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SYNOPSIS

 Driven and career-focused, Starla Winters doesn’t have the time or patience for dating. Other than her family, she has only a handful of personal connections, only a few relationships that truly mean anything to her, but she’s content. Or so she thinks. Then the laidback, free-spirited owner of a local toy store blows into her life, making her want things she’s never even contemplated.  
 Turner McCord fell in love the moment the uptight advertising agent marched into his office, and nothing has been the same for him since. He knows it won’t be easy to break through Starla’s shiny layer of professionalism to the fiery woman beneath, but he’s determined to make her his.  
 All he has to do is convince her to take a chance on forever.  
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DEDICATION

 In memory of my beautiful, kind, giving mother, whose unwavering belief in second chances made me the person I am today. You are missed every day. 




CHAPTER ONE

 “On guard!” Adjusting the elastic band that held his eye patch in place, Turner McCord lunged forward, brandishing his wooden sword. “You’ll never take me treasure. Argh!” 
 His foe parried, brandishing his own toy sword in both hands as he eyed the black, velvet bag of plastic coins that hung from Turner’s wrist. “Hand over the gold, or I’ll make you walk the plank!” 
 The kid couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, with floppy, sandy-brown hair—much the same color as Turner’s—and a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. His big, blue eyes shined with excitement, and he smiled widely, showing off his missing front tooth. Turner had never seen him in Neverland before, not that he remembered, but it didn’t matter. All children—both young and old—were welcome in his toy store. 
 “Johnathon, time to go.” The boy’s mother shifted her purse straps more securely into the crook of her elbow and tapped a manicured nail against the face of her watch. “You have piano lessons in twenty minutes.” 
 “Ah, Mom, do I have to?” 
 After a bit of persuasion, a little coaxing, and then finally, outright bribery, the kid returned his sword to the shelf and disappeared toward the front of the store with his mother. Pulling his eye patch off, Turner ran a hand over the top of his head, smoothing down his shaggy locks as he watched them go.  
 As usual, the store teemed with activity, even with the weather turning ugly outside. A group of preschool boys stretched out on the padded carpet amongst the stars depicted in the plush threads, pushing toy cars and fire trucks across the floor. A couple of younger girls with matching blonde curls tried on tiaras and glittery fairy wings while they giggled at themselves in the vertical, child-size mirror. 
 A set of wide, curving staircases wound to the top floor of Neverland, opening into a spacious library filled with shelves upon shelves of books for all ages. In the center of the second story sat the Tree of Knowledge, a massive manufactured tree with several cubbies cut into the trunk, and nests of pillows on the branches. Even with the upbeat music playing on the overhead speakers, Turner could hear parents reading while their children gasped and giggled. 
 December had been a very good month for the store, and though the temperatures continued to fall in the Windy City, January looked to be just as lucrative. Not that Turner cared about any of that. He already had more money than he knew what to do with, and he hadn’t opened Neverland for the profit.  
 “Turner, there you are.” His store manager, Catrina Belamy, rounded the corner and bounced over to him, her wild, golden ringlets barely restrained in a messy bun atop her head. “Miss Winters is here to see you.” She held her dainty hands out for the toys and grinned, making her eyes crinkle at the corners. “She’s waiting up front by the registers.”  
 Passing the eye patch, sword, and bag of plastic coins to her, Turner looked down at his plain, white T-shirt and faded jeans with a frown. “I thought I was meeting with her tomorrow.” If he’d known he’d be seeing Starla Winters today, he’d have put a bit more effort into getting dressed that morning. “Are you sure it’s today?” 
 Rina lifted one shoulder in a disinterested shrug as she returned the toys to their proper places on the shelves. “She’s here. That probably means it’s today.” Clasping her hands together when she finished, she turned to face him. Her big, blue eyes dominated her pixie-like face and sparkled with mischief when she looked up at him. “You like her, don’t you?” 
 “No.” If his denial had come a little too quickly or with too much intensity, Rina didn’t comment, so he continued. “It’s just that if I had known she was coming today, I would have dressed more professionally.” 
 Rina arched a thin, golden eyebrow at him. “Turner McCord, when have you ever been professional?” 
 He could be professional. “I went to the bank yesterday,” he informed her with a mirrored quirk of his eyebrow. “I wore a tie and everything.” 
 Snorting, she brushed a piece of lint from the shoulder of her billowy, forest-green top. “Okay, fine. You can be professional. If you want to keep that streak going, however, you probably shouldn’t keep Miss Winters waiting.” She flicked a flyaway curl out of her eyes and rested her hands on her narrow hips. “Oh, and don’t forget I’m leaving at noon today.” 
 Turner nodded, stopped, then tilted his head to the side. “Why are you leaving at noon?” 
 With an exasperated sigh, Rina took his elbow and tugged, pulling him toward the front of the store. “I’m going out of town with my parents to celebrate my birthday, which you’ve known about for two weeks now. I’ll be back on Monday.” 
 An ambiguous recollection of the conversation tickled the fringes of his memory. “You’re going to be gone for a week?” 
 She rolled her eyes. “Today is Thursday, Turner, and it technically doesn’t count. So, I’ll only be gone for three days.” She turned the corner, still holding onto his arm while she dragged him along beside her. “You can manage for that long without me, and besides, Lily will be here to help.” 
 With her pin-straight, ebony hair, brown eyes, and smooth caramel skin, Lily Geist created a striking contrast to Rina. Though only eighteen, she’d been working at Neverland since the day the doors opened two years ago, and Turner had never doubted his decision to promote her to assistant manager. She was a smart girl, good with people in general, but she also didn’t take herself too seriously, something Turner valued in all of his employees.  
 Lily had a head for business, and she’d taken over the inventory reports, which he greatly appreciated since he despised paperwork in all its unholy forms. At the same time, it wasn’t uncommon to find her reading to the preschoolers on the second floor, or dueling it out with the older boys over a game of cops and robbers. 
 “Someone will be here tomorrow afternoon to fix the pinball machine.” Rina flittered her fingers over her shoulder in the vague direction of the arcade located in the back corner of the main floor. “I’ve already informed Lily, and she’s authorized to sign off on the work, so you don’t even have to be here.” 
 “Rina.” 
 She slowed to a stop and looked up at him. “Yes?” 
 While he could be forgetful, and he didn’t particularly enjoy the day-to-day aspects of running a business, he could handle the store on his own for a weekend. “Stop fussing. Go. Have fun on your trip.” Uncurling her fingers from his elbow, he cradled her hand between both of his own and smiled. “Happy birthday.” 
 “Thank you.” Eyeing him speculatively, she pulled her hand back and nodded. “Don’t forget to eat.” Her eyes narrowed, and she pointed a finger at his face. “And I don’t mean fast food for every meal, either.” With an impatient sigh, she brushed at his wrinkled T-shirt and shook her head. “Call if you need anything. Otherwise, I’ll see you Monday.” Then she gave him another once-over, sighed again, and disappeared toward the employee break room. 
 Grinning to himself, Turner rounded a table filled with discounted seasonal items and made his way to the entrance. Outside, stray beams of sunlight had managed to break free of the cloud cover and filter into the storefront, gleaming off the crescent-shaped countertop. Lines formed at both open registers, backing up to the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. Beyond the fogging glass, Chicagoans hurried along the sidewalks, pulling their coats tighter and ducking their heads against the driving wind.  
 Standing off to the side with a gray, leather case draped over her left shoulder, Starla Winters flashed him a smile that nearly stopped his heart. She’d dressed simply in a black pencil skirt and matching blazer, adding just a splash of color to her attire with a pale-blue, collared shirt that looked lovely against her creamy skin.  
 “Mr. McCord,” she greeted in her faint English accent as he approached. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”  
 “How many times have I told you to call me Turner?” Taking her offered hand, he squeezed it gently, careful not to linger too long. “I’m sorry you had to wait. I thought we were meeting tomorrow.”  
 “Oh, please, there’s no need to apologize. And you’re correct that our meeting was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.” She stared up at him, her sapphire-blue eyes wide and beseeching. “It’s just that I have—well, there isn’t an easy way to say this, I’m afraid.” Her left hand rested on the top of her bag, and she drummed her fingers against the leather. “Could we continue this in your office?” 
 “Of course.” His brow furrowed, but Turner didn’t comment as he waved a hand to the right, indicating the frosted glass door tucked into a small alcove off the entrance. “After you.” 
 Beautiful in a way he’d only read about in books, Starla exuded confidence and sophistication from her artfully-styled, honey-colored waves, to her sensible, closed-toe kitten heels. She moved in graceful strides, her long legs flexing with each step as she preceded him to his office. While he tried to be a gentleman, Turner couldn’t stop his gaze from repeatedly straying to her pert backside, and his pulse quickened, beating in time to the sway of her hips. 
 When he’d contacted Rufio Advertising to discuss marketing options for Neverland, he hadn’t been prepared for the likes of Starla Winters to walk into his office. Smart, classy, and gorgeous, she’d commanded his full attention from the start, and by the end of their first meeting, he’d been captivated.  
 In the six months and two campaigns that followed, he’d never seen her lose her composure. Never once had her shiny veneer of professionalism cracked—something that both impressed and frustrated the hell out of him—until now. She masked her anxiety well, but Turner could see it in the slight tremble of her hands, had heard it in the way her words tumbled from her lips just a little too quickly.   
 Inside the office, he guided her to the round conference table in the back corner of his office where he held weekly meetings with the staff. Pulling one of the padded chairs out, he waited for Starla to sit before lowering into the seat beside her. 
 In the harsh, florescent lighting of his office, he could see the bluish shadows beneath her eyes and the worry lines that creased her brow. Her bottom lip appeared red and puffy, as if she’d been worrying it between her teeth, and her shoulders rounded with visible tension.    
 “Okay, here we are.” Leaning back in his seat, Turner linked his fingers together and rested them over his stomach. “What can I do for you today?” 
 “There’s a slight problem with your latest campaign.”  
 Turner nodded. He could work with this, and hopefully, ease some of her worry. “What problem?” 
 Folding her hands together in her lap, Starla took a deep breath, then let it out in a rush. “It’s gone.” 
 ~ 
 For the past four weeks, Starla had poured her heart and soul into Tuner’s new ad campaign, agonizing over every minute detail. She’d hand-selected which products to highlight, written and discarded slogan after slogan, and had even created the graphics herself. The ad had been her baby. More than that, it had been designed to secure her the coveted corner office with the title of Creative Marketing Director of Rufio Advertising to go along with it. 
 Now, she’d be lucky to even have a job come Monday morning. 
 “What do you mean?” Turner didn’t sound angry or even concerned, only curious. “How is the campaign gone?” 
 “My files, my graphics, my photos, it’s all gone.” Placing her computer case on the tabletop, she tried to open it, but her hands shook so badly, she couldn’t grasp the zipper. “I don’t know what happened. Even my backups have disappeared.” 
 Strong but gentle hands covered hers, stilling her fumbling movements. “Starla, look at me,” he coaxed. He nodded when she complied, his big, chocolate-brown eyes full of kindness and understanding. “Forget the computer for a minute.” Leaning forward in his seat, he rested his elbows on his knees and held both of her hands in a light grip. “Start from the beginning and tell me what happened.” 
 His warm smile eased the constriction in her chest, allowing her to take another deep, calming breath. “Last night, I wanted to add a few last-minute touches to your ad before I presented it for approval tomorrow. When I opened the program, I discovered all of my source files had been deleted from my laptop.” 
 “And you said your backups are gone, too?” 
 Starla nodded. “The files have been erased from my cloud drive, as well as my external hard drive.” She’d been so careful, saving everything in triplicate to safeguard against exactly this kind of catastrophe. “I’m terribly sorry about this, Turner. I don’t know what to say.” 
 “I just don’t think that ad is going to work.” Releasing her, he sat back in his seat and shook his head firmly. “I’ve decided to go in a completely different direction, so we’ll need to start from scratch.” He held his hands out to the sides, waving them in big, animated gestures. “I need more…blue.” His eyes crinkled at the corners, and he threaded his fingers through his untamed, sandy-brown hair as he nodded. “Yes, more blue. And…pirates. Lots of pirates.” 
 A torrent of emotion whirled inside her—confusion, amusement, and finally…relief. Toying with the strap on her laptop case, Starla smiled in spite of herself.  
 “You haven’t even seen the campaign. How can you be sure you don’t like it?”  
 “I bet it’s great, but it’s just not what I want.” 
 “It really was quite good.” 
 Turner smoothed his hands down his white, cotton T-shirt, and drummed his fingers over his flat stomach. “I have no doubt. Changing my mind at the eleventh hour must have put a real kink in your workflow. I’m sorry, and I’ll understand if you don’t want to work with me anymore.” 
 Starla’s belly fluttered, and moisture slicked her palms when his lips stretched into a devilish grin. Clearing her throat, she turned her head, trying to hide the blush heating her cheeks. 
 During her nine years in advertising, she’d worked with dozens of attractive, successful men. Some of them had even been charming, in their own way. Not one of them had tempted her to toss aside propriety, nor had she ever thought of them outside of work. 
 None of them, except Turner McCord.  
 At first, she’d been frustrated with his inability to take anything seriously. He’d joked and teased throughout their first meeting while offering little in the way of helpful feedback. When she’d inquired about his company’s brand, he’d shrugged. So, she’d moved on to less specific topics, asking him instead what image he wanted Neverland to portray. To this, he’d shrugged again and laughed at her, saying, “It’s just a toy store.” 
 She’d never met anyone so bloody infuriating, and she’d cursed his name all the way back to her office. Their second meeting hadn’t gone much better, but by the third, she’d begun to understand. Turner didn’t purposely set out to make her job complicated. He simply didn’t have an opinion one way or another. She could have pasted pink unicorns into a rainbow background with glittering text, and he’d have approved it with a nod and a laugh. 
 “I know what you’re doing,” she admitted, finally looking up to meet his gaze. “While I appreciate it, this was my mistake, and I’m prepared to take responsibility.” 
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Standing, Turner waved a hand dismissively. “I want swords. Let’s put swords in the new ad.” 
 “I’m afraid that’s a tad violent if you intend to market towards parents and children.” She played along, but really, she knew he didn’t mean a word of it. “If you want a pirate theme, perhaps ships and buried treasure would be a suitable replacement?” 
 “Yes.” He smacked his palm against the tabletop, making her jump. Then he pulled back and tilted his head to the side. “And blue.” 
 A wholly inappropriate giggle escaped her lips, and Starla pressed her fingers over her mouth to muffle the sound. “If that’s what you want.” 
 Crouching down beside her, Turner swiveled her chair until she faced him. Then he took her hands again, his eyes softening as smoothed his thumbs over her knuckles. “Better now?” 
 “Yes.”  
 Her heart beat a little too fast, and she thrummed with nervous energy that had nothing to do with her lost files. Heavens, he was handsome. Dark stubble adorned his square jaw, giving him a devil-may-care look that was at odds with the impish grin stretching his lips. His broad shoulders lifted with each, slow breath, and she had no trouble picturing the lean muscles that likely hid beneath his fitted T-shirt and baggy jeans. With the light reflected in his eyes, it gave the illusion of a twinkle in his warm, chocolate-brown irises as he watched her intently, waiting for her to say more. 
 Pulling her hands back, Starla tucked them into her lap, praying he hadn’t noticed the goosebumps that raised the skin on her exposed wrists. “I am truly sorry. I’ll work overtime to make sure your new campaign is ready to launch on time.” 
 “When was that again?” 
 Sighing, she shook her head. “The mid part of February.” 
 Turner’s eyebrows drew together, and he frowned. “No, that doesn’t work, either. The first of March is better.” 
 “It’s no trouble.”  
 Recreating everything in the limited timeframe wouldn’t be easy, but she could do it, even if it meant she’d miss a few nights of sleep. She still had almost three weeks until she needed to present the digital billboard ad, along with the advised marketing campaign, for consideration to her boss. Of course, she had completed other advertisements she could present, but nothing like what she’d envisioned for Neverland. She wanted that promotion too much to leave anything to chance, and damn it, she deserved it.  
 Unfolding from his crouch, Turner pushed to his feet and stared down at her for several, uncomfortable seconds before he spoke. “We should have dinner.” 
 Sure she’d heard him wrong, Starla blinked. “Dinner?” 
 “Yes, dinner. It’s this thing that happens every day, usually around the same time, and I hear there’s food involved.” 
 “I’m aware of how it works.” She couldn’t have dinner with Turner McCord. It would be incredibly unprofessional. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re a client…” And something else she couldn’t remember when he smiled at her like that. “You’re a client,” she repeated. 
 “Okay.” Folding his arms over his chest, Turner pursed his lips and nodded. “You’re fired.” 
 Anger, swift and forceful, snapped Starla out of her daze, and she launched out of her seat, advancing until she’d backed him deep into the corner of the room. “Excuse me?” 
 “If your only reason for not having dinner with me is because I’m a client, then fine. You’re fired.” 
 She’d worked her ass off to create a respectable, family-friendly image for Neverland, and she planned to use that hard work to launch herself right into a promotion. If he thought he could take that all away from her, she had news for him. 
 “No,” she bit out through clenched teeth. “I am not fired.” 
 Turner didn’t back down, and he didn’t even have the decency to wipe the ridiculously charming grin from his lips. “Okay, you’re not fired. So, dinner? Let’s say tonight at seven.” Slipping past her, he picked her laptop case up from the table and returned to slide the strap onto her shoulder before ushering her toward the office door. “Should I pick you up, or would you rather meet me at the restaurant?” 
 “I…well…stop that!” Whirling around, she slapped at his arm when he tried to push her through the open door. Her five-foot-nine stature put her at eye-level with his Adam’s apple, forcing her to tilt her head back to glare up at him. “Turner, this really isn’t a good idea.” 
 “Okay, I’ll text you the address, and we can meet there.” He nudged her out of the office and closed the door behind him. Bending to accommodate for their height difference, he brushed a kiss against her cheek. “I look forward to it.” 
 Straightening, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then turned and sauntered away, whistling under his breath. 




