-pitched noises out of my mouth and makes me reach toward the sky on my tippy-toes.

      I can’t take it anymore.

      He moves off my essence, flattening his tongue to lick all the way back to my perineum, only to lick to the front again.

      Tightening my fingers through his thick locks, I start to thrust my hips, shoving the fat lips of my pussy further into his mouth. After a good tug on his hair, I remove my hands and slide them up my body to pluck my nipples. The extra sting is all I need.

      “Rowan, yes,” I moan with puckered lips.

      I keep assaulting the hardened beads on my breasts, tugging and pinching them through my dress to add to his pleasure. His hands go to my hips, pulling me closer, and then he shoves his tongue into the hole only he has been in, fucking me over and over again with his tongue.

      “Yes, oh god, I’m going to come. I’m going… Rowan, I—” but he never lets up. I toss my head back one final time, latching onto the thick tendrils of his hair, and scream.

      I scream until my throat hurts.

      My orgasm trembles the muscles in my pussy, hell, my entire body, and I squirt into his mouth. It’s embarrassing. I didn’t know I did that, but he laps it up, thirsty for my come. My body is a quivering mess when he pulls away.

      His mouth shines, not just from my juice, but with a happy smile. He stands, bringing his lips closer to mine. I’m drunk off my orgasm. My eyes are glazed. I’m high off the feelings he gives me.

      “Have you ever tasted yourself, Everly?”

      I shake my head.

      He grabs the back of my head with his hand and yanks me forward. His drenched lips slant onto mine. We slip together in a wet, honey-flavored kiss. I moan from the wild, forbidden taste he gives me. I like it. If that’s what I taste like, I can see why men like to do it so much.

      I don’t bother unbuttoning his shirt. I want him now. I need him now. His zipper echoes in the living room. The flames still flicker in the fireplace, creating a soft glow and a romantic mood, but to hell with romance. I want something raw and primal.

      So, I open up his pants and pull him out. Once his soft cock is in my hand, I stroke it.

      He arches into my touch, still clothed, still proper, but the nine-inch shaft in my palm is far from proper and refined. I’ve never seen anyone else’s cock before, but there is no way they are as perfect as Rowan’s. The tip is red while the rest of his shaft is a tan. The vein bulges on the side, filling his thick muscle to the hard, long rod that it is now.

      “I love your hands on me,” he says.

      “I love my hands on you.”

      When he tilts his head back down, he wraps his arms around me and backs me up against the couch. My knees bend, falling to my doom.

      Or salvation.

      It depends on how someone looks at it.

      He wraps my legs around his waist and rotates until his back is against the cushions. He holds the curve of my lower back and situates me on top of his cock until it is positioned at my entrance.

      Rowan grunts and lowers me on his thick spear. My jaw drops from the intrusion, but pleasure shoots through me, and I never want it to stop. Both of us moan when he can’t go any further and is seated fully.

      He lays his forehead against my chest, and hot puffs of air hit my skin. “You feel so good.” The words struggle from his tongue.

      And I’m barely holding on.

      I lift myself up and back down, needing friction. I need more. I wrap my arms around his neck and rock back and forth. Sweat decorates his forehead when he looks at me. “Use me,” he grunts, not moving to meet my thrusts. “Fuck me, Everly.”

      My nails dig into the skin on his shoulders, and I latch myself onto his body and start to gyrate my hips until the crown of his cock is brushing against that special spot inside of me. “Rowan,” I cry, gaining speed and friction as I fuck him.

      For the first time.

      Something about this position feels better than all the other positions. My body is constantly shaking from my clit dragging across his lower abdomen. My orgasm approaches quick, but I want to hold it back.

      “What do you do to me?” he whispers, dragging his lips across my neck.

      I know exactly what he means because I have no idea. When I’m with him, everything falls away. His soul tangles with mine. It has ever since the day we met. Was it only a matter of time before we were giving our bodies over to one another? Because, thinking about it, it makes sense.

      I wrap my arms tighter around him and lay my head on his shoulder, whimpering into his ear every time his thick cock drags across that spot that makes me feel like I’m about to explode.

      “Look at me,” he whispers.

      I lean back, trying to lift my lids to do what he wants me to.

      “I want to see you come as I come in you.” He starts to flex his hips, grinding his shaft deep inside me.

      Glancing down, I watch him slide in and out of me. It takes my breath away. How does he fit? The wet sounds of us joining together are erotic all on their own. The dark material of his jeans are wet, from me, from him turning me on so damn much. He gets me so wet.

      “You going to come for me? I’m going to fill you up, Everly. You want that? You want my come?”

      “Yes! I want it all,” I shout, tossing my head back with a fevered passion as an orgasm rips through me, and I gush all over his cock.

      His lips twist, his eyebrows pinch, and Rowan looks at me with desperation right before he shuts his eyes and grunts his release, thrusting his hips with every rope of come that leaves his slit. He slows, sliding in and out, slow and passionate, and brings my lips to his mouth, kissing me like he has always loved me.

      What I’d give to have his love again.
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          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to the sound of my cell phone ringing. The sun is barely peeking over the horizon, but my eyes still squint from the light being so damn intrusive. My heart thumps against my chest as I remember what happened last night. I turn to the right and see a smooth, creamy back turned to me. Honey brown hair spills over the white pillowcase, and my worried heart starts to slow.

      She didn’t leave.

      I don’t really know what we are, but we are more than what we were when this trip started. I just have no idea what to do with it.

      “Mmm, answer your phone,” she waves her hand in the air.

      “Still a grumpy morning person, I see.”

      “You haven’t seen anything. Morning goblin has only gotten worse over the years,” she slurs with sleep.

      I bend over and kiss her shoulder, out of habit, out of want, but nothing in me screams at me to stop. And it scares the shit out of me. I don’t want to get too comfortable. Everly has proven she is a runner. And the last thing I want is to get left in her dust again.

      The phone rings again. She throws a pillow over her head and groans. It makes me chuckle. I toss the thick, white comforter—that all hotels seem to have—and roll out of bed. My cock lays against my inner thigh, and the air hits the flesh, making me shiver. I just want to get back into the warmth of the bed. Where the beautiful, naked woman is.

      The phone stops ringing, but a second later starts up again. It must be Gray with an emergency, but when I flip it over to stare at the screen, it is a Colorado number. My stomach plummets, and my throat starts to close with panic. There is only one reason this number would call me.

      “Hello?” I answer. The tone of my voice has Everly flipping over in the bed. She removes the pillow from her face, and the corners of her eyes slant downward with her frown.

      “Mr. Michaels? This is Officer Josh Kendall, from the other night. I have some news for you.” He sighs, “It isn’t good.”

      I rub my hand over my mouth when tears burn the whites of my eyes. “Just tell me.”

      “We found your parents.”

      “Are they okay?” I ask with a little hope, and the worry leaves Everly’s face as she crawls to the bottom of the bed.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Michaels. They didn’t make it. We found them in a cave that hasn’t been used in decades. Your mother had a broken leg. We think your father helped her to the cave, and when the storm hit, they couldn’t go anywhere. He laid with her to keep her warm, but they froze to death. I’m sorry.”

      “Right. Sure. Okay.” I don’t know what else to say. I guess we have funerals to plan now. We have to get home and get everything in order.

      “Because the storm has hit all flights are cancelled, and don’t be shocked if you lose power.”

      “What?” I ask as his voice breaks up, but when he repeats himself, he says flights are cancelled. The call drops, and a dial tone replaces it. I pull the phone away and stare at the screen.

      “What is it?” Everly asks.

      Her voice brings me back to reality. I lift my eyes to see her covering her body with the sheet. She feels something is wrong. I clear my throat to prepare to tell her the news, but I don’t know how. I don’t know how to ruin her world—again. Our parents, both of our parents, mothers and fathers—gone.

      It’s just us.

      “No,” she says with a shake of her head. Her long locks spill around her, messy and a little frizzy from it just being morning. Still beautiful. Still earth-shattering and soul stopping.

      “Everly,” I take a deep, shaky breath, but the tears cloud my vision and take over the control I try to have to tell her. The more I fight against it, the stronger the pain gets.

      “No! Please, don’t,” she covers her mouth with her hand and sobs. “No. Not her, too.” She hides her face in her palms, and sobs make her shoulders shake. “What happened? What happened, Rowan? Why?” she wails, dropping back down to the bed in a depressed, broken heap.

      I run and jump on the bed to hold her. I pull her to my chest, keeping my hand on the back of her head and put her ear over my heart. I don’t know if the sound of it still calms her or not, but all I can do is try. Tears leak out of the corners of my eyes as she sobs harder than I remember. These cries are soul-wrenching, deep, like her soul is being shredded apart from her body.

      “I’ve got you,” I whisper, running my hands through her hair.

      Her hands clutch my back, holding me so close her breasts push against my chest. Tears wet my flesh, but through the sobs, through the pain, through the heartbreak, she whispers back.

      “I’ve got you too.”

      I nestle my chin on her shoulder and let us ride the pain, together. Her presence, her touch, the sound of her cries, the smell of her hair, the sweet lyrical tone of her voice, everything about her, her skin, her lips, her heart, it makes me feel comforted.

      My own tears leave my eyes. The first ones I’ve cried since my mom died. I accept Everly’s embrace.

      I feel her desperation, her agony. How much she wants for the pain to go away. And the longer I hold her, the longer I have my hands on her back, the more I never want to leave this bed.

      She makes me feel at home.

      And right now, she’s the only home I have.

      I’m not sure how long we stay like that. It feels like days, but the next time I open my eyes, the sun is gone and replaced by night. Everly is still asleep, her cheeks red from tears and her eyes swollen from the heavy emotion.

      Her brows furrow when I unwrap my arms from around her to get up. I don’t bother covering myself up since it is just she and I. I don’t know what is going on between us, but I don’t have the time to figure it out. There is no turning back after last night, and to be honest, all the anger I’ve felt over the years, is gone.

      Well, now it is replaced with sadness and a depression, but it is better when she is here to share it with, just like when we were kids. I sigh, feeling like I’ve been hit by a freight train. Too much has happened in one week.

      My head starts to throb again, but it doesn’t matter, I need to call Gray and tell him what happened. While I’m at it, I should call Blaire, too. I haven’t talked to her since we were teens, but I’m sure Everly would want her to know too.

      Because now who knows how long it will be before we can go home. And be separated again.

      Would she really leave me for a second time? I brush a piece of hair out of her face and push it behind the curve of her ear. I can’t think about that right now, either. I have to think about my dad and Barbara. How they died just trying to enjoy the love they had for one another, and out of all the ways they died, they died in a snowstorm.

      I always thought my dad would go in his sleep. I didn’t think anything in the world could grab him and take him under, but I underestimated Mother Nature. I snag my phone off my dresser and press two to call Gray.

      It rings, and rings, and right as I’m about to hang up, his sleepy voice answers. “Do you know what time it is? Dude, I need my beauty sleep.”

      “They’re dead,” I say bluntly.

      “What?” he says, a little brighter and more awake. I guess death can do that to people.

      “They died. In the snowstorm. Barbara had a broken leg, and they found a cave to ride out the storm, but they froze.” I clear the emotion building up in my throat.

      “Fuck, dude. I’m so sorry,” he whispers. “I really liked them.”

      “Yeah, me too.” A sad laugh escapes my chest.

      “How are you doing? I know it’s stupid, but do I need to come get you? What do you need from me? I’ll do it.”

      My shoulders sag with relief. Gray is always there for me. He always has my back. I can always count on him to be there. “I need you to call Dad’s lawyers. It’s in a folder on my computer. I need to see his will. I don’t even know how he wants to be buried,” I sigh. “All the flights are cancelled with this snowstorm, so you can’t get me anyway. I’m here with Everly.”

      A few beats of silence pass. “How is she doing?”

      “Tonight was rough. She cried until she fell asleep. It’s like losing our parents all over again. We experienced it when we were younger. Her dad. My mom.”

      “I’ll do everything I can to help you both. I’ll set up everything. I know some guys that own funeral homes.”

      I’m not even going to ask how he knows that. “Thanks, man. Just let me know what the will says. Or give them my number.” The phone starts cutting in and out again, and I sigh. “I gotta go. I’m losing service, and I still need to call Blaire.”

      “Blaire… is that Everly’s friend. She is her Gray?”

      I chuckle, “Yeah, she is her Gray.”

      “Lucky girl,” he says, trying to make me smile like he always does, but it doesn’t work. The weight in my chest is too heavy.

      “Let me know.”

      “Absolutely. I’m sorry, Rowan. I know how close you and your dad were. I’m here for you.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose when the tears threaten again, and my eyes start to burn. “Thanks, man. I gotta go, okay?”

      “I know it’s weird to say because we are guys, and men don’t say this to each other because it’s considered taboo. But I love you, man. I just want you to know that.”

      I sigh, nodding and forget he can’t see me. “I love you too, Gray. I’ll call you later.” I hurry to hang up and rush to the bathroom, turn on the shower, and step inside the stall.

      I don’t wait until the water is warm. I don’t care. I just need a place where I can let my emotion fall without being seen. I lean my hands against the shower and bow my head, letting the cold water punish my skin and the back of my neck. And the tears fall with every memory I have of my father that runs through my mind.

      He is gone.

      He is really gone.

      I lay my forehead against my arm and cry silently. I don’t care that I’m a grown man. I can cry for the death of my father, my mentor, my advocate, my idol. I’m so out of it; I don’t even hear the shower door open. Everly’s arms wrap around me, and she presses her cheek against my back, lacing her fingers together in the middle of my chest.

      It’s just what I need.

      I lay my hand over hers and sigh. “I can’t imagine feeling this with anyone else.”’

      “Me either,” she whispers over the steady hiss of the shower. “I never thought last week would be the last time I talked to my mom. That’s all I keep thinking about. The last time. It’s scaring the shit out of me,” she says with a slight uptake in her voice.

      I spin around and put my hands on her waist, letting the stream of water hit my back. “The last time?” I ask with confusion.

      “Yeah, you know. The last time. She called me for the last time, not thinking it would be. She got up the day she broke her leg, thinking that day was going to be the same as all the others. She brushed her teeth for the last time, kissed your dad for the last time, got dressed for the last time,” her voice keeps getting higher and higher with emotion as she continues to speak. “She told me she loved me for the last time. I’ll never get to hear it again. She hung her coat for the last time, drove, smiled, hugged, ate. Oh, I hope she had her favorite food before she died. I hope she really lived and was happy before she took her last breath for the last time. It isn’t fair.”

      The honey brown tendrils of her hair stick against her skin as the water falls down her body. Even though the shower is on, beating against her skin, I can still tell what is shower water and what is tears. Her lips turn red too, swollen, like she has bitten them while she cries, but she didn’t. “How do I live with the last time?”

      “You live like every moment will be your last.” People don’t think about that. People get complacent. I’m guilty of it. I always think there will be a tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, but what if the next day doesn’t come? Am I truly going to be happy with myself if I know my heart beating for the last time, will honestly be its last time?

      Everly nods and puts her ear against my chest again, listening. There is no way she can hear my heart right now. I kiss the ridge of her collarbone and sigh with a mixture of sadness and content. I shouldn’t be happy at all, but the woman I love is in my arms, helping me through another pain. “We can’t leave. The airports are closed. The snow is too bad.”

      “We can’t even take them home and bury them? Or whatever they want?” her voice grows steadily with anger.

      “Nope. We are stuck here. They will be at the local morgue until we can leave. In the meantime, that time will help me look over my father’s will and if your mother had one. I want to be able to give them the funeral they wanted. I don’t want to guess and them end up haunting us from the afterlife and all.”

      “Here isn’t so bad,” she says. “I just wish the circumstances were different.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      And for the first time in six years, I tell the truth when it came to Everly. I wish here was somewhere else and in another time. Maybe then she wouldn’t have left. Maybe then our parents would be alive. And maybe then, she would love me the way that I love her.

