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Whateverhadpropelledhim togoafterthelady,whodidn'tlookanyhumanbutafallen

angel,evenaftertheit's-a-playboy's-thingteasehehadmadewithhisfriend,Shane

couldn'tpointitout.

HehadgonetoAdrianStone'sbachelorparty,whichtohim wouldbefarmore

entertainingthantheformalweddingpartyAdrianplannedonhaving,withhisfriend,

Derrari,whowasalsoAdrian'spartnerinbusiness.DerrarihadbeenfriendswithAdrian

sinceeithertheirhighschoolorcollegedays.Whicheveritwas,hedidn'tcare,andhe

hadknownAdrianthroughhim.

Shanesatwithhisfriend,Derrari,andaglassofwinebeforeeachofthem,bothtaking

intoobservationeachladythatwalkedby.Heswepthistongueoverhislipatthesight

ofaslim,well-shapedbrunettewithbeautifullonglegsthatmovedgracefullyinheels.

"Stopstaringather,willyou?"Derrarisaid,hisgazefixedonthelady'sswayingbuttocks.

"Youcan'tresisthereither.She'shot,"Shanesaid,lookingawayfrom thedirectionthe

ladywasheadedwhenshewasoutofsight.

"Oh!Ican,"Derrarisaid."ButI'm sureshecan'tresistmygoodlooks."

"Quitfoolingyourself.You'regettingold,man.This,"hesaid,brushinghisfingeracross

hisface,"istherealprettyface."Hesatup,positioninghimselfwithanauraofpride

aroundhim.

Derrarisneered."Prettyfaceindeed.Thatdoesn'twinthegameanymore.Whatscores

isthemoney—thecash.Ladieswilllineuptogetyourattentionwiththeabundanceof

thatinyourhands."

"Butthere'snodenyingthefactthateverylady'sdream istohaveaPrinceCharming,

desperatetowinherlove,downonhisknee,witharingreadyinhishand,"hesaidwitha

fauxdreamyexpressiononhisface.

"Quittalkingrubbish.Women'smainforesightismoney,andeverythingaboutthem is

money.Moneyfirst,then,maybe,PrinceCharming."

"Iagreewithyouonthat,"Shanesaid,raisinghiscuptohismouthandtakingadrink

from hiswine.

Derrari'sgazesweptthroughthethrongsofpeopleinthebar,bothmenandwomen,ina
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wildfrenzy.Hootsandwhistleseruptedatthesightofastrippertwirlinganddancing

seductivelyonstage.

Oneofthemenstaggereduptothestage,grabbedthestrippertohimself,andsplayed

hishandsoverherbodywhileshedanced.

"Wow!"Derrarimutteredunderhisbreathashestaredattheloneangelthatsatatthe

counter.

ShanefollowedhisgazeandreactedasDerrarihaddone,a"Wow!"escapinghismouth

aswell.Althoughhecouldonlyglimpseasideviewofherface,heknewitwhenhesaw

somethingextraordinarilybeautiful.

"Stayawayfrom her,Shane,"Derrariwarned."You'remorebadluckthanwhatevergot

herinthatpensivemoodshe'sin."

"Sayswho?"

"Letmeapproachher.I'm betteratthisthanyouare."

"That'sobvious."Shanenoddedsarcastically.

"Iam yourmentor,"hetoldhim.

Gettingoffthestoolhewassittingon,hemadehiswaytowardthelady,takingaseat

onthestoolbyherrightwhileShanetooktheonebyherleft.Everybodywasbusy

drinkingandcheering,withthegroom keptbusybythehalf-nakeddancersaroundhim.

Morehollersandhowlsfilledtheairasastripperslidtotheground,splayedherlegs

apart,andtwirledaroundtheironbars.

"Hi,beauty."Derrariwavedtogetthelady'sattention,holleringoverthenoise.

Shanehissedunderhisbreath.

Mentor,hisfoot.

Wasthatthewaytoapproachadepressedlady?

TheladyglancedatDerrariandfocusedonthedarkredliquidbeforeher.

"Realbeauty!"Derrarispoketohim overherhead.

Shanestudiedherclosely,takingintheviewwithpleasureandadmiration.Heraisedhis

glasstohismouthanddrank,takingintheangelicbeautyofthelady.

"Overhere,beauty."Derrarigestured.



Shanehadn'tseenitcoming.Sheturnedwithoutwarninginhisdirection,givinghim a

fullviewofherface.Hechokedonhisdrinkwithasputter.Holdinghisbreath,hestared

ather,butshedidn'tevenseem tonoticehim.Givingin,hehackedintermittentlyfrom

histhroat,pressinghishandflatouttohischesttosuppresshiscoughs,andnailing

Derrariwithadeathglareashewatchedhim withanamusedsmileonhisface.

Shehadthemostbeautifulfaceofall.Anaturalbeauty.

Herfacewassmoothandfresh,withnotaintofartificialbeautification.Shehadpairsof

lovely,roundambereyesthatshonelikegoldwithbeautiful,thick,dark,andlong

eyelashes,andsmall,roundlipsthatpuckeredinreadinesstobesearedwithkisses.

Herhairwasarichreddish-brownthatpooleddowninlusciouswavesandteasingcurls

downtheframeofhershoulders.Lazystrandsofhairhoveredoverherfaceandframed

itinastate-of-the-artimageofAphroditeinherphysicalform.

Whenshelookedathim,shepausedasifsearchinghisface.

Yeah,hegotthatoften.Hislookswereirresistible.Hewastheepitomeofagod.

Hewashandsomeandtall,withafaceeveryladyswoonedfor.

"Areyouokay?"sheaskedinavoicethatsoothedalltheburnsinhisthroat.

"Pardon?"Hefurrowedhisbrows.

"Youwerecoughing,"shepointedout.

"Oh!Thanks,"hesaid."ShaneWilliams."Heextendedhishandforashake.

Shenoddedathim.

Forcingasmile,heretractedhishand."That'smyfriendbehindyou,"heinformedher.

ShelookedatDerrari.

"CallmeDerrari,beauty."Hewinkedatherandflashedthatsmileofhis—whichhe

taggedascharming—ather.

"It'sapleasuretomeetyou,"shesaid,turningbacktohercupandignoringthetwo.She

rakedherfingersthroughherhair,restlessinherseat.Shetappedherthumb

absentmindedlyonthecountersurface,hergazefixedonthewineinhercup.

"Hey!"Shanecalled,tryingtoattractherattention.Hethoughtofknockingonthe

countertop,butitwasn'tprobableshewouldhearitoverthenoise.



Shepickedoutherphoneandswipedlazilyonitsscreen.Sheturnedinhisdirection,but

shewasstaringoffintothedistance.

Helookedback,scanningtheroom,andsawnothingunusual."Areyouseeingthingsor

what?"

Shechuckledsoftlyatthat,andhefelthisheartswellwithhappiness.Asmilecrepton

hisface.

Whywashehappy?

Hehadsucceededinmakinghersmile,unlikehis'mentor',whohadnotbeenabletodo

athing.

"Doyouwanttotalkorwhat?"

Exhaling,shenodded,strappedherbagacrosshershoulder,andwalkedoffintothe

crowdspartyinginthatbar.

Finishinghisdrinkwithaswig,hetalliedafterher.

"Wishmeluck,mentor,"hesaidwithawink,andhefollowedherintoanemptyhallway

withdimmedfluorescentlights,devoidofsoundexcepttheshufflingoftheirfeetonthe

floor.

Wherethehellwasshegoing?

"Ineverknewthisplaceexisted."Hisvoiceechoedintheair.

Shewhirledaroundtofacehim,utterlyshocked."Whatareyoudoinghere?"

"Ishouldbeaskingyouthat.Youtoldmeyouwantedtotalk,andthenyoubroughtme

tothisde..."

"Leave!Now!"sheordered.

Shanearchedaneyebrow.Theladywasdrivinghim crazy.Wasshekiddinghim?

"Please,leave.Myfiancewillbeheresoon.Leave."Sheresortedtoaplea.

Whatkindofmanmeetshisfianceeinthedesertedhallwayofabar?Shanewondered.

"Lara,what'sgoingonhere?"Adeep,gruffvoiceresonatedfrom afar,leavinganechoin

theair.Thesoundsofshoesfuriouslystompingonthefloorastheyapproachedechoed

intheemptyhallway.

Thatmustbethefiance.



"Shane,leave,"Larawhisperedwithasilentplea.

Heexpectedtoseeherfiancebythen."Lara,areyou...(datingaghost?)"Hewantedto

saybutchokedonhiswordswhenheloweredhisgazeandburstoutlaughing,unable

tohelphimself."Yourfianceisadwarf."Hespat.

Washertasteformenthatbad?

Whatcouldhavegottenintoherheadtomakeherwillingtobeengagedtosomeonelike

him?

Hewasastout,baldmanwithedgy,dimmed,andbloodshoteyesandanangry

mustachestashedtohislips,whichtightenedinagrimace.Themanwastheperfect

pictureofawalkingmarionette.

EnragedatShane'smockeryofhisstature,hegrowledatLara,"Whothehellishe,and

whatishedoinghere?"

"IswearIdon'tknowhim,George,"Larawhimpered.

"Then,tellmehowyouknewhisnameandheknewyours."

"Actually..."Shanebuttedinbutkeptmum immediatelywhennailedwithadeathglare

from George.HeturnedthosebeastlyeyesonLara,andshejoltedbackinfright,a

shivercoursingthroughher.

Beast!Shanespat,aswellasbeingincensed.

Heknewhehadnorighttointerfereinthematter,andonlyheavenknewwhyhecared,

buthehadapartinthedisagreement,andtherewasnowayhewasleavingLaratobe

devouredbythedwarf'sbeastlystares.

"Hey,dude,you'reafool."

Georgefixedhisbloodyeyesonhim.Hesquaredhisshouldersandclosedthedistance

betweenthem,toweringoverhim.