CHAPTER TWO

 Wearing only a white, fluffy towel, with her hair pinned to the top of her head in a messy bun, Starla stood in front of her closet and stared at the contents. True to his word, Turner had texted her the address—only the address—just as she’d been leaving work, along with the request that she wear blue. While she had a plethora of sweaters, dresses, and blouses in varying shades of blue to choose from, she hesitated in selecting one. 
 All day, she’d argued that having dinner with Turner didn’t mean anything. It was just a business meeting with a client, not a date. If her pulse throbbed a little too fast, or her hands shook when she removed a midnight-blue sweater dress from its hanger, that didn’t mean anything, either. 
 When she’d typed the address Turner had sent into her phone’s GPS, she’d been rewarded with a location near Logan Square, but no details about the restaurant. She doubted he’d choose anywhere too upscale, especially since his idea of business attire amounted to a suit jacket paired with his most faded pair of jeans. Laying the sweater dress out on the bed, she shook her head and sighed. 
 Starla had never understood the appeal of surprises. Whether a business meeting, a party, or just a drink with friends, she liked having a plan and knowing what to expect. Spontaneity led to poor choices—like wearing a long-sleeved sweater dress to a five-star restaurant.  
 The digital clock on her cherry-oak nightstand read just after six o’clock. It would take at least half an hour to make the drive from her home in Brookfield, and if she didn’t get her ass in gear, she’d never make it into the city on time.  
 “Sod it.” 
 Jerking her towel off, Starla tossed it toward the hamper in the corner of the room and unpinned her hair, shaking out the long waves. She donned her clothes quickly, pairing the dark dress with a silver belt and matching gray, knee-high boots. Definitely not an outfit appropriate for a business meeting, but she’d given up on trying to make the excuse stick. After applying a hint of makeup—just mascara and eyeliner—she triple checked that she had her keys, phone, wallet, and emergency pepper spray in her purse. Then she checked again. 
 When she couldn’t stall any longer, she set the house alarm, locked the front door, and headed out to her black Toyota Camry parked in the driveway. Sliding behind the wheel, she mumbled a curse that ended with Tuner’s name.  
 Traffic on the Eisenhower turned out to be a nightmare, but by a rare, happy miracle, she did manage to find street parking near her destination. Turner waited for her on the sidewalk, his hands tucked into the pockets of his black, puffy coat, and he frowned when she exited the car. 
 “You drove?” 
 Starla arched an eyebrow at him as she closed her door and pressed the button on her key fob to lock the doors. “Obviously.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Well, I wasn’t bloody well going to walk from Brookfield, was I?” Starla blamed nerves for her short temper, but she felt badly for taking it out on Turner. Lifting the strap of her purse higher on her shoulder, she finished buttoning her wool peacoat and sighed. “I apologize. That was incredibly rude.” 
 Unruffled, Turner shrugged and offered her a smile that made her stomach flutter. “You haven’t done this in a while, have you?” 
 Instead of feigning ignorance or indignation, Starla mirrored his shrug. “I don’t have time to date.” 
 Turner jerked back, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open. “Who said this was a date?” 
 “Who said it wasn’t?” she countered, unable to hold back her laughter. The anxiety she’d felt since he’d asked her to dinner faded, easing the tightness in her chest. “Date or no date, I drove all this way. The least you can do is feed me.” 
 The wind kicked up, stinging her cheeks and blowing her hair in all directions. Lifting her shoulders, Starla ducked her head, hiding the lower part of her face in the collar of her coat. She’d passed at least three eateries on the street, and with the temperatures falling, she hoped it wouldn’t be a long walk to the restaurant.  
 Without being asked, Turner swiped his credit card at the parking kiosk and presented her with the printed ticket to display on her windshield. Once she’d slid the stub onto the dashboard and relocked her doors, she nodded her readiness, grinning a little when Turner’s large palm brushed against the small of her back.  
 The smile slowly faded, though, when he pointed across the street to a storefront with dimly-lit windows and only a single, naked bulb above the door to illuminate the entrance. In block letters across the bright yellow, vinyl awning was proclaimed, “Best Mexican Food.” Nothing more. 
 Hesitant, Starla tucked her hands into her pockets and took a deep breath before following Turner across the street to the brick-faced building. No name or phone number appeared on the door, no sign to welcome customers.  
 “They really need better branding,” she mused while Turner stepped in front of her to open the door. “That sign could use a makeover, and they really should have their hours of operation somewhere visible.”  
 Turner chuckled and shook his head. “You just can’t turn it off, can you?” 
 Ignoring the comment, she thanked him for holding the door, and stepped past her date into the inviting warmth of the restaurant. Mouth-watering aromas permeated the air, making her stomach rumble in a reminder that she hadn’t eaten since an early lunch at the office. 
 “Hungry?” Turner asked, shrugging out of his coat to reveal the same jeans and T-shirt he’d worn earlier during their meeting. 
 “Famished.” 
 Starla followed suit, grinning when he offered to hold her purse while she slid off her peacoat. Two wooden racks stood like sentinels on either side of the entrance, their spindly arms empty, much like the restaurant itself. A single patron, an older gentleman with caramel-colored skin and a silver beard, sat at one of the square tables, reading the newspaper while he enjoyed his meal. 
 “Welcome to La Casa de Locos,” Turner announced as he turned to drape their coats on the rack closest to him.  

The Crazy House.

