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His Brat 
 
    I should have said no. I should have walked away, but I was powerless to resist him. 
 
    I don’t remember a time I wasn’t hopelessly in love with Gabe Turner. He’s every fantasy I’ve ever had come to life, but I’m not supposed to want him. He’s gorgeous and cocky and totally wrong for me. Plus, he’s my brother’s best friend, which means he’s completely off limits.  
 
    Anyway, it’s not like he sees me as anything but a brat.  
 
    Right? 
 
    After that last kiss, I’m not so sure… 
 
    WARNING: This book contains one over the top alpha, a sassy heroine, and enough laughs to crack a rib. If laugh-out-loud insta-love with lots of sexy time isn’t your thing, this story probably isn’t for you. 
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 Dedication 
 
    For those living the fairy tale, as well as those still searching, this one’s for you. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, brat?” 
 
    Uh oh.  
 
    I knew that voice. Knew it as well as my own. That raspy growl haunted my dreams enough that I was primed and ready every time I heard him speak. Sometimes I thought he could make me come just by demanding it. Not that he would. Unfortunately for me, we didn’t have that kind of relationship. But the teasing tone that was usually present whenever he spoke to me was replaced with a dark thread of anger that sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    An angry Gabe Turner was definitely a dangerous thing. 
 
    Dancing on top of the bar had seemed like a good idea a few minutes ago. The drink in my hand gave me the courage needed to overlook the fact that everyone had a pretty good view of my red thong and curvy derriere beneath my black skirt. Oddly, a room full of strangers checking me out didn’t bother me, but Gabe was a whole different story. This was so not how I pictured sticking my ass in his face for the first time. 
 
    And I had imagined it…a lot.  
 
    Just thinking about sitting on his face made me flush with heat. 
 
    Bad hormones. 
 
    Perhaps he was an alcohol-induced figment of my prurient imagination. I mean, really. How could he have found me in a random bar in the middle of Mardi Gras? 
 
    I swallowed hard when his large hand clamped around my ankle like a snug vise. Okay, that wasn’t imaginary. The heat of his rough palm felt like a brand against my skin. My heart did a little happy dance, and I felt my thong growing damp under the flirty layers of black ruffles. That simple touch turned me on more than the cute guy who had practically humped me on the dance floor earlier. 
 
    What was his name again? Tim? Trey? Thor? 
 
    No, I would have remembered if his name was Thor. That thought made me giggle. If anything, Gabe looked more like a mythical god than that other guy did. But Todd, or whatever his name was, had bought me shots, and I liked shots.  
 
    At least, tonight I did.  
 
    Since I was standing near the rounded corner of the L-shaped bar, all I had to do was glance over my shoulder to see him. I met Gabe’s intense gaze, and the rest of the room seemed to disappear. As a sculptor, I knew faces, and his was absolutely magnificent. His face was a masterpiece of symmetry, made up of sharp cheekbones, flawless skin, and full kissable lips. His icy blue eyes were mesmerizing, and the nose that had been broken a time or two only added an intriguing element to his otherwise perfect features.  
 
    There was a shadow of stubble on his angular jawline a shade or two darker than his light brown hair with sun-bleached highlights that always looked as if he’d just run his hands through it. He might look like a freaking model, but his hard body had been honed from years of doing construction. His muscular form was hidden beneath jeans and a crisp, white button-down shirt, but he would have looked amazing wearing just about anything. 
 
    It should have been a sin to look that good. 
 
    For years, I’d dreamed of stroking my hands over him. I wanted to memorize every inch of his body by touch alone. I wished I could sculpt him in clay, then cast him in bronze so I could capture a piece of him for all time, but that would be creepy. Especially if he didn’t know about it. That didn’t mean I haven’t sketched him a time or two…or a few dozen. 
 
    Dear god, he really was pretty.  
 
    Too pretty for my own good. And totally off limits. Like wrapped in caution tape that clearly meant stay away. Or perhaps I was the one wearing the damn caution sign since every time I was close to getting some action or letting go and stepping outside my comfort zone, one of my big brothers seemed to pop out of nowhere to spoil it for me. 
 
    Or in this case, my brother Aiden’s best friend…the very fuckable Mr. Gabriel Turner. 
 
    He had asked me a question, but I couldn’t remember what he’d said. I could barely remember my own name when he focused on me that way. Since I was almost a foot shorter than him, he usually stared over my head whenever he spoke to me. It annoyed me, but I’d gotten used to it. From my vantage point on top of the bar, I had a whole new perspective. I kind of like being able to look down at him for once. Then, I realized that my ass was still right there in front of his face.  
 
    Turning, I finally faced him but couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 
 
    “Hi.” Well, that was something. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten this last drink. Who knew consuming something called a Grenade could lead to it blowing up in my face so spectacularly? I could see Gabe’s lips moving, but the loud music and chanting crowd surrounding us drowned out his words.  
 
    “Show us your tits! Show us your tits!” 
 
    Several of the girls standing next to me on the bar lifted their tops, showing their bare or bra-clad breasts to the raucous crowd. Colorful strings of beads were thrown from every direction, but I didn’t reach for any. I couldn’t. Not when Gabe’s hand fisted the bottom of my silver halter top, holding it in place while he pulled me closer to him. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Layla,” he shouted, making sure I heard him over the noise. “Get your ass down here. Now.” 
 
    Unwilling to wait for me to comply, he simply reached up and plucked me right off the bar. His tone irritated me, but the feeling of his hands around my waist distracted me enough to forget to protest. He held me suspended a few inches off of the ground for a second or two, and I had the insane urge to wrap my arms around his neck and press my lips against his. I wanted to bite his lower lip, suck on it until he growled my name. 
 
    As if he could read my mind, he dumped me back onto my feet so quickly I teetered on my platform sandals. At least I hadn’t spilled my drink. I wished I had put my long hair up to keep it off my neck and wondered if I had any makeup left on my face. I probably looked like a hot mess, but it was almost impossible to look sexy after sweating on the dance floor for most of the night. 
 
    Sighing, I reached for the rubber band on my wrist. Before I could pull it off and make use of it, Gabe grabbed my hand and started dragging me through the crowd. I felt a little thrill race through me, and goosebumps covered my arms even though it was hot as hell inside the bar.  
 
    “Hey, where are you going? You’re not leaving yet, are you?” Todd asked as he moved in front of us. 
 
    Gabe shot him a frigid glare. “Kid, don’t even.” 
 
    Even drunk, the younger man’s self-preservation kicked in, and he took a step back. “Chillax, bro. I didn’t know she was with you.” 
 
    “Did he just tell me to chillax?” Gabe shook his head in disgust.  
 
    I smiled up at him sweetly. “Yeah, Gabe. Chillax. And don’t be rude to Todd.” 
 
    “It’s actually…ah…I’m Chris.” 
 
    I wanted to groan. Where did I get the name Todd from? Was he the bartender? Or maybe Todd was the guy one of my friends had hooked up with at the last bar. I didn’t have time for more than a fleeting moment of guilt before Gabe began pulling me toward the exit.  
 
    Wait, I wasn’t ready to go yet.  
 
    I tried to make him stop, but he just kept going. What was his freaking problem?  
 
    The cool night air brought instant relief to my overheated skin, but the crowd outside was even bigger than the one we had just left behind. My friends and I had started drinking early that afternoon along with what had seemed like half the city, but a new wave of partiers had descended on Bourbon Street while I’d been inside. 
 
    I felt the weight of my phone in the small purse that was slung across my body and figured my ID and money was where it was supposed to be since the purse was still zipped closed. I wanted to check my phone to see where my friends were. A few of them had been in the bar with me, but the rest had scattered.  
 
    I tried to open the zipper, but the neon green yard cup in my hand got in the way. Since it was there, I lifted it and drank from the straw. 
 
    Mmm…fruity. I was going to need a refill soon. 
 
    “Where are we going? And will you slow down? I can’t run in these sandals.” 
 
    Gabe stopped moving so fast, but he didn’t release his hold on my hand. He also didn’t bother to answer me as he continued to weave through the crowd of people like the football star he’d been during his own college days. That seemed like a million years ago considering how he was acting. I was graduating from college in a few months, and he was ruining my last chance to experience a wild and crazy spring break.  
 
    Plus, he was seriously killing my buzz. 
 
    My irritation returned full force. “What are you doing here, Mr. Turner?” 
 
    His grip tightened on my hand, and I knew I had successfully annoyed him. He really hated when I call him that, but I did it anyway. Especially when he tried to act like my brothers, all judgy and overbearing. It was just my little way of poking at the age difference between us, which was something he brought up all the time. Thirty wasn’t exactly old, but he used every year between us like a concrete barricade.  
 
    To him, I was just his best friend’s bratty little sister. 
 
    As the crowd grew thicker, we had to slow down to a crawl. Gabe narrowed the distance between us, holding my hand against the small of his back to make sure I was right behind him. I wanted to slip my hand under his shirt to feel the heat of his bare skin against my palm. I would have held onto his belt if he let me, or maybe he was worried I’d try to cop a feel of his ass if he let go of me. 
 
    I totally would have copped a feel. 
 
    When a group of people stumbled out of a bar and almost collided with us, one of the men staggered back to keep from bumping into Gabe. 
 
    “Whoa. Sorry, man.” 
 
    A pretty blonde weighed down with dozens of beads around her neck put her arm around my shoulders. “Honey, where are all of your beads? How come you only have one strand on?” 
 
    “I haven’t earned any yet.” 
 
    One of the blonde’s friends took a handful of beads off of her own neck and playfully swung them on her finger. She was a sultry redhead with enormous breasts who obviously had no problem collecting more than her share. “Come on, sweetie. Show us some skin, and I’ll give you these.” 
 
    “No,” Gabe snapped, trying to shove me behind him. 
 
    “Ooh, he’s so possessive.” The blonde giggled. “That’s so hot.” 
 
    “You can just show us your bra,” one of the guys in the group offered, as if that made it better. 
 
    “I’m not wearing a bra,” I announced cheerfully. 
 
    “Well played,” the redhead said with a laugh. Winking, she slung her beads around my neck, then their group disappeared into the crowd.  
 
    “What is wrong with you? Don’t encourage that shit,” Gabe demanded.  
 
    “Chillax, Mr. Turner. You’re being a party poop.” Hmm, that didn’t seem right. “Party pooper,” I corrected myself proudly, then I ruined it by giggling. 
 
    “Layla Marie Maddox, this isn’t funny.”  
 
    Uh oh. He really had to be pissed if he was using my full name. 
 
    “Take a look around. Do you see how many people are recording this shit on their phones? What if some asshole posts a video of you online?” he snapped. “You can’t get that kind of stuff taken down. Ever. And how do you think your brothers will react if they saw you flashing someone?” 
 
    “Are they here?” Panic and anger warred inside me, and I looked around expecting to see my brothers pop out from behind a pillar. “I’ve come home every other year they’ve asked me to, and all I asked for is one spring break to hang out with my friends. One! If they broke their promise and came after I told them not to, I might just stay here after graduation instead of moving home.”  
 
    Gabe’s gaze sharpened. “Calm down, brat. They’re not here. Why do you think I’m here playing wrangler instead?” 
 
    “Playing…” I sputtered, practically choking on my outrage. 
 
    “Better me than Noah or Aiden, right?”  
 
    That was true enough. My brothers would have gone ballistic if they’d seen me dancing on the bar. People hadn’t nicknamed them the ‘Mad Maddox Brothers’ for nothing. And if they thought anyone had a video of me, they’d track him down and pound him into the ground. Then, they would probably lock me in a room until I was forty. 
 
    They were both extremely successful in their respective careers, but back in the day, they had been wild and crazy. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean they allowed me the same freedom they’d had when they were my age. They had always looked out for me, though they had become excessively overprotective since our parents had died.  
 
    I usually stayed out of trouble, but this was spring break, damn it. Still, I hadn’t considered someone taking a video of me, and I should have. People recorded everything these days, and the allure of bare breasts would have been too tantalizing to ignore. I was glad I hadn’t made that mistake in the bar, but I wasn’t going to thank Gabe for it. I also wasn’t going to tell him that he was right…even if he was.  
 
    The man was way too arrogant already. 
 
    “I didn’t flash anyone.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to.” 
 
    I huffed out a breath. “Why are you even here, Gabe?” 
 
    “I’m going to a wedding this weekend.” 
 
    “But…it’s Tuesday.” 
 
    “I have a meeting here tomorrow. I wasn’t aware I needed your permission to be in New Orleans.” When he smirked, my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “And I don’t need your permission to have fun with my friends.” 
 
    “I think you had enough fun for tonight. I’m taking you home.” He glanced around. “We’re never going to catch a cab anywhere near here.” 
 
    “I’m not going back to my apartment. My roommate’s family is visiting for her birthday, so I’m spending a few days with friends who are in town from New York. We’re staying at a hotel here in the Quarter.” I started walking away, but he pulled me to a stop. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” he demanded. “I’m taking you to the hotel.” 
 
    “No, I’m going in there.” I pointed toward the closest bar and bounced a little on my toes. I knew I was blushing, but I couldn’t help it. “I really have to use the bathroom.” 
 
    His jaw clenched, then he jerked his head in a terse nod. This time, I gladly followed him as he plowed the way through the crowded bar. Someone bumped into me, almost making me lose my grip on the yard cup in my hand. Since it was empty, I should have thrown it away, but I wanted to keep it as a souvenir. 
 
    When we reached the back of the bar, I groaned as I saw dozens of women waiting in line for the bathroom. Suddenly, it felt like my bladder was going to explode, and I feared I wasn’t going to be able to wait that long.  
 
    “Let’s try next door,” I pleaded. 
 
    Cursing under his breath, Gabe put his arm around my waist and practically carried me to the opposite end of the hallway. There were several men waiting for the bathroom, but it seemed to be moving much quicker than the women’s line. He snagged the arm of a passing waitress carrying a tray of test tubes shots. 
 
    “Excuse me. I need to borrow you for a minute.”  
 
    “You can have me all night if you want,” the waitress purred. 
 
    Typical, I thought with disgust. I started to walk away, but Gabe wrapped his arm around my waist, holding me against his hard body. I leaned in and sniffed his neck, drawing the scent of his cologne deep into my lungs. Mmm, he always smelled so good. He recoiled from me as if I had just bitten him. His reaction would have been comical if I didn’t feel so insulted. 
 
    Wow, what a way to kill a girl’s ego. 
 
    Ignoring the waitress, he turned toward the line of men. “I’ll buy all of you a shot if she can use the bathroom first.” 
 
    His offer was met with a resounding cheer. 
 
    The man in front of the line said, “I would’ve let her go before me, but thanks!” 
 
    Gabe handed a few bills over to the waitress, and she passed out the shots. Leaving them behind, I hurried into the bathroom. The men standing at the urinals turned to gape at me as I headed toward the two stalls near the back. I stared in shock at the men standing in front of the toilets. 
 
    Where the hell were the doors to the stalls?  
 
    I took a step back and bumped into someone directly behind me. I squeaked in surprise, then relaxed when I realized it was just Gabe. When I whispered my question to him, he smirked at me and gestured toward one of the newly empty stalls.  
 
    “Most guys don’t care about doors, and they don’t want people using the stalls for…never mind. Trust me, you don’t want to sit down. Just squat and do your thing.” 
 
    I shoved my yard cup at him. “Hold this for me.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, I stepped into the open stall. It really was gross in there, and I could see for myself why he had issued the warning. Turning, I realized Gabe was standing in the open doorway with his back towards me. It was sweet of him to block me from view, but I was mortified that I was going to have to pee in front of him. Or behind him.  
 
    Either way, it was embarrassing. 
 
    Lifting my skirt, I pulled down my thong and squatted. When I couldn’t seem to relax, I closed my eyes and tried to forget Gabe was standing there. That wasn’t going to happen. I opened my eyes and saw him glance over his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t look, you perv!” 
 
    He laughed. “I thought you had to go.” 
 
    “I do, but I’m…I can’t go with you standing there.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to.” 
 
    Clenching my teeth, I tried to concentrate, but it wasn’t working. I don’t know if the man in the next stall took pity on me or if he just needed his own distraction. Either way, I was grateful when he started singing along with the song blaring over the speakers. A few of the other men in the bathroom joined in for the chorus, and that seemed to do the trick. When I was finished, I heaved out a sigh of relief. I used the bottom of my shoe to press down the lever, then turned to find Gabe grinning at me. 
 
    “I can’t believe you looked,” I scolded, wagging my finger at him. 
 
    “You were done.” He lowered his voice to a whisper as I passed him on my way to the sink. “I didn’t figure you as the red thong type.” 
 
    I almost stumbled.   
 
    “They’re supposed to be good luck,” I stammered as I stood at the sink, washing my hands. When my gaze lifted, I took in my own reflection at a glance. Surprisingly, I didn’t look like a sweaty mess. My hair was slightly tousled, but it didn’t look too bad. The chocolate brown faded to a shade lighter about an inch from the ends, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it now.  
 
    I made a mental note to schedule a trim as soon as possible.  
 
    My makeup had held up well, and there were no streaks or black smudges from my mascara, proving its claim of being waterproof. The green eyeshadow had faded some, but it still stood out enough to compliment the gold flecks in my hazel irises. My cheeks were flushed pink, partly from the drinking, though more from the fact that Gabe had seen my thong.  
 
    When I met his piercing gaze in the mirror, my breath caught. 
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    Oh, no. My brain was malfunctioning again. “W-what?” 
 
    “Are they lucky?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.”  I tore my gaze from his and grabbed a few paper towels out of the dispenser. Glancing back, I froze when I saw that all of the men in the room were watching us. Plastering a smile on my face, I said, “Gentlemen, thank you for the bathroom serenade.” 
 
    Holding onto what was left of my dignity, I hurried out of the bathroom. Once we were back in the main bar, Gabe pushed in front of me, snagging my hand to make sure I followed him out. As we weaved through the crowd, some random guy handed me a shot glass. Obviously, he’d lost track of how many people were in his group and had handed it to me by mistake. Shrugging, I raised the glass to my lips and drank it down, then coughed. My throat felt like it was on fire.  
 
    Tequila was a killer.  
 
    Gabe glanced back at me, and I discreetly slid the empty glass onto a table and smiled up at him. His frown told me I hadn’t pulled off the innocent look I had been going for. Or maybe I had and that was what made him so suspicious.  
 
    When we were back on the street, I playfully swung his hand. Something had changed, and suddenly, it felt like we were actually holding hands like a real couple. A low, smoldering heat burned in my belly, and I tried to keep my voice light when I said, “Thanks for bribing those guys.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I heard that right. Did you actually just thank me for something?” 
 
    I bumped my hip against him. “You’re pretty nice when you aren’t being so bossy.” 
 
    “And you can be sweet when you aren’t being a pain in my ass.” 
 
    When he let go of my hand, I immediately missed him. Needing to put some space between me and the focus of my ridiculous crush, I didn’t protest as he walked me the two blocks to my hotel. Like a good warden, he insisted on escorting me to my room. I realized he was still holding my bright green yard cup in the elevator, and after taking the keycard out of my purse, I took it from him.  
 
    As we got to the end of the hallway, I heard laughter rising above the music coming from behind the closed door. Sharing a glance with Gabe, I used the key, then pushed the door open. Two steps into the room, I came to a dead stop. The two friends I was staying with were with three men I’d never seen before…and they were all naked. 
 
    “Layla! We were wondering where you were.” Grace Prescott blushed as she sat up on one of the queen beds and pulled a blanket over herself. She was one of the first people I’d met at college, and we managed to stay close friends after she’d moved back to New York at the end of our first year.  
 
    But this was definitely more of her than I ever wanted to see. 
 
    Then again, at least she wasn’t sandwiched between two naked men like her friend Julie was. She sent me a smile that turned sly as it shifted over to Gabe. “Why don’t you guys grab a drink and join us?” 
 
    “Get your things,” Gabe ordered in a low, furious voice. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “What?” I stood frozen in place. “What?” 
 
    The third man sat down on the pullout bed where I was supposed to sleep and reached for the Tulane T-shirt I had left there earlier. When he placed it over his lap, I wanted to groan. Great, there was a naked ass on my bed, and now his dick was wearing my shirt. I wondered if the fire alarms would go off if I burned that shirt on the small balcony attached to the room.   
 
    When Gabe swatted me on the ass, I gasped in surprise. God, there were way too many asses in the room right now. A hysterical giggle burst from my lips before I could hold it back. The situation was so ridiculous, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Get. Your. Things. Now.” 
 
    “What? I…umm…things,” I repeated with a nod.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to grab my toiletry carrier and makeup bag from the bathroom. My cheeks flushed with heat as I shoved my things into my bag while trying to avoid looking at any of the naked bodies in the room. I yelped as I turned and found Gabe standing right next to me instead of by the door. Lifting my bag as if it weighed nothing, he put his other arm around my waist and practically carried me toward the exit. 
 
    “I’ll call you later,” Grace yelled as the door closed behind us. 
 
    Back in the elevator, I watched the numbers counting down as we headed toward the lobby level. The absurdity of the last few minutes left me feeling kind of queasy. It wasn’t that I disapproved of the situation. Grace and her friend were free to do whatever they wanted. But since I was still a virgin, that was way more than I could handle.  
 
    “My hotel is on the next block. You can stay in my suite tonight. It’s two levels, so there’s plenty of room.” His tone was clipped, and I could tell that he was still angry.  
 
    As the elevator doors opened, I said, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly. Unable to look at him yet, I simply shrugged as we crossed the lobby. “That you’re stuck with me tonight. They probably called, but I haven’t checked my phone. I didn’t know my friends were planning an orgy. Well, I don’t think it was planned. It sort of looked like a…” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A spontaneous orgy?” 
 
    He laughed. “I think most are.” 
 
    The cool night air felt good against my heated skin as we walked outside, but my stomach continued to flip and churn. That last shot had been a bad idea…and the alcohol was finally catching up with me. As I moved to the side to avoid a large group of people, I stumbled, and a wave of dizziness swept over me. 
 
    Uh oh. This wasn’t good. 
 
    If I could just close my eyes for a few seconds… 
 
    “Gabe?” 
 
    “What is it, brat?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to—” 
 
    The last thing I heard was his vicious curse before I passed out.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Waking up in a strange hotel room wearing some dude’s shirt and not much else wasn’t nearly as concerning to me as it probably should have been. Partly, because my head was still spinning from the alcohol I’d consumed. Mostly, however, because I recognized the white, button-down as the one Gabe had been wearing earlier. Or at least one very much like it. 
 
    It even smelled like him. Well, it smelled like his cologne. I knew this because he’d been partial to the same one for the last four years, and I couldn’t get within ten feet of the fragrance without soaking my panties.  
 
    Like now. Great. 
 