Hewasnomantofightwith,orhewouldhavepummeledhisclenchedfistintohis

alreadyuglyface.

Eventhoughhewasherfiance—Shanesnickeredinwardlyattheabsurdityofthe

word—hehadnorighttomakehercry.

"George,please,"Larapleaded.Hereyeswerecloudedwithtears.

Shanehatedhimselfashesawtearscloudhereyesandspilldownhercheeks.



Waytogo,Shane.Waytogo.

Derrariwasrightafterall.Hewasmorebadluckthanwhateverhadgottenherina

gloomymoodearlier.

"Youareadisgracetomenofyourilk,"hesaidangrily.

Laracriedandmurmuredherpleasbitterly.

Infuriated,Shaneshotanangrylookinherdirection.Willyoushutthehellup,Lara?I'm

doingyouafavorhere.

Fumingwithanunbridledrage,Georgesaidthroughclenchedteeth,"Thedealisover,"

andstormedaway.

Larapaledattheinformation.

Shanecouldn'thelpbutsnickeratthewayGeorgewalkedoffangrily.Turningbackto

Lara,hebreathed."Hey."

Laraturnedonhim withaglareascoldasdeath,furious."Whatelsedoyouwantfrom

me?"Shedemanded.

Shesuckedinadeepbreath,crossedherarmsoverherchest,andbitdownonherlips

tosuppressherannoyance.

Shanetookinthesight,hisgroininsensitivelyhardening.Hisgazelingeredonthe

cleavagethatshowed,fantasizinghowlovelyitwouldfeeliftheywereinhisholdto

squishandlick.Noticingwherehisgazewasfixed,shedroppedherarmsatonce.

Rakingherhandsthroughherhair,shepacedatapoint.

"Lara."Hetriedtoreasonwithher.

"Whatareyou?"Sheturnedonhim.

Whatwashe?

Whatsortofquestionwasthat?

"Youhaveruinedme."Shehunchedhershouldersinahelplessgesturewithashudder.

"Thanksalotforthat,okay?BecausenowIhavetoloseitall,"shesnappedangrilyat

him andattemptedtobypasshim.

Shanecaughtherbythewrist,alowhissescapingthroughhisteethatthesoftnessof

herskin.



Shesnaggedherhandoutofhisgraspingasquicklyashehadheldit,hissed,and

stormedoff,leavingShaneconfusedabouttheentirescenario.



ONE

Shanehadneverbeenmoreembarrassedthanhehadbeenthepreviousweek.Hehad

beenshunnedbyalady—anextremelybeautifullady—whodidn'teventhinktwiceabout

drowninginhisgoodlooks.Derrarihadn'thelpedmatterseither.Hehadlaughedtohis

fillwhenheheardofwhathadhappened,butthatwasn'twhatreallybotheredhim.He

couldn'tgethismindoffLara.Hismindkeptreplayingwhatshehadsaid,muchtohis

annoyance.

Youhaveruinedme.Andthanksalot,okay?BecausenowIhavetoloseitall.

Whatcouldshemeanbythat?Wasshetryingtoimplythatshecouldhaveallshe

wantedwiththatuglydwarfofaman?

Itwasincredible.Preposterous.

Therehadtobemoretoit.

HerecalledwhatGeorgesaidaboutadealbeingover.Thatattestedtothefactthat

whateverwasgoingonbetweenthetwowasn'tbasedonattractionbutmoreon

intimidation,ofwhichLarawasundoubtedlythevictim.

Whydidheevencare?Hehadnoideawhoshewas.

Brushingasidehisthoughtsabouther,hesettledbackonhisworkbutwasunableto

focusashismindkeptvisualizingLara'stearfulfaceatGeorge'swordsandwhatshe

hadsaidaboutherlifebeingruinedoverthat.

Frustrated,heshotupfrom hisdeskandwalkedtothewindow.Heneededtostop

thinkingabouther.Helookedoutthewindow,takingintheactivityofthebusyroad

outside—theswiftmovementofcars,peopleperambulatinghereandthere,thegentle



breezeofthewindcaressinghisface—yethismindflickeredtoLara.

Heavingoutasigh,hemadehiswaybacktohisseat.Heneededtogaincontrolofhis

mindagainandforgetabouther,andtherewasonlyonewaythatcouldbepossible.

Pickinguphiscellphone,hedialedDerrari'snumberwhileshuttingdownhislaptop."Are

youupforadrink?"

"Noproblem,"Derrarireplied.

Afewhourslater,hewasin'TheBrokenShaker'withhisbuddy,swiggingcupsofbeer.

"Man,Ican'tbelieveyouhaven'tgottenovertheladyyet.I'm reallydisappointed,though.

Ialreadymadeabetthatyouwouldhavegottenoveryourobsessionwithherandgone

backtoshaggingbitchesbynow,"Derrarisaid.

"Youcan'tunderstand."Shanetookadrinkfrom hiscup.

"Yes,Ican't,"Derrariagreed,hisvoicelacedwithsarcasm,"asI'venotbeenbewitched

asyouhavebeen.Therearehundredsofladiesoutthere,allreadytobeatyour

service."

"Made-upbeauties,"Shanecorrected.Heleanedbackwithasigh."There'sjustthat

thingabouther."

"She'sexceptionallybeautiful;youcan'tsetyourmindstraight,blah-blah."Derrarirolled

hiseyes.Hehadheardthosewordswithoutcountingoverthepreviousweek."Although,

truthbetold,sheisethereallybeautiful,"headmitted."Ican'tbelieveamanlikethat,"he

chuckled,"isherfiance."Helaughed,recallingShane'sdescriptionoftheman."Man,

you'regood."Hecouldpicturethemaninhisheadintheexplicitwayhehadbeen

describedbyShane.

Shanelookedpensively,ignoringDerrari'sjest."Sheneedshelp,"hethoughtaloud."She

needstobehelped."

"Alright.PrinceCharmingtotherescue!Am Iheretobeboredwithyoursillytalksabout

yourinfatuationwithastranger,ortohavefun?"

"Both,"Shaneanswered."Ican'tstopthinkingabouther,andIneedtogetmymindoff

her.Theonlywaythatcanbeachievedisthis."HeraisedhiscupintheairinDerrari's

directionandtookalonggulp,emptyingthecontentsofthecupandrefillingitwith

anotherservingfrom thebottle.

"Suityourself,then,"Derraritoldhim,tippinghiscupinhisdirectionbeforeswiggingits

contentsdownhisthroat."Ah!"



DespiteallShane'sattemptstodrownoutthethoughtsofLara,hismindkepttorturing

him bybringingupimagesofLara'stearfulface,hissubconsciousmindneverceasing

toremindhim thathewastoblameforit.Afterfutileattemptsattryingnottocare,he

finallythrewinthetowel.

Hehadgonebacktothebarandrequestedanaudiencewiththeowner,whohadhelped

him sourcetheCCTVfootagefrom thenight.

Uponsightingher,hedirectedthemantozoom inonherandhadherpicturesavedon

hisphone.Tippingthemanhandsomelyforhishelp,hethankedhim andemployedhis

privateinvestigatortofindoutwhatexactlywasthedealwithherandwhyherlifewould

beruinedoverthefactthatGeorgecancelledthedealbetweenthem.

 

 

 

★★★

Laracountedthemoneyshehadwithherwithaheavyheartassheapproachedthe

placetextedtoherbyGeorge'shenchmantomaketherendezvous.Shegrumbledat

howcrazyitwas.Someoneelsehadtakenuptheloan;someoneelsehaddiedoverit;

andshewasstuckpayingaloanshehadneverobtained.

Shehadknownherfatherfrom childhoodtobeagood-for-nothingandirresponsible

fellow.Henevertookpartintakingcareofthehouseholdorfundinghereducation.All

heeverdidwassplurgethelittlehewasabletogetondrinking,gambling,andchasing

after'chicken-leggedandpork-hippedladies'.

Ifonlyhermom hadlistenedtoheradviceanddivorcedhim,shecouldhavelivedand

aswellsparedherthemiseryoftoilingaround,tryingtopayadebtshecouldn'tdream

ofpayingup—ifever—withthemenialjobs,from whichsheearnedmeagerincomes,she

had,butshesaidshelovedhim,andhewouldcomearoundsomedaytohissenses.

Well,evenwithherdead,hehadn'tcomebacktohissenses.

Shesniffedandheldbacktearsatthememoryofhermom'sdeath.Thebastardofa

man,whom shecalledherhusband,wasthereasonwhyshehaddied.Stillsuffering

from theshockofhiselopementwithayoungerwoman,theloansharkshadcometo

inform herabouttheloanhehadobtainedbeforehiselopement,withherascollateral.



Shewasinhighschoolthen.Hermom hadbrokenintohystericalsobsatthethoughtof

losingherdaughterfollowingthelossofherhusband.Hermom hadworkedvirtuallyall

dayandnighttosaveupenoughtosustainbothofthem,ensuredshedidnotdropout

ofschool,andhadgivenherallintoworkingoffherbonestoraisemoneyfortheloan

aswellasfortheirupkeep.

Shehadalsotakenuppart-timejobsafterschooltoassisthermom inshoulderingthe

burden.However,hermom eventuallydiedfrom stressandexertionayearafterher

graduationfrom highschool.

"Howmuchdoyouhavethere?"OneofGeorge'shenchmendemanded,takingthe

envelopeinherhand.

"Tenthousanddollars,"sherepliedflatly.

Shepaidonathree-monthbasis.Shereceivedanhourlywagefrom thejobsshe

shuffledtogether—five,tobeexact—workingovertimeoccasionally.Addingupher

savingsandthetipsfrom herfriends,shehadbeenabletosaveupthatmuch.