 With its loud décor—shiny maroon tiles, canary-yellow walls, and accents of bright green—the quick-tempo music playing on the overhead speakers, and the chatter from the staff, the restaurant’s name fit. A feminine voice rose up from somewhere in the back of the restaurant, followed swiftly by a masculine rebuttal. Starla hadn’t retained much from her high school Spanish courses, but she didn’t need to understand the language to realize neither party was happy.  
  “They have the best pulled pork tacos,” Turner informed her. “The fajitas aren’t bad, either.” 
 Starla grinned. “What about vegetarian selections?” 
 She might have received a less horrified response if she’d suggested the cooks used puppy meat in the enchiladas. Turner’s eyes widened, his mouth fell open, and a thin vein in his neck throbbed madly. 
 “You don’t eat meat?” 
 “I do.” She pressed her lips together, trying not to smile. “I just wanted to know my options.” 
 With a snort, Turner shook his head and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the cafeteria-style line. Through the glass barrier, she watched as a couple of teenaged girls prepared her tacos and piled rice into a Styrofoam box. At the register, she insisted on paying for both their meals since Turner had taken care of her parking. After considering her for a moment, he’d nodded once and stepped aside, holding her purse again while she dug her Visa out of her wallet. 
 Stacking her box on top of his, he carried both to a small, two-top table near the front windows. There, he held a chair out, waiting for her to sit before placing their meals on the chipped, green laminate and sliding into his own seat. 
 “How did you even find this place?” Starla asked, pushing his drink across the table with one hand while pulling her meal toward her with the other. “Do you come here often?” 
 Turner propped his elbows up on the table and shrugged, leaving his own food untouched. “My last foster home was a couple of blocks from here. The Mills didn’t have a lot of money, even with what they were getting from the state, but they cared.” He bobbed his head a few times and ran a hand through his messy hair. “Anyway, they’d bring us here once a month or so.” 
 “They sound like good people.” Lowering her taco back into the box, she crossed her legs under the table and leaned forward. “Do you keep in touch with them?” 
 “I do.” Turner grinned as he unsheathed a plastic fork from its clear package. “Cynthia moved to Indiana a couple of years ago to be closer to her kids after her husband died, but she still calls once a week.” 
 A hundred different questions chased themselves through Starla’s mind, none of them appropriate for a first date. Then again, Turner didn’t exactly abide by convention. “What happened to your biological parents?” 
 “We don’t talk.” Turner spoke in neutral tones without any hint of bitterness. “Eat.” He jabbed his fork toward her food. “It’s getting cold.” 
 Starla picked up one of her tacos again, but she didn’t take a bite. “Do you have any siblings?” 
 “I do. They’re not blood, but we’re family.”  
 His tone implied she wouldn’t understand, and Starla couldn’t argue. As an only child born to middle-class parents, she’d never had to struggle or sacrifice. College, her first car, the down payment on her house, and everything in between had been gifted to her. She had friends, of course, but they were just friends. She didn’t consider any of them family, didn’t invite them to reunions or barbeques or Sunday dinners.  
 “Okay, so why a toy store?” She bit into her taco while she waited for Turner to answer, moaning quietly at the combination of flavors that exploded across her tongue. “These things are amazing. Is that feta cheese?” 
 Turner winked. “Told you they were good.” He forked a generous amount of Spanish rice into his mouth and chewed slowly. Then he blotted his lips with a paper napkin and leaned back in his seat to study her. “The abbreviated version to your question is that I sold a video game, and that’s how I got the money to open Neverland.” 
 “Well, that sounds terribly boring.” Starla sipped her iced tea while she watched him over the rim of the opaque, plastic cup. “Might I hear the long version?” 
 “Maybe later, but I’ll warn you. It’s not any less boring.” They ate in companionable silence for a few minutes before Turner spoke again. “In case I forgot to mention it, you look incredible.” 
 He spoke with sincerity, and while his words may not have been flowery and poetic, they were real. As far as compliments went, Starla thought it a damn good one.  
 “Thank you.” The small part of her prone to feminine sensibilities preened while her gaze raked over Turner’s corded neck and broad shoulders. “I worried I might be a little overdressed.” 
 Tuner shook his head, a crooked smile playing across his thin, pink lips. “You’re perfect.”  
 Again, he didn’t attempt to placate or reassure her. He didn’t digress into fanciful prose, comparing her beauty to the delicacy of spring blossoms or the radiance of a summer sunrise. He spoke matter-of-factly, and the directness of the simple compliment made it all the more poignant.  
 “So,” Turner continued, “we’ve talked about me. You’re turn.” 
 Starla finished chewing and swallowed before she answered. “What would you like to know?” 
 Leaning back in his seat again, he crossed his arms over his chest and studied her for a long moment, his eyes creasing at the corners while he watched her. “What’s your favorite color?” 
 “My, you cut straight to the heart of things, don’t you?” 
 Gracious, Turner had the most infectious laugh—a genuine, open laugh that seemed to emanate straight from his soul. Joy and happiness surrounded him wherever he went, creating an inviting atmosphere for anyone in his vicinity. He reminded her of the sun on a spring afternoon—warm, inviting—brightening even the darkest of corners. 
 “I suppose I do. Now, tell me. It’s pink, isn’t it? I bet it’s pink.” 
 It was Starla’s turn to laugh. “Black.” 
 Turner wrinkled his nose. “That’s not a color.” 
 “I beg to differ.” Really, she didn’t have a favorite color, but she enjoyed teasing him. “Black is the presence of all colors, making it a viable option for favoritism.” 
 She thought he’d argue, but he just shook his head. “Well played, Miss Winters. Well played.” Gathering his wadded napkins, he tossed them into the Styrofoam box and closed the lid. “You’d make a fine lawyer.” He paused, chuckling under his breath. “Or a pirate.” 
 “Is there a difference?” 
 Turner grinned widely, showing off his pearly white teeth. His right canine had a small chip, barely noticeable, but Starla did wonder why he hadn’t seen to it. When he turned his head, the florescent lighting played over his mouth, highlighting a thin, blanched scar on his upper lip, just over his nicked tooth. Starla imagined the two were somehow connected. 
 “When you were little,” Turner began, resting his elbows on the tabletop and leaning toward her, “what did you want to be when you grew up?” 
 “An accountant.” 
 His mouth fell open, and his eyes rounded. “You’re messing with me.” 
 “Unfortunately, no.” Her cheeks heated at the admission. “My mother will tell you I was always a very sensible child. I liked numbers,” she added, as if that made her confession any less lame. “What about you? What did you want to be when you were a child?” 
 “A grownup.” 
 The smile he gave her didn’t quite reach his eyes this time, and those two little words told her more than any longwinded explanation could have. While he spoke fondly of his last set of foster parents, Starla hadn’t missed that they were indeed the last. She couldn’t guess how many had come before the Mills, or how many had actually given a damn. Judging by his reply, however, she imagined not many.  
 Her heart ached for the little boy who’d wanted desperately to grow up, but also for the man who craved a stolen childhood. Still, she knew without being told that he wouldn’t react well to sympathy or platitudes. Men seldom did. 
 “What are you doing Saturday?” Turner asked before she could formulate a response. 
 “Well, I’ll likely be working.” She didn’t have much time to finish her presentation, but she found herself looking forward to spending more time with Turner. “Why do you ask?” 
 “I want to take you somewhere.” 
 While she maintained a pleasant smile, she cringed on the inside. “Another surprise?” 
 The mischief that danced in his eyes gave her the answer before he spoke. “Where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 Sadly, she’d never really had one. “I’ll at least need to know what to wear.” He could keep his secrets—for now—but she didn’t want another wardrobe mishap. “Just a hint.” 
 “Is that a yes?” 
 Even if she’d wanted to say no, he looked far too happy for her to disappoint him. “Yes. Now, what should I wear?”  
 His left eyebrow quirked upward, and the grin he gave her spelled all kinds of trouble. “Something sexy…in your favorite color.” 




CHAPTER THREE

 Wonderland boasted a packed house by the time Turner led Starla through the front doors Saturday evening. Patrons crowded around the bar, shouting their orders to the bartender, while the more adventurous gyrated on the dance floor amidst the rolling fog and pulsing lights.  
 Entwining their fingers, he pulled her deeper into the club and waved his free hand in a broad, sweeping motion. “So, what do you think?” 
 “Is that statue…is that a caterpillar smoking a hookah?” She pointed toward the far end of the black, marble bar and pressed closer against his side. “Well, it’s quite lively in here, isn’t it?” 
 Her black, long-sleeved, off-shoulder dress hugged her curves, drawing Turner’s gaze to her full breasts and the luscious swell of her hips. She hadn’t chosen any accessories, not that she needed them to shine. Starla looked positively radiant, and the added height from her black leather boots with six-inch, red heels placed her forehead at the perfect position for a chaste kiss. 
 He’d worried La Casa de Locos would be too dull or low-class for a woman like Starla, but he must have done something right if she’d agreed to go out with him a second time. Bringing her to Wonderland had also been a risky decision, and it could very well backfire. Still, he hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity to ruffle those perfect feathers of hers. 
 “Too much?” 
 Starla straightened her spine and pulled her shoulders back. “I think it’s brilliant.” Her lie might have been more convincing if she wasn’t gripping his hand hard enough to bend the bones. “Buy me a drink?” 
 “Of course.” He kept a comforting grip on her hand and used his body to clear a path for her as they navigated their way through the throng of people. Nearing the bar, he spotted a familiar face. Well, technically, he noticed the platinum blond hair first, but he’d know that hulking frame anywhere. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” 
 “McCord?” The mountainous bouncer unfolded his arms from his chest and reached out to take Turner’s hand when he approached. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 “Zeke, how’s it going, brother?” Raising his voice over the thump of techno music blaring from the speakers, Turner clasped the guy’s hand and pulled him into a one-armed hug. “How’s Kaylee? Has she had that baby yet?” 
 “Not yet.” The blood drained from his face at the mention of his wife’s pregnancy and impending fatherhood. “Soon, though. Real soon.” 
 Turner laughed. “Well, when the little ankle biter makes an appearance, you guys come by Neverland. Whatever you want, it’s on me.” 
 Zeke thanked him, but his attention remained fixed on Starla. “Miss, are you in trouble? Are you here under duress?” He leaned a little closer, straining the fabric of his too-tight, cotton shirt. “Blink once for yes.” 
 Rolling his eyes, Turner shoved at Zeke’s shoulder. “Starla, this is Zeke Mathis. You can call him asshole. Asshole, this is Starla Winters, and she’s beyond excited to be here with me.” 
 Starla looked up at him with a roll of her eyes before settling her gaze on Zeke and extending her right hand. “He exaggerates.” She grasped his hand briefly and then returned to press against Turner’s side. “It’s lovely to meet you, Zeke.” 
 “Turner?”  
 The feminine voice drew his attention to the right, and Turner grinned at the petite bartender. “Hey, Ali.” Leaning over the bar, he pressed a light kiss to her cheek and tugged the end of her blonde ponytail. “I thought you’d be working the back bar tonight.” 
 “I was.” She shrugged as she pressed the lip of a beer bottle against the counter and slammed her hand down to pop the cap off. “There was an incident.” 
 Zeke snorted. “You punched a guy in the ear. I’d call that more than an incident.” 
 “You punched someone?” Starla asked, looking both horrified and impressed.  
 Ali wiggled her fingers dismissively. “It’s not a big deal. Total misunderstanding.” She popped the cap on another beer and placed both bottles on a circular tray. “I’m Alison, by the way.” 
 “Starla.” She dipped her head. “Is punching men something you do often?” 
 “Depends on who you ask. So, what can I get you, sugar?” 
 “Two Sour-Apple Sunrises,” Turner answered as he rubbed his palm up and down Starla’s back. “Unless you want something else?” 
 Smiling, she shook her head. “I’m being adventurous, remember?” 