    On the bright side, at least I was still wearing panties. Granted, the red thong didn’t cover much, but it still counted. I couldn’t believe I’d let my friends talk me into wearing it. Or that I’d told Gabe it was lucky. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    Bolting upright, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and dropped my face into my hands as my cheeks flamed with embarrassment. Had I really stood in the middle of a men’s restroom and had a conversation with him about my underwear?  
 
    Yes. Yes, I had.  
 
    I’d also danced on a bar, told someone on the street that I wasn’t wearing a bra, stumbled upon a spontaneous orgy, and drank tequila. I hated tequila.  
 
    Clearly, drunk me couldn’t be trusted to make good decisions.  
 
    On the other hand, Gabe had been really sweet. Sure, he’d yelled at me a lot, but he’d also bought shots for a bunch of guys so I wouldn’t have to wait in line to pee. He’d held my hand. Considering he’d been dragging me down the street by said hand, he clearly hadn’t meant it to be a romantic gesture. Still, it had felt nice.   
 
    Damn it, I really needed to stop obsessing over Gabe Freaking Turner. No matter how much I wanted him, it was never going to happen. He didn’t see me as a woman, not really. I didn’t register on his radar. For crying out loud, he hadn’t even had the decency to friend-zone me. Instead, he just treated me like a pest, as if showing up to ruin my fun was so inconvenient for him.  
 
    How the hell had he even found me, anyway?  
 
    Dropping my hands to my lap, I stared at the painted, sliding doors I assumed opened to a closet and sighed. I didn’t have any answers, and my head hurt too much to try to figure it out right then. In fact, the only thing I knew with absolute certainty was that I needed to pee. Again. 
 
    The loft bedroom of Gabe’s suite was nice, if maybe a little old-fashioned. The furniture wasn’t old, just made to look that way. Whoever had told the owners that red walls with green carpet was chic had lied to them, but whatever. It was still a lot fancier than the hotel I’d been staying at with my friends.  
 
    Rounding the queen-size bed, I followed the sound of running water to a small alcove at the back of the loft. For a moment, I thought about walking right in, then feigning innocence when Gabe yelled at me for intruding. My bravery lasted all of about two seconds before succumbing to a painful death. As much as I wanted to catch a glimpse of him naked—only to appease my own curiosity, of course—I couldn’t just barge in on him. That would be rude. 
 
    So, I lifted my hand to knock but stopped just before my knuckles rapped against the wood, frozen by the sight of the fabric around my wrist. I was wearing Gabe’s shirt. The fact had registered only as a side note when I’d first woken up, but now, the implications of it hit me like a wrecking ball.  
 
    The only way I could be wearing the crisp, white dress shirt was if Gabe had put it on me. The only way he could have put it on me was to take off my other clothes, which meant… 
 
    “Oh, my god,” I breathed. “Oh, my fucking god.”  
 
    Gabe Turner had seen me naked, save for an incredibly indecent pair of scarlet underwear. I was going to die. Well, first, I was going to hyperventilate, but then…then I was going to die.  
 
    Yet, even with my modesty on life-support, I couldn’t help but wonder what he’d thought.  
 
    My breasts were perky but small. My stomach was flat, but not tanned or toned like the models in magazines. My legs weren’t long and shapely, either, but I thought they looked pretty good in a skirt. As a bonus, I’d even remembered to shave them before heading out with my friends earlier.  
 
    Standing at the bathroom door, arm still raised, I stared at the shirt sleeve as if I could read the threads the way some people read tea leaves. The material didn’t hold any secrets to the universe, though, and it sure as hell didn’t have the answers I needed. It couldn’t tell me if Gabe had been clinical and indifferent when he’d dressed me. It couldn’t tell me if he’d been aroused by what he’d seen.  
 
    Still, I stared. 
 
    I stared until my bladder spasmed with an urgent reminder of why I was standing there in the first place. Unfortunately, it also made me forget why walking into the bathroom without announcing myself was a bad idea until I’d already turned the knob and shoved open the door.  
 
    Clouds of opaque steam rushed to meet me, bathing my skin and filling my nose with the fresh—albeit, generic—scent of soap. Not floral or fruity. Nothing like the vanilla stuff I used. Whatever it was, it just smelled…clean. 
 
    I made it three steps across the shiny black tiles when the water shut off, and I froze as Gabe stepped around the half wall of the shower stall. What the fuck kind of shower didn’t even have so much as a curtain?  
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    I squeaked. I couldn’t help it. I also couldn’t turn around or look away. He was just so naked.  
 
    And wet.  
 
    And naked.  
 
    He just stood there, not moving, not even trying to cover himself. Obviously comfortable in his nudity, he stared back at me as if this sort of thing happened all the time. I couldn’t breathe.  
 
    His locks stood out in disarray, and beads of water trickled down his very muscular chest to the indentations at his hips. Did I mention he was naked?  
 
    Jesus, he was so naked.  
 
    Yes, I had been fantasizing about seeing him in all his bare glory a few seconds ago, but that was different. I had been prepared then, or at least, I thought I’d been. I had no idea what to do with surprise nudity. 
 
    It wasn’t like I’d never seen a dick before. It was the twenty-first century, and I did have the internet. Plus, there had been one wearing my favorite Tulane University shirt earlier in my hotel room. I hadn’t, however, seen Gabe’s before, and the longer I continued to stare, the more it swelled and hardened. 
 
    “Layla!” he barked. 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    I still couldn’t look away. The damn thing just kept getting bigger. It was long and thick with a slight upward curve and a flared crown that was beginning to turn an angry shade of red. A prominent vein ran along the side, pulsing visibly, and when I unconsciously licked my lips, his cock jerked. Hard. 
 
    “Layla!” he yelled again. “Get out, brat!” 
 
    “Oh.” Startled out of my lustful thoughts, I stumbled back a step. “Right. Sorry!” I spun around so fast, I collided with the edge of the open door and smacked my forehead against it. “Ow! Fuck.”  
 
    “Damn it, are you okay?” 
 
    He took a step toward me, but all that bronzed skin on display made my brain malfunction, so I threw my hands up and jerked back, promptly throwing my shoulder into the door this time. It swung back, hit the wall, then rebounded to knock me upside the back of the head.  
 
    “Ow,” I groaned again, wishing for a hole to open up in the floor and spare me from any further mortification. 
 
    “Are you done?” Gabe asked, the Texas drawl I knew he hated bleeding into his voice.  
 
    “Yes.” I pressed three fingers to my forehead where it still throbbed and rubbed lightly. “Sorry. I’m going.” I did my best not to look at him at all, but as I backed out of the room, my gaze strayed to his impressive cock again. “Congratulations!”  
 
    Oh, dear baby Jesus in the manger. Why had I said that? There was something seriously wrong with me. No, not me. It was all Gabe’s fault. He’d completely short-circuited my brain-to-mouth filter. In my defense, a dick that big seemed like the type of thing that should be applauded.  
 
    Dying of humiliation, I hurried out of the bathroom and across the loft to the spiral staircase. Taking the steps as quickly and carefully as I could, I breathed a little easier as I put more distance between myself and the object of my desire.  
 
    The main area of the suite had a few more modern touches than the bedroom, like the chrome wet bar, the enormous flat screen, and the black, marbled floor. The furniture still looked like something out of a 1940s issue of Better Homes and Gardens, but at least the walls had been painted in a neutral beige color.  
 
    I hadn’t descended the stairs just to escape my embarrassment, though. I’d come looking for a bathroom, but there were only three doors in the common area. The one on the far side of the room, I took to be the exit. The one adjacent to it turned out to be a closet. That just left the door at the base of the stairs, but a peek through the curtains showed that it opened to a large balcony with a spectacular view of Bourbon Street. 
 
    What genius decided a suite that big only needed one bathroom?  
 
    My bladder spasmed again, and I pressed my thighs together with a groan. Resigned to the fact that I’d have to face Gabe sooner than I’d anticipated, I made my way back up the stairs. By the time I reached the top, I was hunched over and walking like a duck, but I bit my bottom lip and shuffled toward the fluorescent light that spilled into the alcove outside the bathroom. 
 
    Standing to the side of the open door, I kept my head turned away as I shoved my hand over the threshold and waved. “Uh, Gabe?” 
 
    “What, brat?” He sounded calm. Well, he didn’t sound angry.  
 
    I took that as a good sign. 
 
    “Hey, uh, do you think you can hurry?” 
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait a minute. I couldn’t wait another second. “Okay, sorry, I’m coming in.” That was all the warning I gave before marching through the doorway. “Gabe!” He was still naked. I figured by now he’d have at least wrapped a towel around his hips. “Do you…can you…I think you should…” I spotted a neatly folded towel on the counter. “Here!” 
 
    He just stared at the thin, white towel I held out to him. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Please.” My bladder screamed as I shoved the towel at him more insistently. “Get out.” 
 
    I thought he’d argue with me, or at least point out that he’d been there first and that I was the one intruding. Thankfully, he took one look at my hunched-over posture—though, he ignored the towel—and waltzed out of the room, his gorgeous ass flexing with every step. He was even considerate enough to close the door behind him.  
 
    Alone, I wasted no time conducting my business. I may have actually closed my eyes and sighed in literal relief. When I finished, I lingered in the bathroom, hoping Gabe would use the extra time to put on some damn clothes before I had to see him again. I washed my hands and cleaned the makeup from my face with a washcloth. I even found a miniature, unopened toothbrush and a small tube of toothpaste.  
 
    I considered taking a quick shower, but I didn’t have any of my toiletries with me. Besides, I couldn’t hang out in the bathroom for the rest of my life, and honestly, it would probably be better to just get the coming lecture over with sooner rather than later.  
 
    There would be a lecture, too. There was always a lecture. I’d endured so many of them over the years, I could already guess how it would go. 
 
    You’re too reckless, Layla. 
 
    You don’t think before you act, Layla. 
 
    Your brothers didn’t pay for you to go to college so you can shake your ass on a bar, Layla. 
 
    We don’t want you to make the same mistakes we did, Layla. 
 
    Pretend-Gabe made valid points. He was also kind of a dick. I studied hard, and I never took for granted the sacrifices my brothers had made for me. I wasn’t really a partier like some of my friends, but I wasn’t a little girl anymore, either. The way I saw it, college—at least, in part—was about making my own mistakes and figuring out where I fit into the big, wide world. Obviously, the men in my life would beg to differ. 
 
    I spent a few more minutes in the bathroom preparing for the inevitable confrontation, then squared my shoulders and went in search of Gabe. Except, he wasn’t in the bedroom. I didn’t see him when I peeked over the railing to the lower level, either, but I heard his muffled voice, followed by the soft click of a door.  
 
    Curiosity outweighed any reservations, and I made my way down the winding staircase to find out who he’d been talking to at the door. I wasn’t sure exactly what I expected to find, but the sight that met me almost made me swallow my tongue. 
 
    “You opened the door like that?”  
 
    I knew I sounded accusatory, but really, it couldn’t be helped. Gabe stood near a rather ugly armchair, and while he wasn’t naked anymore, his black boxer briefs did little to contain his monster erection. 
 
    Or calm my racing pulse. 
 
    “Pizza.” Maybe he thought I was still drunk, because he then pointed at the white pizza box with green lettering that perched precariously close to the edge of the coffee table.  
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You need to eat.” His gaze returned to the table, and he nodded at the liter-sized bottle of water next to the pizza box. “Drink that, too.” 
 
    I almost told him that I wasn’t a child, and that I was perfectly capable of deciding if and when I was hungry—or thirsty—but something in his tone stopped me. He didn’t sound bossy and overbearing like he usually did.  
 
    He sounded…concerned.  
 
    Clearly, we weren’t going to talk about the fact that we’d seen each other naked, but he wasn’t yelling at me. So, I decided to bite my tongue and simply accept the olive branch he was offering.  
 
    “Thank you. What kind of pizza is it?” 
 
    “Your favorite. Pepperoni and mushroom.” 
 
    I giggled when he wrinkled his nose. Gabe hated mushrooms.   
 
    Thanking him again, I walked over and settled down on the blue sofa. It had definitely seen better days, and the cushion sagged in the middle, but I readjusted to a more comfortable position and opened the pizza box. Thin tendrils of steam rose up from the melted cheese, and it smelled absolutely divine. My stomach gave a loud growl in agreement, letting me know that I wasn’t quite as opposed to the idea of food as I’d pretended to be. 
 
    “Do you want some?” 
 
    He looked slightly horrified by the prospect. “I’ll pass.” Instead of sitting next to me on the sofa, he chose the adjacent armchair with its ugly floral upholstery. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Surprisingly okay.” I selected a slice of pizza and separated it from the rest. Once I’d finished picking off all the mushrooms, I placed it on a paper napkin and slid it toward the end of the table. “Um, where are my clothes?” 
 
    “The ones you were wearing or the ones in your suitcase?” 
 
    I thought it over and shrugged. “Both.” 
 
    “Your bag is in the closet upstairs.” He eyed the pizza with a strange mix of emotions I couldn’t quite read, but he didn’t reach for it. “I sent the clothes you were wearing out for dry cleaning.” 
 
    A glance at the digital clock on the nearest end table said it was just after two in the morning. Apparently, things like business hours didn’t exist if you were some fancy real estate developer with a boatload of cash.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” As I spoke, I twisted the cap off the bottle of water and drank deeply from it before choosing my own slice of pizza. 
 
    “I kind of did. You woke up about half a block from the hotel and puked all over both of us.” 
 
    I dropped my head and groaned. Well, now I knew why he’d taken it upon himself to change me out of those clothes. It also explained why my brain was sort of tiptoeing through the haze of alcohol rather than swimming in it.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t like I’d had any control over it, but an apology felt appropriate. I also figured it was only polite to offer to pay him for the dry cleaning. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Knock it off,” he growled, and he finally picked up the piece of pizza from the table. Instead of taking a bite, though, he just held it up and glared at me. “What the hell were you thinking, Layla?” 
 
    And things had been going so well, too. I’d foolishly assumed he was going to forego the lecture this time. “Can we not do this?”  
 
    “Do you have any idea what could have happened if I hadn’t found you?” 
 
    I winced, not from his harsh words, but at the thread of genuine anxiety in his tone. I’d known him my entire life, and not once could I remember him ever being afraid of anything. Maybe things had gotten a little crazy earlier, but I hadn’t meant to make him worry. I’d just wanted to have a fun night with my friends. 
 
    “Thank you.” I wouldn’t apologize for trying to have a life, but I could offer that concession. “For looking out for me,” I clarified when he arched an eyebrow. The pizza was halfway to my mouth when another thought occurred to me. “How did you find me, anyway?” 
 
    He snorted. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    I wasn’t, and I didn’t think I’d said anything funny. Actually, I was kind of proud of myself for acting like a rational human being when he was sitting five feet away in nothing but a pair of skin-tight underwear.  
 
    “Tell me.” At his huff of annoyance, I tacked on, “Please.” 
 
    All traces of humor vanished, and he stared at me with an intensity that made me fidget in my seat. “I followed the social media trail of drunk selfies.” 
 
    Oh, right. I vaguely remembered that. I was also pretty sure I hadn’t posted anything too salacious. In fact, I’d purposely kept any debauchery to a minimum so as not to give my overprotective brothers a reason to lose their minds. I just hadn’t counted on Gabe showing up when he had.  
 
    I probably should have. Now that I was sober enough for higher brain function, I remembered Aiden would also be in town for a wedding later in the week. I could only assume it was the same one since he and Gabe ran in a lot of the same circles. When I thought about how differently the night might have gone if Aiden had been the one to pull me off that bar, I was suddenly a lot more grateful for Gabe’s interference. 
 
    “You’re a good friend.” That probably sounded strange without any context, so when he grumbled the word back at me, I shrugged. “I’m just saying, tonight would have been worse if it had been one of my brothers instead of you.” 
 
    “Layla.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I answered, not looking at him as I picked off a pepperoni and popped it into my mouth. 
 
    “Brat, look at me.” 
 
    The way his tone shifted and his voice deepened made me tense, but I sat up a little straighter and turned toward him. “What?” 
 
    “I’m not Aiden or Noah.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah, obviously.” 
 
    He shook his head, his gaze so intense I could practically feel the weight of it. “You’re not listening to me.” 
 
    I’d heard everything he’d said. It just didn’t make any sense. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Dropping his slice of pizza back down on the table, he leaned forward, paralyzing me with those hypnotic blue eyes. “Layla, I’m not your brother.” 
 
    I stopped breathing. My stomach fluttered. My pulse tripped into a wild gallop. Before I could do anything more than blink, however, he stood and crossed the room, disappearing up the stairs without a word.  
 
    All I could do was watch him go and wonder what the actual fuck had just happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    The sound of loud music woke me out of a deep sleep. 
 
    Since it seemed like the band was playing right next to my ear, I wondered why on Earth I would have turned the volume of my alarm up so high. Groaning, I tried to fold the other half of my pillow over my head, then gave up and stuck out my hand, reaching for my phone on my nightstand. If I didn’t turn it off soon, my head felt like it was going to explode. 
 
    Where was my phone?  
 
    Actually, where was my nightstand? 
 
    It took a moment for my brain to catch up, but when it did, my eyes popped open and I sat up. Or I tried to sit up. Instead, I ended up sliding off the couch and found myself on the floor with a blanket tangled around my legs. Sunlight streamed through the small break in the heavy curtains, illuminating the large room enough for me to see that I wasn’t in the bedroom of my small apartment. Suddenly, every memory of the night before came flooding back to me with shocking clarity.  
 
    Mardi Gras. 
 
    Drinking and dancing. 
 
    Gabe dripping wet and naked. Oh, my god. He’d been so freaking naked. 
 
    It hadn’t been a dream. I was in his hotel room, wearing his shirt…because I’d thrown up on him. That fact hadn’t fully sunk in when I had woken up in the middle of the night. I had puked on him. How was I going to live with knowing he had seen me at my absolute worst? 
 
    It was official. I just had to avoid him for the rest of my life. 
 
    My gaze caught on the pizza box on the coffee table. I smacked my palm against my forehead, then yelped as my head throbbed in protest. I had naked pizza with Gabriel Turner. No, not naked. We’d had underwear pizza. Eww, that sounded gross. We’d sat in the living room area of his suite eating pizza in our underwear. Only, he hadn’t eaten any before he had escaped upstairs as if he couldn’t stand being around me for another second.  
 
    I, on the other hand, hadn’t really been able to concentrate on eating when he’d been sitting across from me looking so damn good in his black boxer briefs. Or maybe it had been the impressive erection hidden beneath the thin material that had made me focus on him instead of the food. Once he’d left the room, I’d managed to consume two small pieces of pizza along with the bottle of water he’d ordered me to drink. 
 
    He might be annoying, but sometimes he was right. 
 
    I had no idea what time it was, so I looked around for my phone, then realized I had never taken it out of my purse. I stood up and looked down at the couch. It probably pulled out to a bed, but I hadn’t bothered with that last night. When I had gone to sleep, I had curled up with one of the small decorative pillows. Sometime during the night, Gabe must have brought me the pillow and blanket. My heart fluttered at the thought of him checking on me.  
 
    Okay, he could also be sweet when he wasn’t being so bossy. 
 
    Since I couldn’t see much, I walked over to the curtains and pulled them back, revealing the door that led out to the balcony. I squinted my eyes in defense against the bright sunlight. The sound of the music had faded slightly, but I could still hear it coming from the street below. Curious, I opened the balcony door and stepped outside into the party that was Bourbon Street. Shuffling forward, I looked down at the crowds of people on the busy street. 
 
    I smiled when I saw a brass band surrounding a bride and groom as they danced with their wedding party in the middle of the street. It was one of the things I loved about the city. People definitely knew how to celebrate. A wolf whistle made me spin around, and I saw two men standing nearby. Their balcony was separated from mine by a thin metal gate. Before they could say anything else, I dashed inside and locked the balcony door. 
 
    How had I forgotten I was only wearing Gabe’s shirt and my thong? 
 
    I needed a shower, and I needed to put on some clothes before I ventured out of the suite again. I started to head for the stairs, then made my way back to the coffee table when I noticed two small pills resting on a note next to an unopened bottle of water. 
 
    Take the pills and drink the entire bottle. Call or text if you leave the hotel. – G 
 
    How like him to dictate to me through a pithy note written on hotel stationery. Irritation shot through me, then I realized that he was right again. I was in his suite, and I didn’t have a key. If I left, I couldn’t get back in. I popped the pills into my mouth, then opened the bottle of water and drank like a camel. I knew I would feel a whole lot worse if I hadn’t had water before I went to bed, but I still felt dehydrated. 
 
    After I was done with the bottle, I grabbed my small bag off the table beside the couch. I pulled out my phone to see that is wasn’t as late as I thought. It was only ten when I’d thought I had slept the entire day away. 
 
     Since I had several dozen texts, along with a few missed calls, I scrolled through and winced when I saw both of my brothers had texted and called. From their messages, they’d obviously seen my drunk selfies as I had intended. I’d wanted to irritate them, but their angry reactions seemed over the top, even for them. Why couldn’t they just mind their own business for once? When the messages stopped, I mentally calculated that the calls had stopped around the same time Gabe had found me in the bar.  
 
    I scanned the texts from several of my friends, including Grace, then stopped when I saw one from Claudia Moreau, the director of an art gallery who had recently agreed to show a few of my pieces. I eagerly pulled up the message, and my heart nearly stopped when I saw that she wanted to see me today. That could be good or bad, but the smiley face at the end of the message definitely said good to me. 
 
    I did a little happy dance, then told myself not to celebrate yet.  
 
    God, I was all over the place. I needed to get my head right before I met with Claudia. I didn’t want her to regret giving me a chance. Then again, most people expected artists to be flamboyant. I was downright boring compared to the others I knew, though I channeled most of my free-spirit into my work. 
 
    A loud knock on the door made me freeze in place. What if Gabe had a woman meeting him for the wedding? Was that the reason he’d wanted to know when I left the suite? She was probably some tall, leggy blonde, like most of the women he dated. If his new girlfriend was pissed at seeing me in his suite, he could deal with the explanations. I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin in challenge as I stomped down the short hallway. 
 
    When I pulled the door open, I blinked in surprise. Standing in the hallway was a woman in a tidy uniform holding clothes on hangers covered in a clear, plastic bag. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun that was in contrast to the warm, friendly smile on her face.  
 
    “Hello! I was just dropping off your clothes. They have been freshly laundered and pressed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I choked out as I took them from her. At least the woman hadn’t scolded me for making them clean our clothes after I’d thrown up on them. Then again, they were probably used to it around Mardi Gras. 
 
    “Please let me know if we can do anything else to make your stay enjoyable. Have a wonderful day!” 
 
    After thanking her again, I closed the door and frowned when I saw the white button-down shirt in the bag along with Gabe’s jeans and my halter top and skirt. Lifting the collar of the shirt I was wearing, I sniffed. All I smelled was a hint of his cologne. He could have gone through my own bag to get me something to wear instead of putting me in one of his clean shirts. But I had to admit that I liked wearing his clothes. It was almost as good as having his arms wrapped around me…almost. 
 