Shewouldn'tthinkabouthowmuchherfatherhadcostherwithhisuselessact.Ifshe

hadinvestedallthemoneyshehadbeenhandingovertoGeorgeandhishenchmen

from thetimeshetookuptheburdenofpayinguptheloansolely,shewouldhavebeen

onthetracktobecomingabillionairebynow.

Theenvelopewasflungbackather."Whatthehelldoyouthinkthisis?"

"Money,idiot!Whatelsewoulditbe?"Sheretorted.Workingovertheyearswithpent-up

frustrationatjustworkingwithhardlyanysavingforherselfhadchangedherfrom the

sweetlittlegirlsheoncewastothedepressedladywhochanneledheremotioninto

angerandrage.

"Youwatchyourmouththere,"hewarned."Dowelooklikethriftcollectors?Youowe

overtwomilliondollars,yetyouareherewiththat."Hesnickered.

Shescoffed.Washekiddingher?

"I'vepaidovertwomilliondollars,andyouaretellingmesh*taboutstillowingthesame

twomilliondollars.Youarecrazy.Senile!"Shespat.

"Shutthefuckup!"hegrowled,plasteringaguntoherforehead."I'llblowyourpretty

damnedheadoffrightnow,ifIcould."

Larasmiled."Shootme,"shechallenged."Shootme,bastard!"Shekickedhim onthe

knee.



Deathwasmostwelcometoheratthemoment.Atleastshewouldbefreefrom having

tocontinuewithhermiserablelife.Shehadnolife,precisely.

Groaningwithacurseunderhisbreath,hepushedherroughlytothegroundandfired

intotheair,hisgazefixedonherwithamurderousglareandafuriousscowlonhisface.

AblackSUVscreechedtoahaltonthepremises,itsdoorpulledopenbyoneofhis

goons,whohadimmediatelygottendownfrom thecarandmovedswiftlytoopenthe

doorforhisboss.

Georgesteppedoutofthecarandordered,"Stop!"

Theshootingceased.

Larascrambledtoherfeet.

"Geor.."Shewashushedbyadeathglarefrom George.

"Don'tyoudare!"Hehissedthroughhisteeth,andhishandsballedtightlyintofists.

"Letmeexplain,"shepleaded,desperationtakingoverreasoning.

"Youhaveaweektopayupyourloanorelse..."Hegaveawarninglookifotherwise,

turnedabruptly,andheadedbacktohiscar.

"WhatdidIdotodeservethis?"Shecried."Inevertookuptheloan.Whyam Ibeing

threatenedoveritwhilethebastardwhoisresponsibleforallthisissomewhere

enjoyinghimself?"

Shewasfedup.Shewastiredofbeingextorted.Shehadspentherlifeworkingtopay

upaloanthatwasn'thers,butdespiteallthat,shehadnevercomeclosetopayingthe

realmoneythankstotheinterestthataccumulatedovertheyears.Allthemoneyshe

hadpaidwasstillinteresttothem;ifshehadinvesteditinabusiness,shewouldhavea

greaterchanceofbeingfinanciallystableatpresent.

Georgeturnedbacktofaceherwithasmirkonhisface."Youarethecollateral,andyou

shouldbeappreciativeofthefactthatI'm givingyouanotherchancetohelpyourself

outdespiteyourbetrayal."

"It.."

Georgeraisedahandtohushher."Iwantnomoreofyourtantrums.ThenexttimeIsee

yourface,eitherbewithmymoneyorsaygoodbyetoyourmisery-filledlifehere.Look

forwardtoyournewlifeinJapan.Youwillenjoyit,Ibet."Hecoveredthedistancetohis

car,followedbyhishenchman,gotin,andwasdrivenoff.



Larawatchedasthecarzoomedoff,tearsspillingdownhercheeksassheknewdeep

downthattherewasnohopeforher.



TWO

Themorehedugintoherrecords,thegreaterhisneedtobeherknightincreased.He

couldn'tfathom whatdestinywasthinkingbyallowinghertobeborntoanirresponsible

manasafather.

Herfatherwasagamblingidiotanddrunkard,whosesightwaspracticallylostnotto

havebeenabletoseewhatapreciousgem hehadforadaughter,andwaseven

shamelessenoughtorunoffwithaloanwhileplacingtheburdenofpayingitbackon

hisdaughter.

Whatacompletefoolhewas!

Shedeservedabetterlife,andhewasmorethanwillingtoseetoitthatshewouldn'tbe

subjectedtoalifeofdejectionfrom gettingmarriedtotheuglybeastshecalledher

fiance.

Shanesmiledtohimselfashewouldfinallybemeetingwithhis...

His?Whywashecallingherhis?

Pushingasidethesillythoughtsinhishead,hemadehiswaytowardtheperfectbeauty,

whohadmadehismindfuzzywiththoughtsaboutherovertheweeks.

Insane.

Shesatcalmlyinaplainblackgown,herhairpackedinaponytail,givingafullhighlight

toherface.Shelookeddazzling.

Onseeinghim,hercalm expressionhadchangedintoacute,angryface.Healmost

sworehehadfalleninlovewithheralloveragain.Hisheartleapedinadmirationatthe

sightofher.Shegrabbedherbagandstoodabruptly.

Hestoodinherpath,obstructinganyfurthermovement.Shenarrowlywalkedintohim.



"Moveaside."Sheglaredathim.

"Weneedtotalk,Lara."

"Iwouldn'ttalkwithyouifyouweretobethelastpersononearth."Shehissed.

"Youarefurious.Igetit.ButyoumightbeinterestedintheofferIhaveforyou."

Sherolledhereyes."Sparemethefib,willyou?"

"Justcalm downandlisten.Itwillbeofgreatadvantagetoyou."

Shecrossedherarmsoverherchest,lookingathim suspiciously.

Hegesturedtowardstheseatbehindher."Haveaseat,Lara,"hetoldher."Please,"he

added.

Shedid.

Takingaseataswell,hesaid,"IapologizeforthetroubleIcausedyoutheotherday.I'm

sorry."

"Youdon'thavetobe,"shetoldhim.

Hehadsavedherfrom aneternityofmiserywithGeorge,buthealsoimplicatedher,as

shehadtosourceoutawhoppingsum oftwomilliondollarspluswithinaweektoavoid

beingsoldofftoJapanasasexslave.

AshuddercoursedthroughherassherememberedGeorge'sthreatandthe

consequenceofherinabilitytomeetthestipulateddeadline,afactbothsheandGeorge

knewwasveryclosetonil.

"Areyouokay?"Shaneasked,pullingherfocusbacktothepresent.

"Iam."Sheswallowed."I'm sorry,youweresaying?"

"IsaidIwassorryand..."

"Apologyaccepted.Couldyoupleaseexcuseme?"Sheneededtimetoplanhernext

courseofaction.Therewasn'tanytimetodilly-dallywithadelectableyoungmanwith

herlifehangingbyathread.

Shanewasoffendedatherrudeness.However,heletitslide."Ifyouwouldjusthearout

myofferbeforerudelydismissingme,"hesaidwithasmuchcalm ashecouldmuster.

Sheshiftedimpatientlyinherseat."Alright."



"AsIwassaying,toexpresshowdeeplysorryIam,Iam willingtostrikeaone-in-a-

milliondealwithyou.IwillabsolveyourdebtswithGeorge."

Shepaledattheinformationandgotoffherseatintheblinkofaneye."Am Iajoketo

youorwhat?"

Shaneraisedhishandslightlyintheair."Imeannooffense,Lara.Ionlywanttohelp."

Sherolledhereyes."Indeed."Shenodded,hertoneinflectedwithsarcasm.

"AfterwhatyousaidaboutyourlifebeingruinedbecauseofwhatGeorgesaidabout

whateverthedealthereisbetweenyoubeingover,Imadeinquiries,andIknewIhadto

helpbecause,partly,Iwasthereasonyourlifecouldhavebeenruined,andasamatter

offact,Idoubtedyouwerereallyinsupportofyourrelationshipwiththatmanasyour

fiance."

Heknewwhatthedealwasabout,andthatwasmoreofthereasonwhyhisdesireto

helpheroutofGeorge'sclutcheswasspiked.

"Butwhy?"Shelookeddisbelievinglyathim.Hisoffersoundedjusttoogoodtobetrue.

"Doyouknowhowmuchitiswearetalkingabout?"

"Twopointfivemilliondollars,"herepliedsmoothly.

Larashookherhead."Youarecrazy.Don'ttellmeyouarejusttryingtoprankme.I'm

notinthemoodtobeplayedforafoolrightnow."

Helookedserious.

"I'm sane,Lara.ItoldyouImadeinquiries,soyoushouldknowI'm fullyawareofallthat

isgoingon,includingthefactthatyouhaveanultimatum thisweektopayuptherestof

thedebt."

HermouthformedasilentO.Bitingdownonherlips,shegentlytookherseat,herbag,

althoughstillstrappedoverhershoulder.

"Why?"Sheinquired,narrowinghergaze."Idon'tunderstand.Youdon'tknowme.Why

doyouwanttohelpme?"

Shereallyneededthemiracleofhishelprightthen,butshewasstillskepticalaboutthe

risksthemiraclemightentail.

Shedidn'twanttohavetoborrowfrom thedeviltopayLucifer.

Shewasn'takidnottoknowaman'shelpwasn'trenderedwithoutareciprocation,



whichessentiallywouldnotbemonetary.

"IbelieveyoudeservebetterthantobewithGeorgeorsoldofftosomeJapanese

merchants.Youareaverybeautifullady,Lara.Iseealotofpotentialinyou,andI

couldn'tjustletthatallgotowaste."

Shepressedherlipstightly,stilltakinginhiswordsandassessingthem.

Hermindwaveredonmakingadecisiontotrusthim ornot.Itkeptbringingup

scenariosthatkeptherhavingsecondthoughtsandcontemplatingsayingyestohis

offer.