 “You got it.” Ali whipped her head around and glared when a patron rapped his knuckles against the marble and yelled for his drink. “Hey, I gotta run, but it was nice meeting you. I’ll have your drinks out in a minute.” She lifted her hand, flipping off the guy at the bar when he yelled at her again. “Yeah, yeah, don’t get your fucking panties in a knot.” 
 “Well, she certainly seems…colorful,” Starla offered once Ali had disappeared to the other end of the bar.  
 Waving Zeke away with the promise to meet up with him soon, Turner drew Starla closer, pressing his lips to her temple with a chuckle. “You get used to it.” He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. God, she smelled good—all soft and feminine—and she fit so perfectly against him. He wasn’t ready to let her go yet. “Would you like to dance?” 
 “Oh.” Starla’s spine went rigid, and she cast an anxious glance over his shoulder to the dance floor. “What about our drinks?” 
 “Hey.” Slipping a knuckle under her chin, he coaxed her to look up until she met his gaze. “What is it?” Yes, he wanted to push her slightly out of her comfort zone. He didn’t, however, want to shove her head-long over the edge. “This isn’t really your scene, is it?” 
 “No, it’s really not.” Sighing, she pulled away from his hand. “Is it that obvious?” 
 He’d sit and drink coffee with her in some hole-in-the-wall diner until the wee hours of the morning if she wanted. Where they went didn’t matter. Turner just wanted more time with her.  
 Since the moment they’d met, she’d turned his world upside down. Before she’d walked into his office six months ago, he’d never given much thought to what he wore or how he styled his hair. He still didn’t give a damn about those things, but he did try to put forth a concentrated effort when he knew he’d be seeing her.  
 Showing up to their first date in the clothes he’d been working in all day hadn’t been the plan. Unfortunately, he’d forgotten Rina’s notice that he’d need to close the store that night. Likely, he would have gone right on not remembering if she hadn’t texted him a reminder around six o’clock. By that time, it had been too late to reschedule with Starla, and he’d had no choice except to leave one of the cashiers in charge until he returned.  
 He doubted a shower and a change of clothes would have made a difference. Even now, dressed in a hunter green, button-down shirt paired with his nicest pair of dark-wash jeans, Starla was still a million miles out of his league. For some unfathomable reason, though, she kept saying yes to him. 
 A part of him still felt wrong about letting her pay for dinner. Not because she was a woman, but because he’d been the one to propose the date. She’d been so insistent, and not in the false, passive aggressive way, either, that he’d been forced to make a quick decision. Only time would tell if he’d made the right one. 
 “Do you want to get out of here?” he asked. 
 “I…well…” Starla had worn her hair loose, adding a hint of curl to her natural waves, and she toyed with the ends while she worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Just one drink?” 
 Turner considered her for a heartbeat—her wide eyes, her stiff posture, the way she still clutched at his hand—and made his decision. “I have a better idea. You wait here while I cancel our drinks. Then we’ll hop a cab to this coffee shop I know about two blocks from here that has the best chocolate chip brownies you’ve ever tasted.” He winked at her. “The coffee is pretty amazing, too.” 
 “That sounds wonderful.” She sighed, her posture visibly relaxing. “If it’s only two blocks, we could walk. I mean, going to the trouble and expense for a cab seems pointless.” 
 He glanced down at the dangerously pointed heels on her boots while skimming his fingertips up her arms from elbows to shoulders through the thin material of her dress. When she’d walked through his office door to meet him for their date, he’d nearly swallowed his tongue. While she looked positively delectable, her decision to forego a coat would make even a short, two-block stroll unbearable. 
 “We’ll take a cab.” He directed her to the end of the bar, a little out of the way of all the commotion. “Wait right here.” 
 It took maybe a minute, no more than two, for Turner to get Ali’s attention and cancel their order. Still, by the time he returned, Starla had already found herself the recipient of some clearly unwanted attention. Some drunk had cornered her, pressing her back against the wall as he loomed over her. Taking in the blond spikes and painted-on skinny jeans, Turner estimated the kid to be no more than twenty-two or so, and he obviously had a lot to learn about wooing women. 
 “I bet you’re a Taurus,” he said, swaying on his feet but still managing to block Starla’s exit with his palm pressed to the wall beside her head. “You look like a Taurus. That’s the bull, you know. Stubborn and a little untamed, but full of fire.” 
 Rolling his eyes, Turner stepped up behind the guy and clapped him on the shoulder. “Not to interrupt what was sure to be a hell of a disaster, but it’s time for you to go, buddy.” 
 “Fuck off,” the kid slurred, shrugging off Turner’s hand. “Me, I’m a Cancer,” he said, returning his attention to Starla. 
 “That you are, dear.” Though she spoke with a pleasant lilt, her eyes tightened at the corners, and both hands squeezed into fists at her sides. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 “Where are you going? Maybe we could get out of here together.” 
 Starla’s would-be suitor grabbed her around the elbow when she tried to duck under his arm, pulling her back against the wall. Blood roared in Turner’s ears, and his heartbeat accelerated, thumping a hard staccato against his sternum. Taking a step forward, he reached for the asshole’s collar, intending to teach the prick some manners. Before he’d even touched him, though, the kid doubled over and howled in pain, the cartilage of his left ear caught between Starla’s fingers. 
 “Listen here, you little urchin,” she bit out through clenched teeth as she gave his ear another hard crank. “If you put your hands on me again, I will cut your tongue from your unprepossessing mouth. Are we bloody clear?” 
 Without waiting for a response, she gave him a hard shove to the chest, sending the kid stumbling away with his hand pressed to the side of his head. Turner had never witnessed anything like it, and the lower half of his body responded quite inappropriately. 
 “And you gave Ali a hard time,” he commented, opening his arms to her when she approached. “I was just about to be your knight in shining armor. Now, I feel useless.” 
 Her hands trembled, and color bloomed on the tops of her cheeks, but she went willing into his embrace. In the moment, she’d been brave and fearsome, but Tuner could tell just how much the confrontation had shaken her. 
 “If I ever need a prince to rescue me,” she muttered with a nervous chuckle, “I promise you’ll be the first one I call.” 
 Turner cradled her elbow, rubbing it gently. “In all seriousness, you were amazing. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” He’d feed the kid his balls if he had. “You’re okay?” 
 Tilting her head back, she gave him a wobbly smile before stretching up to kiss his cheek. “You’re very sweet, but I’m okay. I would like that brownie you promised me, though.” 
 Turner brushed a loose strand of hair back from her face and pressed his lips to her brow. “Chocolate dipped comfort, coming right up.” 
 It didn’t take them long to flag down a taxi, and even less time to travel the few blocks to The Daily Grind. After passing a twenty to the cabbie, Turner exited the backseat first and held a hand out to help Starla onto the curb as well. 
 Ducking her head against the wind, she looked up at the wooden sign swinging over the coffeehouse and shook her head. “Where do you find these places?” 
 True, The Daily Grind wasn’t much to look at. The carved sign had faded until only half the letters remained legible, and the metal chains it swung from had rusted over the years. White dust coated the bottom portion of the front windows, residue left over from the de-icing salt scattered on the sidewalks, and handprints dotted the glass of the door. 
 “I can’t claim credit.” With a hand on Starla’s hip, he led her into the shop. The white tiles had begun to chip in places, and the battered, brown counter had seen better days, but it was clean, the lights soft and welcoming. “Zeke recommended it to me, and I try to swing by any time I’m in the area.” 
 “Have you known Zeke and Ali for long? You seem close with them.” Her heels clacked against the ceramic tiles as she followed him to the counter. 
 “About a year or so. I met Ali when she brought her nephew into Neverland. She invited me to the club, and the rest, as they say, is history.”  
 Turner loved the music, the electric atmosphere, and the bodies packed together on the dance floor. Nowhere in the city had perfected controlled chaos quite like Wonderland, and he reveled in the constant excitement generated within its walls. If Starla preferred quieter, more intimate settings, however, he could adapt, and likely, his night would be far more enjoyable for it. 
 “Turner McCord!” An aging Italian woman with silver curls came around the counter with her arms opened wide. “It’s been too long.” 
 “Hello, Bianca.” Stooping to accommodate her petite size, Turner wrapped her into a hug, lifting her off her feet as he did so. “You look as beautiful as always.” 
 “Flatterer.” Back on her feet, she reached up to pat the side of his face, her dark eyes sparkling and her cheeks bright pink. Her red apron stood out against her black shirt and slacks, stained with chocolate and smelling of coffee beans. “And who is your lovely date?” 
 “Bianca, this is Starla. I told her about your chocolate chip brownies, and she just couldn’t resist.” 
 “How do you do?” Starla offered her right hand, gasping when Bianca ignored it to pull her into a crushing hug. 
 “Welcome, mia bella.” Bianca backed away, but held Starla’s hands as she inspected her. “I was telling my Vito just last week I wished Turner would find a nice girl and settle down. He’s a good boy,” she added in a stage whisper as she leaned in closer, “just lost.” 
 “He is a bit unfocused, isn’t he?” Starla’s squeezed the older woman’s hands and winked. “Not to worry. I’ll keep him in line.” 
 “Where’s Vito?” Turner inquired about her husband, changing the subject before Bianca could propose marriage and two-point-five kids on his behalf.  
 “He’s supervising while the boys move Gabrielle into her new apartment.” With a shake of her finger, she ushered them toward one of the round tables with squashy, threadbare chairs. “Now, how many brownies?” 
 “Two,” Starla answered immediately and shrugged when Turner blinked at her. “Chocolate is not a sharing food.” 
 “A woman after my own heart.” Laughing, he confirmed the order with Bianca, adding on two caramel mocha lattes. “She likes you,” he said to Starla once the owner had toddled back to the kitchen. 
 “She’s lovely, and she clearly seems to care about you.” The thin line of her lips and the crinkle of her nose didn’t seem to match her words.  
 “What is it?” Maybe the comment Bianca had made about him settling down had affected Starla more than he thought. “Hey, don’t pay any mind to what she said. She worries about me, that’s all.” 
 “It’s not that.” Crossing one leg over the over, Starla leaned back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. “How is it that you seem to know everyone in this city?” 
 Turner couldn’t help but laugh. “I hardly know a fraction of the people in this city.” Curious now, he shifted in his seat and angled toward her. “Why do you ask?” 
 “I’ve been going to the same coffeehouse two or three times a week for almost two years now.” She lifted her left hand, twirling her elegant fingers in a vague motion. “I couldn’t tell you the barista’s name, let alone anything about her family.” 
 Curiosity morphed into confusion. Frowning, Turner tilted his head and held his hands out, palms up. “Have you asked her?” 
 “Well, no, and that’s my point.” 
 Turner could tell she was upset, but he didn’t know why. “I’m sorry. I’m not following.” 
 “I work with people every day, but I don’t really know them. Not like you.” 
 Turner still didn’t understand what had her so out of sorts. “Do you want to? Know them, that is.” 
 With her eyes cast down toward her lap, she lifted one shoulder is a sort of half shrug. “Maybe.” 
 She exuded beauty and confidence, and he couldn’t imagine anyone not being instantly charmed by her. “You’re very likeable, Starla. So, what’s the problem?”  
 “I’m excellent at my job, but I’m afraid I’m not very good with people.” She finally looked up to meet his gaze, her brilliant blue eyes dark with emotion. “I don’t relate to them the way you do.” 
 “Okay.” Turner nodded once, an insane idea beginning to take form. “Before I get ahead of myself, tell me something. Do you actually want my help? Or were you just musing out loud?” 
 A shy smile curved her lips at the corners. “I wouldn’t say no to some advice.” 
 Sure, he could give her advice, but he saw no fun or adventure in words. “Do you trust me?” 
 “Hypothetically?” 
 Tuner laughed at her hesitancy. “Come to the store next week.” 
 She studied him through narrowed eyes. “Why?” 
 Partly, because her suspicion amused him. Mostly, because it gave him an excuse to see her again. Leaning back in his seat, he rested his right ankle on his left knee and templed his fingers under his chin.  
 “I guess you’ll find out when you come by the store.” 