    Shaking my head, I carried the clothes over to the couch and picked up the pillow and blanket. With my arms full, I made my way up the narrow stairs to the loft area. I hung the clothes in the closet, then folded the blanket and placed the pillow back on the bed. Lifting my bag, I opened it and took out what I needed before heading into the bathroom. 
 
    After taking care of my most pressing needs, I brushed my teeth, then took a long, hot shower. Unfortunately, that gave me way too much time to focus on all of the things I had to be embarrassed about, including walking in on Gabe. 
 
    Good god, did I really congratulate him for having a big dick? Of course, I had.  
 
    Fuck my life. 
 
    Trying to push my mortification aside, I finished my shower and dried my hair. I skillfully applied some makeup that made me look better than I felt, then put on a lacy white bra and panty set that was more my style than the red thong had been. Wagging my finger at the offending article, I decided that I was going to burn it the first chance I got. Lucky my ass. It was nothing but trouble. 
 
    I dressed in a white cold shoulder top and cropped jeans, then put on platform sandals with pink and white straps that matched my pink toenails. Heading back downstairs, I wondered why anyone had thought a spiral staircase had been a good idea when they had built the suite. At least I hadn’t fallen down them last night.  
 
    It was always good to think about the positives. 
 
    Grabbing my purse and my phone, I headed toward the front door but paused before I reached it when my phone beeped in my hand. The text from Grace said she needed to talk, so I sent a quick reply to tell her I could meet her after I went to the gallery. She immediately responded, telling me she would join me at the gallery instead. 
 
    With that done, I shot off a text to Gabe to let him know I was leaving. 
 
    ME: Have a meeting @ the gallery. Leaving now.  
 
    I was surprised when he instantly responded. 
 
    GABE: What meeting? 
 
    I had to roll my eyes at the suspicion I felt coming from those two words. 
 
    ME: With director who is showing some of my work. Then I’m meeting Grace 4 a drink. 
 
    There was a long pause before I got a reply. 
 
    GABE: Text me where. 
 
    Why did he have to boss me around on text, too? Since I didn’t know where I was going with her yet, I didn’t bother to text him back. I started to put my phone in my purse, then paused to pull it out again. He had taken good care of me last night, but he was probably worried I was planning on repeating my drinking binge. 
 
    ME: Don’t know yet. Will text when I do. How is your meeting? 
 
    GABE: Long. 
 
    ME: Don’t fall asleep :P 
 
    GABE: I won’t, brat. 
 
    Smirking, I put my phone away and left the suite.  
 
    When the elevator doors opened on the main floor, I was amazed to see dozens of people hanging out in the lobby. It took me a while to maneuver my way through the crowd to the front entrance. However, once I was outside, it was no better. As I walked the few short blocks to the gallery near Jackson Square, a very nice man stopped me to ask for directions, then he asked if I would have lunch with him. I was also propositioned by three men who seemed to be continuing their long night out. Since they had been so affable about it, I hadn’t been offended. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but wish Gabe was with me. He would have plowed through the crowd with ease, and I wouldn’t have had to deal with any drunk men hitting on me. Especially if he held my hand again. There was something special about the way he had held onto me, his large hand engulfing mine. I’d felt protected and cared for. For a brief moment in time, I knew what it would have felt like to be his girlfriend instead of simply a burden he had to deal with. 
 
    When I arrived at the gallery, I pushed open the door and was met with a blast of cool air. Several patrons walked around the space admiring the vibrant paintings hung on the white walls. It sent a thrill down my spine to see one of my sculptures on a pedestal in the center of the large room. The bronze phoenix had its wings outstretched and its head was lifted high in triumph as it flew out of the flames. Since it was one of the latest pieces I had finished for school, it couldn’t be sold in case my teachers still needed to review it.  
 
    Still, just having it displayed at the gallery meant the world to me. 
 
    I noticed one of my smaller pieces on a wider pedestal toward the back of the room next to another artist’s work. I remembered the hours of detail I had put into making the clay sculpture and the worry I had felt during the process of casting it in bronze. Choosing the silver nitrate for the patina had been expensive, but the silvery-gray finish of the knight in armor had been worth the extra cost.  
 
    Now, he looked like the knight in shining armor he was supposed to be. 
 
    Studying it, I smiled as I got an idea. 
 
    “There you are!” Claudia Moreau clipped over to me on needle-thin heels, a smile of welcome curving her lips. As usual, the director of the gallery looked like she had just stepped off a runway. She was wearing a black pencil skirt with bold red poppies splashed across the material and a red shirt that highlighted her dark skin. Her curly black hair was swept up on one side, showing off a row of earrings that ran from the shell of her ear down to her lobe. 
 
    “Hi, Claudia. I got your text saying you wanted to meet with me today.” Duh. Obviously. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    She laughed. “Actually, there is something I can do for you. Give me one moment.” 
 
    I watched as she walked over to the front counter where the receptionist handed her something. Curious, I looked down at the envelope when she walked back and held it out. Taking it from her, I turned it over a few times, afraid to open it.  
 
    Before I could ask her what it was, she said, “That is the commission for the sales of three of your sculptures. Congratulations! You are officially a selling artist!” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “I—what? What?” 
 
    “The interlaced hearts sold so quickly, it made me bump up the asking prices on the other pieces. The tree of life sold the next day, and I was able to sell the entwined lovers yesterday.” 
 
    “Thank you! Thank you so much! Oh, god…I thought…I was worried you were calling to tell me you didn’t want to show my work anymore.” 
 
    “Just the opposite. I want more!” She laughed and hugged me.  
 
    Still too dazed to speak, I let her lead me across the room until we were standing in front of the phoenix statue.  
 
    “I know we can’t sell it yet, but I have two potential buyers interested in the phoenix sculpture. Same with the knight.” 
 
    I realized I was clutching the envelope in my fist and immediately loosened my grip. “Actually, I need to take the knight back.” 
 
    She frowned for a moment, then nodded and smiled again. “I’ll have it boxed up for you. I want you to bring in some new pieces as soon as you can. And I must insist on keeping the phoenix. I really think we can sell it to someone who can get your name out there.” 
 
    “I want it,” Grace announced as she suddenly walked over to join us. “I want it, and I’m willing to pay double your asking price.” 
 
    I blinked at my friend. “Grace, you don’t have to—” 
 
    She waved a hand in the air. “I know I don’t have to. I want to. I always knew you were talented, but wow, that’s amazing. I want it for my very own.”  
 
    Claudia’s gaze shifted from me to Grace, then back again. By the look on her face, she wasn’t sure what to make of Grace’s offer. Considering she was dressed in jeans and an off-the-shoulder black T-shirt with a large purple skull on it, no one looking at her could know she was the daughter of a prominent senator. His family came from old money, but her mother’s family wealth put his to shame. 
 
    Sighing, I said, “Claudia, this is Grace Prescott. Grace, this is Claudia Moreau, the director of this gallery.” 
 
    After shaking Claudia’s outstretched hand, Grace reached into her pocket, then held out a black credit card to the stunned woman. “Please add on whatever shipping costs are needed to have it delivered to New York.” 
 
    “We were holding onto the piece in case Layla’s instructor—” 
 
    Grace waved that away. She really did have a bad habit of talking over people. “Hold it as long as you need, then ship it to me.”  
 
    “Yes, of course. Would you like to come back to the office to—” 
 
    “We’ll just stay here and talk while you go get the paperwork started.” 
 
    “I will do that, then I’ll be back to confirm your information.” Claudia turned her wide eyes back on me. “I’ll also have the knight packed up for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I watched as she scurried away, then said, “You know, I would have given it to you if—” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I want to buy one of your first pieces, then I can tell everyone that I saw your potential before you were famous.” Grace smiled, then stuck her hands in her pockets. “Sorry about yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh…” Damn it, I could feel my cheeks flush as I thought back to last night when I saw my friend naked. “Did you—?” 
 
    “Have sex with all of them?” Grace laughed. “No. I just got myself off while I watched Julie have all the fun. It was sort of like watching live porn.” 
 
    “That’s…okay, then.” 
 
    “It was until it wasn’t.” Grace shrugged. “We kicked them out shortly after you left. Julie does that stuff a lot, but I apologize for leaving the bar without letting you know. I knew you were with other friends, but…” 
 
    “I understand. Where is Julie?” 
 
    “Still sleeping. I actually wanted to meet you because I have to leave soon.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought you were supposed to be here until Sunday,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “I was, but some pictures from last night got out, which means my mother and father both called to yell at me this morning.” She rolled her eyes. “I got the usual lecture from both, then my father ordered me to go home. Since he’s in DC, it shouldn’t matter to him, but you know how he is. Normally, I’d just tell him to fuck off, but he’s even more on edge since re-election is coming up soon.” 
 
    Our conversation was interrupted when Claudia came back. Grace filled in her information, then she signed the paperwork. As she was doing that, another employee hurried over and handed me a bag containing the boxed knight sculpture. While I waited for Claudia and Grace to finish their business, I glanced at the check inside the envelope and gulped.  
 
    Holy shit, that was a lot of money.  
 
    For the first time, I truly felt like I could make a living doing what I loved. And all because someone had taken a chance on me. I carefully folded the check, then shoved it into my purse. I would have to wait until later to do my happy dance. 
 
    Before we left, I thanked Claudia again, then I walked out with my arm hooked through Grace’s. The sun had disappeared behind dark storm clouds, but it hadn’t started raining yet. Still, nothing could dampen my mood. 
 
    “I can’t believe you bought my sculpture.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me how incredible you are. I’ve got to go, but I really wish we could have spent more time together. Hey, you should come visit me in New York soon.” 
 
    “Maybe after graduation.”  
 
    “Lucky you. I’m still behind,” she said with a small sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, but you took six months off to travel around Europe.” 
 
    “Which was amazing, but now, I’m suffering for it. Speaking of amazing, how in the world did you end up with hottie Turner last night? You didn’t tell me you two hooked up!” 
 
    “How do you know—?” 
 
    “You had pictures of him in your dorm room our freshman year, and you talked about him all the time. Did you spend the night with him? I bet that’s some live porn worth watching.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. He’s not interested in me.” 
 
    Grace laughed. “Bullshit. He’s interested. I saw the way he looked at you. Trust me, I’ve seen that look before. If you want him, you should just seduce him.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I wouldn’t know how. Don’t you have a plane to catch?” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “Text me when you get home.” I hugged her hard. I really was going to miss her.   
 
    She took a few steps, then turned back and grinned as she walked backward. “You should just strip down and get naked in front of him.” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. “Been there, done that.” 
 
    “Seriously? And that didn’t work? That usually leads to some action.” 
 
    “Not with him.” Her eyes went wide, and I thought she was devising some other plan to help me get Gabe to see me as more than his friend’s little sister. Shaking my head, I said, “It won’t work. I even saw him naked, and nothing happened.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say nothing,” a low voice growled close to my ear. “I think that was pretty clear when you were staring at my hard cock.” 
 
    Oh, my god… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    I had once read that there were over forty different shades of the color red. Some were common enough, like scarlet and crimson and ruby. Others, like vermillion and carmine, were lesser known but still lovely in their own way.  
 
    Currently, my face was blistered with every, single shade of the spectrum, and I was certain it didn’t look lovely at all.   
 
    I could feel Gabe at my back, his breath hot against the side of my neck. I was completely frozen, unable to face him or even utter a single sound. So, I looked at Grace, my eyes wide and beseeching, begging her without words to do something.  
 
    “I’m going to be late for my flight, but it was good to see you.” With a bright smile and a cheery wave, she turned and walked away, leaving me gaping after her.  
 
    Deserted by my traitorous friend, I did the only rational thing someone in my position could do. I squared my shoulders, took a deep, calming breath…and ran. Well, not ran, because that was a cruelty I didn’t wish on anyone. Unless they were being chased by zombies, of course. And if that was happening, well, they had much bigger problems than enduring a bout of self-induced torture.  
 
    So, I didn’t run, but I did walk briskly down the sidewalk, heading in the complete opposite direction of the hotel. I still had clothes in the room, as well as my makeup and a few other personal items. That was fine. I’d just buy new ones with my first commission check. As for ever seeing Gabe again, I could probably fake my own death. I’d seen it work in movies. 
 
    A deep, masculine chuckle came from my right, startling me so badly I almost dropped the box I was holding. My curse of surprise only made Gabe laugh harder as he fell into step beside me, matching my strides easily. Damn him and his stupid long legs.  
 
    “Go away,” I grumbled.  
 
    Naturally, he didn’t listen. Instead, he grabbed my elbow, swinging me around and walking me back in the direction I’d just come from. “I’m guessing you didn’t make it to lunch with your friend.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Not particularly, no.” My stomach felt queasy, and his almost jovial attitude was confusing the hell out of me. 
 
    “You need to eat something.” 
 
    What I needed was to find a nice, quiet place to die of humiliation. “I’m good.” 
 
    The words were barely out of my mouth when Gabe gripped the back of my neck, steering me through an open door and into the shabbiest excuse for a bar I’d ever seen. The good news was that I could definitely use a drink. The bad news was that alcohol was partly to blame for the bad decisions that had gotten me into this mess in the first place. 
 
    “They have good burgers,” Gabe announced before I could question him. “Here. Sit.” Without preamble, he ushered me into a high-back booth with flat cushions covered in cracked, red vinyl. “You should probably drink some water.” 
 
    Jesus, he was so damn high-handed. Worse, he was acting like nothing had happened, like he hadn’t growled the words hard cock into my ear. Just thinking about it made my face go up in flames again, earning me a knowing look and smug grin.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like I want to throw up.” Fuck. The words were honest enough, but I hadn’t meant to say them out loud. 
 
    Groaning, I dropped my head and stared down at the scarred table. Apparently, it was encouraged for people to write their names across it in permanent marker, or even carve it right into the wood. It wasn’t just names, either. There were also some colorful messages, including one about a girl named Sarah who, according to the anonymous words, was all the rage in the art of oral sex. If I wanted to find out more, I could call the number listed. 
 
    Classy. 
 
    “Are you going to talk to me or sit there and pout the whole time?” 
 
    “I’m not pouting.” I was simply trying to hold onto any shred of dignity I had left. Unfortunately, he was right, and I couldn’t just run away from my embarrassment. “About what you said…” I paused and took a deep breath. I could do this. I could totally be a grown up and talk about sex with Gabriel Turner. “What did you mean?” 
 
    “About you staring at my cock?” 
 
    My eyes went wide, and I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from squeaking. I was wrong. I couldn’t do this.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on the tabletop and linked his fingers together under his chin. “Well, when a man is turned on, it usually leads to swelling in—” 
 
    “Jesus, Gabe!” I held my hand up to stop him from saying anything else. “That’s not what I meant!” To be fair, I hadn’t clarified, but still, I wasn’t an idiot. Maybe I didn’t have any practical knowledge, but I had taken an anatomy class. “I know how a penis works.” 
 
    He arched one, judgy eyebrow at me but didn’t say anything. Clearly, he wasn’t going to make this easy for me.  
 
    I was given a moment to collect my thoughts when a harried-looking waitress dressed in a tank top and ripped jeans came to the table to take our drink order. When Gabe ordered water for both of us—mine with a squeeze of lime—without asking me, I frowned. I actually did want water, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
    “Would you stop that?” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Stop what?” 
 
    “Being so—” I waved my hand around in a vague gesture. “—you. You’re always telling me what to do or making decisions for me. I’m not a child, Gabe. I’m perfectly capable of ordering a damn drink for myself.” 
 
    “But I already knew you wanted water.” He looked genuinely confused by my outburst.  
 
    Sighing, I tried to rein in my temper, or at the very least, mask it. “How could you know that?” 
 
    He looked at me and shook his head. “Stop being a brat. You always order the same thing.” 
 
    It was true. No matter where I dined, water with lime was my drink of choice, but I was surprised that he remembered. Moreover, the way he’d said “brat” hadn’t been with his usual gruffness. In fact, it had sounded affectionate, endearing, causing warmth to blossom in my chest and spread, sending pleasant tingles across my skin.  
 
    “So,” he continued, “we were talking about what I said on the street.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a question, but I nodded anyway.  
 
    I wasn’t so naïve that I didn’t understand what a hard dick meant. It wasn’t his words that had confused me but the meaning behind them. He could have easily pretended he hadn’t heard me. He could have laughed it off. There were a dozen different ways he could have handled the situation, but he’d chosen to be purposely crass. Maybe he’d done it to get a reaction out of me—which had worked—but I wanted to know why.   
 
    “You’re very beautiful, Layla. You must know that. And the way you were looking at me…” His sentence sort of trailed away into a barely audible curse. “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.” 
 
    What. The. Hell? 
 
    I was still gaping at him when the server returned with our drinks. She might have asked if we were ready to order, but I couldn’t really hear anything over the roaring in my ears. Gabe had called me beautiful, and he’d said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “Me, too,” I blurted. 
 
    The server glanced at me, nodded, and walked away. 
 
    Gabe laughed. “You hate potato salad.” 
 
    “Wait.” I tilted my head as I met his gaze. “What?” 
 
    “Never mind.” He waved his hand, motioning for me to continue. “You were saying?” 
 
    The interruption had maimed my courage, but it hadn’t destroyed it entirely. That was probably a mistake.  
 
    “I think you are, too.” The words spilled out in a rush. “Beautiful,” I clarified, then immediately wanted to die. “I mean, pretty.” Shut up! “Um, I mean, you’re nice to look at.” Like a fucking painting? “I…I…” I dropped my head and groaned. “I quit.” 
 
    His bark of laughter was deep and rich and filled with the kind of happiness I hadn’t heard from him in a long time. It also did funny things to my belly, and despite the painful awkwardness I was feeling, I couldn’t help but smile in return. 
 
    “Damn, you’re adorable.” 
 
    Okay, not quite as good as being called beautiful, but coming from Gabe, it still made my heart skip a beat. Plus, unless I was very much mistaken, he was flirting with me. I didn’t know why or what had brought it on, but I wasn’t about to do anything to discourage him.  
 
    God, he had a great laugh. I loved the way his smile lit up his face, and the way his eyes sparkled with humor. I loved that he remembered my favorite pizza and the fact that I hated potato salad. I even loved it when he called me brat, though I’d never admit it. Honestly, I just loved him. 
 
    It wasn’t some big revelation. I wasn’t having a life-altering epiphany in the middle of the gritty pub. I’d been head over ass in love with Gabriel Turner for as long as I could remember, before I really even knew what that meant. 
 
    “How was your meeting?” I was a coward. I admitted it, but I really needed to talk about something else before I lost all sense and blurted out how I felt about him. 
 
    “It was good.” As he spoke, he loosened his tie and popped open the top button on his blue dress shirt. “Well, as good as these kinds of negotiations can go.” Next, he removed his cuff links, then began rolling his sleeves up to the elbow. “I think it turned out well for everyone, though.” 
 
    I followed his every movement with rapt attention. The simple act probably wasn’t as sexy as I found it. Really, there wasn’t anything inherently arousing about his forearms. I’d seen him naked, for crying out loud. Watching him reveal an extra inch of his neck really shouldn’t have been making me squirm in my seat. 
 
    “Can I ask what the meeting was about, or is that a secret?” 
 
    “It’s not a secret. My company is purchasing an abandoned building just outside of the Quarter to turn into a dog shelter.” 
 
    My heart melted. “Like a rescue?” 
 
    Gabe bobbed his head a couple of times, but he didn’t seem too keen on continuing down that line of conversation. “So, how did your thing at the gallery go?” 
 
    On reflex, I reached out to rest my hand on top of the box I’d placed in the booth beside me. “Oh, really good. The curator was able to sell some of my pieces, and I got my first, official commission check.”  
 
    Maybe in a year, I could be blasé about it. At the moment, however, I was too excited to even pretend it wasn’t supremely awesome.  
 
    “I can’t say that I’m surprised, but that’s great.” He didn’t sound like he was humoring me, either. His tone implied that he really meant it. “Congratulations, sweetheart.” 
 
    My breath caught. Or maybe all the air was just blocked by my heart leaping into my throat. He had never called me by an endearment, not even when I’d been younger. I’d always been Layla or brat. But that was okay. I definitely wasn’t freaking out. No, sir. Not me. I was as cool as a…thing. Something cool. Like water? Unless it was hot water.  
 
    Oh, my god, I was totally freaking out.  
 
    “So, what’s in the box?” He nodded at the fist I still had resting on top of it. “Something from the gallery? Is it yours?” He held his hand out and wiggled his fingers. “Let me see it.” 
 
    “What?” I dragged the box closer like he might steal it. “No.” Where the hell was our waitress anyway? It couldn’t take that long to scoop a glob of potatoes onto a plate. “I mean, it’s a gift. A present.” Yes, because he didn’t know what a gift was. “It’s mine. I mean, I made it. For someone. As a gift. Well, that’s not why I made it, but when I saw it today—” 
 
    Gabe began to chuckle, effectively ending my rambling. 
 
    Fuck my life. Why did I always turn into a babbling idiot around him? 
 
    “Oh?” He grinned at me, and it was full of the type of confidence I could never imitate. “Who is this gift-present for?” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip and debated lying. I decided against it pretty quickly. One, because he always knew when I wasn’t being honest. Two, and maybe more importantly, because it would be extra awkward when I finally did give him the statue.  
 
    Sighing, I picked the box up and placed it on the table before sliding it toward him. “You,” I muttered. “It’s for you.” 
 
    “Me?”  
 
    I’d managed to surprise him for once. It felt pretty good and bolstered my courage. “As a thank you for last night.” Well, that sounded a lot dirtier than I’d intended. “I mean, for rescuing me from my own stupidity. You were right. I should have been more careful.” 
 
    His expression gave nothing away as he opened the box and reached inside to remove the art piece. Even when he held it up and turned it in a circle to examine it, his features remained perfectly neutral.  
 
    “You made this?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    “And it’s for me?” 
 
    “That’s how I see you.” In for a penny. “A protector, I guess. My knight in shining armor.” That had sounded much better in my head. Coming from my mouth, however, it just sounded lame. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He hated it. I was sure of it. He hadn’t cracked a smile once, nor had he complimented it. Well, he hadn’t actually said anything about it, but that was probably because he was trying to think of a nice way to say he hated it.  
 
    “I just thought…never mind what I thought. If you don’t want it, just give it back.” 
 
    I tried to take it from him, but he pulled it out of my reach and carefully placed it back inside the box. He didn’t speak until after he’d removed two bills from his wallet and slapped them down on the table. When he did finally say something, it wasn’t at all what I expected. 
 
    “Let’s go.” With his gift tucked under one arm, he slid out of the booth and grabbed my wrist, pulling me to my feet as well. 
 