      Hope can really be a fickle bitch because it makes me think I can still have all that. I am in denial. Even if she is in my arms now, she might not be tomorrow. And my dad is dead. So, the pipe dream I have, is exactly that now, a fucking useless dream.
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      It’s been two weeks since we found out our parents died. I’ve cried most of the tears, like usual. But the one thing that has made me feel better, is being here with Rowan. He is so strong. He only broke down once, and all the other times, he is the one holding me as I sob myself to sleep.

      The storm is supposed to be letting up today, so hopefully we can get home soon and talk to the lawyers. We haven’t been able to get a hold of anyone because the cell phone towers stopped working the day we told our friends that our parents didn’t make it. Waiting for time to be in our favor, we laid around and watched TV, made love, cried, ate, and waited until we were allowed to leave the building. Anything to distract ourselves.

      I’m not too sure what will happen when we can leave these four walls, but I’m sure Rowan and I will go our separate ways. Right now, emotions are high, and he is setting aside all the pain I caused him. He will remember, and I’ll have to start all over on figuring out how to get over Rowan Michaels. I don’t think it can be done because here I am, all these years later, only loving him more than I originally did.

      The sound of Rowan’s phone ringing makes him roll off the couch so fast; it’s like he wasn’t even there.

      “Hello?” he answers, gesturing with his hand to mute the TV. He jumps over the back of the couch and lands on the cushion. Rowan pulls the phone away from his ear and puts it on speaker. “Yes, we are here.”

      “Mr. Michaels. Ms. Madison. I’m so sorry for your losses. I can’t imagine how this time has been for you,” the man on the phone says.

      “Who is this?” I mouth to Rowan.

      “Lawyer,” he explains.

      Oh. That makes sense.

      “Your parents combined their wills. They are a little unorthodox if you ask me, but this is how they wanted it. They want to be cremated, first off. And cast over the mountain they died on.”

      “Well, that’s poetic,” Rowan responds, “They pick the damn mountain that killed them. I bet they wouldn’t choose it now, considering.”

      I flick my gaze to Rowan and nudge him with my elbow to tell him to stop. He has been making passive-aggressive jokes like that the past few days, and I understand. People deal with pain on different levels, and this is how Rowan deals with his.

      “Yes, well, regardless of that,” the lawyers flips a page in the background and clears his throat. “It seems the only way to get the inheritance and the house, is if whoever gets married first within the first thirty days after their death, gets it. The person must live and care for the property for six months. If no one marries, everything goes to your Uncle Roy, Rowan.”

      Rowan and I stare at the phone like its lost mind. There is no way our parents agreed to that. There is no way. That’s impossible. Neither of us are dating people. Apparently, we stay quiet a little too long because the lawyer clears his throat.

      “Hello?”

      Rowan blinks, but I’m still dazed. I plop against the sofa and wonder who the hell I can marry within thirty days. They didn’t specify gender. I can always marry Blaire. She won’t care. And there will be no obligation for sex, since both of us are straight.

      “Right, um, okay.” Rowan scratches his head. “So when do the thirty days start?”

      “It started the day their death was officially recorded,” he says.

      I gasp. We have lost almost half of our time! “That only gives us two weeks. That’s not fair,” I try and argue. We just found out about this. How can we prepare for something like this in just two weeks? Oh, our parents were cruel, cruel people.

      “Don’t shoot the messenger. That is what they wrote in the will.”

      “Okay, so we will talk to you in fourteen days. I doubt we will have good news, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” Rowan sighs, spreading his hand across his face until his thumb is rubbing his temple and middle finger rubs the other.

      “I’m not sure why they did it like this. I questioned them, but they said they had someone they loved, but you kids were keeping that person at arm’s reach. They thought this would light the fire under your butts, so to speak.”

      Oh, that’s just peachy.

      “Okay, we need time to think about this. We will call you,” Rowan tells him.

      “I’ll call you. Concentrate on the task at hand.” The lawyer hangs up, leaving us staring at a blank cell phone.

      A few minutes of silence go by, and it is so awkward it starts to choke me. “I have no idea what to do,” I say.

      “Me either.”

      I tap my fingers against the coffee table, feeling restless all of a sudden, and let’s not forget the anger I feel toward my mother right now. I stand up, having no idea what to do with myself when I see the bar. “Want a drink?” I ask, sauntering over to the bar to start making myself a drink.

      I want a good drink. None of that burning throat stuff. If men want more hair on their chest, that’s definitely a way to do it. I start making a Dirty Shirley, the one and only drink I know how to make and put cherry vodka in first. This resort really does have everything. “And if you say scotch, I’m not making you a scotch.”

      “I’ll have whatever you’re having. Looks good,” he says, relaxing against the couch as he tilts his head up to stare at the ceiling.

      I decide not to tell him what the drink is called because he may not want it then. And I want to see Rowan love something unexpected. And he will love this. Everyone does.

      I make a pitcher of it, bring it over to the coffee table, and sit down two glasses. Everything clinks against the glass, and the pitcher spills a little, but I don’t care. I have no want, need, or energy to clean up after myself right now.

      Two cherries are at the bottom of the glasses, and when I pour the red mixture in the cups, the cherries floated to the top.

      He brings the drink to his mouth and narrows his eyes at me. “Really? This is all you know how to make?”

      “I never said I was a skilled bartender. I know what I like. I like this. There is no need to know any more.”

      “I have so much to teach you,” he chuckles.

      Hope wiggles its way in like a little buzzing bee trying to fit into a flower. Maybe he can see I’m not so bad and decide to spend the rest of his life with me.

      I snort and chug my beverage. There is no way that will happen.

      I eat my cherry, plucking it out of the cold liquid and pulling it from the stem with my teeth. “What are we going to do? I don’t have a line of guys wanting to marry me, let alone, marry me in two weeks.”

      “I bet if I took you out right now, you’d find one,” he says.

      “I don’t think you understand. I’ve never had a man come up to me and ask if I want a drink. They always say I’m intimidating, but that’s just a way to call yourself a pussy. I stopped going out. I never get asked out genuinely.”

      “We should test that theory.”

      “Let’s not and say we did,” I reply, wrapping my tongue around the straw in my yummy beverage.

      “I want to see what you’re talking about.”

      “Rowan, no one is going to talk to me with you around. You’d be the biggest cockblock of them all besides my awkward personality.” I laugh at my own joke. Sometimes, I’m funny.

      “I’ll stay back. I just want to see because I find it ludicrous.”

      “Can’t we play a different game? Do you know anyone single that will come over and marry me?”

      Rowan sips his Shirley and hums. “Yeah, I’m not real sure what to do about that.”

      I can’t help but stare at him as he does that. Every move he makes, he makes it seem like a graceful, choreographed dance. It’s beautiful and serene. The way he holds the glass, his fingers wrapping around the expensive crystal, gently, but still with a firm hold.

      It’s kind of like the way he holds me. Carefully, but meaningfully. I can’t remember a time where he wasn’t eye-catching. All the women wanted him, and he dated a few, probably had sex with a few. And my teenage heart couldn’t even think about that. I’d always get so sad and down knowing he wanted others, but not me.

      Now it isn’t the case, is it? I’m blinded by the confusion, the pain of losing my mom, my love for Rowan that never went away. Is it these four walls we are stuck in? Is that why this is so easy right now, not that love is easy—it never is—but is that why we were able to push through all the anger to get here, to this moment? What happens when we walk outside the door, back to the real world? I have to go to work, and so does he. Will these past few days be written history right alongside everything else?

      It’s a hard pill to swallow. All the times he climbed up my bedroom window, sneaking in to watch Grey’s Anatomy. He said he hated that show, but I think he loves it, or he wouldn’t have kept watching it with me. And the school dances. I smile on the inside, not wanting to give away what I’m thinking. Even if he was dating another girl, Rowan did the thing he was never supposed to, he either broke up with them right before the dances or he would not go with them because he always went with me.

      I swallow the emotion trapped in my throat, threatening the way I breathe. I stare inside my drink and sip from the small black straw. The sweet grenadine hits my tongue, but it does nothing to yank me out of the memories. All of them, written in history, never to be relived again.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks.

      “Nothing, just the past, is all. We really were inseparable.” The only reason why we aren’t now is because of me. All the reasons or excuses I can think of to tell him why I did it, none are good enough.

      He clears his throat and takes a large gulp of his drink. “Yeah, we were.”

      The emotion and heartache on his face is all it takes to break me in. “Remember the bonfire?” I ask. Right as the words left my mouth, I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m currently thinking of Malcolm and how Rowan acted. He was so protective.

      I hit the bottom of my drink, slurping past the ice. Then lean forward to pour another Shirley. “Do you want another?”

      The silence is deafening before he says, “Sure.”

      I pour him another glass and scoot back on the couch again, pulling my legs up to the side. I should have never mentioned the night of the fire. It was the night we had sex for the first time, and the moment I left him, dropping him like he meant nothing. But he always meant everything.

      “I remember,” he says, twirling the straw around in his drink. “I remember you coming to the fire looking so beautiful; it took my breath away. That little plum dress hugged all your curves just right. You took my breath away. You always did. I had planned on telling you that night how much I loved you, even if we were going our separate ways. I had to tell you how I felt because it was about to burst out of me.”

      “I was going to tell you too,” I answer.

      “And then Malcolm fucking pushed himself on you. I about lost my damn mind.”

      “I remember,” I nod, suddenly feeling cold as a shiver works through my system.

      “I saw red. I wanted to kill him for putting his hands on you, on someone that wasn’t his. I felt so protective and possessive. I knew right then that anyone else touching you, would make me feel like that.”

      My body heated with nerves from the memory of feeling Malcolm against me, pushing me against the tree. “I appreciate you coming to my rescue. I don’t think I ever said thank you.”

      Rowan leans forward and puts his elbows on his knees. “You never have to say thank you for something like that, Everly. Anyone decent would have done it.”

      “Yeah, but it was you who did it. How many people were there, and you stepped up? Who knows what would have happened.” I don’t even want to think about it.

      “And then we had sex in my truck,” he says flatly.

      I don’t think I can ever think of that experience with no emotion. “It was the best night of my life, Rowan.”

      He snorts and snatches the straw from the cup, tossing it on the floor. He downs the rest of his drink, the ice clinking together as he turns the glass up. “You sure knew how to show it.”

      The first tear breaks free from the hatred in his tone. “You don’t understand.”

      “Make me understand. Make me understand how you can say you love me so much, and then leave me like I didn’t mean shit to you. Do you know what it did to me, Everly? Do you know how depressed I got? My heart was numb. I didn’t start to feel it again until two years ago. I was finally getting over you, I think. But then every time I thought I was, you’d pop back in. And I’d fall all over again and start at square one. I was ready to give it all up for you. I was ready to follow you to the end of the fucking world because you were my world.” His eyes turn red as tears threaten his eyes.

      “That’s why I left. It’s why I never answered your calls. I wanted to be with you, Rowan. I cried every night for you. I missed you so much. I couldn’t sleep the first year without you. I was so used to your arms wrapped around me. But I couldn’t be the reason why you didn’t go for your dreams or mine. You always said you were going to be successful. You were going to be rich. And I didn’t want to be the one holding you back. We could have resented each other.”

      “And I resented you anyway.”

      “I know,” I say. “But your dreams came true.”

      “My dream was you, Everly. All the money, the company, it would have happened either way.”

      “I thought I was doing the right thing. I’m sorry,” I say.

      “You should have talked to me. You shouldn’t have taken that opportunity away from me. I deserved that.”

      “You did,” I concede. “I know that now. I made a mistake, but it was never a mistake giving my virginity to you, Rowan. All my firsts are with you. That means something to me.”

      “It was my virginity, too!” he shouts, the vein in his forehead popping out from the frustration. “It was my virginity, too. I had never had sex before, Everly.”

      “What?” I whisper, the drink nearly falling out of my hand. “That’s impossible. All the girls…”

      “All the girls meant nothing to me like you did. I thought dating would eventually dim my feelings for you. But no one ever did. Sure, I kissed a few people, but I never wanted them the way I wanted you. I guess you could say I waited for us to have the opportunity. I wasn’t sure if it would ever happen, but having sex for the first time, I knew it had to be with you.”

      The breath leaves my lungs in a big swoosh. I don’t know what to say. My entire body is shaking from shock. “I had no idea.”

      “You didn’t stick around long enough to find out.”

      “You felt like you knew what you were doing. I would have never known. Unlike me,” I say, pushing my hair behind my ear. “You made the experience amazing, Rowan.”

      “You felt so good. I can’t even put into words how amazing it was. Everything fell into place for me that night. I knew I had to be with you,” he says.

      “It’s still amazing.”

      He nods, “It only gets better.”

      I finish my third drink by the time we are talking about this and walk over to the bar to make another since the pitcher is empty at this point. Alcohol always makes things easier to talk about. Otherwise, I don’t think I would have talked to him about it. I should have. I know that. I’ve known that for a while now.

      “I still love you,” he says in a low hush.

      I sit my drink on the bar and strut over to him. I take off the straps of my dress on the way over. He uncrosses his legs and spreads them wide. Rowan’s arms rest on either side of him. His pants tent higher and higher the further I drop my dress below my breasts, and that’s all it takes for it to fall to the floor.

      He sighs as he looks my body up and down. “So beautiful.” He runs his hands up my belly, placing it over my heart. “I think I’ll always love you to the point of madness, Everly.”

      “I’ll always love you too, Rowan. Until the end of time and space.”

      The vodka gives me the courage to do what I want. I straddle his waist, the tent in his pants from his erection grinding over my slit. I start rocking slowly, wanting to build the pleasure and anticipation. Rowan’s hands slide around my hips, placing them at the curve in my lower back, right above my ass.

      “Make love to me,” I whisper against his mouth, but the words come out as a desperate moan.

      “Gladly,” he answers, before taking my lips with his. The kiss is smooth, soft, careful, gentle, and I can feel the love pouring off him in waves, speaking with his body since he can’t talk right now. He cups my face with his hands to control the kiss as I dry hump his straining cock.

      Something about it seems so simple. It feels so good because it ramps up the need and desire that much more. Our breaths mingle, and we both let out harsh exhales when the grinding starts to get out of control.

      My fingers grip the hair curling around the back of his neck. And he makes sure he has a tight hold on me as he brings us to the plush, carpeted floor in front of the fireplace. He thrusts forward, hitting my swollen clit with every thrust.

      “Why does this feel so good? I haven’t done this since I was a teenager,” he jokes, but it ends on a long groan when I tilt my hips down, hoping he understands I do not want to talk about his past lovers.

      He steals my mouth again in a fevered kiss. He is thrusting against me hard now, and my bare back slides against the carpet, burning the sensitive flesh between my shoulder blades, but I don’t care. I want all the pain, all the marks, all the burns, and bites, and everything else that comes with being wrapped up in Rowan’s embrace.

      “Your skin,” he whispers against it. “So soft, so flawless.” He leaves a kiss on my shoulder before moving to the other side and lavishing the curve, so it doesn’t feel left out. He licks across my collarbone. “We should get married,” he says, the words a caress across my breasts.

      “What?” I don’t think I heard him correctly. There is no way he said what I thought he said. The blood rushing through my ears must be impairing my hearing.

      He kisses a pathway down the middle of my stomach, dipping his tongue in my navel. “Let’s get married. Why not? The house has too many memories. We can do it. Then we don’t have to feel pressure about marrying anyone else.”

      It makes sense.

      “I’ll marry you whenever you want, Rowan,” I say, meaning it, too.

      He smiles as he hovers over me, brushing his finger down my nose. His plump, red lips fall to mine, and his fingers dance up my side, tickling the curve of my breast. “I like that you don’t wear underwear under your clothes. It’s so much easier to have you whenever I want.”

      “I don’t wear them because of that,” I tease. I usually do wear underwear, but I’m not going to tell him that. I haven’t been wearing any, in hopes he will want me and take me. Just like he is now.

      “I’m going to pretend it is,” he growls, running his index finger down my sternum.