CHAPTER FOUR

 Starla braced an elbow on the desk and dropped her forehead into her palm. The red warning glared back at her from the computer screen, informing her she’d entered the wrong password to access her cloud drive. Below the warning, in smaller, yellow letters, the password hint taunted her. 
 “Tick tock?” Her friend and co-worker, James Bartholomew, pressed against the back of her chair, leaning over her shoulder as he slid his glasses back up his long, narrow nose. “What does that mean?” 
 “No clue.” Starla had backups of all her files on a new external hard drive, which she kept locked in a desk drawer when not in use. After the last mishap, she wasn’t taking any chances, but her current predicament still put a damper on her workday. “I’m locked out of everywhere. Social media, cloud drives, both email accounts—personal and business—and I can’t even access the company server.” 
 Straightening, James cleared his throat and smoothed a hand through his brown curls. No matter how he tried to tame them, they never cooperated, and the unruly locks dwarfed his thin face. He lamented almost daily that the ringlets made him appear too boyish for a man of thirty-six, and sadly, Starla had to agree. His black, horn-rimmed glasses and the maroon tie with gold accents—his Tuesday tie—didn’t do him any favors, either. 
 James pursed his lips, his dark-gray eyes glazed and unfocused. “You’re still using the same password for everything, aren’t you?” he asked after a significant pause. “I warned you about that.” 
 Starla chewed her bottom lip and stared down at her keyboard. “I can’t remember twenty different passwords,” she replied, but her argument lacked heat. “I know.” Rubbing both hands over her face, she slouched back in her seat and sighed. “Can we skip the I-told-you-sos and just work on getting me back into my accounts?” 
 James held his hands up and backed away, his scuffed loafers swishing over the midnight-blue, Berber carpet. “I can sell you ocean-front property in Kansas, but this stuff?” He nodded at her laptop. “I want to help, but I really think this is a job for Tech.” 
 Glancing at the sleek, digital clock on her desk, Starla pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. “It’s after six. Tech has already gone home for the day.” She’d backed up her most important files before everything had gone to hell, but this invasion of privacy left her seething. “Who would do something like this? What point does it serve?” 
 “It doesn’t.” James lifted his shoulders when she glared at him. “I’m sorry, Starla, but it just doesn’t. It’s juvenile, and it’s not as though you won’t retrieve your passwords eventually. When did you notice you were locked out of your accounts?” 
 “About an hour ago, right after I’d saved the last of my work for the day.” Dread curled in her stomach, its icy tendrils snaking out to her extremities. “No.” She shook her head firmly as she pulled her portable hard drive from the right-hand, top drawer of her chrome desk. “I have everything backed up here. Even if someone was after my files, I still have copies.” 
 The paranoia wouldn’t dissipate, and the rigid, rectangular box filled with her entire day’s work provided her with little solace. Her last hard drive had been mysteriously wiped clean, though at the time, she’d chalked it up to mishandling on her part. Now, she wasn’t so sure.  
 James squeezed her shoulder, gently massaging the knotted muscles. “Are you going to check that?” he asked, nodding at the box in her hand.  
 Starla shook her head. “Not until I get home.”  
 The wait to check her backups on her desktop computer would kill her, but she wouldn’t risk connecting the hard drive to her laptop, not if someone had tampered with it.  
 “Come on,” James coaxed, his voice quiet and sympathetic. “There’s nothing more you can do today. Tech will figure it out in the morning.” 
 Sighing, Starla reached up to pat the top of his hand where it still rested on her shoulder. “You go on. I’m going to stay a bit longer.” 
 “If you’re sure?” 
 “I’m sure.” 
 After another few minutes of procrastination, James finally left her office, but not before he’d made her promise to call if she needed anything. She’d agreed, although she knew she’d never call. What she needed, only one person could provide, and with that thought in mind, she picked up her cell phone and dialed. 
 Turner answered on the second ring, and there was a smile in his voice when he spoke. “Hello, stranger.” 
 “I just saw you three days ago.” His teasing calmed some of her anxiety and instantly brightened her spirits. “How was your day?” 
 Sunday, she’d spent the entire day working on her presentation, and by the time she’d pulled herself away from her computer, it had been well past midnight. She’d planned to call Turner on Monday after her last meeting of the day. Unfortunately, she hadn’t counted on her client—a vivacious bakery owner—being quite so chatty.  
 By the time they’d finished discussing advertising options—as well as a slew of things that had nothing to do with business—Starla had been exhausted. She’d also been a little nauseated from all the cupcakes she’d consumed, but they’d just been too delicious to resist.  
 “My day was most excellent. I battled invading aliens, dueled with bandits, and finished second in the Neverland 500.” 
 The tight muscles in her shoulders loosened as she listened to him talk, and a broad smile stretched her lips. “So, you spent all day playing.” 
 “Of course,” he answered, though some of the joy had faded from his tone. “Now, tell me what happened.” 
 “Who said anything happened?” Kicking her shoes off, Starla pulled both feet onto her chair and tucked them under her, crossing her legs at the ankles. “It’s just been a long day. You know, some of us actually have to work for a living.” 
 “I work,” Turner argued. “I also don’t believe you, but I’ll let you have your secrets for now.” He paused, but the silence that stretched between them felt comforting rather than awkward. “Come by the store. I have something for you.” 
 “Is it covered in chocolate?” 
 “Hmm, I think I can arrange something. Actually, just stay where you are. I’ll come get you.” 
 “Oh, Turner, that’s really not necessary.” It would be a lie to say she didn’t want to see him again, but she also didn’t want her bad mood to sully their time together. “I was just about to leave the office for the day.” 
 “Okay, that’s great. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 The stubborn fool never listened to a word she said. “Do you even know where you’re going?” 
 “Yes. Hold on.” His voice sounded muffled, and she could just make out another voice—a feminine voice—in the background. “Rina is getting directions,” he informed her after another minute. “Got it. Better make that twenty minutes.” 
 “This is completely ridiculous. There’s no sense in you driving over here and back when I can just as easily meet you at the store.” 
 “Who said we’re coming back to the store?” 
 Her eyebrows winged toward her hairline, and she gripped the phone a little tighter. “Where are we going?” His surprises would be the death of her. “Should I be concerned?” 
 “Probably,” he answered, and she could practically hear the shrug in his voice. “See you soon.” 
 Then he hung up without another word. 
 Rolling her eyes, Starla dropped her phone into her purse and went about shutting down her laptop and packing it away, along with her portable hard drive. Confident she had everything of importance, she slipped her shoes back on—her favorite pair of black kitten heels—and combed her fingers through her hair.  
 The wrinkles in her lilac-colored blouse couldn’t be helped, nor could the creases at the knees of her black slacks. She comforted herself with the knowledge that Turner would likely be wearing his standard outfit of faded jeans and plain, cotton T-shirt, possibly with some ludicrous cartoon or silly saying on it. 
 Exiting her postage stamp-sized office, she closed the door behind her, double checked the lock, then groaned when she realized she’d forgotten her coat. After a lot of rummaging and cursing, she fished her keys out of her computer case, just as the strap on her purse snapped, turning the bag upside down and spilling its contents across the carpet.  
 The stress of the day finally caught up to her, and Starla felt tired down to her soul. Leaning against the wall, she slid to the floor amongst her scattered belongings and pulled her knees to her chest, tucking them under her chin. And that was exactly how Turner found her. 
 He paused a few feet away, surveying the mess. Then, without a word, he shuffled to her side and lowered himself to the floor beside her. 
 “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked a few minutes later. 
 “I locked my coat in my office.” 
 Turner nodded and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close until her head rested on his shoulder. “I locked mine in my car once. It happens.” Another few minutes of silence passed before he spoke again. “Now, I’m not judging, but is there a reason you have five tubes of cherry lip balm in your purse?” 
 “Just because the label is red doesn’t mean they’re all cherry.” Relaxing into his warm embrace, she chuckled wearily. “Cherry, strawberry, plumb, watermelon, and well, okay, the other one is cherry, too.” 
 “I stand by my original question. Why do you need five?” 
 “What if I lose one?” She frowned at the closest tube. “Or four?” 
 Turner laughed and kissed her temple. “Fine, I concede. Now, are you going to tell me what really happened?” 
 “You smell nice.” The words tumbled through her lips before she could bite them back, but that wasn’t the only thing different about him. Struggling into a sitting position, she faced him with a critical eye. “Is that a new shirt?” 
 He’d left the two top buttons undone on the thin, long-sleeved shirt, revealing a mint green undershirt beneath it. The mocha-colored material matched his eyes almost perfectly, and the frosted, white buttons added a touch of flair. Of course, he’d paired the dress shirt with a pair of distressed jeans, but Starla had to admit the ensemble looked good on him. 
 “Maybe. It depends.” He brushed his fingertips down the buttons. “Do you like it?” 
 Turner’s words lacked their usual bravado, and he watched her carefully, his gaze flickering over every subtle change in her expression. Her answer truly mattered to him, and Starla melted at the first hint of insecurity he’d shown since they’d met.  
 “I do like it.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “You look very handsome.” Looking at him now, she noticed he’d also trimmed his hair into a shorter, stylish cut, but she kind of missed his shaggy, unkempt tresses. “I’ll tell you a secret, though.” 
 A bit of the usual sparkle returned to his eyes, and he positioned himself closer. “Do tell.” 
 “I think you look just as handsome in a T-shirt and baggy jeans.” Her heart stuttered at the confession, and heat crept up her neck and into her cheeks, but she forced herself to continue. “Turner, you don’t have to try to impress me. I agreed to go out with you because I like you.” 
 Her breath caught in her chest when he turned the full wattage of his signature smile on her.  
 “I knew you liked me.” 
 Of course that was what he’d take away from the conversation. A few days ago, she might have huffed in frustration, damning him for never being able to take anything seriously. Now, she saw right through his glib retorts. 
 “Are you hungry?” he asked, pulling her from her thoughts. “There’s this diner about a mile from here that serves all-you-can-eat pancakes morning, noon, and night.” 
 Starla pressed a hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter. “I’m not even going to ask.” It had been ages since she’d had pancakes, let alone enjoyed them for dinner. “Let me just get my coat and clean up this mess. We can take my car.” 
 Rising to his feet in one, fluid motion, Turner offered a hand to help her up from the floor. “Grab your coat.” He used just the tip of his index finger to brush her bangs out of her eyes. “I’ll get this, and I promise to save every one of your lip balms.” 
 “My hero.” 
 With Turner’s help, Starla managed to retrieve her wool peacoat from her office, gather her things, and exit the building without further disaster. Sadly, her good fortune lasted only as far as the parking garage. 
 “Tell me that isn’t a flat tire.” Standing at the left rear of her car, she stared down at the clearly deflated tire and groaned. “I just want this bloody day to end.” 
 Turner crouched in front of the wheel and ran his hands over the tread. “Ah, it’s just a nail. Do you have a spare?” 
 Her stomach rolled with embarrassment, and she looked away when she answered. “That is the spare.” The coffeehouse she frequented was currently undergoing renovation, and she’d faced the exact situation just the week before. “I’ll call a tow company, but it’ll likely take some time. You don’t have to stay.” 
 “No need.” Pushing to his feet, Turner wiped his hands on his pant legs and shook his head. “I’ll give you a lift, and we’ll take care of it in the morning. There’s a security guard here at night?” 
 Starla nodded. “Two, and cameras, but really, I couldn’t ask you to do that.” 
 “You didn’t.” Rounding the vehicle, he checked the locks on each door before meeting her at the back bumper. “I really am starving, though. Are you ready?” 
 “You can’t be serious.” 
 Despite her protests, Turner took her messenger bag and draped the strap over his shoulder. Then he looked her dead in the eye and bobbed his head solemnly.  
 “I never joke about pancakes.” 
 Starla laughed, though barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “How do you do that? No matter how utterly horrid my day has been, you always know what to say to put it into perspective.” 
 Instead of the witty comeback she’d expected, Turner took her hand and began walking toward the exit of the parking garage. “You’re overthinking it, and giving me far too much credit. I’m really not that deep.” As they neared a white Ford Explorer with tinted windows, he slowed and pulled a set of keys from the front pocket of his jeans. “The truth is I love the way you laugh. It’s warm and dazzling, and it just makes me happy.” 
 Starla didn’t for a moment believe he went out of his way to ease her worries just because he liked the sound of her laughter, but she appreciated the compliment, nonetheless. “That was an incredibly sweet thing to say. Thank you.” 
 Opening the back, passenger side door of the SUV, Turner dropped her bag into the seat and shrugged. “It’s the truth. So really, it’s kind of selfish when you think about it.”  
 Starla smiled politely but didn’t reply. In truth, Turner was probably the least selfish person she’d ever met. Some of his acts of kindness she’d seen with her own eyes, and some she’d only heard about from his store manager, Catrina. He worked extra hours to give his employees more time with their families, and he hired at-risk teenagers from low income families to stock the shelves.  
 All manner of lost souls seemed to gravitate to Turner, and from what she’d witnessed, he welcomed each of them with open arms. At the end of each season, after the lowest discounts had been applied, he donated all leftover merchandise to shelters, preschools, and daycare centers. The man even sponsored a peewee hockey team for pity’s sake. 
 “What are you thinking so hard about?” Turner asked, opening the passenger door and helping her up into her seat. 
 “You,” she answered honestly, but said nothing more on the subject. “So, where is this magical diner?” 
 “Nope. You first.” He closed her door and jogged around the back of the SUV to climb into the driver’s seat. “What happened today?” he elaborated once he’d fastened his seatbelt and started the engine. “Was it work or something personal?” 
 Since she had no reason to hide the truth, Starla told him all the sordid details of her day while he drove. “I’ll have to take my laptop to Tech in the morning,” she concluded, just as Turner pulled into the parking lot of a diner no bigger than a cable car. 
 “I know a little about computers. If you want, I can take a look at it for you after we eat. If you don’t mind me hanging around your place for a couple of hours, that is.” 
 The stiff muscles in her neck and the tightness in her chest began to loosen. If he really could do what he claimed, she’d even agree to go back to Wonderland and actually have that drink. Excuses aside, she hadn’t seen him in days, and she didn’t want to say goodnight so soon. 
 “Only if you let me pay for dinner.” 
 Turner pulled into a parking space and put the transmission in park. “By your own admission, you like me. Right?” 
 Starla had an idea of where the conversation was headed, and it made her smile. “Yes.” 
 “And what we’re doing here.” He wagged his thumb between them. “One could consider this dating?” 
 Her smile stretched a little wider. “Yes, I suppose one could.” 
 Turner nodded several times before he spoke again. “Okay.” Then he exited the vehicle and came around to open her door for her. “Just for the record,” he added before they reached the entrance of the diner, “I like you, too, but I’m paying for the pancakes.” 
 He sounded so serious, Starla ducked her head to hide her growing smile. “I had suspected as much,” she teased. When he reached for the door, she stopped him with a hand to his forearm. “Thank you, Turner. For everything.” 
 After a significant pause, Turner dipped his head in acknowledgement and reached for the door again. He didn’t speak until they’d made it inside and had been escorted to a corner booth by a red-headed waitress wearing too much lipstick. 
 “I have something for you.” 
 “Oh?” Starla finished pulling her coat off, folded it, and placed it on the padded, bench seat beside her. “What’s the occasion?” 
 “No occasion. You said you wanted to relate to people, right?” Pressing his shoulders into the back of the booth, he lifted his hips to slide his hand into the front pocket of his jeans. “Well, I thought maybe this would help.” 
 Resting his elbow on the tabletop, he opened his hand, dangling a small, silver, star-shaped pendant from a delicate chain that looped around his fingers. The raised center of the star literally sparkled in the harsh, fluorescent lighting of the diner, glittering in shades of gold and silver.  
 While beautiful and unique, Starla didn’t understand how it would help her form connections with the people in her life. “It’s gorgeous.” She stroked the star with her index finger. “Thank you, Turner.” 
 “It’s stardust,” he explained, laughing when she arched an eyebrow at him. “Okay, it’s actually glitter, but just go with it. Think of it like a talisman.” 
 Giving up on trying to figure him out, Starla clasped the necklace in her fist and sighed. “I don’t understand.” 
 “A talisman,” Turner repeated, “like a reminder. Just wear it for a few days, okay? And when you’re interacting with people, it’ll help you remember to give just a little more, be a bit more open.” 
 Starla still didn’t understand, but he seemed so confident, so she just smiled and thanked him again as she fasted the necklace at her nape. “I’ll try.” 
 “I have no doubts.” Turner shook his head, his lips curving marginally. “I believe in you.” 