Hermindwaswarpedwithfear,indecision,andimpatience.Therewasnotimeforher

toraisethatcolossalamountbyherself.Ithadtakenhermom andheryearstopayup

tothatextent.

"So,whatdoyousay?"

Shelookedathim,holdinghisgaze.Sheknewhewantedsomethingfrom her.He

wantedherbody.Ithadbeenalloverhisfaceatthebar.

"No,"shesaidabruptly.

Shanearchedaneyebrow."What?" 

"Look,Shane.AlthoughIappreciatetheoffer,it'sjusttoogoodtobetrue.There'sno

wayyouareofferingtopaythatmuchmoneyjusttoexpressanapology.It'sincredible."

Shebitdownonherlowerlip."Whothehelldoesthat,really?"Shechuckleddryly.

Hetriedashardashecouldtostillthereactionherbitingdownonherrosylipssetin

hisbody.Itwasdefinitelynottherighttimeforthat.

"Idoubtanymanwillpaythatmuchmoneyjustforanapologywithoutexpecting

somethinginreturn,andwiththerecipientbeingalady,webothknowhowitgoes,

Shane.I'm nofool."

Shanenoddedthoughtfully."Youareright;myofferisnotjustaboutanapology,andit's

notfreeeither."

"I'm nothavingsexwithyou,"shehissedheatedly,stampingherpalmsflatonthetable.

Hechuckledatthelookinhereyes.Fierceandunwelcoming.Hesuspectedshewould

bestandingupagain.

Shemadeit.



"WhosaidIwantedto?"

Shestopped,fallingbackintoherseat."Youdon'twantsex?"

Thehellhedid!

"Justhowlowlyyouthinkofmen!"

"I'm notjoking,Shane.Don'ttoywithme."

"Iam notjokingeither,Lara.I'm interestedinhelpingyou.Iam loaningittoyou,Lara."

Larascoffed,rollinghereyes."Seriously,youexpectmetotakeupaloantopayoffa

loan?Funny."

"Ajobgoesaswellwiththepackage."

"Myanswerisstillno."Sheshookherhead,risingfrom herseat.Sheknewshewas

beingfoolishbyrejectinghisoffer,butshecouldn'tbringherselftotrusthim completely.

"Ifyouwouldexcuseme,Ihavetogotowork."

"Iwillpayyou$100,000annually."

Shehesitatedtomoveatfirst.

"Stillno,"shesaidoverhershoulders,desperatetomoveoutofthereasfastasherlegs

couldtakeherandgetdowntoworkingherbonesofftohitherexpectedtargetforthe

week.

Shewouldtry.Althoughtheprobabilityoftheoutcomebeingasuccesswasbleak,she

wouldremainoptimisticnonethelessandwouldn'tgiveup.

Hecrossedhisarmsoverhischestandwatchedherturnherbacktoleave."Wouldn't

yourathertakealoanfrom methanbestuckwithGeorge,whoisonlywillingtowaive

offtheloanonthebasisofyourmarriagetohim,andtrustmewhenIsayyouwillregret

everysecondofyourlifewithhim?"

Sheturnedtofacehim,crossingherarmsoverherchest."Andonwhatbasisareyou

givingtheloan?"

"Philanthropy."Hesweptahandinherdirection.

Sherolledhereyes."Youdon'texpectmetobelievethatsh*t,doyou?"

"Youdon'thavetobelieveit,"hesaid,leaningup."Acceptit.Itwillbealifesaver."

Shelookedskepticallyathim.Hisofferseemedgoodenoughandverifiable.However,



herguttoldhertherewasmoretoit."Istillthinkthere'smoretothisthanjustan

apologyandasupposedphilanthropicact.Youwantsomethingfrom me."

Hecheckedhiswristwatch."Ireallywasn'texpectingyoutodragthisthisfar,Lara.It's

becomingexhausting."

Shepressedherlipstightly,andaghostofasmiletippedthem.

Herosefrom hisseatandwalkedtowardher."Aloanwithajobtopayitback,oraloan

thatyoumightnotgetthechancetopayupinduetime;hence,youriskbeingsoldoff

asaslave.Youaresmarterthanthis,Lara.Makeachoicenow."

"Isthatreallyallthereistoyourterms?Youarenotgoingtopullanythingoutofthe

blue."

Heclickedhistongueandnodded.Hetookouthisbusinesscardandhandedittoher.

"Meetmeinmyofficeby8:00a.m.tomorrow.Let'shavethisdraftedintoadocument

andfinalized."

Shetookthecardfrom him.Holdinghisgaze,shesaid,"Thankyou."



THREE

Itstillfeltlikeadream toLara.Shecouldn'ttakeithook,line,andsinkerthatthe

agreementshehadwithShanewasactuallycredible.

Itlookedtoogoodtobetrue.Sheshookherheadandhuffedadeepbreathtobecertain

shewasn'tcaughtupinaphantom.

Itreallyhappened!

Shelookeddowncontinuallyathisbusinesscard,scoffingindisbeliefathow

miraculouslyhermeetingwithhim hadplayedout.

HewouldreallybepayinguptheloanleveragedoverherbyGeorge?

ThelogicalpartofherstillplayedthedoubtingThomas,despitehisassurancethathe

meanthiswords.

Sherakedherfingersthroughherhairandblewoutairfrom hermouthassheflagged

herarmsouttohailacab.

Hershiftatthestorewouldbestartingsoon,andunlessshewantedtobelaidofffrom

herjob,shewouldnotletheremotionsgetthebetterofher.

Shementallylecturedherselftocalm downandnotraiseherhopestoohigh.

Shewouldn'tyetbelieveheactuallymeantwhathehadpromisedtodountilhedid

exactlythat.

Sheearnestlylookedforwardtosunrisethenextdayandaffirmedhispromise.

Acabpulledoverinafewminutes,andshegotinquickly.

Timemovedataslowpaceassheworkedthroughhershiftsatthedifferentpart-time

jobssheheld.Itwasasifitcouldsenseherdesperationforittobemorningalreadyand



tohaveherdoubtserasedabouttheincredibleofferShanehadmade.

Sheworkedashardasshecouldtokeephermindofftheworriesthatwerebothering

her.

TherewasnothinkingaboutGeorgeorShane'soffer.Despiteherwill,herbrainwasstill

structuringthenewplansforthefutureifShane'sofferweretobegenuine.

Thatwasexactlythereasonshestruggledtoblankouthermind.Shecouldn'taffordto

getherhopesupattheexpenseoftheprobabledisappointmentshemightendup

havingbytakinghiswordsintoaccount.

Herphone'sringtonegaveoffinherpocketswhileshecleanedthefloors.

Wipingoffthebeadofsweatonherheadwiththebackofherhand,shepulledoutthe

phonefrom herapronpocket.

Asmiletippedtheedgeofherlipsasshesawthenameofthecaller:Kyle.

Shepickedupthephoneandraisedittoherear.

"Don'ttellmeyouwillbebailingoutondinnertonightagain,Lara."Kyle'svoicecamein

disapprovinglythroughthephone.

Shechokedoutawrylaugh."Iwon't,Mom."

Kylehadbeenherbestfriendsincehighschoolandhadbeenverysupportivein

assistingherbothemotionallyandfinanciallyinthelittlewayshecould.

Throughher,shehadalsogottentoknowMeredith,Joe,andLaura.Thefourwereas

inseparableasashadowfrom oneself,andshehadimmediatelybeentakenintotheir

closelyknitgroupthroughKyle'sinfluence.

AnditwasthroughKyle'spersistencethatshehadbeenabletoattuneherselftobeing

friendswiththem overtheyearsthatKylehadintroducedhertothem.

"Don'tletmedown,alright?Everyone'sherealready."

"Iwilltrynotto.Iwillbegettingoffworksoon."

"Alrightthen.Iwillbeexpectingyou."Shemadeanoisy,kissysoundonthephoneand

disconnectedthecall.

Laratskedandputthephonebackinherpockettoquicklywrapupherworkfortheday.

Shemoppedtherestofthefloorsanddisposedofthewater.



Shewasinthechangingroom inrecordtime.Shekepttrackofthetimeonherwatchas

shechangedoutofheruniformsandintoherclothes.

ShewantedtomeetupwiththetimeshehadpromisedshewouldbeatKyle's,andif

shewouldn'tbeabletomeetupwiththetime,itwouldn'tbeanhourlaterthanitwas.

Kylelovedchocolatesandcookies,soshementallynotedtostopbythesweetshop

afterherleaveforthedayfrom workwaspermittedbyherboss.

Howtimeflew!

Shepressedahandtoherforeheadandslopedherheaddownherneckinexhaustion

assherealizedhowlongshehadworkedwithintheday.

Thedayhadturnedintonight;theinitialglowoftheskywaseclipsedbydarkgray

clouds.

Sheflaggeddownataxiimmediately.Shewalkeddowntheroadandgavethetaxidriver

theaddressshewasheadingto,thensettledinfortherideasthecarmoved.

Shefeltataponherankleandjoltedawake,startled."Jeez!"Ashiverrackedthrough

herbodyasshebecameawareofhersurroundings.

Sheslappedherpalm toherforehead,stifledanhissthroughherlips,andmentally

shookherheadatherselfforgettingparanoidovernothing.

"Youseem tobeinneedofalongandgoodnight'srest,"thetaxidriverpointedoutas

hetookthecarfarefrom her.

Shecouldn'targueanyless.

Sheshookherheadwithafatiguedsigh,twitchedhereyebrowsinagreementwithwhat

hesaid,andalightedfrom thetaxiwhilesuppressingayawnatthebackofherthroat.

Herbodyachedtobelaidonsomethingsoftandcomfy.Hereyesbeggedtorevelinthe

reprievetheyhadbeendeniedearlier.

Sheshouldjustturnbackandgetthatmuch-neededrest.Herlegsitchedtochange

directions.However...

Ding-dong!