      “You’re over dressed,” I stutter as he cups my pussy.

      “Always so wet,” he grins, before he rips his shirt in half. Buttons fly everywhere and bounce against the glass of the fireplace.

      My hands roam over the plains of his chest. The perfect canvas. His hair is soft against my palms as I migrate down his tapered waist. His abs are morsels that I want nothing more than to taste them. When I get to his belt and undo it, the heavy metal clanks against the floor.

      Rowan sits up, flexing his muscles, and the thick ropes that hold his body together show, making my mouth water. He unbuttons and unzips his pants, and his bush shows right away along with the thick base of his cock.

      No underwear.

      “I’m not the only one,” I wink, teasing my fingers along the edge of the pants, and where his shaft shows.

      His body trembles and goosebumps rise on his skin. He is a godlike Adonis, and I’m his for the taking.

      His Everly.

      I want him to own me. And I will own him. For the rest of my life. Until the end of time and space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      Maybe it’s just the alcohol running through my veins that’s giving me this wild abandon and carelessness of the repercussions of what will happen if she and I get married. I hope it isn’t. I want us to move forward. I want us. The world feels so good and right with her beneath me, staring at me with want and love.

      I shuck off my pants, kicking them who knows where. I don’t really care. I want to make love to her all night, slow and steady. I want to pour all of my emotions into her. These past few days have done nothing but remind me how much she and I need to be together.

      We have a lot to work through, but I know we can do it. We are here for a reason. And yes, the reason is ugly and painful because our parents died, but we were able to be there for each other, and that broke the barrier of despair and longing, and we fell into each other again.

      When I’m naked, I curl over her again. My arms cage her head in as I lean on my elbows and situate myself between the apex of her thighs.

      “Hey,” I say, wanting to slap myself from how lame it sounds.

      “Hi,” she smiles.

      That beautiful smile that makes the small dent in her chin a little more prominent. My eyes roam her face, and my fingers play with the ends of her hair, loving how soft they are, so smooth. Her long, lashes flutter as I run my nose down her cheek and lick her earlobe, blowing cold air on it.

      Her fingers react, clutching fistfuls of my flesh on my chest. She pulls a few pieces of hair, but the pain is just the right amount of pleasure. I settle my cock between the folds of her pussy and push forward, sliding between them as they hug me. I moan while she whimpers as I brush over the swollen flower of that sweet, tender pearl.

      I lower myself down against her body. Chest against chest. Skin against skin. The heat from the fireplace radiates over us, adding to the sweat that has already started to build against our skin. The girth of my cock spreads her folds to the max, those sweet, juicy folds that I want to suck into my mouth.

      The sounds of us grinding against each other get louder with every second that passes because she gets wetter and wetter, her juices releasing from that tight hole.

      “Rowan,” she whimpers, stretching her head back, revealing the tendons of her neck.

      “Yeah, baby?” This time, I let out a soft whimper as her clit drags across the nerve on the underside of the crown of my dick. “Fuck, I’m not even inside you, and I could come right now.” It’s true. She has my balls rolling and spine tingling. I’m going to have to come before I get inside her.

      “Do it,” she says. “We can go all night. I love it when you come. It turns me on so much.”

      I grunt, laying my forehead on her shoulder as I thrust. I can’t stop moaning. I don’t know what broke inside me. Maybe it’s because I let all the pain go, and now I can feel everything intensely. My nerve endings are about to explode.

      “You’ve been my only,” she drags her lips across the shell of my ear.

      I pull back and hold her face with my hands as I whisper, “You’ve been mine too.”

      “No, Rowan. You don’t understand. You’ve been my first, and you’re still the only one I’ve ever been with sexually. No one but you.”

      A squirt of come spews from my slit, and my mouth falls open on a painful moan. I’m trying to hold my orgasm back. I’ve been her only lover. Something about being the only one that has ever touched her makes my cock get harder than steel, and my orgasm builds in the shaft. I look down to see come slowly dripping from the small hole, begging for me to let it go.

      “You’re serious?” I ask with disbelief. She is so beautiful. Surely, she’s had boyfriends.

      Her throat bobs, and her face turns red with embarrassment. “I’ve never even sucked a cock before the other day,” she admits.

      And the filthy words leaving her sweet fucking lips that were wrapped around my dick send me over the edge. I drop my head and bite the skin of her shoulder as I release my come all over her pussy. I feel it coating my cock like lubricant and dripping off her folds, dropping beads of fertile gloss onto my sack.

      “Oh,” she moans, “Oh, God. Rowan, don’t stop what you’re doing.”

      I’m only coming, and eventually that will stop, but the last spurt hits her clit, like a bullseye. And with no penetration or hands, Everly is convulsing beneath me, shuttering as her orgasm rips through her body.

      I guess my orgasm really does turn her on. Something in me tells me to scoop my come up and push it inside her with my fingers, so that’s exactly what I do. I shove in, three fingers deep, making sure my seed is coating her walls in some way.

      The flush that takes over her face travels down her neck and chest. She hides her face behind her hands and moans with shame. “I can’t believe that I did that.”

      “So fucking hot,” I growl, inserting my fingers into her wet pussy. “I love that I’ve been your only.” I push deep until my knuckles are against her pussy, unable to go any further.

      Everly’s hand slaps against the carpet, and she tries to curl her fingers to grab onto it, but she can’t. Her chest is rising and falling, her back arching, those pink nipples hard and pointing to the ceiling. “I’m going to come again if you keep doing that,” she gasps.

      “This?” I ask, like I have no idea what she is talking about, but I curl my fingers, pressing the pads against the spot inside her.

      “Yeah, that,” she stutters. “That, that, that,” she chants as another orgasm rips through her.

      “So responsive,” I purr.

      “Only for you,” she drunkenly mutters.

      “That’s right. Only for me.” I wink and pull out my fingers. “Now, be a good girl and lick me clean.” I shove my fingers into her mouth before she can say anything. She laps at my fingers, sucking them until our juices are no longer sticking to me.

      I yank them from her mouth and twirl her nipples in between my fingers before guiding my cock to her entrance. I fall onto my elbows, caging her head between my arms again, stealing a few chaste kisses before plunging my tongue inside her mouth, licking the taste buds that still have a combination of her and I on them.

      I grip her chin, controlling her mouth as I devour it. I push forward, slow and careful, and my thick cock spears the tight hole that I’ve only ever been in. Everly and I both moan once I get fully seated inside of her. My thrusts are gentle. I want to take my time. I want to feel every inch of her walls dragging along my cock.

      I want to relish in the feel of her heat. I want us to keep falling into each other until finally, we fall so deep we can’t come back up for air. My hand falls to her hip. My long, thick fingers wrap around the feminine curve of her waist and use it as leverage. The air around us is thick with emotion. Love is pouring from us.

      With every exhale, I taste the amount of love she has for me. I swallow it, hungry for more.

      My strokes are long as I curl my hips into her, like a wave crashing against the shore. She tightens her legs around me, digging the sole of her foot into the curves of my ass, pulling me further inside her. I didn’t think I could, but I slide in another inch.

      “Rowan,” she says with wide eyes.

      She feels it.

      She feels the energy between us. It keeps getting higher and higher. An electrical storm sparks between us. “I know,” I assure her, picking up the pace of my strokes.

      Gliding in and out, with every sigh she lets out; I breathe in. We take ourselves higher, and higher, until the point of no return. I feel her walls clamp around me, but I’m not ready for her to come yet. I flip us over. Everly is on top of me now and damn, it is a beautiful view.

      Her swollen, abused nipples are hard and staring at me right in the face. The small curve of her breast fits in my hand as I knead the perfect size mounds. She moves her hair out of the way, lifting it above her neck. I’m sure she is sweating.

      I lift up and pull her head to mine, pressing our lips together.

      She takes my face in her hands, not kissing me, just gazing into my eyes as she tries to set her own rhythm. I have to lay back down because I can’t catch my breath from how good it feels and how erotic she looks on top of me. “You were meant to ride my cock,” I say through clenched teeth, trying to hold back my orgasm, again.

      Everly makes me really want to work on my endurance. I’ve never had this problem before, but one inch inside her, and I’m ready to blow. I’m lucky I can go a few rounds without getting soft.

      Her hands fall to my chest, and her hips start to rock. Her mouth drops open in pleasure when she feels how good it is. She bites her lip at the same time her eyes roll to the back of her head. Everly picks up the pace, sliding back and forth, gyrating her hips like she has done this a hundred times. The way my cock is being used by her, is making it harder to hang out.

      “Oh, Rowan. You feel so good,” she moans. “Yes. Fuck me, that’s it. Oh, god.” She tosses her head back when I thrust my hips up. When a guttural scream rips out of her throat, I realize she must really like this position.

      I like it too. Believe me; it isn’t a hardship. I’ll take her any fucking way she wants.

      I bring her to my chest, keeping my arms wrapped around her, and fuck her from the bottom, fast and hard.

      “Rowan!” she cries, whimpering and clawing at my skin.

      A gush of fluid soaks me as she falls limp in my arms. Her walls milk my orgasm right out of the tip of my cock, and I shoot my seed deep inside her, exploding in white-hot light. I want to be bound to her in every way. I want to feel like this forever.

      My brows pinch together when Everly doesn’t move.

      “Everly?” I shake her, still riding the tremors of my orgasm, snuggled inside her tight, wet pussy.

      No answer.

      “Everly?” I roll her to the floor and place my ear to her heart.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when her heart beats against my ear. “You scared the hell out of me.” I think she just took ten years off my life.

      My cock slides out, much to my dismay, and I pull her close. I close my eyes with a smirk on my face. I fucked her until she passed out. If that doesn’t make a man feel good, what would?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      I wince when the sun peeks through the windows, searing my tired eyelids and making me hate how much I drank last night. My brain is pounding against my skull.

      “Turn the light off,” Rowan mutters, throwing a pillow over his head.

      “It’s the sun. Can’t turn off the sun,” I complain. Why doesn’t this place have blinds or curtains? We get it. The view is pretty. So pretty. Oh-la-la.

      Now I just want to lay in darkness and become a creature of the night.

      “It’s stupid,” Rowan says into the pillow, making the words mute.

      “Stop talking, baby. It hurts,” I beg, holding my hands against my head when I sit up, just to make sure my brain doesn’t spill out or something.

      He nods his head but doesn’t say much else. I notice a curtain rod, but no curtains. An idea strikes my alcohol-poisoned brain. I stumble out of bed, and my stomach rolls. Stopping in my tracks, I put my hand to my stomach, waiting for the urge to puke to pass. Oh, the cleaning for ruining this fancy carpet would be hilarious.

      I grab a blanket from the cabinet by the bed and grab a chair, dragging it across the room to where the window is. It takes a lot of will-power to balance and not vomit once I’m standing on the chair. I throw the blanket over the window to block out the blinding rays from the sun. I spread it along the wall and sigh when we are submerged in almost black.

      Rowan lifts his head. “Did we die? It’s dark. It feels so good.”

      I hold onto the arms of the chair and hop off, giving myself a second in hopes my head will stop spinning. “No, it just feels like death. We drank too many Shirley’s. Too sugary.”

      “Don’t talk about her like that. She was good to us,” he flops onto his back and throws his arm over his eyes.

      “So good that she hates us this morning.” I hold my hand to my stomach again and take a deep breath. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up.

      I grab a bottle of water and a bottle of Aspirin before climbing into bed. I rest my back against the blue velvet headboard. If I lay down, I just might throw up from my stomach going with gravity and pushing upward. I pop a few white pills in my mouth and swallow it down with water.

      “Want some?”

      “Do I ever,” he groans in pain. His pain groan and his pleasure groan are so different. I’m glad. Nothing would be worse than going at it and hear him groaning thinking he is about to upchuck.

      We sigh at the same time, both of us sitting against the headboard. His hand intertwines with mine, and I can’t hide the smile as he squeezes tight.

      “Last night was amazing,” I say. We had sex so many times; I lost count. And I only lost count because we started drinking while we were having sex. He poured some of his Shirley in my belly button and was taking ‘Shirley Shots’ off my body. His words, not mine.

      “It was,” he mutters, bringing my hand to his lips. He presses them against my skin. They are a little dry, but I wouldn’t want to feel any other lips as long as I live. I only want his.

      “So, are you still up for what we discussed?” he asks, but the phone rings interrupting my answer.

      “Great. That’s good news. I’ll schedule the flight out. Thanks.” He places his phone down, face up. “Travel ban is lifted, and flights are up and running again.”

      “Oh, that’s great. Being here another minute will be too long for me. I never want to come back here.” Not because of what he and I shared, but because of why we shared it. This never would have happened if our parents’ death didn’t bring us together.

      “You and me both,” he nods. “I want to take a shower first, and then we are going to go to Vegas.”

      “Vegas!” I shout with excitement. “I’ve never been to Vegas.”

      “Oh, you’re going to love it. We are going to have such a good time. A real vacation, this time. Not like this. But somewhere we can have fun and really be together. We can do whatever you want. The strip is huge. It goes for miles. A few days isn’t even enough. Maybe we should stay there for a week.”

      “Rowan, I can’t stay for a week. I have to get back to work and somehow afford how I’m going to split rent with Blaire. And I need to try and figure out what is going on with my court case. Trust me, I want nothing more than to spend a week with you.” But I see the disappointment and hurt in his eyes.

      I climb off the bed and wrap my arms around him. “That isn’t me running. It’s me telling you, if I don’t work, Blaire won’t be able to pay the entire month’s rent by herself. I can’t leave her hanging like that.”

      Just like I shouldn’t have left him hanging all those years ago. But I’m not that teenage girl anymore.

      “You forget you’re with a billionaire now.” He smiles as he wraps his arms around me, staring at me with complete adoration.

      “My financial distress is not yours, Rowan. It isn’t why I’m with you. I don’t care that you’re a billionaire.”

      “I know, but I’m not ready to let you go. So how about, I pay your half of the rent for this month and whatever cell phone bill you have? I want to help. I should have helped sooner.”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s okay. I don’t blame you for being mad at me, or still having trust issues with me, but I’m ready to prove it to you. I’m ready to prove to you that I’ve always loved you.”

      He grabs his phone from the table and texts someone. I lift a brow at him, and he holds up a finger, telling me to wait. I pretend to bite it, and the look he gives me almost sends me to my knees to take out his cock and suck him down to the root.

      “If you’re going to threaten me with that mouth, you better put it to good use,” he winks, placing his phone on the nightstand.

      My hand cups his very impressive package, and I bite my lip, teasing him with a seductress stare. “Maybe I will.”

      “Maybe you should.” His hands fly to my shoulders and push me down, but then my phone rings. He lays his head back on his shoulder and groans. “Why do people need to interrupt all the time?” He snatches my phone off the mattress and hands it to me.

      “I can’t believe you can still get hard after all the times you came last night,” I comment.

      “I’ll always get hard for you.” His nostrils flare as his thumb swipes over my bottom lips.

      My phone vibrating in my hand yanks me out of the trance he put me under. It’s a text from Blaire. I click my tongue when I read it and lift my gaze to Rowan’s. “I just got a really funny message.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks, innocently.

      “Yeah. Blaire just got a call from the landlord saying rent has been paid for the rest of the year. And extra was leftover because whoever paid didn’t realize utilities are included in rent.”

      “Hmm,” he says, rubbing his chin with his fingers. “That’s interesting.”

      “Fast, too. You know who I think has that kind of capability?” I stand up, throwing my phone back on my bed.

      “Who?”

      “A billionaire.” I put my hands on my hips and give him a glare that tells him I know it was him. I don’t know any other billionaires, besides Gray, and he wouldn’t do that. I poke Rowan in the chest with my finger. “I told you not to do it. That doesn’t change the fact that I have to go to work. I can’t leave them hanging.”

      “Oh, I know all about ‘Andy’.” He finger quotes. “And I told them your mother passed and you need time off. They were very understanding. Andy even offered to come over and take care of you to see if you needed anything.”