    “Wait,” I gasped as I stumbled after him. “What about our food?” 
 
    “It’s paid for.” 
 
    Not what I meant, but I figured he knew that already. “Where are we going?” Considering he was dragging me down the street toward the hotel he was staying at, I kind of put two-and-two together. So, I asked a different question instead. “Gabe, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Quiet,” he growled. 
 
    Uh, rude much? “What the hell has gotten into you?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, but I hadn’t expected him to, and the rest of the ten-minute walked passed in nearly unbearable silence. I had no idea what I’d done to piss him off, but he definitely wasn’t happy. The only thing I could think of was that damn sculpture. When I’d seen it in the gallery, it had reminded me of him. It suited him. It was just my way of thanking him, but perhaps he’d taken it the wrong way. 
 
    Oh, god, maybe he thought I had been coming on to him. I tried to remember what I’d told him back at the bar, to see it from his point of view. Nothing I had said had been overtly or even subtly sexual, though. Not the way I was remembering it anyway. There wasn’t anything suggestive about the sculpture itself.  
 
    What the hell was even happening? 
 
    On the bright side, by the time we reached the hotel lobby, my nerves had settled, so when we stopped at the bank of elevators, I was able to speak without making a fool out of myself. Twisting my wrist out of his grasp, I took a step back, putting myself out of reach, and folded my arms across my chest. I knew I didn’t look intimidating, but I figured I was still projecting my annoyance loud and clear. 
 
    “Look, if I pissed you off, I’m sorry, but you’re kind of being a dick.”  
 
    Sometimes, it was hot when he got all growly and bossed me around. This wasn’t one of those times. I’d looked at it from every angle, and as far as I could see, I hadn’t done anything wrong.  
 
    The middle elevator arrived with a loud chime, but I didn’t move when the door slid open. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Gabe demanded. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head and actually took another step back. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what bug crawled up your ass.” 
 
    He marched forward, and for a moment, I thought he really was going to leave me standing in the lobby. Instead, he placed one foot in front of the sliding door to hold it open and turned to glare at me. 
 
    “You can either get on this elevator, or I can put you on this elevator. Your choice.” 
 
    I gaped, because the look in his eyes said he wasn’t joking. He’d do it. He’d make a scene right there in the lobby. 
 
    I grumbled a little under my breath and shoved past him into the elevator.  
 
    “You’re such an ass,” I insisted once the doors had closed, cocooning us inside the compartment. “If you don’t like the sculpture you could have just said so. You didn’t have to drag me back to the hotel.” 
 
    “I never said I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    “I like it.” He didn’t look at me as he pressed the button for our floor. 
 
    Wow, what a rousing endorsement. He might as well have said it looked like sparkly cat vomit for all the inflection in his tone. “Oh, forget it.” I stepped forward, reaching for the box still tucked under his arm. “Just give it back.” 
 
    I almost had my hand on it when Gabe caught me by the wrist, jerked me close, and slanted his mouth over mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I was kissing Gabe Turner. Or he was kissing me. I didn’t know, but there was definitely kissing happening.  
 
    His lips were on mine, and he had his tongue shoved down my throat like he was trying to taste my soul. Not that I minded. Honestly, I was pretty sure I’d just had an orgasm right there in the fucking elevator. Awesome. Totally smooth. Not weird or embarrassing at all. 
 
    The lift came to a stop with another loud chime, and Gabe wrenched himself away from me with a muffled curse. How he could make words happen at all was beyond me. I couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. My brain worked overtime, synapsis firing and misfiring. Words like Yes! More! Wait. What? Yes! Oh, my god! Maybe? Yes! were about the only coherent thoughts in my head. 
 
    Although, “coherent” might have been a bit of a stretch. It was, at the very least, open to interpretation.  
 
    When the doors opened, and he took my hand, pulling me out into the hallway, I followed without protest. Then again, at that point, he could have led me barefoot over burning coals, and I wouldn’t have complained. We paused at the door of his suite long enough for him to unlock it with a keycard.  
 
    Inside the room, he gently placed the packaged sculpture in the seat of the armchair, then turned and lifted me into his arms, one arm under my knees, the other behind my back. The gesture wasn’t exactly romantic. More like he was too impatient to let me walk on my own. Still, I felt like a heroine in a romance novel when he carried me up the stairs and placed me back on my feet at the foot of the bed. 
 
    I might have been a virgin, but I wasn’t so innocent that I didn’t know where this was leading. Especially when Gabe dragged me back into his arms and kissed me senseless. It wasn’t a tender kiss, either. No teasing. No hesitation. He claimed my mouth roughly with an edge of dominance and a whole lot of possession.  
 
    He kissed me like he owned me, and I found I didn’t mind in the least. 
 
    A voice in the back of my head said things were moving way too fast, but that voice was a waspish little bitch and easily silenced. I’d been fantasizing about this for years. Yet, I couldn’t be as casual about it as Gabe. I wasn’t saving myself for marriage, but I did want my first time to mean something. To share that experience with someone I loved, with someone who cared about me in return.  
 
    Maybe it was old-fashioned, but it was what I wanted. Not to be just another body to warm Gabriel Turner’s bed for a single night. 
 
    When his hands slid under the hem of my top, his palms rough and hot against my skin, I gasped. He swallowed down the moan that followed, his hands trekking up the expanse of my stomach toward my breasts. I wanted this. It felt like I’d wanted him forever, but there was something I needed to say, and if I didn’t get it out now, I wasn’t sure that I ever would. 
 
    Flattening my hand over his chest, I gasped again and jerked it back quickly. When the hell had he taken off his shirt? God, he was so warm. So…hard. I’d always known he was muscular, but damn. I wanted to touch him again, to keep touching him until I forgot all the reasons this was probably a terrible idea. Then, his thumb brushed against the swell of my breast, and reality came crashing back.  
 
    I still wanted everything he offered. It was what came after that worried me. 
 
    After another long minute of enjoying the feel of his hands on my body, and the tangle of his tongue with mine, I finally managed to pull away. “Wait,” I gasped. “Stop.” 
 
    Instantly, as if I’d doused him in cold water, Gabe dropped his hands and took a carefully measured step back. 
 
    Crap, I hadn’t meant stop everything, and I instantly missed his closeness. On the other hand, it was probably better that he wasn’t touching me while I stumbled through what I needed to say. 
 
    I took a minute to compose my thoughts, vigilantly constructing each sentence before speaking aloud. When I opened my mouth, all that planning went right out the window, and I simply blurted, “I love you.” 
 
    If he had looked like I’d doused him in water before, he now looked like I’d just punched him in the gut. “Layla—” 
 
    “No, wait. I have to say this.” It would be so much easier if he would just put his shirt back on. All that smooth, bronzed skin wrapped around bugling muscles…no, I had to stay focused. “I love you, Gabe. Honestly, I don’t remember a time when I didn’t love you. It’s okay if you don’t feel the same way.” It really wasn’t, but I wouldn’t pressure him. “I know this isn’t a big deal for you, but it is for me.” 
 
    “Wait, are you…” 
 
    Apparently, “virgin” was just too much for him to get out, but I nodded anyway. I wasn’t ashamed of it. “I am, but that’s not what I meant.” I don’t know where I’d found my courage, but it felt good to finally tell him all the things I’d kept bottled inside for so long. “I can’t be just another notch on your bedpost. I won’t. This means something to me, and I want more than just one night.” 
 
    “Layla, I—” 
 
    “If you don’t want the same thing, that’s okay.” I spoke over him, determined to get the words out before my newfound bravery abandoned me. “If that’s the case, though, I think we need to stop here. We can both just walk away and pretend this never happened.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be possible.” He smiled, but it looked kind of sad. “This changes things.” 
 
    His words were like a dagger to my heart, but I bit my lip and nodded. 
 
    “I can’t walk away and forget this happened,” he continued, closing the distance between us and sliding one arm around my waist. “I don’t want to, either. This—” He pulled me to him, molding our bodies together. “—means something to me, too.” 
 
    My pulse sped, and my breath lodged in my throat. “What are you saying?” 
 
    He dipped his head, his lips a breath away from mine. “I’m saying one night will never be enough. I’m in this, sweetheart. For however long you’ll have me.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I warned with a teasing smile, but still unable to reconcile that this was really happening. “I’ve wanted you for forever, and I don’t see that changing.” 
 
    “Good, and because I know you’ll obsess over it, let me just set the record straight.” 
 
    Uh oh. That sounded ominous. “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re not just some convenient fuck.” The words were practically growled, and he looked at me pointedly, waiting for me to nod before he continued. “I love you, Layla Maddox. Nothing is going to change that, but if you’re not ready, I can wait.” 
 
    It wasn’t some flowery declaration with hearts and roses, but to me, it was ridiculously perfect. It was those three little words that mattered, that made my heart soar, not the way he’d said them.  
 
    “I think we’ve waited long enough.” I ducked my head as heat flared in my cheeks. “Just…I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Gabe slipped a knuckle under my chin and tilted my head up to claim my lips in a soft, tender kiss. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I do.”  
 
    Boy, did he ever.  
 
    Within seconds, he had me stripped bare and panting before we even made it to the bed. The flush that so easily stained my cheeks had spread across my entire body, and every brush of his fingertips against my sensitive skin sent a current of need pulsing through me.  
 
    My nipples tightened painfully, partly from the chill of the room, but mostly from pure, white-hot desire. Gabe held me tightly, his arms like steel bands encaging me as he plunged his tongue deep past my swollen lips. Trapped between us, his thick cock pulsed against my stomach, a flagrant reminder that there was nothing between us now.  
 
    No barriers. No walls. No secrets. 
 
    When he picked me up and placed me in the center of the bed, I was overwhelmed with a rush of nerves. Sprawled out before him, his gaze raking over me, was intimidating as hell. What if I was terrible at this? What if it hurt? What if, now that he was seeing all of me, he didn’t desire me the way I did him? 
 
    I barely remembered the shower I’d taken earlier, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t shaved. Oh, god, I was going to have sex for the first time with hairy legs.  
 
    From the foot of the bed, Gabe watched me intently as he crawled forward, his gaze heated and hungry. So, I did what I was best at and completely ruined the moment. 
 
    “Wait!” Sitting upright, I flung an arm across my breasts in an attempt to hide my nudity. “I, uh, I didn’t shave.” 
 
    I actually turned as if I might dart into the shower and rectify that problem, but thankfully, he caught me by the ankle and held me in place. I thought he would laugh, or maybe even wrinkle his nose at me. Instead, he took my wrist and pried my arm away, so I was no longer covering myself. 
 
    “I honestly couldn’t care less.”  
 
    Then, he came closer, crowding against me until I had no choice but to fall back on the bed. Well, if he didn’t care, I certainly wasn’t going to let it stop me.  
 
    “Don’t hide from me,” he added. Taking both wrists, he stretched my arms over my head and held them to the mattress. “You are beautiful, Layla. Never doubt that.” 
 
    It was nice to hear, but it did little to quell my anxiety. “My breasts are—” 
 
    “Perfect. You are perfect.” Whether to emphasize his point or because he just really wanted to, he dipped his head, capturing one of my erect nipples between his lips. 
 
    Moaning, I bowed up from the bed, arching into his mouth as adrenaline shot through me. My mounting desire coiled tighter with every flick of his tongue, my body vibrating with need. When his fingers brushed up the inside of my thigh, however, nerves had me clamping my knees together, barring his access to my dripping pussy.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I gasped, worried that he’d think I’d changed my mind. Yet, no matter how hard I tried to part my legs, they stubbornly refused to budge. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Gabe kissed a path of liquid fire up my neck and back to my lips. “Don’t be sorry. We don’t have to do anything else until you’re ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready!” I practically shouted at him. Then, much quieter, “I’m just nervous.” 
 
    He stared down at me for so long, I thought he had changed his mind. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    It didn’t even occur to me to question him or argue. I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Good,” he praised. “Try to relax, sweetheart. Feel me. Feel what I’m doing to you.” His fingertips ghosted up and down the top of my thigh, and he went back to teasing and tormenting my nipples with his mouth. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    Unable to form words, I nodded. 
 
    “Does it feel good?” 
 
    I felt like I was on fucking fire, but in the most delicious way. Again, I nodded.  
 
    His fingers traced higher on my thigh until they brushed lightly against the top of my cleft. “Open for me, Layla. Let me see you.” 
 
    My legs fell open, my knees splaying to the side as if they’d just been waiting for his command. My pussy throbbed, begging to be touched and stroked, even if my brain hadn’t quite caught up yet.  
 
    Gabe’s strangled groan vibrated across my skin, sending a shiver down my back and making me brave enough to open my legs a little wider. He hummed his approval as he kissed his way down the center of my chest and cupped my aching core in his palm. It wasn’t until he was past my navel that I realize what he intended, and my anxiety reared its ugly head again. 
 
    I’d showered, but that had been hours ago. Did I smell down there? I’d never noticed anything amiss before, but then again, I’d never had reason to pay close attention. Would it taste weird? What exactly did vagina even taste like? I’d drank plenty of water earlier. I’d heard that was important. Would it make a difference?  
 
    I wondered if I should stop him, but I didn’t know how without making it obvious. If I was more experienced, maybe I’d know what to say or just how to move my hips to make him reverse his trek. As it were, by the time my freak-out had wound down, he was already settled between my thighs, pushing my legs wide with his broad shoulders. 
 
    It was a vulnerable feeling being spread out before him that way, but not as overwhelming as I had thought it would be. Still, I worried. Maybe I wouldn’t like it. Some women didn’t. What if I couldn’t orgasm? What if I couldn’t make him come?  
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    I jerked against the mattress as his voice invaded my spiraling thoughts. “Umm, yes?” 
 
    “Stop thinking so hard.” Then, he dipped his head, his breath warm against my folds. 
 
    The first swipe of his tongue nearly shot me into orbit. Volts of electricity ricocheted through my body, the pleasure intense and consuming. His tongue rubbed against my clit, lightly at first, then steadily increasing with pressure until I couldn’t hold still any longer. 
 
    Writhing against the mattress, I rocked my hips, grinding against his face where it was buried between my legs. My heart beat too fast, and my skin burned too hot. My head started to spin, and I moaned wantonly as my need built to a crescendo. I may have even stopped breathing for a few seconds. 
 
    When I thought it couldn’t get any better, Gabe slid two fingers into my quivering hole and sucked hard on my clit. My hands tangled in the comforter, and I screamed his name as I shattered into a million, sparkling pieces.  
 
    I hovered somewhere outside of my own body, my mind wrapped in a cloud of bliss, but I vaguely registered movement. By the time I pried my eyes open to investigate, Gabe was kneeling on the side of the bed nearest to the bathroom and sliding a latex condom down his impressive length. Five minutes ago, I might have been worried, but I was too relaxed to do anything more than sigh when he settled his strong body into the cradle of my hips. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie,” he said, and his voice sounded tight, strained. “This might hurt a little at first, but I promise I’ll go slow.” 
 
    I nodded as I lifted my arms and curled them around his neck to pull him into a deep, lingering kiss. I wasn’t worried. I trusted him. When the flared crown of his cock pushed past my tight muscles, I sighed again and arched up to meet him.  
 
    “Easy,” he warned, his face a mask of concentration. “Don’t move yet.” 
 
    Another inch, and I was starting to feel the stretch, but it wasn’t unbearable. When he finally broke through my virginity, however, I couldn’t help but clench and cry out. 
 
    “Shh, easy,” he whispered, his large hand stroking down the side of my face. “Try to relax, sweetheart. Breathe. The pain only lasts for a minute.” 
 
    Oh, god, I couldn’t do it. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I tried to do as he said, but he was just so damn big, and I was pretty sure he was totally wrecking my lady parts. 
 
    After several seconds of complete stillness, he levered himself up from me, bracing both hands on either side of my head, and pulled back. That was the moment everything changed. 
 
    The pain I’d felt faded, replaced by pure pleasure that made me gasp. “Do that again.” 
 
    Gabe chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    As promised, his rhythm was careful and unhurried as he rolled his hips, pushing into me over and over, driving me to the brink once more. As the need built, so did his tempo, and he hooked his elbow around my knee, changing the angle and thrusting even deeper into my throbbing pussy.  
 
    When I tumbled over the edge again, I did so with his name on my lips and no other thoughts except for those of the wonderful man in my arms. Gabe followed soon after, burying his face into the crook of my neck and groaning as his big frame shuddered around me.  
 
    As we lay there, catching our collective breath, I ran my fingers through his hair and smiled in the way only the truly satisfied could. I didn’t know what I’d been so afraid of, because despite the small moment of pain, everything about being with him had been wonderful. Gabe had ensured that it was absolutely perfect. 
 
    Wrapped in his arms, surrounded by his warmth and strength, I was happier than I’d ever been, so when he suggested that we needed to shower, I pouted in protest. His happy chuckle, as well as the quick kiss he placed against my forehead, softened me to the idea, but it was the thought of being naked with him in the shower that finally got me moving.  
 
    “Will it be like that every time?” I asked as I swung my legs over the side of the mattress. 
 
    After tying off the condom, he dropped it into the wastebasket beside the bed and shook his head. “No, sweetheart, it won’t.” 
 
    My heart fell, and my lips turned down at the corners. I don’t know what I was expecting, but that hadn’t been it. “Oh.” 
 
    Gabe smirked. “It’ll be better.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    For the first time in my life, I woke up feeling deliciously sore, thoroughly used, and blissfully happy. How did people forget to mention how wonderful it felt to wake up in their lover’s arms when they spoke about the proverbial morning after? Most of the stories I’d heard from my friends were filled with regret or indifference. Some even equated sex as a stress reliever, like a good massage or a pleasant walk. Then there were those who’d said they couldn’t escape fast enough once the night had ended.  
 
    Obviously, they had never spent the night with a man like Gabe. 
 
    Maybe everyone should have sex with him to truly understand just how marvelous the morning after should feel. Wait a second. Hell, no. I totally took that back.  
 
    I didn’t want anyone touching my Gabe. 
 
    I guess it was true what they said about love…it really did make everything better. 
 
    Lying next to the man I loved, I knew there was nowhere else I would rather be. I felt no regret giving him my virginity, as archaic as that sounded, nor did I feel the need to run. Actually, with the way I felt, I could have stayed curled up next to him until hotel management kicked us out. Keeping my eyes closed, I basked in the moment and savored the feeling of pure contentment that warmed me from the inside out like brilliant sunlight. My entire life had changed in one night, and nothing would ever be the same.  
 
    By some miracle, Gabriel Turner loved me.  
 
    Just thinking about that put a smile on my face and filled my heart with joy. I had loved him for so long that I’d begun to resign myself to a life spent wanting him from afar. Even worse, since he was so close to my family, I thought I’d have to watch him fall in love with someone else. It was something I had worried about until I felt as if I would go insane. And I’d had to suffer in silence because I’d never really thought he could ever be mine. 
 
    Knowing that he loved me the way I loved him changed everything.  
 
    I felt altered on a fundamental level, and I knew that my heart would always belong to him. Suddenly my dreams of building a future together, a future filled with laughter and love, didn’t seem so foolish. I didn’t want to be one of those crazy women who immediately started thinking about the next step in our relationship, but I couldn’t help myself. He wasn’t some guy I had just met. He was the man I had been dreaming about for years. Who knew one of my sculptures would lead to me having the courage to finally tell him how I felt? 
 
    Gabe had understood what a big step last night had been for me. He had made my first time special, and he had been so patient with me. There was such kindness in him, which was one of the things I loved about him, but I’d never experienced the tender side of him when he had been so…intimately focused on me.  
 
    I remembered staring into his intense blue eyes as he had moved over me, when he had moved inside of me. A sudden flush of heat surged through my body. God, just thinking about what we’d done yesterday made me ache to do it all over again. 
 
    Especially since he had cock-blocked me for the rest of the night…literally. 
 
    Concerned it would have been painful for me, he’d insisted that I rest and recover before we had sex again. I’d tried to seduce him into changing his mind, but that hadn’t worked. Or I’d just sucked at it. I had felt a little tender and swollen, but it hadn’t been that bad. Still, nothing I’d said had convinced him that I had been ready for round two. 
 
    I couldn’t complain too much, though. After we’d showered together, we had finally gotten something to eat. Instead of going out, we’d ordered a ton of food and a bottle of wine from room service. We’d talked and shared secrets while we ate, then we had gone out onto the balcony where we had enjoyed the music and festivities of Bourbon Street while we’d finished our wine. 
 
    When we’d had enough of the noise, we’d gone back to bed where we had fallen asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. Worrying about having sex, then actually doing it for the first time had been exhausting. 
 
    Waking up next to someone was a new experience for me, but it was definitely something I could get used to. I loved listening to Gabe’s steady heartbeat and enjoyed feeling his warm skin against mine. I’d always thought it was his cologne I couldn’t get enough of, but it was the spicy fragrance mixed with his natural masculine scent that I loved more than anything. 
 
    I stretched, sliding my leg over his and enjoyed the sensation of his course hair rubbing against my skin. I was grateful I had gotten a pedicure the day before Mardi Gras, which left my feet feeling soft and smooth. Otherwise, Gabe probably would have protested me running my foot along his strong calf. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe I actually had the right to touch him, and it was a privilege I wanted to explore thoroughly. As a sculptor, I was used to waking up with my hands feeling sore, but they felt good today. I still flexed them, easing the tension in my fingers before I clenched them again.  
 
    Then, I froze.  
 
    Since my head was already slightly angled down, all I had to do was open my eyes to see what my left hand was holding. My eyes went wide when I found the naughty thing wrapped around Gabe’s big dick. I had no idea when I had reached for him, but I had obviously been touching him long enough for him to become fully erect in the cool air. Since he liked to keep the air conditioner on high, he had pulled the blanket over us before we’d gone to sleep so I wouldn’t freeze. Though I was still mostly covered, the blanket was pooled below Gabe’s waist, probably because I had pushed it there.  
 
    Oh, my god…I had molested him while I’d been sleeping. 
 
    I had molested him while he had been sleeping. 
 
    Did that make me a sexual predator? 
 
    My fingers flexed around the thick stalk again, unwilling to let go even though I was silently screaming at myself to do just that. Holy hell, I was holding onto his penis like it was my own personal joystick. With a gasp, I let go, hoping, praying he was still asleep. Most men woke up with hard-ons, right? Perhaps he wouldn’t even notice what I’d done. 
 
    “Finally, you’re awake.” I heard his words vibrating through his chest since I was still laying on him. “You’ve been holding onto my cock for ten minutes. At least, that’s how long I’ve been up. Did you think it would get lost while we slept?”  
 
    I jerked up and the top of my head struck his chin. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Sorry!” I wheezed as I pulled away. Or, at least I tried to. I yelped when I realized my long hair was tightly wrapped around his fist. “Ouch!” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” he groaned as he let go of me. He was still sprawled out on his back, one hand rubbing his chin where my head had made contact. “Christ, you’re dangerous first thing in the morning, brat.” 
 