Herfingersmovedreflexively,againsthergenuinewill,toherdismay.

Thedoorwaspulledopeninatwinkleofaneye,agiddyKylebeamingwithsurpriseand

thrilluponseeingher.



"Youmadeit!"Shesquealedexcitedly,leapedather,andthrewherarmsaroundLara's

neck.

Laraflattenedherlipsandtwitchedhernosereflexively,herarmsouttobracethe

impactasKyleleapedather.

Shewincedandmovedbackastepatthecollusion—exhaustionandfatigueboredown

heavilyonher.Finally,shesettledintothehugandmanagedasmileasshehuggedher

bestfriendback.

"AndIcomebearinggifts,"Larasaid,raisingthebagsofgoodiesshehadboughtfrom

thesweetshop.

Kylepulledbackwithasmirkonherface."Ofcourseyouwill,SantaLara."

Bothladieslaughed.

"Manners!"Sheplantedafingerlightlyonherlowerlipwithadisapprovingfrown."Come

inquick."Sheusheredherinandtookthebagfrom her.

Larablewoutasatisfiedexhaleasshewalkedintothehouse.Kylecaughtupwithher

paceaftershehadlockedthedoor.

"Youlookworseforwear.Ishouldn'thaveaskedyoutocome.I'm abadgirl."

Laraturnedtolookatherbrieflywithapout."You'rejustfiguringthatoutnow?"She

hissedoutatsk,asmilecuppingonesideofhercheek.

Kylethrewanarm playfullyaroundhershoulderswithabounceandleanedherhead

againsthershoulder."Andthat'swhyyouloveme."

Larasnickered."Sillygirl."

Aroundofapplauseechoedovertheroom astheywalkedintothesittingroom.

Laralookedtakenaback.Shefurrowedherbrowsandasked,"Guys,what'sthe

occasion?"

Kylejumpedinfrontofherwithherarmsoutstretchedandmimed,"Ta-da!"

"Youareanhourearly.Theyareimpressed,"Lauraexplainedlaconically,raisingher

glassofwinetoherlipsandtakingasip.

Lararolledhereyesasshewalkedtotakeaseatononeofthecushions.

"Hi,everyone."Shewavedatthem allandploppeddownontothecushion,revelinginthe



comfortthatcocoonedherachingbodyimmediately.

Sheleanedbackagainsttheheadrestwithasigh.

Justwhatsheneededatthemoment.

"Youneedamassage?"Joeaskedandextendedaglassofchilledjuicetowardher.

Sherolledhereyesathim,muttered,"Thanks,"asshetookthecupfrom him,andtooka

longdrinkfrom thecup.

"Ah!"Shesighedassheloweredthecupfrom hermouth."Refreshing!"shecommented.

"Youlookreallytired,Lara.Justhowmuchdidyouhavetoworktoday?"Joeasked

worriedly.

Heattemptedtopressapalm toherforehead,anattemptLaraquicklyprevented,

playfullyswattinghishandoffandclickingherteethathim.

"Wearehavingdinner,Joe,notacounselingsession."

"Joe'sright,Lara.Youshouldcutbackonhowmuchyouexertyourself."Meredith

nodded,asamatteroffact.

"What'scooking?"Larasatup,shiftingthesubjectofdiscussionfrom hertotheexact

reasonshewasoveratKyle'sandnotsnoringawayinherbedasshewouldhaveloved

to.

"Youwillbeamazed!"Kylesmiledwithasuspensefulglitterinhereyes.

Surely,Larawasamazed.

SheknewKylewasanamazingcook,butthenight'sspecialwassuperb.

"Wow!Thisissogood!"Laramoanedassheate,raisingtwohandsinkudostoKyle.

"Iwouldgladlymarryyouifyouhadnotbeentakenalready,"Joesaid,shakinghishead

attheheavenlytasteofthefoodKylehadprepared.

Meredithclearedherthroat,whileLarapeekedaglancetogaugeLaura'sreaction.

Herfacewasblank.Butzeroemotionmirroredavolcanoontheinside.

"WhataboutLaura,then?"Meredithinquired.

"Laura?"Heleanedbackinhisseat,threwanarm aroundhershoulders,andpulledher

towardhimselfforakissonthecheek,thenfullyonhermouth.



"Badjoke!Shewillalwaysbemynumberone,"Joemurmuredoverherlips.

Laurasmiledandkissedhim back.

"Awnn!"Kyle,Meredith,andLaramimickedanembarrassedsighasthetwokissed.

"Comeoffit.Getaroom,willyou?Don'tleaveaheartacheinthewakeofthesingleones

here!"Meredithsnapped.

"Whoexactlyarethesingleones?Theonlysingleonehere,ironically,isLara,"Kyle

pointedout.

And,onceagain,Larawasatthecenterofthediscussion.

"Howsoonwilltheloanbefullypaidoff?You'veworkedhalfyouryearsoffbynow."

Meredithlookedextremelyworried.

Wassheevergoingtocomearoundtopayingitoff?Thelasttimeshecalculated,Lara

shouldhavebeenabsolvedofherloanfourmonthsago,butgiventheoutrageous

interestchargedbyhercreditorswitheverydelayinpayingitoff,shewasstuckworking

morehoursthananaveragehumandidandlivinglessthantheydidaswell.

Shefeltreallydisgustedattheepicfailureofthefathershehad,whohadburdenedher

withadebtasoverwhelmingasthat.

LaracontemplatedwhethertotellherfriendsaboutShaneornot.Sheclenchedher

teethinhesitation.

"There'ssomething,Lara.Isn'tthere?"Kylewasquicktogaugeherexpression."Spillit

out."

Theattentionofeveryoneintheroom wasfocusedonher.Itmadehersquirm in

discomfortontheinside.

Shehatedbeinginthelimelight.

"Spillit,Lara.What'sgoingon?"Joeurged,thatprotectivesideofhim etchedinhistone.

"It'snotcertainyet."Shetoyedwithherfingers."Imetthisman,alright?"

"Aboyfriend?"Kylesquealed,throwingherarmsintheairinexcitement."Finally!"

Larahissed,rolledhereyesattheabsurdityofherexclamation,andclickedhertongue

totheroofofhermouth."ShaneWilliams.He..."Shepausedwithafrownastheyall

suckedindeepbreaths.



"AsinthesameShaneWilliams?"Meredithlookedastounded.

"ThelegendaryShaneWilliams!"Kylegaspedbreathlessly.

"Alegendaryplayboy,"Laurastatedwiththathorror-movievillaintoneshehad.

"Whatdidhedotoyou?"Joespatwithafrownetchedonhisface.Helookedeagerto

pickafightwithShane,inLara'sdefense.

TheirreactionsmadeLarareconsidernurturingthefalsehopewithinheraboutShane

beingasaviorsentfrom abovetoaidher.

"Whatabouthim?""Whatdidhedo?""Don'ttellme..."

Theyallspokeovereachother.

"Ishebad?"

"Youdon'tknowhim?"Kylelookedbewildered."Wow!"

"Ishouldn'tbesurprised.Youspendallyourtimeworkingratherthankeepingupwith

thelatestnews,"Meredithsaid,holdingLara'sgaze."Howdidyoutwomeet?"

"Thismightbeagoodthingforyouandmightbebadaswell,"Kylemusedaloud.

"Heproposedadealtome,"Larainformedthem,lookingattheirfaces.

"Adeal?"Theyallchoked.

Kylewavedherhanddismissivelyintheair."Ifhewantsyoutobehisgirlfriend,bad

news.He'snotthetypicalpictureofthekindofmanyouwillneedtobeinvolvedwith."

"Heactuallyofferedmeajobandachancetopayoffmydebts,"Larasaid,voicingout

thewordsoneatatime.

Theyallstaredather,awestruck.

Kylehadherjawhangingopen.Meredith'seyeswidenedinshock.

"Areyoukidding?"Kyleleapedoffherchairandrushedtohugher.

Meredithjoinedinaswell,withaloudcheer.

"YoumeantheAlmightyShaneWilliamsofferedtohelp?Howdidyoutwomeet?How

didthathappen?God!Imustnotbedreaming!"Kylerambledinexcitement,smiling

widelyinexhilaration.



"Ican'tbelievethis,Lara.Congratulations."Joecameovertohugheraswell.

"Atwhatcostishehelpingyou,though?"Lauravoicedoutthequestioneveryonehad

beendyingtoaskLaraaftershecongratulatedherwithahugaswell.

Larashrugged."I'vebeenassuredhehasnoulteriormotiveforhisgesture,andbesides,

Iwillbeworkingwithhim topayofftheloan."

"Ataratebetterthantheonesyouearnfrom allyourpart-timejobscombined,"Meredith

reasoned."I'm pleasedyouwillhaveasemblanceoflifefrom nowonratherthanthe

shadowyou'vebeenenduring."

"Iwillbemeetingwithhim onMondaytodiscussmoreoftheterms.ThenIcanfully

jubilate.AlthoughIwillgivenothingtobefreefrom George'sconfines,Ihavenoidea

howbeingindebtedtoShanewillturnouteither."

"Iwillbeoptimistic.Althoughheisanunrepentantplayboy,Itrustthingswillworkout

finefrom nowon."Kylehuffedadeepbreathwithasinglenod.

"I'm scared,though.Butlet'sclosetheailingchapterfirst.Wewillcrossthebridgewhen

wegettoit,"Meredithstated.

Theyallnoddedinagreementandenvelopedherinagrouphug.

"I'm justsohappyforyou,"Kylecooed.

"NotasmuchasIam,"Laramutteredunderherbreathassheembracedthem.

Thatwasn'tsohard,wasit?

Shehuffedandexhaled,lookingforwardtohermeetingwiththelegendaryShane

Williams.



FOUR

Laracheckedherselfinthemirrorfortheumpteenthtime.Shewantedtomakeagood

firstimpression.Gettingemployedbyatop,renownedcompanywasn'tsomethingshe

haddreamedofeverhaving,soshefeltextremelynervousathermeetingwithShane.