      His eyes turn to cold steel as he speaks of another man wanting to be in my home. “Do I need to worry about this Andy guy?”

      “How did you even know about where I work? And Andy is a good guy. He flirts with everyone. It isn’t a big deal.”

      “It’s a big deal when a man I don’t know threatens to take what is mine,” he growls.

      I roll my eyes from the Alpha-ness coming off him in waves. I like that he is calling me his, I won’t lie about that. But men will always be in my life; I can’t help it if I have to work with them. “He isn’t a threat. He’s just Andy. I don’t like him like that. I love you. Isn’t that enough?” I tease him by poking his ribs.

      “Yes, but I’m serious. You don’t need to work for them. You have me. I can open you up a veterinarian clinic. You can finally have your dream.”

      My eyes tear up, but not from his offer. “How did you know I was going to be a vet?”

      He barks out a laugh. “Do you not remember you telling me that’s what you wanted to do ever since you were 12? We might not have spoken over the years, Everly, but I kept track of you. I tried to always make sure you were okay. I saw you graduate, too.”

      “You went to my graduation?” the words come out under a held breath. Tears swim in my eyes and fall effortlessly down my cheek.

      He frowns as he wipes my cheek with his thumb. “Of course I did. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I was so proud of you. You looked so beautiful, but you didn’t look happy.”

      I held his hand as I lean against his touch. “It’s because I didn’t have you. I wanted to celebrate with you. I wanted you there.”

      “I was there. I’ll always be there, Everly.”

      “I love you.” I blink away the harsh, salty tears running down my raw cheeks.

      “I love you too,” he sighs, pressing his lips against my forehead.

      “You still can’t come into my life and pay for everything for me.”

      “Yes, I can,” he insists.

      “No, you can’t. When this court case is resolved, I want to do it on my own.”

      “No.”

      I throw my hands on my hips. “Yes.”

      He snorts as he slips on a fresh pair of jeans. Rowan tucks his massive cock down his thigh to make sure it doesn’t get caught up in the zipper. “No. And that’s final. You never have to be on your own again. You never have to struggle. I won’t allow it. Now, I can argue all day.”

      “There has to be a compromise. I need my independence,” I say.

      “Look, I just want to help you get started, so you’ll have that independence,” he explains. “We at least need to get you set up with your clinic and everything, right? I don’t want you just stuck at that tattoo shop forever.”

      “Rowan, I…” I can’t even finish my sentence. My eyes are brimming with tears.

      “Of course, if that’s not a fair compromise, sexual favors are always really great.”

      I chuff and grab the nearest pillow to throw it at him. “Those happen naturally.”

      “So does my love for you. So, helping you pursue your dreams isn’t a hardship. It’s natural.”

      “Well, that’s not fair, Rowan.”

      “Life isn’t fair. Come on, get ready. We have a flight to catch and an Elvis to meet.”

      “Elvis? What’s Elvis got to do with it?” I ask, striding into the bathroom. I squeak in surprise when my feet hit the cold, tile floor. The silver knob of the shower is cold too as I turn it. Soon, steam is billowing from the stall, warming me quickly.

      “He is going to marry us. If we’re going to Vegas, we’re doing it right.”

      I slip as I step into the spray of water, nearly busting my ass on the hard, tile floor. Memories from last night come rushing back. We said we would get married. Holy shit. We said we would get married. I want that. I do. I would want to marry him with a dream wedding, but are we going into this too soon?

      “Are you having second thoughts?” he asks as he leans into the shower stall, standing in front of me, naked again.

      Yum.

      I shake off my worry and smile. “Elvis it is. I can’t wait.” I don’t ask if this is only for the inheritance and the estate, or if this is for good. The real deal. The real thing. I want it to be forever because I don’t see myself with anyone else besides Rowan.

      But I don’t want to push him too far. Would he want to keep the wedding on the down-low? Perhaps being the number one bachelor in the United States is appealing to him. I don’t want to mention anything and ruin the mood.

      “Can I join you?” he asks, not bothering to wait until I answer. He shuts the door, locking us in the spacious shower. The water cascades down his body, highlighting every curve of muscle on his body.

      He plunders my mouth again with his lips. My hand slides against the condensation building up on the wall. The water falls into my mouth as our lips break apart. I look down to see his cock half-hard. I know if we keep kissing, he will be ready to turn me around, ass up, and slide right into my pussy that he completely owns.

      But he pulls away.

      Instead, he grabs the body wash, smelling of coconut and sunshine, and squirts it in his hands. He lathers the suds and runs his hands down one of my arms.

      “I love touching you,” he says, sliding his fingers between mine. He pays close attention to my ring finger. “I can’t wait to finally make you mine.”

      “I’ve always been yours.”

      “Yeah, but now everyone will know.”

      “Caveman,” I say, teasing.

      “Damn right. First things first though, we need to get you a ring. We’ll do that when we get to Vegas.”

      Butterflies fly around in my belly. I’m excited. I’m nervous. I have doubts. Sure, the few days we have spent together have been amazing, and I’m not having doubts on my end. I’m having doubts on his. I’m afraid he’s going to wake up and wonder what the hell he did. The death of my mom and his dad brought us together, but what happens when that pain subsides? What happens when we aren’t leaning on each other for support and to feel good?

      For me, there is more with Rowan. Always has been, always will be. He is my other half. I’ve known that my entire life, but has he?

      What if I’m not what he wants when he wakes up tomorrow, married to me. What if he regrets it? My heart would shatter, again. He is the only one I know that can completely disassemble me and put me back together. It isn’t fair. Rowan is my life force. When we are good, my quality of life skyrockets. When we are apart and arguing, I’m hooked up to life support, barely breathing. I can’t expand my lungs fully until he is around.

      I’m invested.

      I’m enthralled.

      I’m obsessed.

      I don’t know how to break the cycle. And the worst part is, I don’t know if I want to. I want to be completely consumed by Rowan Michaels, forever.

      My addiction.

      My habit.

      My reason for being.

      Is it sad? Pathetic? Desperate? To love someone so much it completely changes everything I’ve ever believed and wanted? Maybe, but happiness is key. And Rowan is my key.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      We get a chartered, exclusive helicopter straight from the airport to a hotel in Las Vegas. As we get out of the helicopter, the hot air already makes me start to sweat, but I love the heat. Everly looks around to see all the tall buildings, lights, and vast amounts of desert. She spins slowly, mouth agape, the lights sparkling in her eyes.

      “I’ve never seen something look so big,” she marvels in awe.

      I pout and run my hands down my shirt. “Well, that’s just insulting.”

      She pushes my chest playfully, and I smile, holding onto her hand and twirling her around in a circle. Her smile is infectious. “You know what I mean, Rowan!”

      “I know.” I kiss her forehead and wrap my arm around her waist. “Let’s go get checked in, and then we will hit the town, paint it red, fuck shit up, whatever you want to do. I’ll do it.”

      “I’m hungry,” she says.

      “You’re going to break my billionaire status just because of your appetite.”

      “Better start investing that money now, then,” Everly shrugs her shoulders, as if she doesn’t care.

      “Feeding you is an investment,” I laugh, guiding her toward the elevator from the helicopter pad.

      She crinkles her nose, and it causes her freckles to hide. I bop her nose, and her face relaxes again. There they are. “Are we staying here?”

      “No. We are staying somewhere bigger, better.”

      “Better than a place with its own landing pad?” she asks with disbelief.

      “Oh, yeah. Only the best for me and my girl.”

      The smile she gives me is so blinding; all of her teeth show, and that little dent in her chin gets a little deeper again. I have this weird urge to lick it. I want to lick all of her. I’ll do it later, that’s for sure.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Well, I was thinking we could get a drink, walk the strip, visit the hotels you want, and you pick,” I offer, pulling my wallet out to tip the bellman that is stuck on the elevator, waiting for people like us to fly in and go out on the town. I slide him a few hundred bucks, shake his hand, and say thank you.

      When the elevators doors open, a huge lobby comes to view with a large marble floor and high, painted ceilings. She spins around, just like the small-town girl that she is, taking in the city. I’ve always loved her outlook on life. She always appreciates what she sees. Everything is beautiful to her.

      “This place is massive,” she says. Everly’s eyes dart everywhere, taking it all in.

      “Let’s go. The night is young, and I want to take you everywhere.”

      She holds her hand out, silently asking for me to take it. “Let’s go. Show me your wicked ways.”

      As we stroll down the strip, a few places come into view — the Bellagio, the Venetian, Caesar’s Palace. The sun goes down, and the lights of all the hotels and casino light up the night. Dancers, singers, and Elvis impersonators walk by in their bedazzled outfits and fake wigs, but some of them seem to have a nice set of hair, jet-black and slicked back.

      Everly loves it. She has no idea where to look. Every time she looks at me, she doesn’t notice all the other men looking at her, but her emeralds are only for me. I smirk at the guys as they walk by. This sassy little siren is all mine.

      But one’s eyes linger a bit longer, and his hand reaches for her. She tries to pull away, but he tightens his hold on her, causing her to jerk back, and her hand leaves mine.

      “Let go of me!” she screams.

      “Oh, come on, sugar. We are all here for a good time,” the man laughs coarsely. He reeks of sweat and alcohol. He knows nothing about boundaries, apparently.

      I grab his wrist and press two fingers against a pressure point, turn his wrist up, and yank it behind his back. “I should fucking kill you for touching her,” I growl.

      “Rowan, let’s go.” The fear in her voice only causes me to tighten my hold.

      The stranger cries out and tries to arch his back away from me. “I’m sorry, man. I’m sorry.”

      A crowd of onlookers stop and stare. Women have their hands over their mouths, muttering, and men are assessing the situation, wondering if they need to jump in. Testosterone, it is such a fickle thing. But I’m fine. I have this under control.

      “That’s my wife that you decided to touch, without her permission.” I turn him around, making sure I have a good hold on him. “Now, apologize.”

      “Just let me go,” he begs.

      “Not until you apologize.”

      “Rowan, it’s fine. Let’s just go.” Everly begs, her eyes taking me back to the day that Malcolm put his hands on her.

      The memory has me tightening my hold a little more. Any tighter, and I’ll break his wrist. I kind of want to, just to show him not to fuck with people, especially since you don’t know who the hell they can be messing with. “Fucking apologize to her.” I lean forward and whisper in his ear, making sure no one can hear me, “I’m one of the wealthiest men in the United States. I will ruin you. Do you understand that? You won’t be able to go anywhere. You won’t be able to get a job. I’ll have people watch you and tell me every move you make, and if you harass another woman, I’ll make you disappear.”

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry. I won’t touch you again.”

      “Or anyone that doesn’t ask to be touched,” I snarl.

      “Or anyone,” he says.

      “Good boy,” I grit and throw him on the sidewalk. I run my hands my five-hundred-dollar shirt and turn my head to see Everly with her hand over her mouth. I hold out my arm, telling her to come to me.

      She runs right into my embrace, grasping my chest for protection and safety. Tightly, I wrap my arms around her and continue down the sidewalk. People part, a few guys holler at me, but I don’t pay them any mind. I don’t care about them. I care about her.

      “Let me see your hand,” I demand.

      She lifts her wrist, and what I see has my blood boiling. A bruise is already starting to form. Tomorrow it may even be black. The fucker. I should have broken his wrist just like he almost broke hers.

      “I’m okay,” she insists, stopping me in my tracks when she stands in front of me.

      I’m seething. She isn’t okay. She isn’t okay at all. “He hurt you.”

      “And you saved me, like you always do. Come on, let’s not let that asshole ruin our vacation.” She stands on her tiptoes and gives me a kiss. It’s hard to stay mad when I have someone as sweet as Everly.

      “Lead the way, baby,” I say, lacing my fingers through hers, on the hand that isn’t injured.

      After stopping and getting a strawberry daiquiri,  her eyes land on the Venetian. It is one of the best hotels in Vegas.

      “Wow,” she whispers, staring up at the large building.

      “Want to stay here?”

      “Have you stayed here before?” she asks, but with other intentions.

      “Oh, I like it when you are jealous.”

      “I’m not. I’m just wondering,” Everly says.

      “Gray has stayed here, but I haven’t. Come on, let’s go.”

      And there’s that smile. The one that takes my breath and stills my heart. A part of me wonders if we are insane for doing this. I mean, get married? We barely know each other anymore, but this high I have around her, I never want it to end. She makes me feel so good, so powerful, so strong.

      She is in front of me, wearing a light purple sundress, practically dragging me behind by my hand. Everly sips her drink and heads right toward the front desk. The woman there is wearing a black dress with a red ribbon around her neck. She greets us with a kind smile. Her hair is pulled back so tight; I wonder if that is the reason she is grinning. Damn, that has to hurt.

      “Hi, welcome to the Venetian. How may I help you today? Do you have a reservation?”

      Everly bounces on her heels and slides her eyes to me. I gesture with my chin to tell her to go ahead, and tell the kind lady what we want.

      “Do you have any rooms available?”

      The lady grimaces. “I’m sorry. All single rooms are booked for tonight.”

      “Oh,” Everly pouts. “Thanks anyway.”

      “Wait a minute.” I take off my sunglasses, and the clerk gasps.

      “Mr. Michaels, why didn’t you say it was you?”

      Everly rolls her eyes. “Right, I forgot.”

      “You forgot I’m a billionaire?” I ask in a monotone, disbelieving voice.

      “I’m used to the kid driving a beat up Toyota truck with the rusted doors. I’m not used to Rowan ‘let me hand you my card because I can buy anything’ Michaels.”

      “Which one do you like more?” I ask, handing said card over to the front desk receptionist.

      “The verdict is still under review. I’ll have to get back to you on that.” She sports a smug smile.

      “Okay, you are all booked for the penthouse. I hope you all enjoy your stay and if you need anything, please feel free to ask us. Complimentary champagne has been delivered to your room. Enjoy.”

      “Oh, yum, champagne.” Everly rubs her hands together as we make our way to the elevator. “Let’s drink it and go out for the night.”

      The elevator doors slide open, revealing an empty cart. Something about elevators and Everly. I wonder if this one will shut down too. I have this fantasy and this time, I want to fuck her against the wall, preferably while it is scaling up the building. The adrenaline. The wonder. The fear of getting caught.

      It will be exhilarating.

      Because it will happen. I don’t care if I have to rent an elevator for an hour to make sure no one goes on it; I’m going to fuck her in one someday. Just the thought has my cock getting hard.

      When the elevator doors slide shut, her breath hitches as if she can smell the lust and desire coming off me in waves. Good, because it is. I back her into the wall, running my hand up her smooth leg, and play with the flimsy material of her dress. One good yank and I could tear this thing off of her.

      “Rowan, what are you doing?”

      “I want you.” A deep rumble shakes my chest as I stare down the low-cut neckline of her outfit. Her breasts are pushed up, tempting me with cleavage. I lick my lips, debating on how far I want to take it. My fingers lift her dress and gravitate toward the sweet slit between her thighs.

      Everly whimpers my name, “Rowan. We can’t.”

      Oh, we can. We most definitely can. “I bet I can get you off before we get to the penthouse.”

      “If we don’t get caught.”

      “Isn’t that the fun of it?” I grin, sucking her earlobe into my mouth. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. Maybe it is because I’m about to marry her, and it has my system all ramped up and ready to go. This is going to be forever.

      She is my forever.

      My fingers brush their way through her hair, searching for the erect little nub that sends her screaming. I press against it and circle the bundled-up nerve endings under my finger. Her hands slam against the rails lining the walls, but the elevator stops a few stops below our floor. I pull my hand from between her legs, leaving her gasping for air. Sucking my fingers into my mouth as I lean against the wall beside her, a few men come on and nod their heads at us.

      Her face is flushed, and I know that her pussy is wet, just begging for me to come back, but there are people on the elevator… just whatever can be done about that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      After Rowan’s manhandling in the elevator, I had him fuck me against the floor-to-ceiling window once we got into our room. Then we chugged the champagne, and now we are walking the sidewalk of the strip. The one thing the man hasn’t done yet is feed me.