CHAPTER FIVE

 Leaning back in his office chair, Turner propped his feet up on his desk and laughed into the phone. “You’re not interrupting anything,” he assured Starla. “Trust me, this is the best part of my day.” 
 He’d seen her only once since the night he’d driven her home—just once in nine days—and that had been a business meeting. The separation made him crazy, but he understood how much stress she was under to finish her presentation. He also knew exactly how much she wanted that promotion, and while it might be inconvenient for him, he admired her dedication and tenacity.  
 “I just wanted to let you know that your mini commercials will be displayed on eleven digital billboards in the city. They’ll start the last Friday of the month and run through the end of March.” 
 “I thought I only paid for nine billboards?” 
 “You did.” The smile in her voice sent a tingle down his spine. “I was able to work a little magic, though. You can thank me later.” 
 Realizing it was the perfect segue, Turner interrupted her before she could continue with her update. “Speaking of later, I want to see you. What are you doing tonight?” 
 “Oh, Turner, I wish I could, but my presentation is in the morning. Maybe we can do something tomorrow after work?” 
 Turner bit back his frustration. “No problem. I’ll pick you up at your place around eight.” His phone beeped with an incoming call, and he frowned at the name on the display. “Hey, I need to take this call, but I’ll see you tomorrow. I’d say good luck with your presentation, but you don’t need it. You’ve got this.” 
 They said a quick goodbye, and he switched to the other line. “Nico Devine, as I live and breathe.” 
 “Shut up, McCord.” As one of his oldest and closest friends, Nico never pulled punches. “Did you get it?” 
 Sitting up in his chair, Turner lifted the cream-colored invitation from his desk and stared down at the elegant black script. “Drake is hosting a charity ball.” He couldn’t help but snort. “This has to be a joke…or hell froze over.” 
 He’d grown up, so to speak, with Drake and Nico in the foster care system, and they’d forged a bond that few could understand, let alone hope to replicate. Turner loved Drake like a brother, but the man didn’t exactly have the reputation for shaking hands and kissing babies. His competitors, and even some of his employees at Vidal Labs and Technology, called him The Beast. While Turner knew better, he could also see how Drake had earned himself the moniker. 
 “No joke,” Nico answered. 
 “And let me guess. You’re catering this event.” 
 Despite their miserable beginnings, he and his foster brothers had done quite well for themselves. Drake had his ridiculously lucrative company. Turner had Neverland, and Nico owned one of the most coveted restaurants in Chicago, with Devine’s reservation book filled months in advance. 
 “I am. Drake’s coming in for a tasting in about half an hour. You should swing by.” 
 An undercurrent of mischief tinted Nico’s voice, piquing Turner’s interest. “I’m assuming you didn’t tell Drake I’ll be there.” 
 “Nope, and this conversation never happened.” Then he disconnected the call, leaving Turner chuckling into the silence.  
 Intrigued by Nico’s cryptic invite, Turner went in search of Rina, letting his manager know he’d be out for the rest of the afternoon. Then he grabbed his coat from his office closet and left the store to hail a cab. 
 Fifteen minutes later, the taxi pulled up to the curb in front of Vidal Labs and Technology. After paying the driver, along with a generous tip, he entered the building, intending to make his way up to Drake’s office. As luck would have it, however, he spotted the guy hurrying across the lobby, his dark head ducked and impatience clear in every, long stride.  
 “Vidal!” 
 Of course, Drake paid him no mind and just kept walking. Shaking his head, Turner took off at a jog, dropping a hand on his friend’s shoulder when he finally caught up to him. “Hey, Vidal!” 
 Drake stopped and turned, his scowl slowly morphing into a welcoming smile. “McCord.” 
 “I wanted to stop by and see with my own eyes that you were still alive.” Not exactly a lie, but not really the truth, either. 
 Drake frowned at him. “How did you hear I had the flu?” 
 Actually, he hadn’t heard, but now, Drake had him curious. “You were sick?” 
 “Yes.” His eyebrows drew together, and his lips turned down at the corners. “If you didn’t know I was sick, then what are you doing here?”  
 As much fun as it would be to watch Drake’s reaction to hearing about his phone call with Nico, Turner kept quiet on the subject. “I got this invitation in the mail saying you were throwing a charity event, and I needed to come make sure you weren’t replaced by some pod person.” 
 “Fuck you, McCord. I’ve given to charity before.” 
 It was such a typical Drake response, he couldn’t help but laugh at the guy. “I know you have, but you’re the man that gave enough money to the hospital to have an entire wing named after you, then threatened to pull the funding if anyone found out about it. Why are you doing something so...public?” 
 “It’s a long story, but I have somewhere to be.” Drake pushed passed him and exited the building, cursing at the light flurry of snow that had already coated the sidewalks. 
 Oh, this was too good. Turner suddenly understood why Nico had made it a point to contact him. “There’s a woman.” 
 Drake came to an abrupt stop and turned to glare at him. “Why the hell do people keep saying that?” 
 “Ha! So, there is a woman!” 
 “It’s complicated.” 
 Turner could sympathize. “Brother, it always is when a woman is involved.” 
 After a few seconds of silence, Drake finally relented and gave Turner a brief summary of the events that had led to his decision to host this event. Everything he said seemed to revolve around a woman named Tessa, and by the time he finished, Turner couldn’t stop laughing.  
 “Oh, God, this is priceless. A ball. You’re throwing a masquerade ball. Does this make you this Tessa’s prince charming?” 
 “I fucking hate you.” 
 The stormier Drake’s blue eyes became, the harder Turner laughed. “Naw, you’re more like the evil queen...or king, to be more precise.”  
 “I’m leaving now. We’re doing the tasting at Devine’s, and you’re making me late.” Drake started walking again, frowning when Turner fell into step beside him. “What are you doing?” 
 “If you’re going to eat at Nico’s place, I’m coming with you.” Not on his life was he going to miss this, and it had nothing to do with the food. 
 Drake sighed but continued down the sidewalk. “Fine. But, Turner?” 
 “Yeah?” he asked with a broad grin. 
 “If you hit on Tessa, I may have to kill you.” 
 Some of Turner’s enthusiasm faded, and he tucked his hands into the pockets of his coat and shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’m having issues with my own woman right now.” 
 Drake’s eyebrows winged toward his hairline. “Oh? What kind of issues?” 
 He understood how seriously Starla took her work, and he applauded her conviction, but Turner couldn’t help but think she’d been avoiding him. They’d barely spoken in over a week, not even on the phone, and their meeting to finalize the details of his ad had been stilted and awkward at best.  
 Still, she’d agreed to go out with him the next evening, so maybe he’d read too much into the situation. Women confused the hell out of him, and he’d much rather watch Drake suffer than go through it himself. 
 “Just…don’t even ask.” 
 ~ 
 Standing just inside the doors of Neverland, Starla dusted the snow from her hair and grasped the strap of her new purse—a small, gray, leather satchel—in a white-knuckled grip. As always, the store overflowed with life, the air filled with the giggles of children and the warm, inviting scent of spiced apples. It never changed, no matter the day or time she walked through the doors, yet it always brought a smile to her lips. 
 “Miss Winters?” Rina rounded the end of the crescent-shaped counter and bounced over to her, the curls piled on her head swaying wildly. “What can I do for you today?” 
 “I’m actually here to see Turner…Mr. McCord.” 
 Rina pursed her lips and glanced toward the closed office door. “I’m sorry, he’s not here right now. Is something wrong? Maybe I can help.” 
 “No, no, nothing’s wrong.” Reaching up, Starla toyed with the small star around her neck, a habit she’d formed since Turner had gifted her the necklace. “Did you have a pleasant birthday?” 
 Rina’s face lit up, and her eyes sparkled. “Oh, it was fabulous, and I met this guy.” Her smile softened, and she sighed wistfully. “We’re going out again this weekend.” 

Valentine’s Day. Starla bit down on the corner of her lip while she debated how much of her relationship with Turner she should share. “Actually, there is something you can help me with.” 
 Taking her elbow, Rina led her into Turner’s office and closed the door firmly behind them. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain tall, dark, and handsome toy store owner, would it?” 
 “He told you?” 
 “No, but it’s written all over his face every time he looks at you.” Propping one hip up on the desk, she clasped her hands together, her petite frame practically vibrating. “Now, what’s the problem, and how can I help?” 
 Starla didn’t know where to begin, the guilt staying her tongue. She hadn’t dated much, had never really had the time or patience for it. Burying herself in her work and disappearing for days at a time had never been an issue, not until she’d met Turner.  
 All week, she’d been dodging his calls, knowing full well that he’d talk her into a night out when she needed to be concentrating on her presentation. She’d justified her actions by telling herself she’d make it up to him when things calmed down, but every day, the guilt burrowed a little deeper. 
 She’d driven away plenty of men who refused to take a backseat to her career, and honestly, she didn’t miss any of them. Turner, however, she’d missed every moment since she’d last seen him. She’d been avoiding him, yet he still made it almost impossible to concentrate on her work. Thoughts of him distracted her constantly—his smile, his laugh, the way his soft lips felt against her forehead. They hadn’t even shared a proper kiss yet, but despite her best efforts, she just couldn’t get Turner out of her head. 
 It had taken him hours to get her laptop back in working order and regain access to her accounts, but he’d never complained. He’d patiently explained that her computer had been infected with a Trojan meant to steal information like passwords, then he’d installed additional protection software. 
 The following morning, he’d arrived bright and early to drive her into the city, and they’d even stopped for coffee at her favorite café. While she’d worked, he’d arranged to have her car towed to a nearby garage for repairs, and by the time her workday had ended, her vehicle had been returned to its original parking space in the garage. She had still yet to see a bill for that, and something told her she never would. 
 “Hello?” Rina waved a hand in front of Starla’s face. “Earth to Starla. Where did you go?” 
 “Do you know if Turner has anything planned for Saturday?” 
 “Valentine’s Day?” Rina’s eyebrows drew together, and she shook her head. “He hasn’t mentioned anything. Why do you ask?” 
 One date wouldn’t make up for ignoring him, nor would it repay everything Turner had done for her, but it was a start. “I want to plan something special for him, but well…” 
 Rina nodded knowingly. “He’s a bit unique, isn’t he? A free spirit, if you will.” 
 Settling into one of the squashy chairs in front of the desk, Starla held her purse in her lap and sighed. “Yes, and I adore that about him.” 
 “But it makes it difficult to plan a surprise for him that he’ll love,” Rina supplied. She laughed when Starla wrinkled her nose. “What’s that all about?” 
 “I’m not overly fond of surprises myself, but this isn’t about me.” She and Turner had dissimilar definitions of “fun,” hence her uncertainty about plans for the weekend. “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 “I have a couple of ideas.” Sliding off the desk, Rina reached out and took Starla’s hands, giving them a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry. We’re going make this the best surprise he’s ever had.” 
 Starla mirrored her smile, but honestly, she’d settle for anything other than utter failure. 
 They spent the next half hour, tossing ideas back and forth, until Rina landed on an idea that fit Turner so perfectly Starla actually clapped her hands together. “Oh, you are absolutely amazing. You can’t tell him,” she added sternly. “It has to be a surprise.” 
 “My lips are sealed,” Rina promised, making a show of drawing an imaginary zipper across her lips. “Now, go. He’ll be back any minute.” 
 They’d both agreed she should keep up the avoidance act until the big reveal for maximum impact. Still, disappointment settled in her heart, and she only hoped her plan would be enough to make up for her recent absence.  
 After thanking Rina again, she hurried out of the store, ducking her head against the swirling snow as she walked to her car. Once in the driver’s seat, she used her phone to look up the name of the business Rina had given her and placed the call while she drove. After finalizing the details, she hummed under her breath to the song on the radio, the traffic barely fazing her for once. She even stopped by her favorite coffeehouse for an early evening treat. 
 “Hello, Melissa,” she said in greeting to the barista behind the counter. “How’s the wrist? Still sore?” 
 While she’d been skeptical at first, the talisman Turner had given her turned out to be more effective than she could have imagined. The cool metal of the pendant nestled between the hollow of her collarbones, a constant nudge to be more open and approachable. It not only served as a reminder, but strangely, it gave her the courage to be vulnerable, to put herself out there for possible rejection. 
 “The wrist is much better.” The raven-haired beauty lifted her right arm, twisting her hand back and forth. “I’ll be glad when spring comes. Slipping on the ice in front of a dozen people was so embarrassing.” 
 Starla winced in sympathy. Melissa hadn’t been working at The Brewed long, only a couple of weeks, but she definitely brought her own flair to the café. Young, no older than twenty-two or three maybe, with pin-straight ebony hair and big, emerald-green eyes, she probably drove all the male customers crazy. 
 Starla placed her usual order of a large, vanilla chai tea and leaned against the counter. “How are you settling in to your new apartment? Do you like the city?”  
 “Chicago is a lot different than Indianapolis.” Melissa moved around behind the counter, talking over her shoulder while she worked to prepare Starla’s tea. “I mean, I guess technically, we’re in the ’burbs, but it’s still taken some adjustment. I love my apartment, though. I haven’t spent much time on my own, but I’m finding I kind of like it.” 
 Starla didn’t know all the details or whys of Melissa’s move, and she didn’t feel comfortable asking. There was a difference between getting to know someone and just flat-out prying, and that conversation fell into the latter.  
 “Have you met anyone yet?” 
 “Oh, no.” Melissa giggled, the sound musical and alluring. “Men are what got me in this position in the first place. I’ve sworn them off for a while.” 
 Starla’s thoughts strayed to Turner, to what excuse she would give him for needing to cancel their date Friday night. Everything she’d come up with so far tasted sour on her tongue and left a hollow feeling in her chest. Life had been so much less complicated before Turner, but at the same time, she wouldn’t trade it, not when he made her feel more alive than she had in years. 
 “The right one will come along,” she told Melissa. “Don’t give up yet.” A smile played over her lips, and she reached up to stroke the little star at her throat. “Some of them are certainly worth it.” 




CHAPTER SIX

 “Turner, look alive.” Rina poked her head through the doorway of his office and rapped her knuckles on the frame. “Starla’s here to see you.” 
 “What?” Turner sat upright so quickly he almost fell out of his chair. “Right now?” 
 “Yes, right now. Should I send her in?” 
 He took stock of his basic, black T-shirt, the holes in his jeans, and even combed a hand through his hair, wincing when he found it completely disheveled. It wasn’t as if he could run home, shower, and make himself presentable while Starla waited in the front of the store, though.  
 “I guess there’s nothing for it. Send her in.” 
 After she’d blown him off the previous night with some excuse about having a headache, he hadn’t expected to see her again, ever. He might be forgetful, a little eccentric at times, and he didn’t always do or say the most romantic things, but he could take a hint. Hell, she hadn’t even called to thank him for the tiger lilies—her favorites—he’d sent her for Valentine’s Day. The image of her tossing the flowers into the trash while cursing his name flashed through his mind, and he scrubbed both hands over his face and groaned. 
 “Turner?” 
 Dropping his hands to this thighs, he looked up and tried to smile. “Hello, stranger.” 
 Apparently, his attempt fell flat, because Starla frowned. “You look awful. Have you slept at all?” 