Besides,shewasanxiousoverthefactthatallthetermsofhisdealmightnotbe

appealingtoher,andthatwouldspellconsequenttroubleforherifitshouldoccur.

Shecouldn'thelpbutsilentlyrenderearnestprayerstotheheavensforfreedom from

themessshewasin,withthehopethatallherprayershadbeenansweredandwere

abouttotakeeffect.

Shehadnostrengthtohardenherresolveandendurethisgruelingharshnessherlife

wasplaguedwithanymore.Sheneededabreak.

Shecravedachange.Andshedesperatelyhopedthatthetimeforthatchangehad

come.

Takingafinallookatherappearanceinthemirror,shecheckedherwatch,notedshe

stillhadmorethananhourbeforesheranlate,grabbedherbag,andwalkedoutofher

apartment.

"Wishmeluck,Mom,"shesaidtohermom'spicturehungonacornerofthedressing

mirrorassheheadedforthedoorandlockedit.

Shegotintoataxiandwasatthecompany'sintwentyminutes.Shegotoutofthecar

andallowedherselfaminutetoappreciatethegrandnessthatstretchedoutmassively

andimmaculatelybeforeher.

Herchestswelledwithprideandeuphoriaattheprospectofworkingforacompanyas

greatasShane's.

Thebuildingwasmagnificent.Itwasunlikeanythingshehadeverseen.The

environmentreekedofaffluenceandclassthatwerefarsuperiortoherbasestandard.



Shesuddenlyfeltself-consciousandnervous.Achillsnakeddownherspine,anda

nervoussweattrickleddownhertempleinresponsetotheanxietythatlancedthrough

herbody.

Itwasatoweringedifice,framedentirelybybluishglasswallsthatcapturedtheskyand

werelayereduponeachothertostretchoutintoaslickskyscraperwithanintricate

architecturaldesign.Framelessslidingglassdoorspavedthewayfrom theexteriorto

theinteriorofthebuilding,andasshewalkedin,shefeltasifshehadtranscendedinto

anotherrealm.

Anupscalerealm,wayoutofherleague.

Shewastransfixedbythesublimebeautyofhersurroundings.Everythingaboutit,from

itsdecortoitsambiance,reekedofopulenceandbrilliance.

Goosebumpstrailedalongtheframeofherskinasshewalkedtowardthereceptionist.

Shefeltoutofplaceasshemovedwithdifferent,elegantlydressedpeopleacrossthe

lobby.

Shelickedherlowerlipnervouslywiththetipofhertongueandbitdownonherlipring,

mentallycooingtoherselftobecalm.

It'sjustabuilding—abackgrounddifferentfrom theoneshewasusedto.Everyone

aroundherwerepeoplelikeshewas,althoughtheywerehigh-class.

Thefloorswerepolishedandshonefrom thereflectionfrom thewallsofsky-blueglass

encompassingthebuilding.

Thelobbywasbathedinlights,addinganenrapturingglowtoitsatmosphereand

outlook.

Laraballedherhandsintotightfistsasshewalkedtorestrainherselffrom gawkingat

thesurrealityoftheenvironmentshewasin,asshewouldhavelovedto.

Thereceptionistwasabeautifulblonde-hairedladywithmesmerizinggreeneyesanda

smilethatwasasbrightasherlooks.

"Morning,"Laragreetedthelady,subtlyfurrowingherbrowstohidethefactthatshefelt

awkwardinthestate-of-the-artandpicturesqueenvironment.

"Hi,goodmorning."Shesmiledpolitelywithanairofenthusiasm."HowmayIbeofhelp

toyou?"

"Ah,I'm LaraDunlop.Ah,I'm heretoseeMr.Shane."Shefeltindecisiveaboutnotadding

thetitletohisnameandkeepingonaddressinghim informally,notaftershehadbeen



exposedtothedegreeofhisexcellence.

Ofcourse,sheknewhewaswealthy;howelsecouldhehaveproposedtopayupadebt

ofovertwomilliondollarsasunaffectedlyashehaddoneatherpreviousrendezvous

withhim?

"Williams,"sheinformedher,exhalinglightlytoeaseouttheanxietythatweighed

heavilyinherchest.

ShecouldimaginehowshockedGeorgewouldbeifshecameupoutofthebluewith

theremainingamountoftheloan;thatwouldbeifherpresentmeetingwithShanewent

well.

Shelookedforwardwitheagernessandhopetorelishherforthcomingmomentof

freedom from George'sclutches.Whatwouldshegivetoberidofthatdespicabledevil

ofaman'sleverageoverher?

SheblinkedrapidlytoblankoutthethoughtofGeorgefrom hermind.Justthethought

ofhim madeherbellysquirm withamyriadofnegativeemotionspoolingthroughit:

angermixedwithresentment,disgust,indignation...

"Doyouhaveanappointmenttomeetwithhim?"Theladyinquired,herfingersalready

dancingonherkeyboardtoconfirm herstatement.

"OfcourseIdo.Heaskedmetomeethim herebyeight."Shebroughtoutthecardhe

hadgivenherandhandeditovertothelady.

Shetookitfrom herandperusedit."Proceedtotheelevatorandheadtothelastfloor,"

sheinformedher,returningthecardtoher.

Larathankedher.

"Youarebeautiful,bytheway.Iam inclinedtoexpressthat."Shesmiledatherwithan

adoringglintinhereyes.

Larasmiledinresponse."Thanks.Youareamazing."

Shewalkedtotheelevatorandfiddledwithherfingersbehindherbackasitascended.

Theelevatorstoppedoccasionallyastheothersthathadgottenonitwithherwalked

outuponreachingtheirfloors.

Eachfloorhadasublimeoutlookandsetting,assheglimpsedasthedoorsparted.

Eventually,theothershadallreachedtheirfloors,whileshecontinuedalonetothetop

floor.ShementallybracedherselfforthemeetingwithShane,recallinghowrudeshe



hadbeentohim duringtheirpreviousmeeting.

Heatpooledwithinhersharply,andshefelthercheeksflushdeeplyfrom

embarrassmentathowforwardshehadbeenwithhim inherearliermeetingswithhim.

Shethoughtshehadexperiencedthegrandestheightofbeautytobeseen,butnotuntil

sheenteredShane'soffice.

Shewasawestruckbyitsmagnificence.Shehaltedinhersteps,unabletoresistogling

thewholeofficeasshewalkedintotheroom.

Eventheairaroundtheroom felt,smelled,andtasteddifferent.

AnamusedsmileflashedonShane'slipsashewatchedher.

Shewaspunctual.Headmiredthat.Shehadarrivedfortyminutesearlierthanthetime

hehadaskedhertomeetwithhim.

Hewasahabitualearlybird,sohehadnevermissedoutonbeingpunctualunlesshe

hadanappointmentatadifferentlocationfrom hiscompany.

Whichheoftendid.

HewentonmeetingswithCEOsanddirectorsofvariousorganizationstofacilitate

businessrelationshipsandbankdealswithnegotiatorsandotherdistributing

companiesofthebeautyproductsandcosmeticscompanyheran.

Hehadalwayshadaneyeforaestheticssincechildhood,andovertheyears,hehad

beenabletodevelophiscompanyintoamulti-billion-dollarcosmetics-producing

companywithbaseslocallyandinternationally,coveringatmosthalfthestatesofthe

world.

Shelookedfreshandbeautiful.Shewasanalluringsighttomakeafreshstartona

perfectMondaymorning.

"Morning,Lara."Heobservedthatshewascaptivatedbythesplendorofhisoffice.

Larajumpedathisvoice,realizingshehadbeenstaring.

Shebitdownonherlips,herfaceflushedwithembarrassment.

"I'm sorry.Goodmorning,"shesaidbreathlessly,stillrootedtothespotshewas

standingon.

Shefeltnumb,withachillsnakingdownherspinetoherfeetandnervousnessshooting

sharpshotsthroughallofherbody.



"Impressive,isn'tit?"Shanesmiledatherasherosefrom hisdeskchair.

Shenoddedstiffly,flattenedherlips,andtwitchedhereyebrowsinresponseasshe

gingerlywalkedforward.

Herlegstrembledbeneathher,andshesilentlyprayedshewouldn'ttripandfalloverher

heels.

"It'snothingtobeembarrassedabout,Lara."Hechuckledsoftly,thenextendedhishand

towardoneofthesofassetatthecenteroftheofficeasheapproached."Haveaseat."

Laradid,relievedtobefreeoftheriskoftrippingoverhertremblinglegs.However,even

sittingdowndidlittletoeaseheranxiety.

Shecouldfeelherlegsshakingasshesat.Awkwardnessshroudedherwithsuchan

excruciatinginfluencethatshecouldhardlybreathe.

Sheheavedherchest,partinghermouthsubtlytofillherconstrictedlungswiththeair

theyneededbeforesheturnedpurplefrom asphyxiation.

"Nervous,aren'tyou?"Shaneasked,lookingatherfrom wherehesat.

Shelookedathim startled,blinkedtwice,andswalloweddryly,unabletovoiceouta

reply.Hermouthhadgonedry.

Anacridtastesettledatthebackofherthroatattherushofbloodthathadspiked

throughherveinsathisquestion.

Amildstingspreadthroughherchest,andshebitdowntightlyonherlipstoholddown

thepain.

"Abit."Hervoicecameoutinabreathlesswhisper.Shewheezedoutanexhaleandsat

withherbackstraight,stronglywillingherselftoadjusttobeinginthesophisticated

environmentandbecoolwithit.

"Youwillgetusedtoitwithtime,"heassured.

Shetwitchedhereyebrows,noddingfeverishlyinresponse.

"Doyouhaveacollegedegree?"