      I’m starving.

      “Oh, let’s go here!” It’s a sushi restaurant called Rho.

      “Anything you want. You’re in charge here.”

      “Oh, I like that.” I bat my eyelashes at him as I peek over the curve if my shoulder.

      “Behave,” he says.

      “Never.”

      We follow the hostess to a private booth locked away in a room that Rowan has no problem paying for. I order sashimi and a spicy yellowtail roll. He orders the same thing, and as the night passes, we eat all of our food, laugh, kiss, and drink. It’s perfect.

      By the time I’m finishing off my third drink, he kisses my shoulder, and I sigh. “Are you sure you want to marry me?” I ask, feeling more bold. Now that I have a few drinks in my system, I’m ready to know the truth.

      “I couldn’t be surer. I want us to be together. Don’t you think we have spent enough time apart, wasted enough time being mad or hurt? I’m ready to finally have my life with you, Everly.”

      The words of reassurance bring so much relief. “I needed to hear that.”

      “I’ll tell you every day for the rest of our lives, if that’s what it takes.”

      I lean into him, puckering my lips for a kiss. “As much as I would love that, I think after ten years, I won’t need to hear it anymore.”

      His eyes bug out, “Ten?”

      “I’m just kidding,” I slur a bit. “Five, at the max,” I giggle. Oh, man am I getting drunk. So, so drunk. It feels good. So, so good.

      “Let’s get out of here. There is so much to do.” He takes my hand, and we wave to the hostess as we leave. That food was delicious. I’d want to fly here every day just to have that sushi.

      As we start walking down the street again, Rowan is telling me all about school and how he dropped out to develop the company. I know this because I have that scrapbook that tells me everything he has ever accomplished in this life.

      But I don’t tell him that because I need to save my crazy until after we are married, right? The further down the strip we get, the darker the lights seem to get. They are reds, dark blues, and purples. It looks dangerous; like it holds the type of energy a person is probably going to try to ignore.

      Not me. I want to see what this is about. “What’s this place?”

      There is no name on the front of the building, but I hear low, sensual music, and moaning. Why do I hear that? Is this a strip club? There isn’t anyone outside, but it is some type of business.

      “I don’t know, but it doesn’t look safe. Come on, Everly. Let’s go check out one of the casinos.”

      Oh, but I don’t want to gamble. I want to see what’s inside the mystery building. “Please, Rowan?” I give him big, puppy dog eyes. It always used to work on him in the past. The desert night is getting cooler, and the breeze picks up, making me shiver. If anything, I just want to go inside to get warmed up.

      “Okay, but only for a second. I don’t trust the look of this place.”

      And I think that is the point. The outside is painted black—even the metal doors for the entrance. Blue and purple lights spill from the frosted windows, but I can’t see what else is going on in there.

      “Stay beside me. Keep a hold of my hand, okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say with a salute.

      “I like it when you call me that.” He lifts his fist and pounds on the door.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      Instead of the door opening, someone slides a small square box over. Black eyes look at us through the hole, assessing and dangerous. “Password?”

      Uh, well. I have no idea. “Please?” I say.

      The man behind the door tosses his head back and laughs. That’s when I see the tattoo on his neck of skulls and flames, and it makes me gulp. “Oh, sweetheart. You are so out of your element here.”

      “It’s why I’m here. I want to be out of my element,” I say with my shoulders back and back straight. I’m not ashamed of who I am or what I look like. If this guy is giving me a hard time for that, then that is a fault he has to live with.

      “Okay, let me try, killer,” Rowan says as he steps forward, keeping a hard grip on my hand. “My name is Rowan Michaels. Owner of LifeRight Financial. How much will it take to get in?”

      The man’s eyes behind the door widen. He slams the latch shut, and then the groan of the steel sounds as he opens the door. “I know you. Your app helped me save for the down payment of my first house.”

      “That’s great, man. Happy to hear it. So, if you know who I am, you must know I have a lot of money.”

      “Man, I’m not supposed to let anyone in that doesn’t know the password,” he says, like it pains him to turn a billionaire away. It should. They are losing a lot of money.

      Rowan grabs his wallet and grabs five one hundred dollar bills. “Is this the password?”

      The man licks his lips, tempted, but still shakes his head. “I can’t, Mr. Michaels.”

      “I can respect a man that stays true to his job, but how about…” Rowan grabs more hundreds out of his wallet, and I’m wondering how he can sit on the thing when it’s so fat with money. “How about you go buy your lady something special, huh? And let me and my lady in.”

      I don’t even know how much money is there. I’ve never seen so many hundred-dollar bills in my entire life.

      The doors widen more to let us in, and the man grabs the money and stuffs it in his pocket. “Okay, but if I lose my job over this, I’m coming to you, and you better give me one.”

      “You got it. Here; take my card. If it happens, I owe you one.” Rowan walks by the bouncer—or the look-out guy? I’m not really sure what his role is, but once we are in, we are in.

      “Wow,” I say, taking a look around at the beautiful drapes covering the ceiling all the way down to the floor. The lighting is dim, very dim, almost to the point where I have to squint my eyes to see what’s going on.

      The drapes are surrounding a cage. Huh, interesting. I wonder if they do live shows with animals or something, maybe a circus? The music is low, with a deep rhythm and beat. It’s slow, and it makes me want to grind against Rowan.

      He drags me along the outside of the cage, draped in purple from the expensive curtains coming from the wall. My brows pinched together when we don’t see an entrance anywhere until we get to the middle of the circle on the other side of the room.

      There is a man standing next to a gate, and when we get close enough, he opens the gate to let us through.

      “Oh, wow,” I say with a chuckle. This is not what I was expecting. The cage isn’t a cage. Those are just fences or think of them like walls. Because then they section off small areas in the circle to create rooms with just beds that are draped in silk sheets.

      “Just what in the hell have you gotten us into, baby?” Rowan stops at the first bed he sees and plops down, taking me along with him.

      “I wish I knew.” I look out in the middle of the circle and see a larger bed. My gears start to turn in my head as more people arrive in less clothing. I never would have thought I would be overdressed for an event, but here I am, wearing too many clothes.

      “What in the world…” Rowan whispers, looking at all the people passing us by to get to the bed next to us.

      Every woman that passes is wearing lingerie showing all their bits and pieces, leaving nothing to the imagination. I cover Rowan’s eyes with my hand, and the bed jiggles from his laughter. He grabs a hold of my palm and kisses it, lacing our fingers together.

      “Hey there, first time here?” A guy sitting on the bed next to us says through the cage. He has thick, silver hair, bound together at his nape. He isn’t wearing a shirt.

      Or pants.

      And his balls are hanging very low. I look away, blushing. Is there a locker room or something where people change? There is no way that people walk around Vegas wearing cock rings and nipple tassels.

      “First timers. Did the clothes give it away?” Rowan asks, casually, as if this isn’t the first time he has seen balls that low.

      There are people of all shapes, sizes, and ages, but all over eighteen. The guy next to us starts rubbing his wife’s nipples.

      A woman who must twenty years younger than him. Her breasts are awesome. I stare down at mine, pushing my small breasts together to try and get more cleavage. Maybe I should get a boob job.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Rowan whispers in my ear, reading my mind. “I love your tits.”

      It’s hard to believe him when we are surrounded by twenty other naked women and men.

      “You’re going to love it. Everyone here is really accepting. The show is great, and no one judges anyone. You can watch or not watch. Glad you’re here. Have fun,” the older man nods as the lights go down. The only light in the entire room that is on, is the light above the large bed in the middle of the room that all of us surround.

      “Good evening and welcome to Overlook,” the announcer says; his voice so deep, it echoes.

      “Oh my god,” I cover my mouth with my hand to stifle a laugh. What are the chances of this?

      “It’s named Overlook?” Rowan sits behind me, rubbing circles on my lower back as we wait to see what the announcer says.

      The man is wearing an extravagant suit, one with a long tail like a magician. He has on heavy eyeliner and no shirt. The rings in his nipples shine against the light. He has a British accent, roping me in with the natural sexual appeal it has.

      “Hey,” Rowan nudges.

      “Sorry, he is really good at his job,” I blink, trying to clear the spell he has put me under.

      “Tonight, we want you to sit back, relax, and touch yourself. Or don’t. Touch your partner, or if you’re here alone, feel free to come touch me,” he purrs. “Just remember, you can’t leave this room until the show is over.”

      “If they sell shirts, I’m buying one and never letting you live this down,” Rowan whispers into my ear.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please enjoy the show and welcome, Angela and Sebastian,” he draws out the man’s name.

      I pull my legs under me to get more comfortable. The sensual music comes back on, and two people come out of the dark. The woman is lean and fit, with long brown hair, and big breasts. Her lips are painted red, and her outfit shows everything. The thong rides up her ass, showing her firm globes. Her belly is taut, and the little bikini top barely covers her nipples.

      She lays on the bed, arching her back. Her body glitters against the light from the oil she has slathered all over her body, and she starts to roll around seductively, lifting her ass in the air and rubbing her tits against the bed.

      While she is in that position, the man comes out next, wearing nothing.

      I swallow and start to sweat. We can’t leave. It’s too late. No one is allowed to leave while the show is going on. Oh god, what did I get us into?

      Every time the man takes a step, his very long cock slaps against his thighs. His balls are tight, pulled up to his body, and his erection gleams in the light, the slit winking at me, even from afar. This time Rowan’s hand comes and blocks my vision.

      I giggle and lower his hand from my face. “Your cock is the best, baby.”

      “Damn right. You better remember that,” he whispers, kissing my shoulder.

      Sebastian gets on the bed next, and then it slowly starts to turn, letting everyone get a peek at what is going on. She rolls over and he kisses her. Plunging his tongue inside her mouth, as he settles between her legs.

      My pussy starts to tingle. I wiggle around to try and get more comfortable, but it doesn’t make a difference. My clit is throbbing, and the show hasn’t even really started yet. Sebastian starts to kiss his way down her chest, grabbing Angelica’s breasts as he feasts on her pussy.

      The woman’s moans echo throughout the room.

      Other moans follow from others. I can’t see anyone. Not even our old neighbor. I can only hear the noises. Everyone is groaning, grunting, whimpering, and my throat gets dry. I reach for the mini-fridge next to the round bed and grab a bottle of water. I need something to wet my parched throat.

      I down half the bottle, but it doesn’t work.

      Sebastian flips around, still licking her pussy, yanking loud moans from her, but he shoves his cock down her throat. His thick, long cock doesn’t even go halfway into her mouth because he is so big.

      I want Rowan to do that to me.

      The thought makes my own moan echo.

      And it grabs Rowan’s attention. “You like this?” he whispers, ghosting his lips over my sensitive skin. I’m hot and sweaty. Everything seems oversensitive right now. “If I touch your pussy, will you be wet?”

      I nod, unable to say anything because all of my attention is focused on the two people putting on a show. Sebastian is sliding his cock inside Angelica’s pussy now, and she lets out a long, guttural groan from taking all of his cock. Sebastian’s back muscles flex as he starts a furious rhythm.

      Suddenly, Rowan pushes me to the headboard, making sure I am still sitting up so I can see the show. He pushes my legs apart and dives in, lapping at my swollen clit. I never thought in a million years, I’d ever do this.

      Here I am, though. Surrounded by people having sex because they are watching people have sex. It is kind of like live porn. I can see the appeal. Will I do this again? I don’t know, but right now, I’m really enjoying it.

      Rowan sucks my bundle of nerves into his mouth, and I groan along with all the other women in the room. My eyes feast on where Angelica and Sebastian meet. His cock is shining with her juices, fucking her bare and raw.

      My eyes roll to the back of my head when I think of Rowan fucking me raw like that. Will Sebastian come inside Angelica? Will that be the big finish?

      I’m withering under Rowan, and he holds my stomach down to try and get me to stop moving. With every moan I make, Angelica answers with her own.

      Sebastian grunts, cursing from how good it feels. His words, not mine.

      My orgasm hits me fast. I have to slam a hand over my mouth to keep myself from screaming, but it seems like I’m not the only one enjoying myself. Other women—and men—are making very loud, sexual noises.

      “Fuck, I need to be inside you,” Rowan growls.

      I can’t even hear him unzipping his pants.

      I’m dazed. Blitzed. All the sexual sounds are taking me to a higher place. My eyes drift toward the middle of the room again, and Angelica is on top, riding Sebastian’s shaft. I can see where they are connected from here, and a good three inches still doesn’t fit inside of her, but she doesn’t seem to care. Angelica bounces on his cock, twisting her nipples between her fingers as she fucks herself to completion.

      Rowan doesn’t warn me. He slams himself home, and this time, I don’t hide my scream. I let it roar. I’m so wet; I’m dripping down my thighs. Rowan slides in and out so effortlessly, and he grunts from the feel of how soaking wet I am.

      My pussy is on fire. I’m aching. I need more than him inside me. I need him to fuck me, hard, fast, unforgiving. I need him to stop the outer part of my hole from hurting. I want to be stretched and used.

      Rowan flips me over and pulls me up by my hair to my knees, fucking me hard from the back. When I look into the middle of the room, I see Sebastian and Angelica doing the same. Her head is laid back on his shoulder as he holds her against his body, jack-hammering his cock in and out.

      Rowan doesn’t do short, fast strokes. He does long, hard, punishing strokes. The kind that I know I’ll feel for days after. The tip of his crown drags across that spot deep inside me, and his fingers press against my clit. That’s all it takes. And I’m climaxing right along with Angelica, falling onto the silk sheets and into Rowan’s arms as he shoots his come inside me.

      I’m rung out.

      Tired.

      And officially, debauched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      My breath tastes like garbage. It’s so bad; it’s what wakes me up. I’m never this hungover, but right now, my stomach is turning so much, I’m sweating. My head is pounding, hammering against my skull. I hold my hand against it, feeling a cold metal ring press against my face. My brows furrow, and I pull it away.

      My vision blurs for a second before the wedding ring comes to view. My heart skips a beat a little. I’m not going to lie. I’m nervous.

      I’m married. I’m fucking married. Please, fucking god, tell me I married Everly and not some girl off the fucking street because I can’t remember anything past that weird sex dungeon place, we went to last night.

      I wouldn’t do it again, but I’m glad we went because the sex was fantastic.

      I flip over in a rush and pull the blankets off the body next to me. “Oh, thank fuck.” I flop back on the bed when I see long, honey brown hair fanning over the pillow. I don’t know what I would have done if that wasn’t Everly. What a nightmare that would have been.

      Turning over, again, I gaze over her body to see what kind of ring we got. My eyes bug out at the size of the diamond sitting on her finger. Why don’t I remember buying something like that? It’s beautiful, but it takes up half her finger. It’s an emerald-cut on a solid, rose gold band. I don’t even remember walking into a jewelery store. I’m starting to think some type of drug was in the air of that sex palace we went to last night because I’ve never felt so shitty in my life.

      I roll out of bed, groaning as the room spins, and stumble to my pants laying on the floor. When I look down, I’m naked, and I have my come and her come dried on me. Just what the hell did we do last night? I’m not complaining that we had sex. I love having sex with her. I just hope we didn’t have sex with other people at that dungeon.

      This is why I don’t drink so much. Something must have happened because the last time I was this hungover, I was a freshman in college.

      I bend over and pull out a bunch of receipts, at least I remember to do that for tax write-offs, and look for the ring receipt. I don’t care that she has it. I’m glad she got the one she wanted. At least, I think it is? It doesn’t really look like it’s her style, but I know women love their rings, so I won’t question it.

      I unwrap all my receipts, trying to not make too much noise with the paper crinkling. It’s the fifth receipt that makes me cough. Three million dollars? I can afford it. It isn’t a problem, but three million dollars? For a hunk of rock? I could have taken her around the world twice, stayed at the best villas, houses, and took her on thousands of different adventures for that price.