    At least his voice was filled with amusement, so he couldn’t be too angry.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again as I sat on my knees beside him, trying not to let my gaze stray from his face. But it was hard. I mean really, really hard.  
 
    Shit! Stop staring at his dick! 
 
    “I didn’t mean to…I didn’t know I was…I don’t know why I did that.” My voice sounded bewildered even to my own ears. 
 
    His bold blue eyes fixed on me. “I don’t mind, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Really? You…you’re really not mad?” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “I’ll admit I was a little surprised when I woke up, especially when I realized you were still sleeping. But no, I’m not mad. Far from it. If you want to hold my dick all night, I think I can get used to it.” 
 
    That made me blink. I wouldn’t make a habit of holding onto him while we slept, would I? Oh, fuck. What if I did?  
 
    Gabe laughed. “Christ, the look on your face is priceless.” 
 
    I could feel the heat in my cheeks and knew I was blushing fiercely.   
 
    He braced a hand behind his head, making his bicep bulge, and grinned at me. “So, are you going to finish what you started, or are you just going to leave me hanging?” 
 
    I wanted to cheer but simply lifted a brow instead. “Oh, so you’re done cock-blocking me?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. Apparently, neither could he. 
 
    “I—what?” he choked, then he laughed hard enough to make the bed shake. “You are fucking adorable. Get over here.”  
 
    I leaned down and brushed my lips against his lightly, then squeaked when he jerked me down on top of him and took the kiss deeper. I moaned as my hands roamed over his hard chest. After several long heartbeats, I pulled away and sat up beside him again, and finally let myself admire his beautiful body.  
 
    He was amazingly built, packed with hard, sculpted muscle under smooth, bronzed skin. My gaze roamed over his broad chest, then followed the light dusting of hair down to his hard abs. He was like living, breathing art. I wanted to sculpt him so bad my fingers ached to capture his magnificence. I smiled as I thought about how irritated he would be if I ever did create a nude statue of him. Then again, I didn’t want to share this view with anyone.  
 
    He was mine now, and I wanted to keep him all to myself. 
 
    Gabe let out a loud yawn as if he were bored. Reaching out, I lightly brushed my fingertips over his small nipples and heard him suck in a harsh breath. That sure got his attention. The hard disks felt so different than my own, but he seemed just as sensitive. Mentally filing that away for future use, I tried to sound more confident than I actually felt when I said, “You know, we sculptors are known for being good with our hands.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah? I can definitely say that I like your hands-on approach so far.” 
 
    Playful-Gabe was such a turn on. I felt the liquid heat spilling from my sex, preparing myself for him. However, I wanted this time to be all about the pleasure I could give him. 
 
    “Can I—?” 
 
    “Touch me,” he demanded gruffly. “Touch me any way you want to.” 
 
    I slid my hands down his toned abs, tracing my fingertips over every dip and curve until I reached the intriguing V cut near his hips. I ran my hands down his thighs, ignoring his erection as it seemed to grow impossibly bigger before my eyes. 
 
    Shifting over, I knelt between his legs. Unable to wait any longer, I wrapped my hand around his thick shaft, and I felt my body heat as I recognized the familiar weight of him against my palm. Had I memorized the feel of his dick in my hand while I’d been asleep?  
 
    Pushing that crazy thought aside, I studied him for a long moment. He was big, so big my fingers didn’t meet around his shaft. I would have been intimidated if I didn’t already know how perfectly he fit inside of me. I rubbed my thumb along the throbbing vein on the side of his shaft as I tentatively began to stroke him.  
 
    When a pearly drop of liquid appeared at the tip, I almost giggled as I remember the advice my roommate had given me about blow jobs. Thinking of popsicles, I leaned down and licked him. I hummed at the sweet and salty taste of him, then I froze, and my gaze shot up to meet his when his body jerked. 
 
    “Did you like—?” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, I liked it,” he growled. “Do it again, baby. Take my cock into that sweet little mouth.” 
 
    “I’ve never actually done this before,” I confessed shyly. “Will you tell me if I do something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing between us could ever be wrong, sweetheart. You can touch me any way you want, whenever you want. I promise I’ll love it.” 
 
    I blew out an audible breath, then nodded. I needed to be courageous, and I could be with Gabe. Focusing on my desire to make him feel good, I flipped my hair out of the way, then took him into my mouth, sucking lightly. I was rewarded with another taste of his pre-cum, and I flicked my tongue over the tip before taking him a little deeper.  
 
    When I felt him move, I glanced up to see that he had shoved another pillow beneath his head so he could watch me. The intensity of his gaze made my breath catch. His hands clenched the sheets at his sides, and I knew he was trying to stop himself from taking over. Trying to hold his gaze, I licked along the throbbing vein on the side of his shaft, then took him back into my mouth. 
 
    “That feels so fucking good. I’m already primed, so I’m not going to last long. I’ve been on edge since I woke up with your hand wrapped around my cock.” 
 
    I moved over him, thrilled by his words. When the head of his cock hit the back of my throat, he growled with pleasure. I pulled back, then did it again. His hips began to flex, thrusting up as he began fucking my mouth. 
 
    “Fuck, Layla. I’m going to come. Pull back if you don’t want me to come in your mouth.” 
 
    Ignoring his warning, I began to move faster, stroking the neglected base of his shaft I couldn’t fit into my greedy mouth. I drove down on him at the same time he pushed up, forcing the head of his cock past the point I had taken him before. I swallowed reflexively, and he roared my name as he came, his cum shooting down my throat in hard, hot spurts.  
 
    I drank him down, taking everything he had to give, and my pussy clenched as I basked in the pleasure of feeling his strong body tremble beneath me. I was close to my own climax but didn’t mind the burn of arousal that shimmered through me. I let go of him and rested my head on his thigh. He stroked my hair back from my face, then he twisted the thick strands around his fingers.  
 
    Gently pulling, he said, “Come here, baby.” 
 
    I crawled up his body, and he lifted me until I was sprawled on top of him. Grabbing the back of my head, he took my mouth in a hard, hot kiss. His tongue pushed past my lips, stroking against mine. He didn’t seem bothered by the taste of his release that still lingered on my tongue. I broke the kiss, panting for breath and rested my head on his chest.  
 
    I smiled as his arms wrapped around me. “I can get better with practice.” 
 
    “God help me,” he groaned. “Any better, and I’ll lose my fucking mind. Thank you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” I drew a little heart on his chest using the tip of my finger. “What time do you think it is?” 
 
    “Who the fuck cares?” 
 
    I laughed, then placed a chaste kiss on his cheek. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Hopping off the bed, I practically danced my way into the bathroom. After I closed the door, I hurried across the room and sat down on the toilet. Hesitantly, I reached between my legs to touch my pussy. I was wet, really wet with excitement from sucking Gabe, but everything else felt normal down there. Logically, I knew everything was fine. I’d checked last night, hadn’t I? Still, I couldn’t help the small, ridiculous worry that he had permanently stretched me out with his big dick.  
 
    Feeling foolish, I relaxed, then my spine snapped straight as Gabe opened the door and strode into the bathroom. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shrieked, instinctively trying to cover myself with my arms. I knew it was silly, and I felt utterly ridiculous doing it. He’d seen every inch of me, and we’d been fused together as intimately as two people could be, but I couldn’t help feeling unprepared for this type of…familiarity. 
 
    Seriously, what was with us and bathrooms? 
 
    “Brushing my teeth,” he mumbled around his toothbrush as he stood in front of the sink totally unconcerned with his nakedness. 
 
    Since said sink was right next to the toilet, I shouted, “Close your eyes! Gabe!” 
 
    With a snort of laughter, he did as I demanded. He kept brushing his teeth, acting like everything was completely normal, then he reached out and turned the faucet on. Keeping his eyes closed, he turned toward me and grinned around his toothbrush. 
 
    He was so damn cute sometimes. 
 
    The sound of the running water finally helped me go, and when I was done, I bumped my hip against him so I could wash my hands. He bumped me out of the way again and spit into the sink. Leaning down, he kissed my shoulder as I brushed my teeth. I admired his naked ass as he turned away, then my eyes went wide as he simply lifted the seat and began to relieve himself. I knew I should look away to give him some privacy, but I had never watched a man pee before. Damn, it was seriously unfair how much easier it was for them. 
 
    He caught me staring and winked. 
 
    Apparently, he didn’t have the same privacy issues as I did. 
 
    He laughed as I slapped my hand over my eyes, and I only lowered my arm again after I heard him flush. Before I could rinse my mouth out, Gabe dragged me into the shower with him and turned on the water. I sputtered in protest but gave in when I realized I really did want a shower.  
 
     I couldn’t help but grin when he shook his hair out like a wet dog, spraying me with droplets. “I was just thinking about that summer Aiden invited you and a couple of your football buddies over to the house for the fourth of July weekend. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, I remember,” he said gruffly as he rubbed shampoo into my hair. “I thought I was going to swallow my tongue when I saw you in that little, white bikini. I felt like a damn pervert. You were sixteen, and I had no business looking at you like that.” 
 
    “I wanted you to look,” I confessed.  
 
    “I know. Which was why I got pleasure in shaking water at you while you were sunbathing by the pool. Lean back a little, sweetheart.” 
 
    I tilted my head back into the stream of water and let him rinse the suds from my hair. Last night, we’d only been in the shower long enough to wash the sweat from our bodies. Taking our time and having him wash my hair felt extremely decadent, and it was much more enjoyable than doing it myself. 
 
    “I thought you were just being mean. Noah and Aiden did that to me all the time.” 
 
    “I was trying to see if that suit would become see-through when it was wet. Not that I would have admitted it. Then again, I think your brothers would have beaten your ass black and blue if you wore something that became transparent around us guys. It was a good thing Noah was busy with work most of the time, or I’m sure he would have objected anyway.” 
 
    “That was why I always made sure to be out by the pool before you guys came out of the house. That way, Aiden couldn’t order me to go inside and change.” I hummed with pleasure as he gently massaged conditioner into my hair, then I yelped as he tugged hard on a strand. “Hey!” 
 
    “I distinctly remember that fucker Brock putting sunscreen on your back.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask him to. He just sat down next to me and…”  
 
    “Yeah…and. Aiden and I beat the shit out of him for putting his hands on you. It’s why Brock left early.” 
 
    “I always figured it had been something like that. Speaking of my insanely protective brothers, have you figured out what we’re going to tell them?” 
 
    “The truth,” he said. “I’m not going to hide our relationship. We’ll have some time before we have to talk to Noah about us, but we’ll be seeing Aiden on Saturday at the wedding.” 
 
    My mouth fell open, and I blinked up at him. “Saturday, as in this Saturday?” 
 
    “I told you Aiden will be in town for our friends’ wedding.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” I sputtered when he pulled me under the spray of water again. Wiping my eyes, I glared at him. “We can’t tell him so soon! He’s totally going to freak out.” 
 
    To my dismay, Gabe simply shrugged as he poured some of the shower gel into his palm. As he washed me, I began to ramble about all the reasons we couldn’t tell Aiden yet, but even I knew nothing coherent came out.  
 
    He cut off my rant by kissing me hard. “Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    “You say that now, but I’m not the one he is probably going to punch in the face.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it.” 
 
    I sighed, then smiled as I realized Gabe really was all in. He truly wanted to be with me long term and was ready to take on my brothers to make sure it happened. 
 
    “What’s that smile for?” 
 
    “You.” It was, simple as that. 
 
    “Yeah?” God, I loved his cocky grin.  
 
    “Yeah. So, I’m going to this wedding with you?” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “So nice of you to invite me,” I teased. 
 
    His own smile disappeared, and the intensity of his gaze made my pulse quicken. “Your smile lights up a room, Layla. And the way you look at me sometimes…I’ve watched you walk into a room full of people, nervous and unsure, then you look at me and smile as if seeing me makes it all better. Your smile makes me feel like the most important person in the whole world.”  
 
    “To me, you are,” I whispered shyly. 
 
    His hand skimmed down my side, then moved between my legs. I moaned as two of his slick fingers pushed inside of me. 
 
    “You’re important to me, Layla,” he said softly. “I won’t let anyone come between us now. Not even your brothers.” He slid his fingers deeper. “You’re really wet.” 
 
    “I want you.” Duh, that was pretty obvious. Reaching down, I found him hard as stone. “Oh, wow. Do you take vitamins or something?” 
 
    “It’s my natural state around you. Are you sure you aren’t too sore?” 
 
    “I want you now, Gabe. Are you going to finish what you started, or are you just going to leave me hanging?” I asked, repeating what he had said to me earlier. 
 
    “You’re going to have to let go of me so I can get a condom.” 
 
    At that, I realized I was clinging to him, trying to climb him like he was a tree. “I’m on the pill,” I blurted out. “Not because I was, you know, because I wasn’t…with anyone.” Of course, he already knew that. Since he had been an active participant during my first time, I didn’t feel the need to explain that part. How was I supposed to think clearly when his fingers were moving inside of me?  
 
    “I went to the clinic to regulate my period. I mean, they didn’t do it. The pill does it.”  
 
    Great, now I was talking about my menstrual cycle? 
 
    “You want me to come inside of you with nothing between us?” Gabe asked in a low, rough growl. 
 
    I hadn’t thought that far, but now that he’d said it, I was totally turned on by the idea. Nodding, I whispered, “Nothing between us. If you want.” 
 
    “Oh, I want.” He lifted me up and pushed me against the wall of the shower. “Wrap your legs around me. Do it now, Layla.” 
 
    That was definitely a command I was willing to follow. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held onto his slick shoulders as I kissed him. I let out a low moan of pleasure as his cock slid into me achingly slow.  
 
    “Tell me if it’s too much for you.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” I countered. I would never have enough of him. 
 
    I felt him smile against my lips as he thrust deeper, filling me full of his thick shaft. My hand sank into his hair, holding on while he kissed me breathless. Pinned to the wall, all I could do was take the pleasure he gave me. I was lost in the sensation of being filled by him, then I realized I could take him even deeper if I rocked my own hips against him. 
 
    Steam filled the room, and the water rained down on us as we moved together. I felt the ache inside of me expand, growing until I could barely contain it. Our hearts pounded as he began to thrust into me harder, faster. He reached between us and rubbed my clit, making my body jerk like he’d just shocked me. 
 
    “Come, baby. Come and take me with you.” 
 
    When my climax hit, the pleasure swept through me like an uncontrollable storm. “Gabe! Oh, god, Gabe. I love you!” 
 
    His hands dug into my ass, and he let out a triumphant shout as he spilled his release inside of me. “Love you, baby,” he groaned. “Love you more.”  
 
    “Love you most,” I whispered. 
 
    Smiling, I rested my head on his shoulder, secure in the knowledge I had won that argument. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Thursday passed in a strange sort of haze that I chalked up to the intensity of new love. Well, love and mind-blowing orgasms. After morning sex in the shower, we’d spent a lazy day in bed where we’d made love twice more. At one point, I’d wanted to try being on top, and Gabe had patiently coached me while I explored my fantasies.  
 
    I was glad I’d tried it, even if the position wasn’t my favorite. Staring down at him while I rode his cock certainly had merit, but it allowed too much leeway for me to get lost inside my own head.   
 
    Then, when even I had to admit I was too sore, Gabe had delighted in showing me all the ways he could get me off without actually penetrating me. That night, I’d slept like the dead. Thankfully, I hadn’t woken up the next morning with my hand wrapped around his dick. No, instead, it had been plastered to his ass in a firm grip, my fingers digging into the flesh.  
 
    Apparently, even in sleep, I couldn’t get enough of him. 
 
    We had decided to spend Friday exploring the city together, especially since I’d lived in New Orleans for almost four years and still hadn’t done a lot of the “tourist” stuff. Unfortunately, we had just been finishing lunch when one of the investors Gabe was working with called wanting to meet with him. He had been adamant that anything the man had to say could wait, but I hadn’t wanted him to blow off work for me. 
 
    Of course, he’d argued when I’d told him to take the meeting, but after a little prodding, he’d finally agreed to meet me in Jackson Square afterward. Despite my insistence, as well as his assurance that it wouldn’t take long, I felt a small twinge of regret that the real world was intruding on our time together. I had to remind myself that he was leaving after the wedding, so separation was something I’d have to get used to, at least until I graduated.  
 
    It wasn’t exactly a happy thought, but something I’d have to face soon enough. Still, I tried not to dwell on it.   
 
    Thirty minutes after the call, I was showered and changed into a pair of white shorts and a pale-yellow blouse with embroidered flowers along the neckline. On the sidewalk in front of the hotel, Gabe kissed me goodbye and promised he’d meet me as soon as he could. 
 
    Resigned to spending the next hour or so entertaining myself, I wandered the six blocks to the French Market, making a stop for an iced café au lait to sip while I shopped. I didn’t exactly need a dragonfly necklace or a voodoo pencil that claimed to grant any wish I wrote down with it, but that didn’t stop me from buying them.  
 
    The pearl, teardrop earrings with their matching necklace, however, I’d selected with the intent of wearing them to the wedding. They were pretty, with just a little sparkle, and more importantly, they were simple enough to pair with any dress. 
 
    I also purchased a three-pound box of pralines from one of the vendors after he’d offered me a free sample. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but as I left the market, I realized I might have gotten a little carried away. What in the hell was I going to do with that much sugar? 
 
    Deciding that was probably enough questionable decisions for one day, I headed out of the Market and made my way back to Jackson Square to wait for Gabe. Halfway there, my phone pinged with an incoming text. Thinking it was him texting me that his meeting was over, I might have done a little happy dance right there on the sidewalk as I dug my phone out of my purse. 
 
    It wasn’t Gabe. 
 
    AIDEN: On DLN. @ NO l8 Sat. BRK Sun? 
 
    My pulse leapt, and I looked around guiltily as if my brother could somehow read my mind and know what I’d been doing for the past two days.  
 
    I also had to roll my eyes. For an internationally famous author, he texted like a drunk monkey. In fact, I had to read the message three times to figure out he was saying he’d be getting into the city late Saturday because he was on a deadline and asking if I wanted to have breakfast on Sunday.  
 
    I typed out my response quickly, telling him I was available to meet him Sunday morning. I just hoped he still wanted to talk to me at that point. I debated telling him I would be at the wedding, but I didn’t. Partly because my relationship with Gabe wasn’t something to confess over text message, but also because I didn’t know how to tell him. 
 
    I’d been over it in my mind a thousand times, but everything I came up with sounded trite. No matter what happened, I wouldn’t apologize for loving Gabe or being with him. Whatever Aiden had to say on the matter wouldn’t change my mind. Yet, he and Gabe had been friends for a long time, and I didn’t want there to be animosity between them. 
 
    AIDEN: C U then. Rem u r @ TU 2 study. Not party. 
 
    ME: How can I forget when u remind me every 5 min? 
 
    I huffed in irritation and jabbed the send button a little harder than necessary. 
 
    ME: U do know I can do both. Right? 
 
    AIDEN: No 
 
    ME: You did it 
 
    AIDEN: Not the same 
 
    ME: How is it not the same? 
 
    AIDEN: I’m an asshole. You’re better than that.  
 
    It was hard to hold onto my indignation when he said things like that. Plus, he’d taken the time to actually type out the words, so I knew he meant them. With that thought in mind, I relented with a sigh. 
 
    ME: Fine. See you Sun. Love you. 
 
    AIDEN: C U. Luv U 2 
 
    I turned the display off and started to slip the phone back into my purse when it pinged again, this time with a text from Gabe. 
 
    GABE: Hey, brat, where r u?  
 
    ME: Walking back from the FM 
 
    GABE: Meet u in front of the gallery? 
 
    ME: Kk. B there in 5 
 
    Adjusting the shopping bags higher on my arm, I weaved through the other pedestrians as I navigated the remaining blocks. At the corner adjacent to the art gallery, I smiled when Gabe held a hand up to tell me to wait, then crossed the street to join me. 
 
    “Hi.” I was a bit breathless, but it wasn’t because of the quickened pace I’d set to get there. It just seemed to be my natural state when I was around him. “How was the meeting?” 
 
    “A waste of time,” he grumbled as he slid an arm around my waist and pulled me in for a chaste kiss. “It wasn’t anything that couldn’t be said over the phone, but at least it’s done now.” Stepping back, his gaze went to the bags in my hands, and he shook his head as he reached out to take them. “I was going to head back to the room to change. We can drop this stuff off while we’re there.” 
 
    I agreed readily, taking his hand as we strolled toward the hotel.  
 
    Half an hour later, we were back in Jackson Square, Gabe dressed in a pair of khaki cargo shorts with a white T-shirt, and our hands free of my day’s purchases. It really was a beautiful day—not too hot, not too humid—and I tilted my face skyward, loving the feel of the sun on my face. 
 
    “You look happy.” 
 
    Linking my arm with Gabe’s, I squeezed affectionately as I smiled up at him. “I am happy.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Bending, he placed a kiss on the top of my head. “What should we do first?” 
 
    “Let’s just walk.” There was so much to do and see, I doubted we’d have any trouble filling the time.  
 
    We stopped to watch street performers, and I was especially fascinated by the living statues. I couldn’t even stay still while I slept. I couldn’t imagine holding the same position for hours on end. They didn’t even look like they were breathing.  
 
    I was also equally impressed with the musicians. My brothers had insisted I take piano lessons as a little girl, but I’d been terrible at it, and I really didn’t remember anything I’d learned.  
 
    Luckily, when I’d shown an interest in art, Noah had canceled the piano lessons and enrolled me in a pottery class at our local community center. He still had the first bowl I’d made nearly a decade ago prominently displayed on a shelf in his office. While my interests and area of study were now focused on sculpting, I still made time to get my hands dirty at a pottery wheel. 
 
    I showed Gabe around the pedestrian mall and introduced him to the local artist community. When prompted, I eagerly pointed out my favorites while also stopping to admire some new additions to the Square. By the time I finished rambling about the different techniques and applications, the silvery hue of dusk was beginning to settle over the city. 
 
    “Oops,” I mumbled, biting my lip as I ducked my head. “I guess I got a little carried away.” 
 
    With a finger under my chin, Gabe tilted my head up and kissed me soundly. “I love how excited you get when you talk about your work. I could listen to you all day.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible, but I fell just a little more in love with him in that moment. “Do you sit around thinking up amazing things to say, or does it just come naturally?” 
 
    He smirked. “It’s a gift.” His fingers traced down my arm before twining with mine. “Did you want to grab dinner before we head back to the room?” 
 
    We’d mostly been living on room service, which was kind of nice, but I liked the idea of sharing a meal with him in public. “That sounds good. There’s a little place just around…” 
 
    I trailed off, my attention completely riveted by a woman dressed in solid black, including a sharp-looking top hat, near the gates in front of the St. Louis Cathedral. More accurately, I was distracted by the sign she was holding that advertised one of the city’s popular vampire tours. She already had a small group huddled around her, and she kept announcing that they would begin in ten minutes.  
 