Shenodded."Yes,Ido."Shepulledoutherresumefrom herbagandhandeditoverto

him.

Shehadtrudgedthroughcollegebecausehermom'sgreatestwishwastoseeher

completeherstudiesandgraduate,inspiteoftheirfinancialsituation.Hence,shehad



workedhardtomakethatwishcometrue.

Althoughshedidn'tlivetoseetheaccomplishmentofthedream shehadforher

daughter'sfuture,Larahadensuredshedidn'tgiveupwhenthegoinghadbeen

extremelytough.

Kylehadbeenahugehelptoherduringthosemomentsofcrisis.

Itwasasifshehadbeencaughtupinatriplewhammy:strugglingtoconcentrateonher

studies,makingendsmeet,andenduringconstantthreatsandharassmentfrom George

andhiscohorts.Shehadalwayswishedtoneverwakeup,buteachmorning,shedid.

Shehadsurvived.Shewassurviving.

Herdreamsofestablishingherownbrandofbusinessandmakinganameforherselfin

thecareerworldbegantothinoutovertheyearsasshelanguishedinindebtednessto

George.

Atthemoment,hopewasbeginningtoblossom withinheragain.

Heskimmedthroughherresume."Youwillberesumingworkasmypersonalassistant.

Youwillbetrainedoverafewmonthsonyourassignedrolesuntilyoucanperform your

dutieswithoutsupervision.Whenyouleave,meetwithmysecretarytogettheoverall

detailsofeverythingyouneedtobeawareoftogetstarted."

"Okay."Shenodded,pausingtotakeabreath,andclickedhertonguetothebackofher

throatinresponse.

"Whatskillsdoyouhavebesidesdesign?"

"I'veaccumulatedalotofexperienceworkingatvariousjobs,butIdoubttheywouldbe

significanttotheassignedjobdemands.Icandowaitressing,cleaning,andcooking,

amongothers,andvirtuallyanythingelse.Ijustwanttopayoffmydebtquickly,"she

saidrapidly,exhalingheavilyafterward.

Shanestaredsilentlyatherforawhile.Hecouldsenseherdesperationforfreedom,and

heunderstoodaswellthatalthoughhisoffertopayupherdebtwithanofferofawell-

payingjobtogoalongwithitwasanexceptionalproposal,toher,itwasjustanother

plungeintoindebtedness.

"Okay."Heclappedhishandsandleanedforward."Youhavetoknowyouwillbe

requiredtogoonbusinesstripsandworkextrahoursattimes."

Sheinchedherheadsubtlyasshereplied,"I'm upforanytaskI'm given.Ipromiseto

delivertheverybestofmyservices."



"Good!MeetwithClaire,mysecretary,onyourwayouttobebriefedontheessentials,

and..."Heraisedhisfingersandtweakedthem inherdirection.

"Thatremindsme.Beforeyourreturn,youwillneedamakeover.Thisisacosmetics

company,sowehaveanimagetouphold.Iwouldn'twantanyofmystaff,notespecially

mypersonalassistant,tobedressedbelowstandards,"hetoldher,thenrealizingshe

mightfeeluncomfortablebyhiswords,headdedquickly,"Youlookbeautifulinyour

dress,butIwouldn'twantyoutofeelintimidatedinanywayworkingwithme.So,Iwill

textyouthetimeandlocationtomorrow."

Laranoddedgrimly."Okay."

Anupgradedlifestylemeantmoreexpensestokeepupwiththestandard,andmore

expensestotaledgreaterdebts.

"Noworries.Themakeoverisonme,"heassuredher.

"Yes?"Shegazedathim,surprised.

"Lara,it'sonme.Ilookforwardtomeetingyoutomorrow."Herosefrom thearmchairhe

wassittingon.

Shedidaswell."Thanksalot,Mr.Williams.Iappreciatethegesture,really."

"It'sfine,Lara,"heassuredher,shakinghandswithher."Andit'sShane.Youcancallme

Shane."

Shelookedskepticalaboutthat.

"Everyoneisonafirst-namebasishere.Ibelieveitfacilitatesacordialandopen

businessrelationshipforadvancementandqualitativegrowth.So,feelfreetotag

along."

Aghostofasmilespreadacrossherlipsatthat,andshenoddedinacquiescence.She

suckedinairbrieflythroughherteethasshereplied,"Alright,Shane.Thanks."

"Youarewelcome."



FIVE

"Howwastheinterview?OrdoIcallitaninterview?Howwasthefinalizingofhis

proposals?"Kylebarragedherwithquestionsastheyallmetagain,atLara'shousethis

time,forupdatesontheoutcomeofhermeetingwithShane.

"Ihavealreadypreparedgiftsinreadinessandanticipationofyourreply,"Meredithsaid

withadelightedtwinkleinhereyes."Isitayes?"

Laranoddedinresponse,smilinglightly."It'sayes!"

Meredithsquealedinexcitement,bothsheandKylerushingovertohugherastightly

andaswarmlyastheycouldwithoutchokingLara.

"Ladies!Ladies!"Laramumbledagainsttheirsmolderinghugs.

"Oh!We'resorry,"Kyleapologizedquickly,bothofthem pullingawayfrom herand

smilinghappilyforher.

Larafeltelatedtoseethatshehadsuchwonderfulfriends.Theycaredsomuchabout

herhappiness,asifitweretheirown.Shewasdeeplytouched.

Meredithleanedforwardandheldherhandsinhers."Lara."Shesniffed,tearsclouding

hereyes."I'vealwayslongedforthisday,bestie.You'vebeenthroughsomuch—more

thananylady,anyoneyourage,shouldhaveeverbeenthrough.I'm overjoyedatthe

momentthat..."Hermouthpartedwordlesslyasshesmiledandcried.

Laranoddedtoherinunderstanding,silentlycommunicatingherappreciationfortheir

steadfastandunendingsupportforherthroughhereyes.

"Congratulations,Lara.Thiscallsforcelebration!"Kylecheeredwithascream ofglee.

"Ofcourse!"Laraagreed.

"Ibelieveyou'veinformedallyourbosses,howevermanytheymaybe,ofyour

resignation,"Meredithinquired.



"Ofcourse.That'sallbeensettled,"Laraanswered."Butthecelebrationmighthaveto

waittilltheweekend.Iam stilltomeetwithShanetoday."

MeredithandKylesharedalookbeforetheyturnedtoher.

"Areyouresumingworkimmediatelytomorrow?"Kylefurrowedherbrowsassheasked.

Larashookherheadandhuffedadeepbreath."No.Thethingis,uh,I'm actuallytogo

outshoppingwithhim forsuitablewearthatwouldmeetthestandardofthecompany

beforemyofficialresumptiontowork."

"Shopping.Wow!That'slovely,"Meredithcommented.

"But,onwhoseaccountwillthatbe?Hiscompanyhasquitethestandard,"Kylewas

saying.

"Andforhim topersonallywanttotakeyououtforshopping..."Meredithincluded.

"Well,heassuredmethathewouldbecoveringtheexpensesfortheshopping,"Lara

toldthem.

Kyletweakedherfingersinherface,abrilliantsmileplayingoverherlips."Iknewit!"

"He'sinlovewithyou,Lara,"Meredithbreathed.

Kyleclearedherthroat."Lovemightbeastrongterm touseforsomeoneofhis

reputation,Meredith.Iwouldsayhe'sattractedtoher."

Larafurrowedherbrows."Thatmakesnosense."

"Itdoes.Thepiecesclicktogethernow.Heundoubtedlyadmiresandisattractedtoyou,

Lara,"Kyleinformedher,holdinghergaze.

"So,hedoeswantsomethingfrom meafterall."Larashookherhead.

"Youarebeautiful.Extremelybeautiful.So,it'snotsurprisingthatyou'vecaughthis

attention,andhe'swillingtomoveheavenandearth,hyperbolically,tomakeyou

secure,"Kylesaid.

"Oh!"Larasighed,huffinganexasperatedexhale,andfellbackagainstthecushionshe

wassittingon."WhatdoIdonow?"

"Whatdoyoudonow?"Kyleaskedinconfusion."Thisisagoldenopportunityforyou,

Lara.Youarefavoredbyyoursoon-to-beboss.It'sagoodthing."

"It'snot,"Laraargued.Hermouthpartedwordlesslytodefendheropposition,butallshe



coulddowassuckinherlowerlipandclenchherteeth."Youshouldn'thavetoldmethis.

Iwillfeelmoreawkwardaroundhim now.I'm aversetoofficeromance.HowcanIwork

withaclearheadinthesamespacewithamanIknowisattractedtome?Myboss!"

"Uhm.."Meredithclearedherthroat."Theattractionpartisjustameretheory.Let'snot

jumptoconclusionstoosoon.Hemightjustbeagoodmanwhofeelsinclinedtohelpa

damselindistress."

Kylenoddedquicklyinagreement,smilingenthusiasticallyatLara.

Laralookedatbothofherfriends."Youthinkso?"

"Absolutely!"Meredithassured.

"Now,whenisthattimeyousaidhewillbetakingyouonthatshoppingtrip?"Kylefit

intotheconversationsmoothly,changingthesubjectofdiscussion.

Laracheckedthetimedisplayedonherphonescreen."Fourthirty,"shereplied.

MeredithandKylehadaninquiringlookontheirfaces.

"Fourthirty!"Laraexclaimed,leapingtoherfeet."I'm notprepared."Sheracedtoher

room.

"Mmnn."MeredithlookedatthedirectionLarahadgone.

"Whatdoyouthink,Meredith?"Kyleaskedwithanexuberantsmileonherface.

"Ithinkourfriendisabouttotreadaninterestingpathinherlife'scourse,andofcourse,

Iwillbehappytobeentertainedbythisevolution."

Kylebeamedather."SowillI."