      This is where I remind myself I’m a billionaire and need to calm down. I catch myself doing that sometimes. Forgetting that I’m not the kid in a beat-up Toyota that I used to be. I toss the receipt to the side and walk to the bathroom. I don’t care. If she is happy, I am happy.

      There are a few things we haven’t talked about when it comes to marriage. Does she see this as just six months for the inheritance? Or what? Would she want to stay married to me after the six months? There is a lot that we haven’t talked about. A ton. And there is still the issue of our parents.

      We still need to plan the funerals, but the bodies weren’t ready to be transported yet because of the snowstorm.

      I hang my head in the shower, trying not to let all the unanswered questions get to me. The hot water rolls off my back, and I groan from out good it feels. Washing off the entire night feels good. And I don’t feel as sick. After a good scrub, making sure I pay attention to my cock and balls, I wrap a towel around my waist, brush my teeth, and walk back into the bedroom where I see Everly standing by the bed and staring at her ring.

      I know that face. She is about to freak out.

      “Why don’t I remember this?” she asks. “Why is there a rock the size of Texas on my finger?”

      “I woke up with the same questions. Luckily, it seems we got hammered and picked you out a wedding ring. Now we can call the lawyer and say we are married.” The word rolls off my tongue in a weird way. I love saying we’re married, but something doesn’t feel right.

      Something feels off, but I’m not going to say anything. I want us to work through it because this is Everly. My Everly. We were always supposed to be together.

      “Married,” she says with a little disdain. It makes me takes a step back.

      I start to feel defensive. She said she wanted this, what changed? “We talked about it, Everly. We said we were going to do this because of the inheritance and the estate. We didn’t want it going to my Uncle Roy, remember? The drunk asshole who is always in and out of jail? I still don’t understand why our parents wouldn’t donate the money; but give it to him? Over my dead body.”

      “I at least wanted to remember it,” she says, staring at the diamond on her finger. “But I can’t even remember buying this, and it is so beautiful. I can’t remember when you said, ‘I do’. I can’t remember anything.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask, tucking the towel a little more so it doesn’t fall off. My patience is wearing thin. Is this what happens when people get married? The excitement, the love, the no second-guessing, is just gone?

      “I don’t know, Rowan. I understand why we got married. I just wish I could remember it, even if we were drunk, I wanted pictures. I wanted more. I just thought I’d at least have pictures. I mean, do we even have a wedding certificate?”

      “I don’t know, Everly. I woke up thinking I married someone else because I couldn’t remember! What makes you think I know if we have a wedding certificate?”

      The look she has on her face, you would think I slapped her. “You thought you married someone else? Would you have been okay with it since technically you could have married someone else? Anyone else?” she snaps.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t have been okay with it, Everly. I wanted it to be you. But I woke up, not remembering a thing, like you. I freaked out. Would it be beneficial? Yes, from a business standpoint, it would have been a good move. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have chosen a hooker or anything. Then I can just get it annulled.” I wonder if Everly wants to get the marriage annulled.

      She shakes her head, “Is everything business with you, Rowan? Why can’t you look at this from one perspective?”

      “One? There are a few to go off here, Everly. If it wasn’t for the inheritance, what do you think we would have done? What if we woke up, without the inheritance question hanging over us, and we were married?”

      “I don’t know, Rowan,” she raises her voice through the thick of tears she has raining down her face. “I wanted more than this though.” She waves a finger around the room. “I don’t give a crap that you’re a billionaire, Ro. I don’t care about this ring. But I have nothing to remember it by. Except you saying this is a business transaction.”

      “Hey, whoa. You will never be a business transaction. There is business involved, but you’ve been my number one for years, Everly. You knew about the inheritance. You agreed.”

      “I hadn’t remembered!” she screamed, eyes widening from spilling her deep dark secret.

      I don’t say anything for a moment. I tilt my head and click my tongue. “What do you mean? We talked about it in the shower.”

      “When the memories came rushing back, I didn’t know what to say. I knew it was what we needed to do, but I couldn’t. I had so many doubts, not from me, but thinking of you and if this was all real or if it was happening too fast.”

      “Oh, it is happening too fast. This is on warp-speed, Everly. There is no coming down from it. That is what we are. A huge rollercoaster ride that seems to go up and down, up and down. You know what you could have done, again, that you didn’t do? Tell the truth. How hard is it for you to just tell me what is going on in your mind?”

      “I am. I’m telling you now, Rowan. Wait, hold on. I don’t regret this. Don’t think that. This isn’t like before. This is me freaking out because I’ve dreamed of marrying you since I was a little girl, and I can’t remember anything! This? This big, fancy ring? I don’t want it if I can’t remember you putting it on my finger. I don’t want it if I can’t remember looking into your eyes and telling you, ‘I do’ because that’s what I dreamed about. I didn’t dream about a one and done, send it to the lawyer, get the inheritance, and call it a day. I didn’t want that. Hell, we had two weeks, we could have used that time to really get to know each other more. To—”

      “Get to know each other more? Do you hear yourself? What else is there to know? We’ve known each other for twenty years! You haven’t changed. You’re still the girl that fears commitment. You hate laying on your left side, so when you sleep on your right, you snore. You hate ketchup and love tomatoes. You love staying up late, even if you fall asleep at eleven. You’re stubborn. So stubborn. You fold your shirts inside out, and it drives me fucking crazy. You leave the cap off the toothpaste, and you drink your coffee every morning, two sugars, one cream, but your one cream is really like seven creams. And I love it. And you’re still the girl that likes to run from me when things get hard. Why?”

      She shakes her head, wrapping her arms around herself. “Because I know you will wake up one day and realize I’m not worthy of your love. I’m afraid you won’t ever forgive me for what I did all those years ago. I don’t want to live like that. I don’t want to live with waking up every day wondering if it will be the day that you end things.”

      I sigh, leaning my head against the wall. We are going in circles. Maybe there is nothing here after all. Everything between us is a web of so many memories; maybe that is what we are in love with. Just the memories.

      “I don’t know what else I can do to show you I’m in this. Sure, it will take time for us to build a strong relationship, and maybe we went at it backwards, but we’re here. And this is now. We are married. There is nothing that can be done about that.”

      “But do you think you could ever really love me like you did?” she asks.

      The question takes me by surprise, and I don’t know how to tell her the truth. I love her more now than I did before, but I take too long to answer.

      She gets dressed, grabs her stuff, and on her way out she says, “We’ll do what we need to do for the inheritance, and you can do what you want with us then,” she slams the door of the hotel room, shaking the walls from the force.

      “Fuck!” I run my fingers through my hair, hating how much she drives me crazy, but loving every damn minute of it. “No, Everly! Everly!” I shout her name as I run out the door. I look left and right, but there is no sign of her. She’s gone. “Damn, damn, damn.” I blink away the frustration and lace my fingers behind my head.

      I have no idea where she went. And I have no idea if she has money. How is she going to get home? When I see her again because I will see her, I’m going to tell her that this thing between us is forever. I don’t care how much work it will take because that is what love is, right? Work. We can’t run anymore.

      I had plans before all this. Plans that didn’t involve me being married. Plans change, though. I want Everly to be along for the ride. I know a lot of our arguing is emotions built up from over the years finally just spewing out. Even if sometimes they don’t make sense. If someone bottles it up for so long, it’s only a matter of time before things explode, and I have a feeling we are at the tail end of the fury.

      Things have erupted between us, broken, fallen, but we are slowly picking ourselves back up and putting it back together. I’m seeing us a puzzle. We just have to get the pieces right in order to fit.

      And she and I fit. It is just about finding the right pieces that we thought were lost and putting them in place. I’ll do it forever if I have to.
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          Everly

        

      

    

    
      The crowd of black is blinding as much as it is depressing.

      When I got back to Spokane, on a commercial plane, they had transported our parents’ bodies, and the funerals were going to be the next day. Well, it’s the next day, and word got around fast because the entire town is here.

      Including Liam and Poppy.

      I haven’t seen Liam since high school.

      “Everly, I’m so sorry to hear about Barbara. She was a good woman. Do you mind me asking what happened?” He lowers his voice as he wraps an arm around his wife Poppy, settling his hand on the round stomach. She is pregnant. Again. If they keep going, they are going to have a soccer team.

      I wipe a stray tear from so many emotions and give him a wobbly smile. “They froze to death. She broke her leg, and then they got caught up in a storm.”

      Poppy gasps, and her bottom lip starts to wiggle. Her cries are a lot stronger than mine, and it’s my mom that died. “I’m sorry. That’s so terrible. Don’t mind the tears. This pregnancy has been so emotional. I cry at everything. When I see Liam mow the lawn, I cry at all the insects he has killed. Oh god, I’m thinking about it again. Excuse me.” She holds onto her stomach as she runs out of the funeral home.

      I giggle.

      And giggle.

      I giggle until I’m laughing so hard, I’m crying. How the fuck is this my life? How am I burying my mother? Or married to a man that doesn’t actually want me. I’m broke. My name is getting dragged through the mud, and the only career I have in the future seems to be as a receptionist at a tattoo shop.

      “Everly, are you okay?’ Liam grabs my arms and tries to meet my eyes. “Okay, hey, you need to slow your breaths. Follow me,” he instructs as he takes a deep breath in and out, in and out.

      I nod, watching his chest rise and fall. I match my breaths. It takes a few times, but I finally have it under control. “Thank you.”

      “I can’t imagine what you are going through,” he takes my hand. My ring hand. He glances down, and his eyes widen at the large rock.

      If he asks, I don’t know what to say. Rowan and I haven’t spoken in two days, and a part of that is because I’ve lost my damn phone. It’s probably in the sex palace we were at the other night. I jerk my hand away and let it fall to my side. “Thank you, Liam. You’re very thoughtful.”

      “If you need anything, let me know. I’m here. If you have any troubles sleeping, call me, I’ll send a prescription for it. You look like you need to sleep.”

      For days, Liam. For days.

      Liam turns around and walks away, leaving me to shake hands with a few other people after they have delivered casseroles. So many casseroles. I had no idea so many existed. There is tuna, obviously, along with broccoli, macaroni, green-bean, mashed potato, French-fry—I’m not looking forward to that—and sweet potato casserole. There is enough food here to feed an army.

      It’s a good thing I won’t be here to eat it. I have to head to the airport and catch a flight back to New York City and get on with my life. Those almost-maxed-out credit cards are coming in handy.

      I don’t know how I have managed, but Rowan and I have completely ignored each other today. We are acting like children again.

      “Everly! Wait up,” Gray shouts from the lobby of Rowan’s childhood home.

      I drop my bag by the door and meet his hug. “Gray. A friendly face. How are you?”

      “I’m okay. You look like you’ve had better days,” he says.

      “Oh, I have.”

      “I have good news. I know that isn’t what you want to hear right now, considering the horrible day, but you won. All the debt is getting cleared, along with your criminal record.”

      I throw myself at him and wrap my arms around his neck.

      “Oh,” he says, shocked. “You’re welcome.”

      I pull back and wipe some more tears. I seem to just be leaking from them all day now. My face seems to be raw constantly from the salt. “You have no idea how much this means to me. When will it be cleared? Will I get the money back that she spent?”

      “Yes, but it won’t be for another month, I’m afraid.”

      “I can live another month. That’s not bad. I’ve made it this far. Another month is cake.”

      I go to pick up my bag again, but Gray grabs the hand that has the ring on it. “I know what happened, Everly. I know this ring isn’t for show.”

      My throat bobs as I swallow. I shrug my shoulders. “It’s okay. Things happen, right?”

      “No, Everly. Things just don’t happen to Rowan. He makes things happen. There is a really big difference. I’m worried about him. He loves you. He misses you. You need to talk to him.”

      “I don’t know how. I’ve messed things up. I don’t even know how I did it—again. That’s all I’m good for, Gray. I mess things up.”

      “Don’t give up on him.”

      I pick my bag up and look over my shoulder before I leave, not saying another word. It’s hard to move on when I can’t seem put one foot in front of the other. I have one foot stuck in the past and the other stuck in the present, and the common denominator is Rowan. It’s always Rowan.

      I toss the bag in the taxi and feel eyes burning into me again. It feels familiar, like four years ago when we came here and found out our parents were married. I turn around and glance up to the second story window to the right. My breath catches.

      It’s Rowan.

      I want nothing more than to run inside and throw myself at him, but at this point, I know I’m not good for him. He deserves better. It kills me to turn my back on him, again, but I’ll do what I need to do for him. I’ll stay married to him and sign the paperwork when he sends it to me to get divorced. It’s the least I can do. Even if it will kill me to do it.

      He looks different. It’s only been a day or so since I’ve really looked at him, but he looks tired, his hair is a mess, and his beard is thick from not shaving. He looks good with an unruly beard. He is even wearing an old band t-shirt now that the funeral is over. It has holes near the collar, and the words are faded, but he still makes it look good.

      He can make anything look good.

      This time, instead of him turning around, I do. I put one leg in the car, slide on the leather seat, and slam the door. “Airport, please,” I tell the taxi driver.

      We pull out of the driveway, leaving the huge estate in the rear-view. I don’t look back. I don’t bother wiping the tears. I deserve to feel every single one of them drip off my face. I stare at the ring, the one I refuse to take off, and my heart breaks. I miss him so much. I just want to tell him that being married is enough. I don’t care how we did it. I don’t care why. All I care about is us. We can make memories for the rest of our lives.

      I finally had the man of my dreams, and I ruined it by opening my mouth. I lean my head back against the seat and stare out the window, watching the Douglas Firs pass by as the taxi speeds to the airport. Every mile that I put between Rowan and I feels wrong, but I don’t know what else to do.

      Talk to him? We don’t know how to talk to each other anymore. We always fight. Maybe a few days away will be good. We did come crashing together for the first time in years, and it was really exciting. Maybe the excitement came falling down. We are different people on some levels, not all, and spending all that time together, in the short of amount of time, would be bad for anyone.

      The tires squeal when we pull up to the airport, and the driver parks. I sigh as I pick up my luggage out of the trunk and walk inside. A gush of heat hits me in the face, drying my tears quickly. I grab my ticket, go through security, and walk to my gate. I don’t want to go back, but I have to. I owe the tattoo shop that much, and I need to catch Blaire up on everything.

      She has probably called my phone twenty times.

      When I board the plane, my stomach turns, and I gag from the smell of the cabin. I hate flying. People are shoved into a tight space, they burp, cough, and do who knows what else, and the idea of inhaling that stuff makes me want to vomit.

      I try and calm myself, but for the entire plane ride back to New York City, I’m on the verge of puking. I run off the plane with my bag and burst through the automatic doors like I’ve just run a marathon. Of course, the airport could be considered its own sport if they tried it because sometimes even just walking gate to gate is exhausting.

      I catch another taxi, and before I know it, I’m at my apartment complex, fishing out my keys and unlocking the door.

      “Hey!” Blaire greets me, running to the door to take my bag out of my arms. “Oh, babe. Come here.” She pulls me into a tight hug. The love I’m getting from my best friend is all I need.

      I let go.

      I let go of everything and cry as hard as I can. I don’t have to pretend with Blaire. She understands. And when she doesn’t, she acts like she does because she never wants anyone to feel bad.

      “It’s okay. Let it all out,” she croons.

      But the smell of her infiltrates my sensitive stomach, and I push her out of the way and run toward the bathroom. I barely lift the toilet seat before I’m tossing up my lunch. I groan. My forehead feels hot, and my back starts to sweat. Gross. Maybe I just need to shower and get all the traveling off me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “It’s just been stressful. I’m fine,” I say.

      “What the ever-loving fuck is on your finger?” she gasps, grasping my hand hard to turn it left and right so the diamond can capture all angles of the light. “Is that an engagement ring?”

      “Close. It’s a wedding ring.”

      The look on her face would be comical if it wasn’t for the seriousness of my statement. “No, really. Where did you get that, Everly?”

      “A filthy rich billionaire that I married in Vegas because our parents left a will saying we had to marry someone in thirty days, and one of us has to live at the estate to take care of it for six months. Instead of finding people to marry, we married each other.”