No. “Of course.” In reality, he’d tossed and turned for most of the night, drifting into a fitful sleep sometime just before dawn. “How was the presentation?” 
 “It went well,” she answered, still watching him as she dropped her purse into a nearby chair. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 “Peachy.” Even dressed in a pair of gray sweatpants and a black hoodie with her hair pulled into a high ponytail, she looked more beautiful than he had words to describe. “So, what can I help you with? Is there something wrong with the ad?” 
 “The ad?” Her manicured eyebrows drew together, and she tilted her head to the side in a curious manner. “Oh, no, no, nothing like that. I actually, well, that is to say…” Trailing off, she pulled in a deep breath and released it slowly. “I was hoping I could steal you away for a couple of hours.” 
 “I’d have to look at the schedule.” 
 “Your schedule is clear,” Rina called from the other side of the door, laughing when he barked at her to go away. 
 In the end, he had no excuse to deny her that didn’t sound contrived or petty. “Where are we going?” 
 “It’s a surprise,” Starla answered, rocking up on the balls of her feet. “I know I’m not the easiest person to get to know, and I can be distant—” 
 “Evasive,” Turner corrected.  
 The sight of her standing there, clearly nervous and trying to ask him out on a date, erased all of the frustration and uncertainty he’d felt for the past week. If he let her walk away, or worse, if he pushed her away, he’d regret it for the rest of his life. He wanted this woman with everything he had, and before they left his office, he’d make damn sure she knew it.  
 Rising from his seat, he stalked towards her, backing her against the closed office door. “Stubborn. Guarded. Unpredictable,” he continued. “And you know what?” Pressing in closer, he trapped her with his hands braced on either side of her shoulders. “You make me absolutely, fucking crazy.” 
 “Is—” She stopped, licked her trembling lips, but she didn’t look away from him. “Is that a bad thing?” 
 Yes, he wanted her, no doubt, but he wouldn’t make it that easy. “I’m still deciding,” he murmured, leaning into her. “The real question is,” he added, skimming his nose along the curve of her neck, teasing the satiny skin with his lips, “what are you going to do about it?” 
 If she wanted him, if she felt the same way he did, it was up to her to make the next move. Words were nice, pretty even, but without actions to back them, they lacked substance. No more games. No more mixed signals. Even if she never wanted to see him again, Turner needed to know where he stood with her. 
 “What’s it going to be?” he pushed, prodding a reaction from her, hoping to break through her glossy mask of control. His eyes locked on her lips, the slight sheen of moisture from her tongue still visible. “It’s your move, Starla. What do you want?” 
 She stared at him, not saying anything for a long time. Just when he’d all but given up on getting a response, her slender fingers clutched his face, dragging him into a kiss that set his body on fire. Her soft lips molded to his, her tongue eagerly seeking entrance as she threw her arms around his neck, pulling him even closer. 
 Winding an arm around her waist, Turner pressed her tightly against his own body, groaning when her full breasts heaved against his chest. Her perfume, the subtle scent of honeysuckle, filled his head, and the slide of her tongue over his sent a shiver down his spine. She tasted of spiced vanilla, a flavor he’d never particularly cared for until now, and his heart kicked into a gallop as he explored the depths of her mouth. 
 “You,” she panted against his lips. “I want you.” 
 His body stirred at the admission, but he wouldn’t take her like a savage there in his office. Starla deserved better, she deserved candlelight, soft music, and roses—or tiger lilies. With a twinge of regret, he settled one hand on her hip and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear with the other as he leaned in to brush a light kiss against the corner of her mouth. 
 “If you want to take it back, this is your last chance, darlin’. When we walk out that door, all bets are off, and I’m not letting you go.” 
 Color stained her cheeks, and her eyes were a bit wider than usual, but a coy smile tilted her lips. “Come along, dear. I still have a surprise for you.” 
 “Do you want me to drive?” Though the street had been cleared from the storm that had blown in on Thursday, more snow was predicted for that afternoon and into the evening. “I know you don’t like driving when the weather’s bad.” 
 Her smirk morphed into a genuine smile as she fluttered her fingers over the tops of his cheeks, just beneath the dark circles he knew shadowed his lower lids. “You look so tired. I don’t mind driving. Where we’re going, it’s a bit of a drive. You can rest on the way.” 
 Capturing her wrists, he brought her hands to his mouth, kissing both palms in turn. “I’ll be okay. Are you ready?” 
 “Yes.” Gently, she extracted her hands from his grip and turned to open the door. “I’ll navigate.” 
 “A bit of a drive” turned out to be nearly forty minutes outside of the city. Starla did indeed make an excellent navigator, and they didn’t get lost once before turning into the parking lot of what looked like nothing more than a large warehouse. 
 “Where the hell are we?” 
 Starla laughed and threw her door open. “An indoor trampoline park. You’re going to love it.” 
 And she’d been right. 
 Floors and slanted walls made entirely of trampolines, and she’d even gone as far as to rent out the entire building for an hour to give them some privacy. Turner didn’t want to think of how much it had cost her to bargain such a large favor.  
 “Come on!” he called after twenty minutes of jumping around like a lunatic, twisting, turning, and flipping. 
 Starla stood off to the side, watching him with a huge grin on her face. “I’m okay. I like watching you.” 
 Not good enough. Jumping down to the solid floor, he lifted her into his arms and tossed her onto the nearest trampoline. “It’s like flying,” he encouraged. “Stop worrying about what people will think and have some fun.” 
 Turner held her hands, leading her to the center of the room where he began to bounce slowly, urging her to the do the same. It took another ten minutes of coaxing, but after a while, Starla finally got into the spirit of it. He loved the way she squealed as he bounced her higher, and when her eyes lit with excitement, he swore his heart stopped for a moment before regaining its rhythm. 
 On his next bounce, he misgauged the distance between them and ended up crashing into her, sending her tumbling to her backside. “Shit. Are you okay?” 
 Starla rolled to her back, laughing until tears streamed down her cheek. “You’re an idiot,” she trilled between giggles.  
 Her hair had come undone from its ponytail, and Turner smoothed the flyaway tresses back from her face as he stretched out beside her. “Thank you,” he said reverently, tracing the softness of her lips with his fingertip. “This is the best gift anyone has ever given me, and I’m glad you’re here with me.” 
 Then he did the one thing he’d wanted to do since they’d left his office. He leaned over her, cradling the side of her face, and pressed their lips together in a heated kiss. One taste hadn’t been enough, would never be enough. His promise of never letting her go hadn’t been just his penchant for the dramatic. He’d meant every word, and he’d do anything, be whatever she wanted him to be, to prove it. 
 “This isn’t all,” she said when they broke apart, her voice soft and wispy. 
 “Okay.” He kissed her lips again before climbing to his feet. “Where to next?” It didn’t matter, not really. He’d follow her anywhere. 
 “Back to my place.” 
 ~ 
 Cocooned in the warmth and safety of her living room, Starla poured a glass of wine, selected another slice of deep dish pizza from the box, and passed the television remote to Turner. Okay, so the last part of her surprise hadn’t been so grand, but she’d wanted some time alone with him, just the two of them without any distractions. They’d done nothing more than watch old horror flicks and cuddle, but it had been one of her best dates in memory.  
 Her eyes strayed to the flowers displayed prominently on her end table, and she snuggled in closer to Turner’s side. “Thank you again for the tiger lilies. They’re my favorite.” 
 “I remember,” he answered simply. “I’m glad you like them.” 
 Knowing Turner, he was already making plans to provide her with fresh flowers every week now. Somehow, she couldn’t feel too bad about that, and she’d just have to think of creative ways to return his generosity.  
 “Would you like more wine?” 
 Turner had nursed a glass early in the evening, but he’d since switched to water or soda. “No, thank you.” He squeezed her tight and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “It’s late, and I should probably get going.” 
 Neither of them had to work the next morning, no reason for him to rush off, and Starla wasn’t ready to say goodbye. “Before you go, I have to ask…” 
 “Go ahead,” Turner answered around a chuckle. “Anything you want to know.” 
 “Are you ever going to tell me how you made the money to open Neverland? I know you said it was a video game, but…” Trailing off, she held her hands out and tilted her head to the side. “So?” 
 He laughed again, relaxing into the cushions and holding her a little tighter. “Decimation.”  
 “Dec…” Jerking upright, she spun on the sofa to face him. “Explain.” 
 “I designed it.” He shrugged, downplaying his success. “I told you it was boring.” 
 Starla knew better. Even she, who had never played a video game in her life, had heard of Decimation. It had won a Game of the Year
award, along with other prestigious titles, not to mention breaking records for the most sales ever for a video game in a single day.  
 It had been so popular, in fact, the game had garnered news coverage and dominated headlines for almost a week. If he received just a fraction of the royalties generated by sales, he’d have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of his life.  
 “You’re sort of brilliant.” 
 Turner moved closer to take her lips in a sweet, though heated, kiss. “I think you’re kind of amazing, too, but I really should be going before the roads get too bad.” 
 Disappointed but not wanting to show it, Starla pasted on a smile while she helped him clean up their dinner, then kissed him goodbye at the door. Watching him hunch his shoulders against the new round of snow while traversing the slippery sidewalk on the way to his SUV, she kept reminding herself that she’d see him again soon.  
 She did, after all, have to travel back to the city to retrieve her car, and he’d promised to pick her up in the morning. Maybe they could even have breakfast at the diner he liked so much, if she could get herself moving come daybreak after overindulging in alcohol and pizza. 
 “Moving,” she mumbled to herself, still standing in the open doorway. “My move.”  
 Turner’s words came back, as clearly as if he stood next to her, whispering into her ear. “Your move, Starla. What do you want?”

 “Turner, wait!” 
 Stopping, he turned to face her, cocking his head to the side. “Did I forget something?” 
 Clasping the star pendant for courage, she stepped out onto the concrete porch, ignoring the cold that seeped into the soles of her feet. “Don’t go.” She took another step toward him. “Stay with me.” 
 Turner hesitated for only a heartbeat.  
 Marching back down the walkway, he leapt up onto the porch, grabbed her face in both hands, and kissed her with enough passion to set her blood on fire. He walked her backward, stripping out of his coat, but never losing contact with her lips. Then he kicked the door closed and lifted her into his arms, urging her legs around his waist. 
 “Where?” he rasped, his lips leaving a trail of liquid heat down the side of her throat. 
 “Down the hall,” Starla panted. “On the right.” 
 He bounced off the walls twice in the narrow corridor, knocking one of her framed paintings to the floor. They laughed, clinging together as he finally stumbled into her bedroom and fell onto the maroon comforter that covered her bed.  
 Their laughter faded away as their mouths met in another hungry, searching kiss. Tongues dueled, danced, sliding together in an intimate caress while they worked together to peel off their clothes. They broke apart only long enough for Turner to inquire about condoms and for her to direct him to the nightstand drawer. It had been a while since she’d needed them, and she really hoped they hadn’t expired. 
 Returning with the package clenched between his teeth, he ripped the cellophane envelope open and removed the condom. “I wanted to do this different,” he told her, sheathing his thick, rigid length in the latex. “Better. You deserve better.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” Starla assured him, welcoming Turner into the cradle of her hips. “This is perfect.” Her heart pounded into her throat, her legs trembling as her body vibrated with need and desire. “It’s perfect because it’s you.” 
 Gripping his shoulders, she pulled him into another heated kiss, shivering when her tingling breasts pressed firmly against his warm, smooth skin. Her breath caught, and she moaned into his mouth, wrapping herself around him as he pushed inside her. His invasion stretched her, causing a familiar ache in her lower belly, and she clung to him as he flexed his hips in a slow, gentle rhythm. 
 Starla’s body felt overheated, her skin flushed and tingling. When the need became too much, when neither of them could leash their control any longer, Turner increased his pace, driving into her with an untamed abandon. Her lungs burned as she struggled to draw in breath, and her muscles clenched, her inner walls gripping, squeezing.  
 They moved as one, bodies undulating together, both racing toward a crescendo that would likely shatter them. Starla fell over the edge first, calling Turner’s name again and again in hushed tones as she tangled her fingers in his silky hair.  
 When she looked into his eyes, something shifted inside her heart, rearranging all the things she care about most in the world to make room for this incredible person. A voice in the back of her mind whispered that things would never be the same, that she’d been irrevocably changed.  
 For better or worse, Starla didn’t know yet, but for once in her life, she looked forward to the journey.  