    “Oh, Gabe!”  
 
    He followed my gaze and shook his head. “No.” 
 
    I pulled on his hand, literally dragging him toward the group. “Come on. Please?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he grumped, but he wasn’t trying to stop me. “It’s not going to happen, sweetheart.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Since he was reaching into his back pocket to remove his wallet, I didn’t take him seriously. When I offered to pay for the tickets, he ignored me, so I shrugged and made a mental note to pick up the tab for dinner instead. I was, however, confused when he handed over quite a bit more than the actual posted price. 
 
    “Why did you tip her up front?” I considered myself a generous tipper, but I always waited until after the meal or service was complete. “What if the tour sucks?” 
 
    Gabe shrugged as he led me over to join the small crowd. “Even if we don’t enjoy ourselves, the guide still works hard. Besides, if it sucks, we’ll probably duck out early.” 
 
    I considered this for a full minute before I decided that was a rather admirable way to look at it, and I silently vowed to be more conscious when it came to gratuities in the future. 
 
    The tour started off much the way I had expected, and by the third stop, I was completely absorbed in the rich history of the city. Unfortunately, Gabe’s outlook about the whole thing hadn’t changed. 
 
    “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts and sighed. 
 
    Wrapping my arm around his, I grinned as we shuffled along with the rest of the group to the next stop. He’d been growing more disgruntled by the minute, and though I probably shouldn’t have, I found his sullenness pretty funny. 
 
    “You’re cute when you pout.” 
 
    “Brat.” He probably meant it to be stern, but the effect was ruined when his lips twitched at the corners. “Is this payback for something I’m not aware that I did?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shushed him as the tour guide began talking about bottles of wine filled with blood. 
 
    Gabe leaned into me, rocking me sideways. “Did you just shush me?” 
 
    “Yes.” I did it again. “I’m trying to listen.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head, smiled, then leaned in to press a kiss to my temple. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” 
 
    I was, but I didn’t want him to be miserable just to please me. “I heard someone say that the next stop is at a bar. We can end there.” 
 
    I expected him to agree right away, but instead, he laughed. “Layla, I’m messing with you. It’s actually interesting, and besides, I just like spending time with you. It doesn’t matter what we’re doing.” 
 
    If he kept that up, he was going to talk himself right into a blowjob. “There you go again, saying things that make me all warm and fuzzy inside.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him laugh so much, but I was glad to be the reason for it. “I’m actually getting kind of hungry.” I didn’t believe he was nearly as invested in the tour as he pretended, and I decided to take pity on him. “There’s a French place on the next block. What do you say?” 
 
    He tried to mask it, but his relief was practically palpable. “Dinner sounds great.” 
 
    I had to turn away to hide my smile. “Okay, but I’m paying.” 
 
    He frowned but didn’t argue, so I took that as acceptance.  
 
    The next stop on the tour was indeed at a well-known, local bar, which happened to be right across the street from the restaurant I’d recommended. So, while everyone headed inside the pub to use the restroom or refresh their drinks, Gabe and I quietly excused ourselves from the group.  
 
    Despite it being a Friday evening, we were seated right away at an intimate two-top table near one of the bay windows. The lighting was soft, the music elegant, and the candle in the center of the white tablecloth added an air of romance to the atmosphere. I hadn’t thought about any of those things when I’d suggested the place, but it was the perfect addition to our first, official date. 
 
    “Have you decided what you’re going to wear to the wedding?” Gabe asked while he looked over the menu. 
 
    I already knew what I wanted, so I sat back in my seat and shrugged. “I have a few dresses that will work. We’ll need to stop by my apartment, though.” 
 
    “I guessed as much.” He peered at me over the top of the menu. “Are your roommate’s parents still in town?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s fine. They’ll probably be out most of the day tomorrow.” I picked at the nail on my index finger and sighed. “Aiden wants to have breakfast on Sunday.” 
 
    “Okay.” Gabe tilted his head, clearly not seeing any problem with that. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe.” I sighed again and slumped down farther in my chair. “I don’t know if he’s even going to want to talk to me after the wedding.” 
 
    Reaching his hand across the table, Gabe wiggled his fingers until I relented and placed my palm against his. “It’s going to be fine, sweetheart. Yeah, your brothers are a little overprotective, but that’s just because they love you.” He squeezed my hand, then released it. “Besides, it’s going to be me they’re pissed at, not you.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that, but I also didn’t want to think about it anyway. So, I just nodded and changed the subject. “Remember last year when you and Aiden dragged me to that haunted house?” 
 
    His expression morphed into a mask of confusion, and he tilted his head. “Yeah, you were dressed like a stripper, and that tight, little ass was tempting me all night.” 
 
    Actually, I’d been dressed as a vampire princess, but his description was accurate enough, and my cheeks heated, even as I rolled my eyes at him.  
 
    “It was awful.” Some asshole had chased me with a chainsaw. Sure, it hadn’t actually had a blade on it, but that hadn’t made it any less terrifying. “The vampire tour was payback for that.” 
 
    His face split into a wide grin, and he bobbed his head slowly. “Well played, Miss Maddox.” 
 
    We rehashed that night for several minutes, pausing only to give the server our order and request a bottle of wine with our meal. Gabe remembered the evening much differently than I did, his version focusing mainly on the way I was dressed or how I’d clung to him during the most frightening parts. As for me, well, I’d had nightmares about it for a week. 
 
    Yet, it was nice to realize he hadn’t always been as indifferent to me as I’d assumed. 
 
    When the conversation wound down, he excused himself to find a restroom. I was still watching him weave through the tightly-packed tables when the seat he’d just left was suddenly occupied by a familiar, albeit unwelcomed, face. 
 
    “Hi, Layla.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek and forced myself to be polite. “Hi, Danny.” 
 
    “I saw you through the window.” He pointed unnecessarily to it. “Are you here alone?” 
 
    Since there were two glasses of wine on the table—one of them mere inches from his fingers—I figured the answer was obvious. “No, I’m here with my…” What did I say? What exactly was Gabe? My boyfriend? Lover? No, that just sounded weird. My partner? “Gabe,” I ended lamely. “I’m here with Gabe.” 
 
    “That guy that just left?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. If he’d seen Gabe leave, then he knew I wasn’t there alone. “Yes.” 
 
    “Isn’t he a little old for you?” 
 
    I inhaled deeply through my nose, then released the breath slowly. Danny Jacobs wasn’t necessarily a bad guy. He was even kind of handsome in a boy-next-door kind of way with his mop of blond curls and his big, green eyes. Unfortunately, he just didn’t do anything for me, and worse, he didn’t know how to take a hint.  
 
    He’d asked me out three times, and while I’d always tried let him down nicely, he just kept coming back. At this point, my patience was wearing pretty thin. 
 
    “I don’t really see how that’s any of your business.” 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you, Layla.” He reached across the table for my hand, but I snatched it back and lowered it to my lap.  
 
    His scowl said he wasn’t happy about it, but I didn’t really give a damn. “Is there something you wanted?” 
 
    His expression cleared, and he smiled a little too widely. “There’s a party next weekend. I was wondering if you wanted to go with me.” 
 
    “No,” I answered immediately. 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay.” Undeterred by my abruptness, he pressed on. “How about a movie? Or we could just get coffee sometime.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Thank you. I’m flattered.” I wasn’t, but he seemed so earnest I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I’m with Gabe, though, so I don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
    “Come on,” he insisted. “Just as friends.” 
 
    Again, I shook my head and let the finality seep into my voice. “No, Danny.” 
 
    “It’s just coffee.” His tone had also changed, hardened, and he glared at me from across the table. “You don’t have to be such a stuck-up cunt about it.” 
 
    My eyes widened, and my mouth fell open at the insult. What the hell was this guy’s problem? More to the point, what the hell was wrong with me that I actually felt hurt by his words? 
 
    I glared right back. “I think you should leave.” 
 
    “You know,” he said, ignoring me, “you’re pretty and all, but that doesn’t make you better than anyone else.” 
 
    I gaped at the offensive picture he painted of me. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “All I’m asking for is a chance, but you can’t even give me that.” His upper lip curled into a sneer. “You act so innocent, but you’re just like all those other elitist bitches at school. You’ll spread your legs for any guy as long as he has money, but you have no idea what’s it’s like to be with a real man.”  
 
    Ah, now I understood. Rejection hadn’t been such a big deal as long as I wasn’t seeing anyone else. The idiot actually considered himself somehow equal to the man I was with, and he couldn’t understand why I hadn’t chosen him over Gabe.  
 
    Moreover, he clearly considered himself to be the real man in his scenario. The idea was so ridiculous I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so stunned by his outburst. If I had been paying more attention, I might have also noticed Gabe walking up behind him. By the time I realized what was happening, however, it was too late to do anything more than pray. 
 
    Gabe’s hand came down on Danny’s shoulder, making him wince. Oh, he was pissed, and I gasped audibly at the storm brewing in his eyes. Crap, this was not going to end well. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” I blurted. Not that the jerk didn’t deserve it, but I really didn’t want to spend the night at the police station. 
 
    “Don’t worry sweetheart, I’m not going to hurt him.” Gabe walked around the chair to stand at the end of the table and actually offered his hand to Danny. “Gabriel Turner. You are?” 
 
    Danny stood and puffed out his chest, but instead the action being intimidating, he just looked like a child pretending to be a grownup. “Daniel Jacobs. I go to school with Layla.” 
 
    If he hadn’t been so rude to me, I might have warned him not to take Gabe’s proffered hand, but I wasn’t feeling very charitable at the moment. Whatever happened next, he’d brought it on himself. 
 
    “I don’t know what was said.” Gabe enunciated every word quietly but clearly as he gripped Danny’s hand and jerked him a step closer. “Judging by the look on her face, I’m guessing it wasn’t a friendly conversation.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “No,” Gabe growled. “I’m talking now.” His knuckles turned white where he gripped Danny’s hand, and I winced along with the younger man. “Here’s how this is going to work. You’re going to turn around and walk out of here. You’re not going to talk to her again.” He crowded even closer. “You’re going to leave her the hell alone. If you see her at school, you’re going to go out of your way to avoid her.” 
 
    “Hey, man, I—” 
 
    “Because,” Gabe added, interrupting Danny’s stuttering, “if you don’t, I’m going to rip your little pencil dick off and skull fuck you with it.” His tone was menacing, and a full-body shiver rippled through me from the chill in his voice. “Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Luckily, Danny had the good sense to realize he should be very, very afraid. His face paled, his lower lip quivered, and he nodded quickly and silently. 
 
    “Good.” Releasing his hand, Gabe took a step back and motioned toward the exit. “Go on, then.” 
 
    Danny actually squeaked a little, and he turned so fast he lost his balance and basically stumbled out of the restaurant. I had a good feeling I would never set eyes on him again. Hell, I’d be surprised if he didn’t go straight home and transfer to a university in another state. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Gabe settled into his seat and reached out for my hand. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded numbly as I squeezed his fingers. Maybe I should have been afraid or upset. I should have definitely been embarrassed that I hadn’t been able to handle the situation myself. I didn’t feel any of those things, though. What I felt was hot, really hot, and I wiggled in my seat as my pussy clenched and flooded my panties. 
 
    Gabe rubbed his thumb back and forth over the top of my hand, his expression filled with concern. “Layla? Sweetheart? Are you okay? Do you want me to have them box up our food so we can take it back to the hotel?” 
 
    He probably thought I was in shock, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. “Yes.” 
 
    He still looked worried. “Are you sure?”  
 
    Yes, I was very sure, but I was no longer hungry for the food. Since I doubted I could articulate that without blushing or stammering, I didn’t answer him. Instead, I shot my free hand into the air to signal our waiter.  
 
    “Check please!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “What do you think about this one?” 
 
    I knew I was driving Gabe crazy, but I couldn’t help myself. I had several dresses in my closet, though I wasn’t sure which one to wear for this particular wedding. It wasn’t the event itself that had me so worried. I was nervous about who we were going to see there. Despite Gabe’s assurances that everything would be fine, Aiden was going to be pissed when he found out I was sleeping with his best friend.  
 
    Really pissed.  
 
    He might even strangle me right then and there.  
 
    “That one is really pretty, sweetheart,” Gabe said, interrupting my morbid thoughts. 
 
    Since he’d barely glanced away from his phone to see the dress I was holding, I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t blame him for being distracted by his emails, though. It was Saturday, but his work didn’t stop just because it was the weekend. Actually, he had paid attention longer than I’d anticipated, commenting on four dresses before I lost him to his phone.  
 
    Last night, he’d gotten several emails and a few phone calls, but he’d ignored them all. Then again, I hadn’t given him much time to think about anything but me. He’d thought I had been upset by the confrontation in the restaurant, but I’d been so turned on that we’d barely opened the door to the suite before I had jumped him. 
 
     I’d paused long enough to put our food containers down on the closest table, then I’d jumped into his arms and kissed him with a desperation that had surprised us both. We made love down in the living area of the suite, then back upstairs on the bed. By the time we were done, I’d passed out from sheer exhaustion again.  
 
    Since the wedding didn’t start until late afternoon, we’d had time to enjoy breakfast before heading to my apartment so I could pick out a dress. Luckily, my roommate, Rain, and her family were already gone for the day, so we had the place to ourselves.  
 
    Rain had given me the master bedroom without a fight since she usually liked to paint in a corner of the living room because the light was better there. It was an awkward setup since she sometimes forgot to put on clothes when she woke up in the middle of the night with a new idea. I’d gotten used to seeing her lost in her art in the living room, but I was pretty sure Gabe would have been shocked meeting her for the first time while she was naked. Honestly, I wouldn’t have liked it either, no matter how much I trusted both of them. 
 
    Turning, I disappeared inside the walk-in closet, determined to pick out a dress without bothering him again. Gabe hadn’t told me much about the wedding except that he was planning on wearing a suit. At least it wasn’t black tie or else I would have had to buy a long formal gown since I’d left all of mine back in Houston. 
 
    I decided on a candy pink strapless dress made of shimmering shantung material. It had an asymmetrical, draped bodice that gathered at one side of the waist and ended right above my knees. I knew I looked good in it since I had worn it for an event at the gallery a couple of months ago. I put it in a garment bag, then selected a pair of ivory and pink stilettos I had specifically gotten to go with the dress. It was tight and a little sexier than what I would have normally chosen to wear in front of one of my brothers, but Aiden was already going to be pissed, so I could just add it to the list of my offenses. 
 
    When I walked out of the closet, Gabe said, “Sorry, babe. I have to make a few calls.” 
 
    I waved my hand at him, then hung the garment bag and a few other casual pieces I had selected over the back of a chair. Turning back, I simply stared at him. He looked at home sitting on my purple comforter with his back propped against the headboard of my queen-sized bed. It was strange seeing him in my bedroom when I’d always thought it was the last place he’d want to be.  
 
    The white walls were covered with several of my own framed sketches along with a couple of mythical paintings my roommate had given me. I’d hung a painting of a majestic silver dragon flying through a crimson sky surrounded by jagged bolts of lightning over my dresser, but my most cherished piece hung over my bed. It was a beautiful painting of a fairy queen with her magical kingdom in the background. What made it so special to me was Rain had given the fairy queen my face. 
 
    Gabe stopped dialing and followed my gaze up to the painting. He pointed his phone toward it. “I want that.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t have it. It’s mine,” I said primly.  
 
    Leaving him to make his calls, I opened the bag I had brought back to the apartment, pulling out my make-up bag and toiletries. I placed them on the bathroom counter along with the change of clothes I’d picked out for the trip back to the hotel, then went back to grab my used clothes from the bag, tossing them into the laundry bin. I closed the door on Gabe’s deep voice. It would have been nice to shower with him again, but I enjoyed the privacy while I went through my normal routine, including shaving all my essential bits. 
 
    Once I dried off, I rubbed my favorite vanilla-scented lotion all over my body. I put on the sundress I had brought in with me, then cursed as I realized I hadn’t grabbed any underwear. Shrugging that off, I unwrapped the towel on my head and ran my hands through my wet hair.  
 
    Opening the door, I walked back into the bedroom with my curling iron in my hand. I came to a stop when I saw Gabe sitting on the end of the bed waiting for me with the sketch pad I’d left on my nightstand in his hand.  
 
    “Umm…how did your calls go?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I wagged the curling iron at him. “What are you doing with that?” 
 
    “Oh, this?” I reached for it when he held it up, but he pulled it out of reach again. “I took a look at it while I was on the phone. You’ve got a lot of great stuff in here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said weakly, tossing the curling iron onto my bag. “I’ll just—Gabe!” 
 
    I’d reached for the sketch pad again, but he had tossed it aside and grabbed me, dragging me onto the bed with him. I shrieked with laughter as he began tickling me. 
 
    “I seem to be the subject of a lot of your sketches. I especially liked the one you drew of me with horns and a tail. Was my hair on fire in that one?” 
 
    I struggled to get away, but he held me firm. When he had me pressed face down on the bed with his big body on top of me, I gave up. “I sketched that when I was home for winter break,” I admitted with a laugh. “It was right after Noah dragged me to the Christmas gala and I saw you with your new girlfriend. You know, the woman you were dating laughed like a donkey.” 
 
    “Yes, she did, and Meredith wasn’t my girlfriend. So, are you going to draw me as the devil whenever you get jealous?” He grunted when I elbowed him. 
 
    I wasn’t going to answer him since he’d raised my arms above my head, but the words just burst out of me. “It was cathartic.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    I could feel his silent laughter against my back. Speaking of jealousy, I turned my head, trying to glare at him. “That reminds me, I thought you liked blondes.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed my bare shoulder. “I like you.” 
 
    My heart sang at his words, then my breath caught as I felt his massive erection rubbing against my ass. Wanting to tease him, I wiggled against him. “Gabe, we have to get going. We still have to get ready.” 
 
    “We have time. The ceremony doesn’t start until four. Did you pick out a dress?” After I nodded, he said, “Good. Now that I have you here, I want to revisit our earlier conversation.” 
 
    Confused, I frowned. “Which conversation?” 
 
    Using the hand that wasn’t holding my wrists, he pointed toward the fairy queen painting hanging over the headboard. “I want that.” 
 
    “Uh, uh. It’s mine.” 
 
    He kissed my cheek, my neck, then his lips trailed down to my shoulder again. “You know, I’m really good at negotiating.” 
 
    When he thrust himself against me, I panted, “Oh, yeah? What will you give me?” 
 
    “How about a dozen orgasms?” 
 
    “You’d give those to me anyway. No deal.” I yelped as he lightly bit my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re such a brat.” 
 
    “A brat with a very pretty painting you don’t have.” I couldn’t help but rub it in. 
 
    “Hmm. I’ll have to think of something else then. But for now, why don’t I add to the count?” Still holding onto my wrists with one hand, his other hand skimmed down my side, then caressed my ass. “Naughty, baby. No underwear?” 
 
    “I forgot.” I meant to say I’d forgotten to bring a new pair into the bathroom with me, but I could barely think clearly when he was touching me. I began to pull at his hold on my hands as he lifted off of me just enough to slowly lift the hem of my dress. “Gabe! What are you—?” 
 
    “Relax, sweetheart.” 
 
    Was he kidding? 
 
    How was I supposed to relax when he’d shoved his leg between mine and was now rubbing his hand between my thighs? 
 
    “You make me so damn hard that I can’t think about anything else but being inside of you. And every time I touch you, I just want you more. I want to own you, to claim every inch of you. Someday I’m going to fuck your tight ass, and you’re going to love it,” he whispered the dark, erotic promise as his fingertip gently rubbed against my puckered rosebud. “But right now, I want to sink my cock into your sweet little pussy again.” 
 
    “Oh, god.” A wave of lust shot through my system, making me quiver beneath him. I gasped as two of his fingers speared inside of me without warning. Didn’t he know? He already owned me, body and soul. 
 
    “I think you like the sound of that, don’t you, baby? You’re always so damn wet for me. So ready. I love how responsive you are.” 
 
    I was totally easy when it came to him. Hell, his words had me close to coming already. I could feel how easily his fingers slid into my wet pussy, but instead of pushing me over the edge, his slow movements just made me ache for more. I pulled at his hold on my wrists, but he didn’t release me.  
 
    “Gabe, please. Let me—I want to touch you.” 
 
    “No, Layla. This time, you are just going to take what I give you. You’re going to let me fuck you until you come screaming my name.”  
 
    My muscles clenched around his fingers, trying to keep him inside of me, but he pulled free. The sound of the zipper lowering on his jeans was loud in the quiet room, and I silently rejoiced when I felt the full weight of him against my back again. He spread my thighs with his own legs, opening me wide for him. I couldn’t move, but instead of feeling scared, I was panting with anticipation. 
 
    I let out a strangled cry as he suddenly surged deep, his thick cock filling me full. Since our first time together, he had always taken his time when entering me. He was always so careful, even when we were both overwhelmed with passion. Being taken was a whole new experience, and I freaking loved it. His rough penetration pushed me over the edge, and I instantly came, my body shaking as pleasure rolled through me in hard waves. 
 
    “Gabe! Oh, god, Gabe!” 
 
    Usually, he waited for me to ride out my orgasm, or he prolonged it with slow, gentle movements. This time, he didn’t even pause. Finally letting go of my hands, Gabe lifted to his knees and dragged my hips up with him without breaking contact. My hands clutched the comforter as he started thrusting hard and fast, pounding into me from behind.  
 
    I felt the rough fabric of his lowered jeans against my thighs each time he powered into me. His thick cock rubbed against the sensitive nerve endings inside my pussy, and his balls slapped against my clit with each thrust, driving me toward another climax before the first had even faded. My body was tight with tension, and I couldn’t stop the mewling cries that spilled from my lips. 
 
    I felt overwhelmed, completely taken over. Lost in a sea of sensation, all I could do was hold on. My hands clawed at the bedding, then braced against the headboard as his powerful thrusts moved us across the bed. 
 
    Fire coursed through my veins until the white-hot, blinding pleasure exploded inside me. I came so hard I forgot how to breathe. Black spots danced across my vision, and body felt as if it had shattered into a thousand pieces. He surged deep, so deep I felt the head of his cock against my cervix. He growled my name as he ground his hips against my ass and filled me with hot, hard spurts of his semen. 
 
    When my legs would no longer hold me up, I collapsed onto the bed. Gabe followed me down, his thick shaft still buried deep inside of me. I clenched my muscles around him and felt his big body shudder. His head rested on my shoulder, then he pushed my hair away from my face and leaned down to kiss the corner of my mouth. I wanted to kiss him for real, but I couldn’t find the energy to move. 
 
    “You okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Mmm,” I murmured.  
 
    “Layla, answer me.” 
 