      “I’m assuming since you are here and he isn’t, it didn’t go over real well.”

      “When does it ever? It’s me. Apparently, I don’t know how to talk to people. And I never know how to talk with Rowan.”

      “He loves you, Everly.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t doubt that, but I think he is in love with what we used to be, how we used to be, the memories. Things like that.”

      “Are you?” she asks.

      “No. I love him so much it hurts. He has my heart.”

      “Then why are you assuming you know what he wants. You know you love him. You know you’d do anything for him, but instead, you are looking for reasons for him not to love you like you do him. That’s not fair. Sure, what you did all those years ago sucked. You should have gone about it a different way, but you meant well. Now, look at him. He is a millionaire—”

      “—Billionaire,” I correct her with a smile on my face.

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever. Same thing. Money is money. I don’t think he would have all that if you didn’t leave him that day. Is there a possibility? Sure. But we can’t live life off what-ifs. That’s no good. Life will never be fulfilled if it’s lived that way. I think it took him a while to get over what you did, but he is over it, the only person that isn’t, is you.”

      I put my head over the toilet when a wave of nausea hits me again from her being right. “I know. I’m so afraid he is going to wake up one day and realize that he doesn’t love me as much as he thought.”

      “What else does he need to do? He has loved you since you guys could throw mud at each other. He held you when you got chickenpox, and then he ended up getting chickenpox because he didn’t want you to be alone. He wanted to change his life when you guys finally got together. What about you?”

      I wipe my mouth with some toilet paper. “What do you mean?”

      “What would you change or give up for him?”

      “Everything,” I whisper.

      “I have no idea what the hell you are doing here, then. Rent is paid. Andy will find another receptionist. Your husband is in Spokane. That’s where you should be. Marriage is about making it work when you think it can’t. You have to push, Everly. You have to push through the worst of it and get through it. And then it will happen all over again, except, it will be worse again. And worse. But you have to keep finding ways to get through it, or you will never get through anything.”

      “You’re right,” I say.

      “I know.” She nods, huffing breath on her nails and rubbing them on her shirt. “If you are staying for me, don’t. I’m fine here. I’ll be okay. I always am.”

      “That’s a lie. You hate being alone.”

      “If I need a change of scenery, I know I can always go back home. I’ll just stay with you in your big fancy mansion.”

      “If I can convince him. Oh, god, I think I’m going to be sick again,” I gag over the toilet, wondering what the hell is wrong with me.

      “You’re probably pregnant,” Blaire says, laughing because it is supposed to be a joke.

      I wipe my mouth with toilet paper again and toss it in the trash, wondering if she is right.

      “No, Everly!” she gasps. “You had sex, and you didn’t wear a condom?” Blaire chides.

      “It was Rowan,” I say, as if that is reason enough not to wear protection. “I’m on the pill, too.”

      “That still has a chance of failing. And because it is Rowan, I bet you’re knocked up. Let me go get a pregnancy test.”

      “It won’t show. It hasn’t been that long.”

      “How long has it been?”

      I don’t say anything.

      “How long, Everly?”

      “T-three weeks or so,” I finally admit.

      “Get your ass up then because we are going to the doctor and getting blood work taken. If you are, you are getting back on that plane and telling him. He deserves to know.”

      “I wouldn’t keep this from him!”

      “You would, if you thought he didn’t want it. You have a habit of thinking you know what people want, and you don’t.” She picks me up by my arm and pushes me out the bathroom door. “Grab your purse. We are going.”

      “Blaire,” I whine. “I’m tired. The test can wait.”

      “No. The sooner you find out, the better. You don’t want him to think you kept this from him too.”

      Damn it; I really hate it when she is right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Rowan

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean they are coming here tomorrow to break ground?”

      I clutch the phone in my hand until it creaks, threatening to break under my hold. “You guys aren’t supposed to be coming here at all. I’ve sent the paperwork five times. I’m married. You can’t break ground, and if you show up here, we are going to have big problems. You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.” I hang up the phone and toss it across the room.

      It slams against the wall, shattering the screen into a thousand pieces. Damn it. That’s the third phone in two days.

      “Okay, you keep doing that, and we are going to have to start buying bulk of those,” Gray says as he leans against the door, like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      Must be nice.

      “That may not be a bad idea. Do it. Order like five hundred of them.”

      “No. Learn to control your temper. I’m not spending our money on something as silly as cell phones because you are pissed off mommy took your favorite toy.”

      I narrow my eyes at him and grab my envelope cutter. I shouldn’t throw this too, right? That would be bad. “Mommy didn’t take away anything.”

      “Really? So, this has nothing to do with someone’s name, starting with ‘Ever’, ending in ‘ly’? Just curious.” He plops down in the leather chair sitting in front of my desk.

      “What do you want?” I groan. “I have enough to worry about. Apparently, the people with the bulldozer are going to be at the estate tomorrow to tear it down. I thought everything was in order. But they are saying they don’t have that part of the contract. They had the nerve to tell me, whatever was in the will was wrong.”

      “Well, could it be? How much of a trickster is your dad?”

      “He wouldn’t tear that place down,” I say out of habit, but it got me wondering. I don’t live there. No one lives there anymore.

      Why would he tell me to get married if the estate would be torn down anyway? I lean back in my chair, the leather creaking as I do. I twirl the pen through my fingers. My wedding ring catching the light. Damn, I miss my maddening wife. I really, really do. I’ve tried reaching out to her, forgetting Gray told me that she lost her phone and can’t afford a new one. The only time I’ve seen her is at our parents’ funeral, and I didn’t have the energy to talk to her.

      I was actually coming off of a whiskey drinking spree to try and forget about her, but it didn’t work.

      “I say call the lawyer, do it now. I want to be witness,” Gray says.

      “That’s a great idea.” I pick up the desk phone and flip through my address book to find the lawyer my father used. I press the speaker button and wait.

      “Gaulding and Associates?” the clerk answers.

      “I need to speak with Ray Gaulding. Tell him it is Mr. Michaels calling.”

      “One moment,” she says.

      The hold doesn’t last long, and when Ray answers, he seems a little too jovial. “Gaulding here.”

      “Is there something about my parents will that you didn’t tell me about?” I seethe.

      “Ah, I see you have run into the problem. Yes, I wasn’t allowed to disclose that with you until after you got married. You see, it says that if you married a Ms. Everly Madison, the estate is going to get torn down regardless, but the money still goes to you. All of their material possessions of been moved to a storage unit to be sorted and sold. You can, of course, take everything you wish to keep.”

      “Then why bother having me get married?”

      “Let me get my glasses. He left a note.”

      There is a bunch of fumbling. Something falls and shatters on the floor, and when he comes back on the phone, he is breathing hard. “Got them. Okay, he says, and I quote, ‘He has always loved that girl, and she’s always loved him. He must think I’m blind. The estate gets torn down because it is time for him to make new memories. If I didn’t threaten my hand, he would have never married her because they are both stubborn and don’t know how to forgive.’”

      I tap my fingers against the desk and sigh, “Yeah, well. You can tell him he doesn’t know shit. And thank you for your time,” I say a little nicer, before slamming the phone on the receiver.

      Gray lets out that long whistle he does when he can’t believe something. “Wow. Your dad is a legend.”

      “Gray, do you see the problem? I’m married to a woman that wants nothing to do with me. My childhood home is getting demolished. And I have no idea where the inheritance is even going. Yeah, this is a problem. There has to be a way to stop it.”

      “Why do you want to? You live in downtown Spokane. You hardly ever go there. Why keep it?”

      “Because that’s my home, man.”

      “No, your home is in New York City right now. Home isn’t a place. It’s a person. That estate has no people, Rowan. You need to learn to let go.”

      Let go. I love it when people make it sound so easy. If I could let go, I would. I don’t want to hold onto all this pain and resentment. I want to move on with my life, with Everly. I just want to know where she is!

      “Have you spoken to her?” I ask, rubbing my temples with my fingers. I feel a headache brewing.

      “I have. She landed in NYC yesterday, but she is going out of town again today,” he says.

      “Out of town where, Gray?”

      “She asked me not to tell you.”

      I slam my fist on the table. “Where is she?” I growl. “I need to talk to her.”

      “She said she is going back to where it all started. I don’t know what it means after that.”

      I fold my hands on my stomach and think. Going to the beginning. Just where would she go. There are a few places that start at the beginning for us. “That’s it? You don’t have anything else for me?”

      “I don’t want to violate my friendship with her.”

      “But you’ll violate it with me?” I deadpan.

      He groans, pinching his eyes closed from not knowing what to do. “I don’t ever want to be in the middle between Mom and Dad again,” he huffs, while crossing his arms.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Her old house.”

      “What? That thing is barely standing. She could get herself killed walking into that thing.” I push out of my chair and grab my sport coat. “This woman is taking ten years off my life every damn day.”

      “Bright side, you’re going to be a really handsome corpse?” Gray chuckles, throwing my stress ball in the air.

      “I’m not even going to comment on that.” I snatch the ball out of the air and run out the door, ignoring Gray’s shouts as he calls after me. I just want to get to her already. It’s been too long. I keep replaying what happened in Vegas, and for some reason, I can’t seem to get a handle of how the argument even started. I’ve been trying to place my finger on it, but there isn’t an instance.

      There can be a lot of variables, but I don’t want to think about them right now. None of them matter. I just want to start over. I don’t want us to live in the past anymore. And maybe, just maybe, if we sat down and talked instead of getting pissed off at each other, maybe it will work.

      I have faith that it will.

      “Hey, Greg,” I call out to the bellman that answers the door at the company building. “Toss me the keys.” I go long, cupping my hands together in hopes that he doesn’t miss this time because those key fobs are really expensive to replace.

      The old man tosses it to me, and it lands right in the middle of my hands. “Next round is on me, my friend!” I shout, jumping every two steps down the staircase.

      I get to the garage and click the remote start to my Ford Raptor. Sure, it isn’t a Lamborghini, but I fucking love this truck. I hop in, and the engine growls, sounding angry and menacing. The roar echoes through the garage, and I slam my foot on the gas, peeling out of the parking garage in a very dangerous manner. I don’t recommend doing this all the time.

      The truck fishtails when I take a curve too sharp, and I almost hit a little Mini Cooper. My truck would have demolished that. I breathe a sigh of relief when I’m finally on the road. I put my hazards on and floor it. I drift in and out between traffic, careful not to run into anyone. When I look at my speedometer, it is saying I’m going eighty-five miles per hour. It still isn’t fast enough. I need to get to her now.

      I twist the ring on my finger with my thumb, a habit I’ve formed over the last few days. I don’t know why we are acting like this. We finally have everything we want. There seem to still be unresolved issues, but that isn’t anything that can’t be fixed. And I’ll do whatever it takes to fix it with her because I am in this.

      For good.

      Forever.

      I want her.

      The road to her old house is coming up on the right, but there are a few cars ahead of me that won’t get out of my way, so I have to slow down to forty miles an hour. “Come on,” I groan and slap my steering wheel with frustration.

      I turn my blinker on and turn down the dirt road. My tires kick up dust and rock as I fly through the potholes and uneven terrain. If something happens to this truck, fine. I can buy another. I can’t buy another Everly, and that house she is going in has been on the verge of collapsing now after a heavy windstorm came through and nearly demolished it, just last year.

      It’s actually on my things-to-do list. I wanted to fix it up and renovate it for her, so when she did come home, she can see someone took care of it. But now, she’s going to see what a mess it is.

      After driving on the dirt road for about five minutes, her house comes up on the left, but no cars are out there. She must have taken a taxi. I slam on the breaks and put the truck in park. As I look up at the house, memories of my first eighteen years assault me. The classic white paint is chipped off and peeling, the wood is rotted, the deck is gone, the front door is hanging on one hinge, but the one thing that hasn’t changed are those bright green vines that have grown up the side of the house. They scale right underneath her window, just like before.

      I walk through the tall grass and test the strength of them out. I grab one, then another and pull. Still as strong as the day I discovered them. A gust of wind blows, rustling the tall grass, but it doesn’t drown out the sobs I hear coming from her bedroom.

      I pull myself up along the vines, stepping on them like a rock wall. I hope she is ready because after today, she is never going anywhere again. I don’t care if we sit in front of each other and cry, scream, and yell. Just as long as at the end of it, we kiss, and I get to wrap my arms around her.

      That’s when life feels right. I’ve been a stupid man, an impatient man, a too patient man, an unreasonable man, and a scared man. And that is not the kind of man I want to be. I want to be the kind she can sit down with and tell me that she wants to cry.

      And I’ll listen to her problems without being a jerk and wipe her tears away. I’m letting go of all the anger because the only thing in the end I want to gain is her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Everly

        

      

    

    
      I’d forgotten how run down my old childhood home is, but it doesn’t stop me from sneaking in and climbing up the stairs to my old bedroom. I just needed a change of scenery. So I came back to the place that always made me feel a little better.

      My room used to be painted a light green color. I had a queen bed that laid on the floor, no bed frame, and I had bead curtains for my closet. Jonas Brothers posters used to litter this wall along with all the other boy bands. Rowan used to give me such a hard time about them, but I loved them, just like every other teenage girl in America.

      Now when I look around the room, it looks dead inside. The walls are black, covered in mud and dirt and who knows what. Leaves and twigs are sprinkled along the ground, and I can see the wood that was used to build the walls since they are falling apart. The floors seem strong… dirty, but strong nonetheless.

      I sit in the middle of the floor where my bed used to be and think back to all the times I had everything in the world, and I tossed it all away due to fear. I don’t want to be that person anymore. I don’t like that person, and I think that’s where all my uncertainty is coming from. How can I be certain about a lover, a husband, a best friend, when I’m not even sure about myself?

      Being back home in Spokane has put things in perspective for me. When I was a kid, I acted like a kid, but now, I still think like that eighteen-year-old girl. And that needs to stop. I need to put on my big girl panties and be a wife, talk to my husband and tell him that we are pregnant, and that I can never get rid of him.

      Okay, maybe I’ll rephrase that because I don’t want to come off like a psycho. No matter how much I fluff it up though, that’s what I mean. And that’s just how it is. I bring my hand to my stomach to see if I can feel the baby move yet, which is what I am going to blame my crazy on. I can’t do that, but I feel a little off-put ever since the doctor confirmed elevated levels of hCG in my blood.

      Which usually means pregnancy.

      I can’t believe there is a baby inside me. I still look normal, so I’m finding it hard to wrap my head around. “You know, I don’t think this will be the case, but if your daddy wants nothing to do with you, I’ll love you. I’ll always love you, but I want you to know that Rowan is a good man, and he will take care of you too. Your father and I have a way of bumping heads, but don’t worry, we will figure it out,” I say to the little bean. “Oh, and if you could try not to crave donuts and have me gain a ton of weight, that would be really fantastic.”

      I sigh and rub my belly when it starts to hurt again. “And if you could stop making me sick, that would be great too. I’m not supposed to throw up until later on, but you are just wanting to break records, huh?”

      I never believed that I’d be having Rowan’s baby. But here I am, married to him and pregnant, trying to figure out what I want to tell him before it’s too late. That’s another thing. I don’t want it to be too late. I don’t want it to be like before. I want it to be different this time around.

      I want to believe in the love I have for him instead of turning away from it. The thought of him leaving or giving up on me when I finally know I need to get my stuff together, causes the baby hormones to make me cry.

      Ah, it’s so easy to blame everything on the baby. It’s too soon for that. I need to stop. But it’s just so easy…

      I sniffle, wiping my nose on my shirt when I hear something outside of the house. I snap my head up from the ground and look out the broken window. Past and present mix when I see Rowan sneaking in. The past, everything is clean and new in my room, and Rowan is young with no facial hair. Present, everything is demolished and needs a fresh start—like us, and Rowan finally grew a beard.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask softly. I want to make sure I don’t come off too harsh.

      “Gray told me where to find you. Don’t be mad at him. I might have threatened him with an envelope cutter.” He dusts off his hands on his trousers and comes to sit in front of me on the dirty floor.