CHAPTER SEVEN

 As Starla had anticipated, everything had changed. In the weeks that followed, not a day went by that she didn’t see Turner. Lunch dates, dinner dates, random phone calls just to say hello, and more often than not, he ended up sleeping in her bed. Once, she’d stay at his swank apartment in the city, but Turner enjoyed the privacy and quiet of her home in the suburbs. 
 Having him practically living with her did create problems, like never wanting to leave her bedroom. Which was why on the most important morning of her life, the morning she’d find out if she’d impressed her boss and earned the promotion, she was running late. Entering her office at a quarter after eight, she quickly put away her personal belongings while she waited for her laptop to boot. 
 She’d barely caught her breath when a knock sounded at the open door, and James stuck his head inside to tell her Mr. Rufio wanted to see them. Her heart began to race, and moisture slicked her palms, but Starla nodded and rose to follow him. In all the scenarios she’d imagined, she’d never thought they’d gather all the applicants together to make the announcement. 
 As it turned out, Mr. Rufio had called together the entire office in the lobby, motioning Starla, James, and the other two applicants to stand at the front of the crowd. He said a few words about the dedication and talent of each individual, telling everyone how it had been an almost impossible decision to make.  
 Without further preliminaries or really much fanfare, he announced that Starla had received the promotion, along with the coveted corner office. Then he applauded with everyone else before telling them to get back to work.  
 “Miss Winters, congratulations.” Mr. Rufio shook her hand, his aged skin soft and wrinkled against her palm. “I was highly impressed with your presentation, and I hope to see more out of the box thinking like that. Go ahead and take the rest of the day off. You’ve earned it.” 
 He adjusted his crimson tie and smoothed back his white, thinning hair at the temples. Without another word, he nodded, and simply walked away. Taken aback by his abrupt departure, Starla could do nothing but chuckle under her breath as she strolled back to her office, trying her best not to jump and skip in excitement. 
 “Congratulations,” James said, coming up beside her as she neared her door. “I guess it really does help when everyone in the office wants to sleep with you.” 
 Stopping in her tracks, Starla turned to face him as a hollowness formed in her gut. “Excuse me?” 
 “I saw that ad,” he continued, his usually soft features transformed by anger and jealousy into sharp, hard angles. “It was amateurish, childish.” 
 “It was for a toy store, you ignorant ass,” she countered, too outraged by his accusations to be diplomatic. “Of course it was childish.” 
 Indignation spurred her on, but inside, she wept. Though they’d never been very close, had never really spent time together outside of the office beyond lunch breaks, she’d thought of James as a friend. To hear him spout such hateful things at her hurt. 
 “Wait.” Her feelings aside, something he’d said, something in his tone, left her suspicious. “How did you see my ad?” She’d purposely chosen a campaign that wouldn’t launch until after the presentation for the sole purpose of secrecy. “James, what did you do?” 
 She already knew, could see it written all over his thin, angular face, but she wanted him to say it. She wanted him to admit to his greed and pettiness.  
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But he wouldn’t meet her gaze. 
 “Why?” she asked, more heartbroken than angry. “Why would you do that to me? Erasing my files, infecting my computer, locking me out of my accounts. What did I ever do to you?” 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” James repeated, turning his back on her. “And even if I did, you’d never be able to prove it.” 
 Watching him walk away, the gravity of his offense crashed down on her, blanketing her in a wave of sadness. With a heavy heart, she entered her office to retrieve her purse, coat, and laptop. Thankful she’d been given the rest of the day off, she headed for the one place she knew she could break down without judgment. 
 Neverland. 
 ~ 
 “Your billboard ads are up all over the city,” Starla mumbled, poking at her salad with the plastic fork. She’d barely touched it otherwise. “They’re very striking and should gather a lot of attention.” 
 Turner finished the last bite of his ham and cheese sandwich and cleaned his fingers on the paper napkin. He’d known something bad had happened the moment she’d stepped through the doors of Neverland, but he hadn’t said anything. When she was ready, she’d tell him, but the longer her melancholy persisted, the more impatient he became. 
 “Darlin’,” he said when he couldn’t take it any longer, “I can’t slay your dragons if you don’t tell me where they are.” 
 Dropping her fork into her salad, Starla looked around the deli and blinked, almost as if she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there. “I got the promotion,” she answered after a while, but her voice held none of the excitement he expected. “Mr. Rufio made a big announcement in the office, and he gave me the rest of the day off.” 
 “That’s great. Congratulations, but I can’t say I’m surprised. You work harder than anyone I know, and you deserve it.” 
 Starla nodded. “I do.” 
 He waited, but when she didn’t say anything else, he reached across the table and took her hand. “So, about those dragons?” 
 “James,” she mumbled. “His name is James. We’ve worked together since we were both interns, and he was—or I thought he was—my friend.” 
 “But he’s not?” She wasn’t making much sense, but Turner figured she’d get there in her own time. “I take it he didn’t agree with your promotion.” 
 “That’s stating it mildly.” 
 “Did he say something?” God, it was like pulling teeth. “Did he make a scene?” 
 “No, not so much.” A weary sigh escaped her parted lips, and she squeezed his fingers. “He’s the one who’s been messing with my computer and my files. He didn’t come out and admit it, but I know. Unfortunately, he’s right, and I have no way to prove it.” 
 She couldn’t, but Turner just might be able to work some magic. “Hey, we’ll figure it out, okay? Nobody messes with my girl.”  
 Though he meant what he said, his phrasing may have been a tad theatrical. He couldn’t care, though, not when it brought out the first real smile he’d seen from Starla since the incident. 
 “I’m sorry I dragged you away from work. After everything happened, I couldn’t think of anyone but you. I just…I needed to see you.” 
 Her confession warmed him, and his heart pounded a little more insistently against his sternum. “Don’t ever be sorry for that. I always need you, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.” 
 “Do you have plans for the day? Meetings perhaps?” she asked. 
 “Nope.” Being the boss did have its perks. “Why?” 
 Starla sighed, her blue eyes darkening with sadness once again. “Take me home.” 
 Neither of them spoke as he gathered the remainder of their lunch and tossed it into the nearest receptacle. Nor did they speak on the walk to Turner’s Explorer. While he tried to make conversation on the drive to Starla’s house, she responded with only short answers or distracted nods. 
 They spent the rest of the day curled up together on her sofa, watching reruns of some sitcom from the 90s. He’d never seen it, but after the first hour, he seriously had to question how it had lasted nine seasons. Starla didn’t offer much in the way of conversation, but sometimes, she’d laugh at the television, and after a while, she seemed more thoughtful than upset.  
 When she fell asleep with her head on his chest, Turner took the opportunity to do a little digging. Easing out from under her, he positioned her more comfortably on the sofa and covered her with a light blanket. Then he took Starla’s laptop to the circular kitchen table and powered it on. 
 If this James guy was such an accomplished hacker, he wouldn’t be grinding away at the nine-to-five. Nor would he have needed to resort to such measures to sabotage Starla. Somewhere, he’d left his fingerprints. Somewhere, he’d left a trail that would lead right back to him, and Turner intended to find it.  
 ~ 
 It took the rest of the weekend and endless amounts of coffee, but by late Sunday evening, Turner finally found the evidence Starla needed to turn over to her boss. A small part of her, the part that still thought of James as a friend, felt guilty, because she knew he’d lose his job over this. The bigger, more pissed off part that had been hurt and betrayed, called it justice. 
 Turner had accompanied her to work on Monday morning, helping her present the information to Mr. Rufio, explaining technical aspects that she couldn’t. Surprisingly, they really hadn’t needed the evidence at all, since two other employees had come forward with the same accusations against James. While terrible, it did make Starla feel a little better to know she hadn’t been his only target. It hadn’t been personal. 
 Tampering with the company server had been James’ biggest mistake. Not only had he made it easier to recover evidence of wrongdoing, but it also fell under Illinois cyber laws. The guy wouldn’t serve any jail time for his crimes, but he’d have to pay a hefty fine, and he’d likely never work in advertising again, not if Mr. Rufio had any say. And since her boss was one of the most influential people in the business, she could easily picture James sanitizing garbage trucks for the rest of his life. 
 By the end of the week, things had mostly returned to normal, though some chatter still circulated around the break room about James’ underhanded dealings. With her former friend out of the office, Starla easily ignored the gossip and settled into her usual routine. It would be another three months before the head of their marketing department retired and she stepped into his position. In the meantime, she had plenty of work to keep her busy. 
 With Turner in her life, and becoming a bigger part of it every day, she was slowly learning to balance her career and her personal life. He brought something to their relationship she hadn’t even known she’d been missing—fun. They never went to fancy restaurants or the opera. He didn’t take her out on romantic carriage rides, nor did he shower her with lavish gifts.  
 Starla missed none of those things. 
 In the time she’d known Turner, he’d taught her to appreciate the small things in life, the things that truly made her happy. She’d had the best slice of cheesecake Chicago had to offer from a lunch truck of all places. For the first time since childhood, she’d built a snowman. It hadn’t been a very good one, but she’d been sore that night from laughing so hard when the head had rolled right off and hit the ground with a thud. 
 To be fair, he had taken her to an art exhibit. She’d worn an elegant dress, while Turner had even donned a tie and jacket. Then, they’d spent the evening sipping apple juice and exclaiming over the artwork created by Mrs. Cramer’s second grade class. She’d even had the opportunity to meet one of the artists, the little sister of one of the teenagers who stocked the shelves at Neverland. Starla had the little girl’s autograph in a frame, positioned front and center on the mantle over the fireplace. 
 “And these are snow leopards,” Turner said with grand hand gestures, pulling her out of her recollections and into the present, back to their current, unusual date. “They’re…white…with spots.” 
 He was a dreadful tour guide, but Starla adored his enthusiasm. “Oh, spots! My favorite.” 
 “I accept your sarcasm, and I raise you an arched eyebrow.” Then he did just that, quirking his left eyebrow and frowning at her. “This isn’t as easy as it looks.” 
 The weather had turned mild, if only for the day, and they’d decided to enjoy the outdoors while it lasted. Starla had lived in Chicago, or at least in the suburbs, for most of her life, but she’d never been to the Lincoln Park Zoo. Turner being Turner, decided it was a travesty that needed to be corrected immediately. 
 First, he’d taken her ice skating, and he’d even bought her a hot chocolate afterwards. Then they’d returned their rented skates and ventured into the zoo while he attempted to tell her facts on the animals he knew nothing about.  
 “Look.” He pointed to the two, big cats, grinning as he watched them nuzzle each other. “They’re in love.” 
 “I know the feeling,” Starla mumbled, the words leaving her lips without permission.  
 Turner took her elbow, turning her until she had no choice but to look at him. “Starla? What did you just say?” 
 Anxiety washed through her, making her heart beat too fast and her stomach flutter, but she refused to be a coward. “I said, I know the feeling,” she stated a little louder, though her voice trembled at the end. 
 The smile she loved so much stretched Turner’s lips, and he tucked his hands into the pockets of her coat, pulling her to him. “Don’t be embarrassed,” he whispered before kissing her right there in the middle of the zoo. “I’ve loved you since the moment you walked into my office and started ordering me around. Besides, I already told you, I’m not letting you go.” 
 She really did want to know how he always knew exactly what to say to make her feel better and put her at ease. If she could bottle that, they’d make a fortune. 
 “I’m not going anywhere,” she answered with more confidence. “We have absolutely nothing in common, and I’m a nightmare when it comes to my work, but I’m willing to figure it out if you are.” 
 “I leave my socks in the couch cushions.” 
 Starla wrinkled her nose. “I know.” Not just in the sofa, either. She’d found his socks in the strangest places, including behind her television. “I swear a lot when I drink too much red wine.” 
 “You do,” Turner agreed. “It’s adorable.” He pecked at her lips again. “We’ll make it work. Have some faith, a little trust…” 
 Running a finger over the bubble in the center of her pendant, Starla began to laugh. “And stardust?” 
 “And stardust.” Turner leaned into her, bending to rest their foreheads together. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I’m going to love you every day until forever.” 
 Each cell in her body warmed and tingled, but words failed her. Tears welled along her lower lids, and the only thing she could manage to get through the constriction in her throat was, “I love you, too.” 




EPILOGUE

 “Thank you all for coming. We’re here tonight to celebrate the new imaging system that Vidal Labs and Technology is launching that will help detect cancer earlier, saving countless lives in the process. Because of this, we’re asking for all of you to donate tonight to help families who are fighting this terrible disease and to further cancer research, so one day we can find a cure. There will be people walking around collecting the donations throughout the night.” Their host and Turner’s friend, Drake Vidal, paused, his gaze sweeping over the crowd. “I know most of you, so don’t be cheap.”  
 Placing his hand on Starla’s knee, Turner laughed because he knew Drake wasn’t joking. Glancing around the room, he recognized many of the guests, either personally or just by name, and he knew they could afford it. He’d certainly be making a sizeable donation. When Drake took Tessa’s hand and thanked his “fiancée” for putting together the gala, Turner grinned so widely, his cheeks hurt.  
 “Oh, that’s lovely,” Starla whispered to him. “They do look beautiful together.” 
 “You look beautiful.”  
 Her satin dress draped over one shoulder, leaving the other bare and oh so tempting. The gown wrapped across her midsection, cinching at the waist before flowing in ice-blue waves down to her ankles. The gossamer overlay sparkled in the flickering light from the candles floating atop the water that filled the vases of red roses in the center of the table.  
 It had taken a lot of coaxing and convincing on her part, but she’d finally talked him into a tuxedo, bowtie and all, with a metallic vest in the same shade of blue as her dress. Just before they’d stepped through the doors of the ballroom, she’d placed a simple, black mask in his hand and donned her own—a feminine charcoal number with silver filigree and ice-blue jewels.  
 “And you look very handsome yourself,” Starla complimented before leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Just a little longer and you can get out of the monkey suit. Promise.” 
 “Good. This damn tie is choking me.” 
 After dinner, Turner introduced Starla to a few people he knew, and some he didn’t, just to see the looks on their faces as they scrambled to recall his name. By the third time he’d left some poor soul gaping after him, Starla had caught on to his game.  
 “Come dance with me,” she urged, though she hadn’t been able to resist a roll of her eyes. 
 Music drifted through the ballroom, courtesy of the small orchestra situated behind the dance floor, the melody just as elegant as the rest of the room. Tessa really had gone above and beyond, but Turner had never felt more out of place. If it made Starla happy, though, he’d suffer for a while longer. 
 Offering her his hand, he bowed in a deep, sweeping motion. “Milady.” 
 “You are an idiot,” Starla said, laughing as she gripped his fingers, following him to the dance floor. “But you know something?” 
 “You love me?” 
 “Well, yes, but—” 
 “I love you, too.” He pulled her into his arms and began to sway. 
 Starla huffed. “Can I finish?” 
 “By all means. You were saying something about me being an idiot.” She did have a fair point, but at least she’d never be bored. 
 “You have terrible taste in television, your diet is atrocious, and you clip your toenails in the sink—” 
 Turner snorted, interrupting her again. “Wow, darlin’, if this is you complimenting me, I’m not sure I’d survive your insults.” 
 She just glared at him. 
 “Is there a point to all this?” 
 “Maybe.” Her button nose wrinkled, and her eyes creased in the corners when she smiled. “I’m getting there.” 
 God, Turner loved her laugh. To him, it was the most precious sound in the world. Starla still had her moments, times when she took herself or a situation too seriously, but she’d come a long way from the woman he’d met back in the summer.  
 “I’m sorry. Continue.” 
 “Oh, forget it.” 
 Turner pressed his lips to her temple to hide his amusement. Yes, he even loved her temper. “I really am sorry. I promise I’ll behave.” Dipping his head farther, he nuzzled the side of her neck. “Please tell me.” 
 “My point is that you may be flawed—we all are—but I’m glad I have you to slay my dragons.” Her voice wavered when she spoke, and she sounded a bit breathless. “So, I guess what I’m trying to say, Turner, is thank you.” 
 Standing straight, Turner looked her in the eyes and frowned. “What do you have to thank me for?”  
 The way he saw it, he should be the one on his knees, thanking her every day just for putting up with him. 
 The smile that graced her lips melted him right where he stood. “For being my hero.” 
   
 THE END 
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