    Since I heard the concern in his tone, I turned my head so he could see me smile even if I couldn’t manage to open my eyes yet. “Better than okay. I—” 
 
    “I thought I heard—hey, Layla! I didn’t know you were back.” 
 
    Oh, shit! Oh, shit! 
 
    The sound of my roommate’s voice had my head turning so fast I almost smacked Gabe with the back of my head. He muttered a curse, but I had lost the power of speech.  
 
    Why, oh why hadn’t I closed the damn door?  
 
    Standing in the open doorway was Rain, my roommate and the current bane of my existence. She was beautiful in a way that was hard not to envy, with the perfect blend of her father’s Native American heritage and her mother’s Mexican beauty. Her free-spirited nature made her oblivious to how embarrassing her timing was. Instead of leaving or closing the door to give us privacy, she leaned against the doorframe and smiled as if the entire situation were completely normal. 
 
    “Is that Gabe? Of course, it is. I’ve seen enough pictures and sketches of him to recognize him anywhere. Hi, Gabe! I’m Rainbow Wolf, or Rain, Layla’s roommate.” 
 
    “Ah…hello.” 
 
    Hearing his deep voice helped me snap out of my shock. I rushed to say, “Rain, could you—”  
 
    “Layla’s here? Hi, sweetie! We didn’t think we’d get a chance to say hello to you before we left. And my, don’t you have a handsome boyfriend!” 
 
    Oh, sweet god. Rain’s mother was now standing next to her.  
 
    Gabe was still on top of me, hiding me from view, but I quickly realized that his ass was out there for everyone to see. Reaching behind me, I desperately tried to pull his jeans up, but they wouldn’t budge. As I struggled to pull the comforter over us, he took pity on me and completed the task, covering the lower half of our bodies. 
 
    “That’s Gabe, mom. The guy she’s been crushing on for, like, ever.”  
 
    “Rain!” I cried in protest. 
 
    Her mother smiled at me warmly. “I’m so glad you waited to share your first time with someone you truly care about, Layla. We are so happy for you!” 
 
    It was official…I wanted to die.  
 
    Groaning, I lowered my head to the bed. I wondered if I could smother myself if I pressed my face against the comforter hard enough. I could feel Gabe’s silent laughter and would have tried pushing him off the bed if it wouldn’t have exposed us both. 
 
    “What are you two doing huddled in the doorway? Ah.” 
 
    The sound of Rain’s father’s voice made me groan again. I could never face any of them again. Maybe I could hide in my closet until they left the apartment…left the state. 
 
    “I’m Elan Gray Wolf, and this is my wife, Rosa.” 
 
    “Gabriel Turner. Nice to meet you, sir. Ma’am.” 
 
    Sweet Jesus, why were they introducing themselves so politely as if we were in the parlor about to have tea?  
 
    “We are embarrassing poor Layla,” Elan announced the amusement clear in his tone. “We’ll let you two…finish. Come into the kitchen when you are done. We just brought back a ton of food.” 
 
    “You’re right, dad. Sorry, Layla. We have those tamales you like,” Rain added apologetically. 
 
    “I could eat,” Gabe said easily. 
 
    Unable to look at any of them, I waved my hand, partly in acknowledgment but mostly trying to make them leave. After the door shut, Gabe rolled off of me and pulled me against his side.  
 
    “They seemed nice.” 
 
    “Oh, god,” I moaned, hiding my face against his shoulder. “I can never face them again.” 
 
    “But there are tamales.” He laughed when I slapped his shoulder. “Relax, sweetheart. Just be glad they hadn’t interrupted us five minutes sooner.” 
 
    “You think this is funny,” I accused. 
 
    “Yes, yes I do.” He got up and hitched his jeans up over his toned ass. “Come on, let’s clean up and get something to eat. We’re going to be late if you keep distracting me.” He turned and winked at me, leaving me sputtering as he disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “You need to relax,” Gabe ordered as he gently squeezed my hand. 
 
    That was definitely easier said than done. As we sat out in the courtyard that surrounded the hotel pool which had been converted for the wedding ceremony, I glanced around nervously, scanning the crowd of people for a glimpse of my brother. Thankfully, he hadn’t arrived yet. A little part of me was hoping he had gotten distracted by writing and would forget to attend, but that would only delay my doom. 
 
    “I’m trying, but I’m worried,” I whispered.  
 
    “I know, sweetheart.” 
 
    The air was perfumed with the fragrance of lilacs and roses, the blooms bursting out of several big containers placed around the large, rectangular area. The lounge chairs that usually surrounded the pool had been replaced with chairs covered in white cloth with lavender bows that draped to the ground. Small brass lanterns lined the length of the walkways with small white candles flickering behind the glass, and strings of fairy lights hung overhead.  
 
    Most of the men in attendance were dressed in suits, while the women wore dresses in a variety of shades ranging from bright, bold colors to the palest of hues. When I saw a woman wearing an emerald green dress I recognized from a local store, I was glad I hadn’t worn the same one. 
 
    Instead of changing at the hotel, I’d gotten ready at my apartment while Elan and Rosa had fed Gabe a massive amount of food. Their open friendliness made it impossible not to like them, and I was glad that he seemed to enjoy them as much as I did. Rain had offered to curl my hair while I did my make-up, and we’d talked about Gabe in the privacy of my bathroom. Since she knew how long I’d been in love with him, she had been elated for me. It had been nice to share my happiness with a friend, but I left out most of the details when she had interrogated me.  
 
    I re-packed my bag before putting on my dress and the new pearl earrings and necklace I had gotten the other day. I didn’t need to wear a bra with the dress, but I did remember to put on a pale pink thong that I imagined Gabe taking off me later. I left my long hair falling loose down my back in beachy waves and had gone with dramatic smoky eye shadow and a shimmering pink gloss that made my lips look wet. 
 
    When I’d walked out of my room, the look on Gabe’s face had made my heart pound. 
 
    After we’d returned to the hotel, he had showered, shaved, and changed into a black suit, white shirt, and silver tie as I had responded to several text messages I had been ignoring for the last few days. I found it highly unfair that he could look that damn good in a fraction of the time it had taken me to get ready. Of course, I had paused to watch him dress. He looked damn good in a suit, but he looked even better naked. 
 
    While I had been lost in my own head, a couple had walked over to speak to Gabe. I smiled, then felt joy spread through me when he introduced me as his girlfriend. We chatted with them for a few minutes, then they wandered off to go join a group of their friends. When the groom and his party came out to stand near the arbor of flowers that had been set up, I studied them with open curiosity. 
 
    “The groom looks familiar.” 
 
    “I told you that I played football with Zimmerman in college. I’ve only met his fiancée, Michelle, a few times, but I think you’ll like her.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, now I remember him! He was the one with the big—” 
 
    “Layla,” he growled in warning. 
 
    I squeezed his hand and laughed. “I was going to say he had that big, black truck. The one with the huge tires that looked like I’d needed a ladder to get in it. What did you think I was going to say?” 
 
    He smiled sheepishly. “I’m not sure, but it didn’t sound good. He still has that truck. Michelle is even shorter than you, but she likes driving it. He had retractable steps put on for her.” 
 
    “Aww, that’s so sweet.”  
 
    “Hey, I’ll put steps on my truck for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but will you ever let me drive your Jaguar?” I teased. 
 
    “That…we might have to negotiate.” 
 
    Laughing, I leaned closer to kiss him, then I froze as my brother hurried down the walkway. 
 
    Aiden had on a gray suit with a light blue shirt and paisley blue tie. His dark brown hair was longer than it had been the last time I’d seen him over winter break, and he hadn’t bothered to shave in a few days. Both of my brothers were taller than me, but Aiden easily packed on muscle while Noah had a leaner build. Still, Noah could command a room simply by walking into it, while no one would have guessed Aiden was a bestselling author by looking at him. 
 
    “Sorry, I got caught up re-writing a scene, then I realized I have to completely change one of my characters,” Aiden announced as he sat down next to Gabe. “I almost forgot about the—Layla, what are you doing here?” 
 
    His gaze traveled down to where my hand was being held by Gabe’s, and his jaw tightened. I saw the barely controlled fury in his hazel eyes, and suddenly everything I had planned to say was gone, completely wiped from my mind. 
 
    “We need to talk, Aiden,” Gabe said softly. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re fucking right we do…later,” Aiden bit out as the music began playing.  
 
    All three of us remained silent as the wedding began, and Gabe squeezed my hand, trying to assure me that everything would be okay. An adorable ring bearer and a pretty flower girl sauntered down the aisle together, followed by several bridesmaids dressed in pale-purple gowns. When the bride appeared with her father by her side, everyone stood. 
 
    A few minutes later, we were all seated again. I was surprised that I forgot my worries while I watched the bride and groom exchange vows. I didn’t know them, but their personalized vows touched my heart. I only realized I was crying after Gabe pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at my cheeks. I took it from him gratefully and noticed Aiden staring at us with a strange expression on his face. 
 
    Once the ceremony was over, everyone cheered as the newly married couple danced their way down the aisle. The guests were told to head upstairs to the ballroom for the reception while the wedding party took pictures down by the pool. Most people went straight up to the ballroom, but I silently followed Gabe and Aiden away from the rest of the guests.  
 
    When we had a little privacy, I gathered my courage and said, “Aiden, I—” 
 
    “Shit!” Gabe’s head snapped to the side when Aiden spun around and punched him in the face. 
 
    “I can’t believe you hit him! Gabe, are you okay?” I gently touched his cheek and was glad that he wasn’t bleeding. 
 
    “He’s lucky that’s all I did,” Aiden snapped. “What the hell are you thinking, Layla?” 
 
    Tears stung my eyes as I met his gaze. “I love him.” 
 
    “You love him?” Aiden threw his hands up in the air. “Well, that’s just fucking great. How long has this shit been going on?” 
 
    “Not long,” Gabe said calmly as he rubbed his jaw. “And that first one was free. Next time you hit me, I’ll hit back.” 
 
    “No one is hitting anyone,” I countered, standing between them. “We’re at a wedding, damn it. You’re acting like a crazy person!”  
 
    Gabe took my arm and pulled me behind him. “We weren’t hiding anything from you.”  
 
    “The fuck you weren’t!” When a few people paused at the base of the stairway and glanced over, Aiden snarled, “What are you looking at?” 
 
    As the people scurried away, Gabe said, “Look, I get why you’re pissed—” 
 
    “Of course, I’m pissed. That’s my sister, asshole! That’s the one line you don’t cross.” Aiden turned his glare on me. “I thought you had more sense than this. How could you be so stupid?” 
 
    “Stop being such a jerk, Aiden,” I snapped. I knew he was just venting his anger, but his words still hurt.  
 
     Gabe took an aggressive step forward and growled, “Say what you want to me, but do not talk to her like that.” 
 
     “I can’t believe this!” Aiden started pacing. “You were supposed to watch out for her, not take advantage of her. Fuck, man. I trusted you! I know how you are with women. You’re going to break her fucking heart. Do you think I want that for my sister?” 
 
    “I love her.” 
 
    Those words made Aiden freeze in place, and his eyes went wide. “What?” 
 
    “I love her,” Gabe repeated. “You know I’ve never said those words to a woman before, so you know I mean it. I understand you feel like we—that I betrayed you, but nothing happened between us until a few days ago.” 
 
    Aiden continued to stare at him as he said, “Layla, can you give me and Gabe a minute to talk alone?” 
 
    Warily, I glanced over at Gabe. At his nod, I walked toward the stairs to give them some privacy. They moved further down the hallway as I stood nervously watching them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I wanted to make sure they didn’t start attacking each other like rabid dogs. 
 
    My heart melted at the way Gabe had just declared his love for me. He was being so open and honest about his feelings, while I had just stood there unable to say much. Part of that was due to a lifetime spent trying not to disappoint my brothers, but Gabe was worth fighting for. I wasn’t going to apologize for loving him, and I wasn’t going to give him up, even for my brother. 
 
    Still, Aiden and Gabe were best friends, and I hated coming between them. 
 
    I tore my gaze away from the men as I saw a pretty blonde woman in a slinky white dress walking toward me. Seriously, who wore white to a wedding? Was she trying to upstage the bride? Classy. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Then, recognition hit me. Annalise had dated Gabe a couple of years ago, but their relationship hadn’t lasted long. Then again, that was one of the reasons Aiden was so worried about me. Gabe never dated any woman for long.  
 
    But he hadn’t loved anyone before me.  
 
    That thought instantly cheered me up. 
 
    It wasn’t her fault that I hated her, but I did. I totally did since she had seen Gabe naked. I hated all of his exes on principle, no matter how long they had dated him. It was a moral imperative that was hardwired into my bones. I didn’t want to talk to her, but I couldn’t just tell her to go away. 
 
    “Hi, you’re Aiden’s sister. Layla, right?” Annalise said with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, then glanced back at the men. Okay, no punches were being thrown. They were still just talking. That was a good sign. 
 
    “I’m Annalise Gibbons. I’m a friend of Gabe’s. Actually, I was hoping I’d see him here. We have a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “We’re fucking,” I blurted out. Good lord, where had that come from? I looked back at her and could tell I had shocked her. I bit my lower lip to try to stop myself from speaking, but more words just spilled out. “I mean, we’re dating, and we love each other.” 
 
    “Ah.” She shrugged, but I saw the steely glint of challenge in her eyes. “Isn’t that cute.” 
 
    The way she said that made it clear she thought I was delusional…or simply a liar. Okay, now I wanted to punch her. 
 
    Unfortunately, Gabe and Aiden chose that moment to walk over and join us.  
 
    Annalise smiled as she practically purred, “Hi, Gabe. It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    I squeezed my purse as my hands clenched into fists. 
 
    “Annalise.” Turning away from her, Gabe ran his hands down my arms and said, “Your brother wants a moment alone with you. Why don’t I go grab us some champagne while you talk to him?” 
 
    I wanted to protest but meekly nodded instead. I cast a furtive glance at the other woman. She was still smiling sweetly at Gabe and doing her best to pretend I didn’t exist. When my gaze met his again, I saw that his eyes were narrowed slightly. Suddenly, he jerked me to him and kissed me hard. 
 
    Oh, yeah. Take that blondie. 
 
    “Christ, don’t make me hit you again,” Aiden muttered. 
 
    Gabe released me, holding onto my arms to make sure I didn’t fall flat on my face. He winked, then said, “I love you, sweetheart. See you upstairs.” 
 
    With that, he started up the stairs. 
 
    Annalise stood there gaping at his back. Obviously, she hadn’t believed me when I’d told her that I was dating Gabe. She had been waiting for him to pay attention to her, but the way he had walked away should’ve told her there was no chance of a reunion. When she turned on her heels and hurried after him, I frowned. I trusted Gabe, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t hit on him while I wasn’t around. 
 
    “Relax, kid. He’s not interested in her.” 
 
    I tore my gaze away from the stairs and looked over at my brother. Since he didn’t seem angry anymore, I did relax a little. Lifting my chin, I said, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Aiden. But I’m not going to apologize for loving Gabe.” 
 
    “Look, I get it.” He sighed. “I always knew you had a crush on him, but I didn’t know that it was this…real. This is going to take me some time to get used to, since, I’ll be honest, it all seems pretty fucking weird to me right now.” 
 
    “You know he’s a good man.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no one is ever going to be good enough for you.” 
 
    Touched, I blinked back tears. “I love you, Aiden. Even when you’re being mean.” 
 
    “Come on, don’t cry.” He pulled me into a tight hug. “I love you, too, even when you’re being a brat. I’m sorry I yelled at you.”  
 
    “I forgive you since I know you’re only trying to look out for me. But, Aiden? Gabe looks out for me, too. He always has.” 
 
    “I know.” After a long pause, he added, “I’m still going to break his legs if he breaks your heart.” 
 
    Pushing away from him, I laughed. “You’re such a guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…this guy needs a damn drink.”  
 
    I was pleased that he seemed to be handling everything well now that his initial shock had worn off. I didn’t even complain when he grabbed my arm and pulled me up the stairs. Most of the guests were already inside the ballroom, but a few people were gathered around the small bar set up in the large hallway at the top of the stairs.  
 
    Gabe was talking to a group of people, but he immediately left them and walked over as soon as he saw us. Thankfully, Annalise was nowhere in sight. He handed me a glass of champagne, then offered the other one to Aiden. 
 
    Shaking his head, Aiden said, “I need something stronger.” 
 
    As he stalked into the ballroom, I whispered, “Are you two okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine. He just needs some time to get used to…thinking about us together. Don’t worry, we’ve hit each other before. That usually fixes things.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you guys.” 
 
    Gabe grinned. “Yeah, well, it works for us.” He sobered again, staring at me intently. “Did he apologize to you?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Good. I know he was upset, but I didn’t like him speaking to you like that.” 
 
    I leaned against his chest and smiled up at him. “Is that your version of ‘nobody puts Baby in the corner?’” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “It’s a quote from one of my favorite movies.” When he continued to stare at me blankly, I laughed. “Never mind. It’s a chick thing. So, did you catch up with Annalise?” 
 
    He smirked. “Is this going to end up with you doing another devil sketch of me?” 
 
    “That depends on your answer.” 
 
    Laughing, he leaned down to kiss me. “You know you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll sketch her with horns instead.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” He wrapped an arm around my waist and led me toward the ballroom. “Come on. Let’s go dance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    I had just stepped out of the shower Sunday morning when Gabe walked into the bathroom with my cell phone in his hand.  
 
    Surprisingly, he didn’t have any bruising or swelling from Aiden’s right hook, or maybe I just couldn’t see it beneath the shadow of scruff. He was already dressed in a pair of fitted jeans and a snug, gray T-shirt. The outfit molded to his body like it had been tailor-made for him, and honestly, he looked absolutely mouthwatering.  
 
    Since my head was still buzzing from the amount of champagne I’d consumed at the reception, I kind of hated him for it. 
 
    Grabbing a towel off the vanity, I wrapped it around me, holding it in place while I reached out for the phone with the other hand. “Noah again?” 
 
    I’d woken up to six missed calls and eleven text messages from my eldest brother. I wasn’t proud of the fact that I’d been dodging him, but Aiden’s initial reaction to mine and Gabe’s relationship had been bad enough. I could only imagine how Noah had taken the news.   
 
    I’d been hoping Aiden would let me tell Noah myself, but at the same time, it didn’t surprise me that he’d ratted me out like that.  
 
    “Nope,” Gabe answered, passing the phone to me. “Aiden. You’re supposed to have breakfast with him this morning.” 
 
    Crap, I’d completely forgotten about that. “Are you coming with me?” 
 
    Sliding his own cell phone out of his back pocket, he tapped it against his palm. “I am. I got the same message. Breakfast in the hotel restaurant in ten minutes.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath. That barely left me enough time to get dressed, let alone do anything with my hair or makeup. Luckily, I’d skipped washing my hair, so at least I could pull the locks into a ponytail without any fuss. 
 
    After banishing Gabe to the downstairs area of the suite—because we’d never make it to breakfast on time if he kept looking at me the way he was—I pulled on a pair of cropped, white jeans and a blue V-neck tank top that matched the color of his eyes. Once I’d added a swipe of lip gloss and a touch of mascara, I slid my feet into a pair of plain, white flip flops and descended the stairs. 
 
    “Well,” I announced, holding my arms out to the side, “this is as good as it gets.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Gabe pulled me into his arms and tilted my head back for a long, heated kiss. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    Everything felt so different now, so…comfortable. I still had my moments of insecurity, my bouts of painful awkwardness, but I no longer fell apart every time he looked at me.  
 
    “You, too,” I responded with a smirk. “Beautiful, I mean.” 
 
    Gabe rolled his eyes and reached around to pinch my butt. “Uh huh. You’re hilarious.” 
 
    My grin stretched wider. “I think so.” 
 
    Snorting, he took my hand and pulled me toward the door. “Come on, brat. Let’s not keep your brother waiting.” 
 
    Considering that Aiden’s acceptance had been hesitant, to say the least, that was probably a good idea. 
 
    We rode the elevator down to the lobby with an older couple who bickered the entire way. Since we’d missed the beginning of the argument, I honestly didn’t have any idea why the man was a “cheap bastard,” but I mentally took his wife’s side, purely on principle.  
 
    As we crossed the sitting area situated near the registration desk, I tried to pull my hand out of Gabe’s, but he held tighter and shook his head.  
 
    “Don’t even start. We’re not doing anything wrong, and we’re not going to hide.” 
 
    He was right, of course, but old habits and all that. I mumbled an apology and was rewarded with a kiss to the top of my head. I looked away and smiled. I really loved when he did that. Well, I just loved kissing him in general, but there was something about those chaste moments when he pressed his lips to my forehead, temple, or cheek that made me feel special.  
 
    The restaurant was situated to the right of the hotel’s main doors, its entryway bracketed by two large columns. I spotted Aiden at once since he was seated in the middle of the room at a circular table large enough for six. Waving to him, I breathed a little easier when he waved back with a smile.  
 
    Then, we rounded one of the columns, and I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw that he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Noah lifted his head, his dark gray eyes boring into me as he scowled with disapproval. Damn, I really should have read those text messages. Since it was barely after nine in the morning, he must have driven half the night to make the five-hour trip from Houston. On the other hand, knowing him, he’d probably left the minute he’d gotten off the phone with Aiden. 
 
    That made more sense because he looked far too put together for someone who had broken every speed limit in two states to arrive by breakfast. He was freshly shaved, and his dark hair was combed smartly to the side like always. Even his clothes appeared to be freshly pressed, and he’d polished his black, square-framed glasses to within an inch of their life. 
 
    Clearly, Gabe didn’t have the same reservations about sitting down with both my brothers as I did, because his hand squeezed around mine, and he dragged me closer to the table. At first, I let him, but when Noah rose from his chair, I jerked Gabe to a stop again and jumped in front of him as I spread my arms wide to shield as much of him as I could. 
 
    “Don’t hit him!” 
 
    It felt like every set of eyes in the restaurant turned on me, but I didn’t care. If Noah wanted to be mad at someone, he could be pissed at me.  
 
    Aiden dropped his head and snorted. Gabe chuckled. Even Noah looked a little less severe than he had a moment ago. I hadn’t been trying for humor, but if it worked, I’d take it. 
 
    “Relax,” Noah said, motioning to the unoccupied chairs at the table. “I’m not going to hit anyone. Come, sit down.” 
 
    Since it would be childish to refuse, I did so, although reluctantly, while staring daggers at Aiden the entire time. “You’re such a dick.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me. “Did you really think I wouldn’t tell him?” 
 
    “It wasn’t your place.” 
 
    I’d been thinking the same thing, but it shocked me to hear the words coming from Gabe’s mouth. He and Aiden rarely disagreed, and while I didn’t want to come between them, I liked that he was taking my side on this. Beneath the table, I reached over and gave his thigh a grateful squeeze. In return, he covered my fingers with his own, lending me some of his strength.  
 