      “Damn him. He promised,” I mutter, swirling designs into the thick dust layered on the floor.

      “Yeah, but he wants us to figure things out. And I want to figure things out too. I want to start by saying, I care about you, and I know you don’t think I do, but I do, Everly. Every day, even when you left me, and I felt shattered. I was broken in ways I never thought possible. You were the only woman I ever loved. It started with you. It has to end with you. Don’t you get that?” he says, twisting his wedding band on his ring finger.

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt out, startling even myself. I blink a few times and shake the shock off me. “I wanted to say that in a different way, but I wanted to get it out there. I wanted to throw it in your direction and see how you felt about it.”

      Rowan’s elbows are on his knees, hands dangling, and he just stares at me, unmoving, and not saying a word. I think I broke him. “Rowan?”

      “What?” he manages to rasp out as he clears his throat.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “That you’re pregnant?” he asks. “You said you were pregnant. How do you know already?”

      “I was sick, but it was too soon to tell on a home test so I went to the doctor to take a blood test. They found elevated levels of hCG in my blood, which means I’m most likely pregnant. They want to confirm it with an ultrasound in a couple of weeks. Everything is starting to make me queasy. I told you as soon as I found out. I swear, I’ve only known for like, a day. I took a flight out here right after the doctor.”

      “You’re pregnant,” he repeats.

      “Do you still feel that way now? Do you still want it to end with me?”

      He drags himself closer to me and puts one hand on my stomach, while the other hand cups my face. “Of course, I do. I love you until the end of time and space, Everly. I can’t imagine this life with anyone else. We’re a family,” he whispers, placing his forehead against mine. “You’ve just made the happiest man in the world.”

      A huge sigh escapes my lips. Relief. Excitement. Happiness. “I promise to be better for you. I’ll always try and be better. I never want to lose you again, Rowan. I love you.”

      He takes my mouth in a soft kiss, but there is something else behind it. It isn’t desperation, or desire, or frenzy. It’s acceptance and love. “Let’s get out of here,” he says.

      “Oh, where do you want to go?”

      “I’ll show you. Just come with me?”

      “I’ll go anywhere with you.” I place my hand in his. He picks me up in a wedding style hold and carries me down the steps. My arms are wrapped around his neck, and when he jumps off the floor of the house to the ground, I squeak, holding myself close to his chest.

      “Like I’d ever let anything happen to my wife. Come on, now,” he grins.

      He opens the truck door and lays me down in the cab of the truck, lifting my dress above my head. All the doors are closed, and he darkens the tint of the windows with a click of a button so no one can see what is going on.

      Rowan shucks his shirt off, then his pants, and then his long, thick cock is standing straight toward the roof, waiting to penetrate me. “I haven’t had you in days. It’s been too long.” He climbs over me, just like the time in the cab of his truck when we were eighteen and pushes my legs apart.

      He doesn’t say anything else. There is no need. We are married. We are devoted. And he is taking me to the end, but only so a new beginning can start. The cab is crammed—granted a little more roomy than the first truck, but he is bigger now, so when he tries to climb over me, his foot hits the horn, making it go off.

      I bark out a laugh, watching him struggle to try and find a way to lay on top of me, but he can’t. He is just too big. I push on his chest and make him sit up and straddle his waist. I keep my hands perched on his shoulders and watch his face as I slide down his cock. His mouth opens wide, and his eyes hood. His chest hair tickles my nipples, causing them to bead instantly.

      “Didn’t you tell me you’re on the pill?” he asks suddenly.

      I nod, barely holding it together from the pleasure. “I was. But it’s not one hundred percent effective.”

      “I guess we should use a condom,” he chuckles, unable to keep a straight face.

      “It’s a little late for that now,” I moan when I bring myself up and back down.

      His hand lays flat on my stomach, and his thumb rubs back and forth across the plains of the flat surface. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. This is how it is supposed to be. Me, you, and babies. So many babies. We’ll have the most beautiful family.”

      I should protest, but all that comes out is a strangled moan because if we have so many kids, it means he is going to be fucking me all the time, coming into my depths. And the thought has me wanting to try and get pregnant all over again.

      “I’ll give you whatever you want, Rowan. Just as long as I have you.”

      He thrusts up, spearing his cock inside of me from the seated position he is in. I hang on to him, clutching onto him as he takes me to cloud nine.
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        Seventeen years later…

      

      

      “You are not going on a date with Crowic Anderson, Lila.”

      “Why not, dad? I’m sixteen now! I’m going to date eventually,” my teenage daughter argues as my wife sits on the couch, eating popcorn to enjoy the show. The show meaning us. It’s the same argument we have every weekend, ever since she turned sixteen.

      “You want to know why? Because his name is Crowic. That should be the number one strike. Two, you’re too young. You aren’t allowed to date until you’re eighteen, we have talked about this. Three, you know what boys want at sixteen? Sex. They want sex, Lila. He is going to use you, and then what if you end up pregnant, and we’re on one of those reality shows? The answer is no. And that is final.”

      “Mom! Say something. This isn’t fair. I’m not going to have sex with him!”

      “You say that now, sweetie,” Everly says. “Let me talk to your father. Go to your room. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “You aren’t going, young lady,” I use my deep, parental voice. The one that says, ‘do not fuck with me on this’.

      Her bottom lip wiggles. Her eyes get wide with tears. She has her mother’s eyes, too. “Don’t you dare pull that on me. I know what you’re doing! This isn’t my first rodeo, Lila.”

      But she doesn’t stop. Her eyes well with tears. She has the same dent in her chin as her mom and that starts to tremble. I bury my face in my hands and sigh. Why did I have to have a beautiful daughter? She looks just like her mom.

      “If Jaxson was going on a date, you would just let him walk out the door, and that isn’t fair!”

      “Honey, your brother is fourteen,” Everly points out, “and that isn’t true. We aren’t going to let your brother date until we agree on a dating age for you.”

      “All my other friends are dating. This isn’t fair.”

      “You know what else isn’t fair? Me in jail because of some asshole kid name Crowic,” I spit.

      “He isn’t an asshole. He is in the marching band, and you’re being mean!” She stomps down the hall, dramatically of course, and slams the door. Awful music blares behind it. It’s her way of giving me the middle finger.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh, plopping down on the couch. “She is going to be the death of me.”

      “You’re really hard on her, Rowan. She’s sixteen. All girls want to start dating at that age. She’s a good girl. She’s smart. If you do this, she will pull away, and then just date behind our backs. And then who knows what she will get into. Sex, drugs, prostitution. She will run away from home, and work as a sex slave, trying to pay rent because she has daddy issues.”

      I grab the remote from my crazy wife’s hands. “Okay, no more Netflix documentaries for you. Crazy,” I mumble.

      “Says the guy who won’t let our daughter go on a date with a kid in the marching band.”

      I snort, tossing popcorn in my mouth. “Please, those marching band kids are the ones that push the most. I wasn’t born yesterday. I know what that kid wants. I’ve been sixteen.”

      “Oh, I know. I was there. Need I remind you. It was different for us, Rowan. We grew up together, we kind of always dated each other even when we weren’t dating. It was always us. You have to let the strings go, just a little, with Lila. I say she can date, but she has to text us every thirty minutes and be home by ten. And if she’s late, then she can’t see her boyfriend for a week.” Everly tosses a piece of popcorn in her mouth, crunching on the buttery goodness.

      I sigh. She’s right. But that’s what I love about Everly. She always knows how to keep me in check.

      I guess I’m just not ready to admit that my daughter is growing up. It’s so hard to believe. She’s almost getting to the age that Everly and I were, back before this all began.

      “Besides,” Everly purrs, “maybe if she’s gone for a few hours we can get up to some trouble.”

      Now that sounds like it’s worth it.

      “Lila!” I call. I can practically see her eyes roll from my position here on the couch.

      “What.” She stomps. “Why won’t you—”

      “You can go out with Crowic tonight.”

      Her mouth falls open. “R-really?”

      “But! Your mother and I have some very strict rules. And if you break any one of these rules you are not leaving the house for a week, do you understand?”

      Everly looks over at me, her eyebrows raised, knowing that I made her punishment harsher.

      Lila’s eyes light up the same way her mother’s do. “I promise I won’t break the rules!”

      “Good, now listen closely. No sex. No drinking. Keep your seatbelt on in the car. And I want you to text us every thirty minutes and be home no later than 10. Do we have a deal?”

      Lila practically jumps up and down with joy. “Yes! Thank you, Dad!” She dashes forward and embraces me in a hug. Her honey brown hair—the exact same color of Everly’s shimmers softly. It just melts my heart.

      “Don’t thank me, young lady. This was your mother’s idea.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” she says, as she reaches down to give her a hug.

      Everly kisses Lila on the forehead. “Go get ready. You don’t want to keep him waiting too long.”

      Lila grins and dashes up to her bedroom.

      “You’re a smart lady,” I grin, taking the bowl of popcorn away from Everly and setting it on the table. “It’s hot.” I settle over her and take her lips in a slow kiss.

      Even all these years later, I love her more than I ever thought possible. And I want her more every damn day. If we could have more kids, we would, but Jaxson nearly killed Everly, and she had to have a hysterectomy. I told her I didn’t care if we couldn’t have more kids. She gave me two beautiful children that are perfect, and if we wanted more, we would adopt.

      But two teenagers? That’s enough right now.

      “Oh, yeah?” she grins, rubbing her foot down my leg and back up until it settles on my ass.

      “Hell yeah, you’re so fucking hot, baby.” I grab her chin in my hand like I always do and plant a kiss on her. She always gets me so worked up. My cock is hard in my jeans as I settle between her legs.

      She spreads them wider, diving her tongue in my mouth at the same time. She moans when I start flexing my hips. I’ve never gotten tired of how she feels beneath me. I cup her breasts with my hands, teasing her hardened nubs that are sticking out through her tank top. Our tongues curl together, and she whimpers beneath me.

      I turn my baseball hat backwards, something she has recently liked, and when I pull back so she can get a good look at me, she bites her lips and groans as the tip of my jean-covered cock punches her clit.

      “Fuck me with the hat on,” she whispers.

      “You always want me to fuck you with the hat on.”

      “I know. You look so damn good,” she purrs as she runs her hands down her body, her fingers disappearing under her flimsy shorts, and strokes herself.

      “Yeah, you want to get yourself off looking at me, baby?” I grin, sliding down my jeans until my cock springs free.

      She nods, or tries to, but she sinks her fingers into her tight channel and watches as I start to stroke myself.

      “You see what you do to me? All these years later, and you still get me so fucking hard, I hurt. Do something about it,” I order, guiding my cock to her lips.

      She keeps one hand between her legs and descends off the couch, her eyes never leaving mine. She opens her mouth and sucks me down to the root. My hand tangles through her honey brown hair, and I can’t take my eyes away from her as my cock slides in and out of her red lips.

      “Just like that,” I encourage her and start to flex my hips a little, shoving a little more length down her throat. “Take that cock, baby. Take it.”

      Over the years, I’ve found the dirtier I talk, the faster she comes. It’s gotten worse, or better, depending on how someone looks at it. I can get her off just by whispering sweet filthies into her ear while plucking her nipples.

      She hums around my meat, sending tremors through me.

      I want more. I forget where we are when the desire hits me ten-fold. I lift her back up to the couch and grab a blanket, tossing it over us as I lay her flat. In one quick motion, I drive home inside her succulent wet channel. I don’t bother taking off her shorts or panties. The drag of the material along the side of my shaft only makes my orgasm get closer. Her moans start to get loud, louder than the music blaring in Lila’s room.

      I shove a hand over her mouth, and she latches onto it, trying to pull it off.

      With a shake of my head, I pound my wife harder, causing her eyes to roll back in her head. I curl forward and press my lips against her ear. “Just wait until later; I’m going to fuck you again. And again. And again.” Just like I do every night. I grunt in her ear when she suddenly gets a lot wetter.

      She usually does right before she comes.

      I pull her legs from around my waist and straighten them. This position allows me to get her clit at the same time. Plus, we need to hurry. Having sex in the same house as the kids is never easy when we aren’t in our room.

      “Your pussy gets better every day, baby.” Sweat drips down my temple right as her channel clenches down on me.

      She lets out a cry, and it is a good thing I have my hand over her mouth, or she would have let the entire world know just how good I make her feel. The feel of her tight walls sucking me further inside has me coming, too. I grunt my release and collapse on top of her.

      I push her hair back over her damp forehead and place a soft kiss on those swollen, abused lips. “I love you, Everly.” I keep my cock inside her, knowing that if I pull out now, my come will go everywhere, and I want to be able to grab my t-shirt on the floor to catch it before that happens.

      I get lost in her kiss as her tongue strokes mine. Time stands still. My heart aches to be closer. Even right now, I’m not close enough. We don’t know how much time passes as we lay on the couch and just make out.

      “Oh my god!” Lila screams, makeup half-on.

      “Shit!” I curse, making sure the blanket is wrapped around us. “Don’t you know how to knock?”

      “Knock? This is the living room.” She turns around and crosses her arms. This is so awkward with me being inside Everly. “And you know what? You guys act like you’re twenty. And you’re not. You just need to stop. You’re old. Old people don’t have sex.” She mumbles something about needing to bleach her eyes and slams her door again. “You guys are disgusting,” she yells through her closed door.

      “We really need to start having sex in our bedroom, Rowan,” Everly laughs.

      I groan with frustration and lay my head on her shoulder. “I know, but when the time is right, the time is right, you know?” I drag my hand up her torso and start playing with her nipples again.

      She slaps my hand. “Rowan, seriously? Snap out of it. We are in the living room, covered up with a blanket, and our daughter just caught us having sex. Again. Poor girl knows everything about sex already.”

      “I can’t help that her mom is hot, but I promise to only have sex with you in the bedroom from now on or when the kids are not here,” I mutter, knowing that it is a promise we will break. I’ve said that statement five hundred times, and nothing has changed.

      “She is scarred for life.”

      “It’s not like she saw anything,” I protest.

      “Still, it’s always terrible to catch your parents having sex.”

      “It’s human nature.” I shrug, looking behind me to make sure my moody teenage daughter is back in her room before I bend down and grab my t-shirt to clean up our mess.

      “Yeah? You want to use that logic on her right now?”

      “No.” I keep the shirt in my hand and pick Everly up wedding style, red−blanket and all, and carry her to our bedroom, shutting and locking the door. It’s moments like this that I can’t wait for the kids to go to college, then I can have Everly wherever I want again.

      I really do have a problem. I’m addicted to her. It gets me in trouble with the kids all the time. When I wrap my arms around her while she is cooking, and I kiss her neck, or sometimes I slap her butt when I walk by. I really don’t think the kids see, but apparently, they have super-sonic eye-sight or something.

      “I love this life with you, Rowan. I don’t want you to ever change.” Everly cups my face as I lay her down on the bed.

      “I love you too, Everly.” I worship her body again, taking it slower, treating her better, loving her harder.

      The past seventeen years haven’t been easy, but they have been worth it. I can’t imagine my life being any other way. It’s chaotic. It’s hectic. It’s full of love. I’m a lucky man, and I plan on taking advantage of the love she has to give.

      The love that we will share. Until the end of time and space.
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        To hate or not to hate?

        Ashton King and I were total opposites.

        I was a nerdy bookworm. He was the star of my high-school.

        There was a secret no one knew and I dared not tell.

        I didn’t want anyone but him.

        But he only saw me as his best-friend’s little sister.

        And one crushing moment turned love to hate.

        It’s been years since I last saw him.

        He’s now a retired Navy Seal, and looking right me.

        We’re forced back into each other’s lives. I should’ve kept him away.

        If only I didn’t let things get too far.

        Fulfilling my fantasies came at a high price.

        I don’t think I can just run away from this one.

      

      

      
        
        Click here to read Stay With Me now.
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      Click here now to get your free copy of Back with Him by London James.
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