    “No,” Noah agreed, his gaze still trained on me. “I shouldn’t have heard about this from Aiden.” 
 
    I wanted to be indignant, to rail against him, but after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, I dropped my head and stared at the blue, linen tablecloth. Anger or disappointment, I could have dealt with, but the hurt in his voice killed me.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I muttered to my napkin, because I still couldn’t look at him. “I was going to tell you.” I scuffed my toe across the carpet, feeling for all the world like I was nine years old again. Finally, I peeked up at him. “Are you mad?” 
 
    Resting his elbows on the table, he templed his fingers under his chin and considered me for a long time before answering. “I guess that depends.” He released me from his gaze and turned his stormy glare on Gabe. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    Gabe stared back unflinchingly. “Just this week. I didn’t really mean for it to happen, but I’m not sorry it did. You should know this isn’t just some passing thing for me. I love her.” 
 
    I wondered if I’d always melt a little when he said that. I really hoped so.  
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    If Gabe was willing to stand up to my brothers for us, I could be brave, too. “I love him. This isn’t some act of rebellion. It wasn’t even sudden, not for me. I’ve loved him for a long time.” I looked up at Gabe, my heart filled to bursting, and smiled. “He’s the one for me, Noah. He makes me happy.” 
 
    Noah sighed, removed his glasses, and rubbed both hands over his face. The poor guy looked far wearier than anyone should at thirty-five. Once he had his glasses perched back on his slender nose, he pointed a finger at me, but it wasn’t as authoritarian as I’d expected.  
 
    “You’re going to graduate.” 
 
    I only had a couple of months left before I earned my degree. The thought of dropping out of school hadn’t even crossed my mind. I could tell my brother was trying, though, so I bit back my sarcasm and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to do this—” He waved his hand between me and Gabe. “—long distance?” 
 
    “That’s why phones were invented,” Gabe responded. “There are also weekends.” His fingers tightened around mine when I gasped, but he didn’t look at me. “I won’t distract her from her studies, but weekends are for us. I think you’ll agree it’s a good balance.” 
 
    His tone didn’t invite argument, and surprisingly, Noah didn’t offer one.  
 
    “What about after graduation?” Aiden asked, speaking for the first time since the interrogation had begun.  
 
    Since I was interested to hear the answer to that as much as my brothers, I kept quiet and let Gabe field that question as well. 
 
    “That will largely be up to Layla. There’s plenty of space in my apartment for her to set up a studio. If that’s not good enough, we can find somewhere more suited to her tastes. As long as she’s happy, I don’t give a damn where we live.” 
 
    I was ashamed to admit that, up until that moment, I had still been undecided. Not about being with him, but I’d been unsure if he’d still feel the same once he returned to Houston. Listening to him speak about our future with such conviction, however, dissolved any remaining reservations. This wasn’t just some fling for him. He loved me, and he was already making plans to rearrange his life to include me in it.   
 
    While he and my brothers continued to talk about “intentions” and “propriety,” I slipped my phone out of my pocket and opened a new text message. It was said that actions speak louder than words, and since I usually screwed up when I tried to talk about my feelings anyway, I could think of only one way to show him I was just as committed. 
 
    I typed the message quickly and sent it. I had a reply within seconds.  
 
    Smiling, I left my phone on the table and sat up straighter in my seat. “So, are we good now?” I asked, interrupting whatever Noah was saying. “Not to be rude, but it’s really not any of your business. You know Gabe. You know who he is.” I held his stare, daring him to refute it. “I wouldn’t be with him if he wasn’t a good man. So, I really don’t see what else there is to talk about here.” 
 
    Noah was silent for a long time, but he eventually shook his head and sighed. When he did speak, it sounded kind of like he was choking on the words. “And you’re being…careful, right?” 
 
    I vaguely registered Gabe’s wince, but I was too busy freaking out to properly acknowledge it. “Oh, my god, Noah! Stop!” I held my hand up, my palm facing him. “Just stop. We are so not talking about this.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aiden grumbled. “I think I just lost my appetite.” 
 
    Noah glared, but thankfully, he relented. “So, you’ve thought this through? All of it? And you’re sure this is what you want?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, but just barely. “More than you know. Please, Noah, trust me.” 
 
    Slowly, he bobbed his head. “I do. It’s just hard. I love you, Layla, and all I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy.” 
 
    I could see the truth in his eyes, and I heard it in his voice. Until then, I hadn’t realized how much his approval really meant to me. I wouldn’t have ended things with Gabe just because my brothers didn’t like it, but I was glad I wouldn’t have to choose between my family and the man I’d given my heart to. 
 
    “I love you, too, Noah, and you don’t have to worry about me. I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.” I gripped Gabe’s hand again, holding onto it like he might disappear in a cloud of smoke if I didn’t. “So, we’re good, right? Because I was promised breakfast, and I’m starving.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and most of the tension bled away. Breakfast turned out to be rather enjoyable after that. For a little while, it felt like the way things had always been with the four of us sitting at the table, smiling and cracking jokes. It was like nothing had changed at all.  
 
    Well, almost.  
 
    While we waited for the check, Gabe leaned over as if to kiss me, but he stopped abruptly when a balled-up napkin hit him in the side of the face. 
 
    “None of that,” Noah demanded. “I’m really not ready for that shit.” 
 
    “Seconded,” Aiden agreed. 
 
    I laughed but decided I could allow them that one courtesy. There would be plenty of time for kissing—and more—once we made it back to the room.  
 
    After several hugs from my brothers, and forced promises to call them more often, Gabe and I said our goodbye and made our way back up to the suite. He’d arranged for a late checkout, and he didn’t have to be at the airport for another couple of hours, but neither of us had bothered to pack the night before. Searching the room for missing socks wasn’t how I would have chosen to spend our remaining time together, but I was grateful for every extra minute with him. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” Stepping off the elevator on the second floor, Gabe took my hand and brought it to his lips. 
 
    I peered up at him, genuinely confused. “Do what?” 
 
    “You’re so easy to read.” He kissed my hand again, then released it to remove the keycard from his back pocket. “Stop worrying so much. This isn’t goodbye.” 
 
    Wasn’t it, though? At least for a little while. “When will I see you again?” 
 
    He actually had the audacity to snort at me. “I meant what I said at breakfast. I’ll see you Friday after class.” 
 
    When he’d suggested we would spend weekends together, I hadn’t thought he’d meant every weekend. I certainly hadn’t expected him to return to New Orleans so soon. It felt greedy and selfish to accept more when I’d already been given me so much. Yet, I couldn’t deny that the thought of seeing him again in just a few days lessened the sadness of him leaving in the first place.  
 
    Overcome with emotion, the minute we were inside the room, I shoved him back against the door and kissed him like my life depended on it. I hadn’t really thought it through, and honestly, I didn’t know how to get us naked or horizontal from there. Luckily, I didn’t have long to worry about the next step, because Gabe took over almost immediately, deepening the kiss as he reached for the waistband of my pants.  
 
    I knew this dance well by now. No matter how frantic or chaotic it seemed, there was a rhythm to it, a cadence, and within seconds we were both naked and panting. If Gabe questioned my sudden aggressiveness, he didn’t react other than to grab my ass in both hands and lift me off my feet.  
 
    In response, I tangled my hands in his hair and wrapped my legs around his waist, clinging to him and moaning when his erection pressed heavily against my core. He spun us quickly, pressing my shoulders against the door of the coat closet and anchoring me to it with his large frame. 
 
    “I love you,” I gasped when he released my mouth to trail his lips down my neck. “I love you.” I chanted the words, whispering them like a prayer. “Hurry.” 
 
    Sliding a hand between our bodies, he dipped two fingers into my quivering entrance and groaned. “Jesus, you’re so wet.” 
 
    It was an observation, not a question, but I nodded anyway. Maybe if I agreed with him, he’d hurry the hell up. “Less talking,” I demanded. “I need you.” 
 
    “Greedy little thing,” he muttered around a strained chuckle.  
 
    Gripping the base of his cock, he pulled back far enough to press the flared crown to my opening, then thrust forward, filling me in one, hard plunge. My pussy clenched, my inner walls squeezing around the invasion, and I cried out as I bucked my hips against him.  
 
    Without any leverage, my movements were awkward and uncoordinated, born of need rather than any type of skill. Gabe gripped my ass tighter, his fingers digging into the rounded globes, jerking me toward him with every punishing thrust. My head spun and my legs shook from the brutal tempo, and I cried out, demanding even more from him. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled, “you’re going to make me cum.” 
 
    Hovering on the precipice, eager to find my own release, I pulled his mouth back to mine and shoved my tongue between his panting lips in a deep, primal kiss. “Yes. Do it. I want to feel you.” 
 
    He buried his face against the side of my neck, his lips at the hollow behind my ear as his rhythm became impossibly quicker. “I love you, Layla.” 
 
    Light burst inside me, filling me with warmth and joy as the building pressure finally reached its crescendo. One more hard thrust angled at just the right spot sent me flying, and I dug my fingernails into his shoulders as I shattered into a prism of colorful pieces.  
 
    Gabe cursed and jerked against me, grinding his pelvis over my swollen clit as he found his own climax and spilled himself within my clenching depths.  
 
    I was still breathing heavily, basking in the afterglow and enjoying the feel of being wrapped in his arms when a knock at the door startled me so much I actually screamed. 
 
    “Easy,” Gabe chuckled as he eased out of me and placed me on my feet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I practically shrieked when he turned toward the door as if to open it. “Put some clothes on!” 
 
    He laughed at me again and shook his head before peering through the peephole. “It’s your roommate.” His lips turned down at the corners. “Are you expecting her?” 
 
    Crap. I’d completely forgotten. “Uh, yeah, she’s bringing me something.” Then, a little louder so that Rain could hear me through the door, I added, “Hold on! Coming!” 
 
    “I think we already did that.” 
 
    I swatted his bicep. “Behave.” 
 
    Somehow, it took us longer to dress than it had to disrobe, but a minute later, I was decent enough to wrench the door open and greet Rain with a smile. “Hey, sorry about that.” I shifted uncomfortably as my soaked panties rubbed against me. Okay, that was kind of gross. “Did you bring it?” 
 
    She gave me a knowing looking, and there was a little twinkle in her eye when she stared past me to Gabe. Oh, god, how long had she been standing there? Had she heard the whole thing? My face went up in flames, and I started choking on my own spit as she slipped past me into the room, carrying a thin package wrapped in brown paper. 
 
    “Hey, Rain.” Gabe smiled in greeting. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Same.” She dipped her head toward him. “I’m just dropping this off for Layla.” She held up the package, then laid it on the table beside the wet bar before backing toward the still-open doorway. “I’ll see you later,” she said to me at the threshold. “I’ll get out of your hair so you can get back to…whatever you were doing.” 
 
    Oh, fuck, she had heard everything. I just knew it. 
 
    “I…uh…” 
 
    “Bye!” She wiggled her fingers and turned away, disappearing down the hallway, her dark hair fanning out behind her.  
 
    I turned to Gabe, my mouth gaping open. “She totally knows.” 
 
    “Probably.” Gabe shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal and closed the door. “After yesterday, I highly doubt she cares.” 
 
    I dropped my face into my hands and groaned at the reminder. Having a conversation with her freaking parents while Gabe had still been buried in me balls deep was probably the most humiliating experience of my life. Things had been fairly normal for the rest of the time we’d spent at my apartment, but I figured it was going to be a long time before I could look them in the eye without blushing.  
 
    “What is that?” Gabe nodded toward the package. “A new painting?” 
 
    “Not new.” Trying to breathe through my embarrassment, I gently peeled away the brown paper with shaking hands to reveal the fairy painting he’d been so insistent he wanted.  
 
    “Layla?” There was confusion in his gaze, which was a little odd considering how brightly he was smiling. 
 
    “It’s still mine,” I told him, pointing a stern finger at his face. “If you’re serious, though, if you really want me to move in with you after graduation—” 
 
    “I am,” he interrupted. “I do.” 
 
    Grinning, I left the painting on the table and sashayed over to wrap my arms around his waist. “Then, I guess you can hold on to it for me until I get there. Hang it somewhere you can see it all the time, and when you look at it, remember you belong to me.” 
 
    He took my chin and held my face up as he kissed me tenderly. “I’ll take good care of it, sweetheart, but I don’t need a reminder. You own me, Layla. Whatever you want, it’s yours.” 
 
    I’d promised myself I wasn’t going to cry, but I couldn’t stop the tears that spilled over and trekked down my cheeks. “I just want you,” I whispered. “I love you, Gabriel Turner. I’m yours. Always.” 
 
    He kissed me again, his lips lingering against mine in silent promise.  
 
    Tuesday morning, my only thought had been to enjoy Mardi Gras and blow off a little steam before finals. I hadn’t meant to end up shaking my ass on a bar, but I also couldn’t regret it, not when it had led me to this moment. I’d wanted fun, maybe a little excitement, but nothing life-changing.  
 
    The past few days had definitely changed my life.  
 
    This was our fairy tale.  
 
    It was our Once Upon a Time.  
 
    It wasn’t an ending, though, happy or otherwise, but the perfect, shiny beginning to the rest of our lives.


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    GABE 
 
    Six months later… 
 
      
 
    As I studied the crowd of people gathered in the posh art gallery in Houston for Layla’s first official show, I felt my heart swell with pride.  
 
    Tonight marked the culmination of months of hard work. I’d never understood the dedication her art took until she had moved in with me, and I had witnessed it with my own eyes. There had been times when she got lost in the work, when she would forget to eat and sleep, but I was there to make sure she was always taken care of. It was a privilege that came with loving her to the point of madness. 
 
    Now, the proof of her creative genius was spread throughout the room for everyone to admire. 
 
    So much had changed for us since that first week we had spent together in New Orleans. I had loved her for years, but never let myself act on my feelings until that day I’d kissed her in the elevator. For a long time, I had convinced myself that it had been simply lust, nothing more. She was my best friend’s little sister, which meant she had been completely off limits.  
 
    However, that didn’t stop me from wanting her. 
 
    But all of that had changed when she’d given me the sculpture of the knight. 
 
    I’d tried to explain it to her once, though it had been difficult to put into words. As long as I’d known her, I’d always felt protective, but at some point, it had become more. I’d found myself wanting to be a better man…for her. I’d wanted her to depend on me, to look at me with admiration and respect because her opinion mattered.  
 
    When she’d told me she thought of me as her white knight, I’d fucking lost it. All that time, my heart had been hers. I’d just been too stupid to realize it until that moment. 
 
    Love definitely kicked me in the nuts when I’d least expected it. 
 
    That prized statue held a place of honor in my office, where I could look at it every day and be reminded to be better…not just for her but for myself.  
 
    Once I realized I loved her and she loved me, I was all in. However, things hadn’t always easy between us. During the beginning phase of our relationship, it had confused the fuck out of me whenever she’d questioned my commitment to her. For instance, why would it bother me to visit every weekend while she’d still been in school? Hadn’t she understood that I hadn’t been able to sleep well without her next to me? 
 
    And how the hell could I intimidate all of those frat boys that had kept panting after her if I hadn’t shown up often enough to make them fear me? 
 
    I wasn’t the kind of guy that could recite poetry or think of grand gestures of love and devotion on a whim. Since she was so fun and creative, there had been times that I’d worried she’d get bored with someone like me. Though, whenever I’d started to feel that way, I did my best to keep her in a sex coma until I worked out my issues.  
 
    It usually worked like a charm. 
 
    There were times Layla considered me part caveman, and hell, she was probably right. I was bossy, arrogant, and possessive as hell because she was mine. When it came to her, shit was pretty simple. I wanted to be with her, so I did whatever was necessary to make that happen. If I wasn’t inside her, I was thinking about the next time I would be. If she wanted something, all she had to do was tell me. 
 
    And if she kept loving me, I’d do anything to make her happy. 
 
    “Can you believe this shit? This place is packed.”  
 
    At the sound of Aiden’s voice, I glanced over and was surprised to see him and Noah standing next to me. Fuck, how long had they been standing there? 
 
    “It’s a lot of people.” 
 
    “I just spoke to the curator. The event just started, and almost half of the pieces are already sold,” Noah said, the pride he felt for his sister was clear in his voice. “I thought it was crazy, considering the prices they set for each sculpture, but people are paying it.” 
 
    “Some of that is Grace’s doing,” I reminded them. “When she bought the phoenix sculpture, she made sure everyone in the art world knew exactly who Layla was.”  
 
    Noah chuckled. “Believe it or not, she bought the zombie sculpture the second she saw it.” 
 
    “The what?” Aiden asked. 
 
    “The one where half of the face is melted off the skull. Layla did that one based off a nightmare she had after watching an episode of The Walking Dead with me,” I explained. 
 
    Aiden sighed. “She still blames me for that, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Noah glared at him. “What do you expect? You made scaring the crap out of her your mission every Halloween. I still remember hearing her screaming.” 
 
    “Speaking of being scared…” Aiden plucked two glasses of champagne off the tray of a passing waiter. “You look like you could use a refill.” 
 
    He shoved one of the glasses at me. Since I already had one, I ended up double fisting. I glared at my friend, then downed what little remained in the first glass before setting it down on a nearby table.  
 
    “Aiden’s right. You do look a little worried,” Noah teased. 
 
    “Not worried. Terrified,” Aiden corrected with a grin. “Maybe his nerves are getting the best of him.” 
 
    “Don’t make me throat punch you just to shut you up.” 
 
    Aiden laughed. “Relax. This is going to be the best night of her life.”  
 
    Glancing around, Noah asked, “Where is Layla? I haven’t seen her in a while.” 
 
    “She’s hard to miss in that pink dress,” Aiden said. “It’s so bright she’s practically glowing.” 
 
    I knew she was wearing magenta because that’s what she told me it was. Scanning the crowd, I realized she’d been gone for more than ten minutes. Damn it, I should have never let the curator drag her away from me. “I think I know where she is.” 
 
    Leaving the brothers, I made my way across the room. I saw Rain talking with three men who seemed to be hanging on her every word. When she looked up and saw me, she left her adoring fans and hurried over. 
 
    Over the past few months, I had begun to think of Rain as the eccentric little sister I never had. After I’d spent a few weekends at Layla’s apartment, I’d been shocked when I had gone to make coffee one morning and found Rain painting in the living room. Naked. I guess it could have been payback since she and her parents had seen my naked ass, but it hadn’t bothered her one bit. She was even worse than Layla when she was working, completely tuning out the world around her.  
 
    It wasn’t the most comfortable situation, but I’d gotten used to it…sort of. 
 
    “Hey, Gabe! Have you seen Layla? Christina offered me a show! Can you believe it? I’m so excited, and I wanted to tell Layla first, but I can’t find her.” 
 
    “I’m going to get her right now. Congratulations on the show, hon. That’s great news!” 
 
    After giving Rain a quick hug, I strode over to the women’s restroom. Christ, what was with us and bathrooms? I hesitated briefly, then pushed the door open. 
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    “Gabe! You can’t be in here!” 
 
    As soon as I heard her voice, I walked in. Layla was sitting on a chair in front of a long mirror looking so fucking beautiful she took my breath away. I knew her every expression, and it was obvious to see that something had upset her. Squatting down in front of her, I reached out and cupped her face, rubbing my thumb over her cheek.  
 
    “What are you doing in here, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Oh, just having a little panic attack. Christina said she wants me to give some sort of speech. A sort of thanks for coming deal, and she wants me to talk about my sculptures. Why do I have to talk about them? People just have to look! Why didn’t she tell me sooner? I could have prepared something. You know how much I suck at this stuff!” 
 
    If the curator had told her sooner, it just would have given her another reason to freak out. Since she’d been offered the show, she’d been worrying herself sick over it. Every night, she would go through a list of reasons why she shouldn’t attend, getting more worked up about the whole thing until I fucked her nerves into submission. 
 
    Usually, it was the perfect solution, but not right now. 
 
    “If you don’t want to do a speech, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “But she—” 
 
    “No speech, baby. This is your night. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”  
 
    She leaned forward and rested her head on my shoulder, making me feel like I’d conquered a marauding army instead of saying some words.  
 
    “Where were you when I was totally freaking out a few minutes ago?” 
 
    “You should’ve come and found me.” I kissed her temple before standing up and offering her my hand. “I think I’ve figured out a way to distract you.” 
 
    “Gabe! I am not having sex with you in this bathroom!” 
 
    I chuckled. That wasn’t a bad idea, but sadly, this wasn’t the time or the place. “No, sweetheart. We’re going back out there.” 
 
    She tried to pull me to a stop. “I am so not having sex with you out there either!” 
 
    Laughing, I dragged her toward the door just as two women walked inside the bathroom. I grinned at their shocked expressions. “Ladies.” 
 
    Once we were out in the hallway, Layla clutched at my arm. “Oh, god,” she whispered. “You know they think we just did it.” 
 
    “And the problem is?” 
 
    She groaned. “Now they’re going to tell everyone the artist is a raging nympho who just got laid in the bathroom.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time.” I grunted as she elbowed me. “Behave, brat.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to go back out there. Out there is the problem,” she moaned. 
 
    I stopped and turned to face her before we entered the main area of the gallery. “Do you trust me, Layla?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” 
 
    God, I loved how quickly she responded to that. “Then trust me now. You’re going to like this.” 
 
    She sighed. “If you say so.” 
 
    This wasn’t exactly how I planned for this to go, but now that I had made my decision, I just wanted to get to it. I pulled her into the gallery, ignoring all of the people who tried to speak to us. When we were in the center of the room, I stopped and turned to face her.  
 
    “I had this all planned out, but fuck it. Plans change.” Gripping one of her hands in mine, I slowly lowered to one knee and reached into my suit pocket for the small jewelry box I had hidden there. 
 
    “Oh, my god. What are you doing?” she whispered, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “Layla, I—” 
 
    “Yes!” she screamed, then she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me. I dragged her to her knees and pulled her tight against me, taking the kiss deeper. I heard the cheers and laughter surrounding us, but I didn’t care. I had the woman I loved in my arms, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    When I finally broke the kiss, I pressed my forehead against hers. “Don’t you want to hear—?” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “I mean yes. I said yes, and you can’t take it back now.” 
 
    God, I adored her. “I wasn’t going to take it back. I just thought you might want me to actually ask you to marry me.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just consider it asked and answered. I love you, Gabe.”  
 
    I laughed, and had to say it. “I love you, too, brat.” My smile morphed into a smirk as I held the box up to her. “Now, do you want to see the ring?” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank You! 
 
    Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed His Brat, please consider leaving a review. They really do matter.  
 
    Want to know what comes next? Join our newsletters to be notified when the next book in the Off Limits series releases. You won’t want to miss Aiden tripping all over himself and falling right into love.  
 
      
 
    Laurie’s Newsletter 
 
    Kali’s Newsletter 
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