 

 __________

"I'm sorryI'm late,"LarasaidalmostbreathlesslyasshemetupwithShaneatthe

locationhehadtextedher.Hereyesdartedtothetimeonherwatch,asoftwhistle

escapingherassherealizedshewasontimeafterall.

Shanehadwatchedasshepushedoutofthetaxiswiftlyyetgracefullyandhastened

herstridestomeethim.

"Youcouldhavebeen,butyouarerightontime,"hestated,extendingahandtothe



vacantseat."Haveaseat,please."

"Thankyou."Herchestheavedasshesettleddownonthechair.

"Ihopeyoudon'tmind.Iwashopingyoucouldhavelunchwithmebeforewesetout.

I'vebeenholedupalldayinmyofficewithwork,andIassumedthesamewouldhave

beenforyou."

"Pardon..no,really.Idonotmind."Laraswallowed.

"Isee."Hestaredather.

Larafeltherinsidessquirm withhisgazeintentonher.Itwouldhavedonehergoodhad

itbeenMeredithandKylehadnottoldherhishelpcouldhavebeenduetothefactthat

hewasattractedtoher.

Itshouldn'treallyunnerveherthathewasattractedtoher.Countlessmenhave

professedtheiraffectionandattractionforherovertheyears,andshehaspromptly

avoidedthem.

Thethoughtofbeinginvolvedwithamanscaredherutterly.Shebelievedhermother

hadbeencharmedbyherfatherintobelievinghewasattractedtoher.

Whathadthenbecomeofher?

Shewantednosuchthingforherself.Shewasdeterminedtodevotehermindand

attentioninsteadtohercareerandbuildafutureforherselfratherthanindulgein

damnableinvolvementswithmen.

However,shedidn'tseeherselfescapingShaneanynumberofyearsfrom then.She

hadalongwaytogobeforeherdebtwasutterlyrepaid,andshewasabsolvedofitand

grantedthefreedom forwhichshehadalwayslonged.

"Isitjustaroundme,Lara,orareyounaturallynervous?"

"What?"Herlipspartedwithamuffledgaspassheraisedhergazetomeethis."I...Ah!" 

"Lara."

Sheswallowed,pressingdownonherlipstightly."I'm sorry.Thisisameteoricchange

forme.Iwillgetusedtoitimmediately.I'm notnervous."

"Youarenot."

Shelickedherlipring."Atthemoment,ImustadmitIam,butit'sjustexcitement.As

you'vesaid,Iwillgetusedtoitwithtime."



"Lara,lookatme.Ifwearetoworktogether,weneedtobecomfortablewitheachother.

Don'tyouagree?"

"Ido.MyapologiesI'vebeenactinglessthanprofessionalinmyconductwithyou."

"Youmaynotseemeasyourboss.Perhapsthat'swhatintimidatesyouaboutmy

presence."

"Butyouaremyboss."

"Foramorefavorableconsequence,Ifeelyoushouldregardmeasafriendinstead.

Maybethatmayeaseyouintobeingmorecomfortablearoundme."

"Idon'tthink..."Shelookedathim."Am Iassuredyouhavenoulteriormotiveforyour

supposedphilanthropicact?"

"Wearebackonthatmatter."Hesighed."Whatmakesyoudoubttheintegrityofmy

proposition,Lara?"

Sheflattenedherlips."Nevermind,then.Ilookforwardtoworkingwithyou."

"SodoI.Wehadbettertakeourlunchnowunlessweloseourappointmentatthe

boutique."

"Sure."Shenoddedstifflyinagreement.

Hecalledforthewaiterandmadeordersforbothofthem.

"Areyoufriendswithallyourstafftoo?Doyoucovertheirshoppingexpensesaswell?"

Laraaskedasshesatinthecarwithhim,headedtowardtheboutique.

Shanelookedather."Iwouldn'tbeamusedifyoutoldmeyouplannedonachangeof

occupationtobeinganinvestigator."

"Ofcourseyouwouldn'tbe,asitisunrealisticthatIwouldrequestsomethinglikethat,"

shemumbledunderherbreath.

"Areyoualwaysthisguarded?Isitthathardforyoutoaccepthelpfrom others?"

"I'm notguarded,andIaccepthelpatmomentswhenIrealizethestakesofmy

accomplishingataskalonearelow.Iwouldn'thaveagreedtoyourofferifotherwise."

"Iassumedaswell.Sodon'tthinktoomuchofit.Iwouldlovetohelp,soI'm doingjust

that."

"Youdon'tknowme."



"Ibelievethewordsyououghttobesayingtomeatthemoment,Lara,arethanks,

Shane.Iappreciateyourkindness.Notbombardingmewithquestions."

"Pardonmycuriosity.Iapologize."Shetippedherheadinalightbowinhisdirection.

"Thanks,Shane.Iappreciateyourkindness."Shesettledbackagainstthecarseatand

staredstraightahead.

Sheguessedshewouldhavetotakehim uponhisword.

Itwasaphilanthropicgestureofhistohelpoutwithhersituation.

Therestoftheridetotheboutiquewasspentinsilence.

Thecarpulledtoastop,andhereyeswidenedasshesawwherehehadtakenher.

Washenotgoingtotheextremewithhisphilanthropicacts?

Thisboutiqueisexpensive.Hermindreeledwithashriekwithinher.

Shemightnotbeawareofanyrecentupdatesaboutanyothersectoroftheeconomyor

whateverwastherageonsocialmedia,butshefollowedfashionmagazineswithclose

attention.

"You'recominginornot?"Shaneaskedovertheroofofthecarfrom thesidewherehe

stood.

Laraheavedadeepsigh,tryingnottomaketoomuchofit.Kylehad,afterall,saidhis

companyhadquiteastandard.So,ofcourse,hehadbroughthertothatboutiquethat

metthestandardsofhiscompany.

Sheswalloweddrylyandwalkedafterhim intotheboutique.

Minuteslater,shewasgoinginandoutofthechangingroom,paradingclothesfor

Shane'sapproval.

"Areyousureit'snecessarythatIgothroughclothesasmuchasthese?"Larainquired,

herinsidessquirmingevenmorewiththeawarenessthatthebillshewouldbepaying

bytheendofthedaywerepilingevenhigher.

Notthathecared;hehadthemoney,butshedid.

Itfeltoddforhertobelavishedupon,asShanewasdoingatthemoment.Shewould

havetosaveatleastsevenmonths'worthofherinitialearningstopurchaseasingle

dressfrom theboutique,yetshehadlostcountofhowmanyclothesshehadputon,all

ofwhichhehadapprovedtobeaddedtotheoneshewouldbebuying.



Shaneclearedhisthroatandassessedthenewoutfitshewaswearing."Why?Allthe

dresseslooktobeaperfectfitforyou."Helookedathiswristwatch."Wewillrunlateif

wearetokeepupwiththis.Iwantallthedressesinhersizepackaged,"heinformedthe

manager.

"Ofcourse,Mr.Williams,"themanagersaidwithapolitebow,herpalmsflatagainsther

belly.Shegesturedtotheattendantswithher,andtogethertheywenttogethisrequest

done.

Larabitdownonherlipstightly;herbrowsfurrowedasshementallycalculatedwhat

thegrossamountofallhehadboughtforthedaywouldamountto.

Sheshruggedlightly,resolvingtoyieldtoKyle'sadvice.

Sheshouldenjoythisgoldenopportunitywhileitlasts.



SIX

Larasmiledatherselfinthemirrorasshecheckedoutherprofilethismorning.

Clothingandaccessoriesplayanintegralpartinaperson'soutlook.Shelookedlikean

utterlydifferentperson.

Shelookedhigh-classandexotic.Hernewlookwasafarcryfrom herusualcasual

hand-me-downjeansandcardigans,whichsheusuallyworetoworkdaily.

Agiddyfeelingspreadthroughherbelly,coatingitwithabubbleofwarmthand

excitement.

"Wow!"Shebreathedintoherreflectioninthemirror."Youlookgood,girl."Sheblewa

kisstoherselfandchuckled.

Therewerebagsofclothes,shoes,heels,bags,andalotofotheraccessories

occupyingmorethanhalfthespaceofherroom.

Shehadn'tbeenabletocompletelysortthroughthecollectionofpurchasesShanehad

madethepreviousday.

Shetriednottothinkabouthowmuchmoneyhadbeenspentonalltheclothesinher

room.Theonesshehadbeenabletounwrapafterhisdriverhadassistedherwith

carryingallthebagsintoherlivingroom wouldhavepaidherhouserentforfouryears'

worth.

Shehadbeentootiredtocarrythem allintoherbedroom andhadzonkedout

immediatelyaftershehadtakenashowerandpickedouttheclothes,shoes,andbags

shewouldbeputtingontowork.

Shelookedatthebags.Luxurybrandsshecouldneverhaveimaginedshecouldafford

atthemoment.

Howhadshegottensolucky—andwithinsuchashortperiod?



Shehadgonefrom scramblingtopayherdebtstolivingalifeofluxuryandabundance.

Itwasamazing.

"Mom."Shesmiledathermom'spicture."Yourprincesswillbefinefrom nowon."She

presseddownonherlipstightly,tryinghardtoholdbackthetearsthatthreatenedto

spilldownherface."I'm onthepathtoactualizingthedream you'vealwayshadforme."

Shenodded,exhalingsoftly."I'vegottogonow.Iwilltalktoyouabouthowmyfirstday

ofworkwent.Hopefully,"sheshrugged,"itwon'tbeawkward."Sheflattenedherlipsand

scruncheduphernosebeforeshelacedherforearm throughherhandbagandwalked

outofherapartment.

Peoplestaredasshewalkeddownthestreettotheroadtohailacab.Itwasafew

blocksawayfrom herhouse.

Sheunderstoodthesurpriseontheirfacesatherovernighttransformation.Ofcourse,

shehadbeensurprisedtoo.

"Oh,myGod!Lara,isthisyou?"Sarahgushedoverhernewlook.Shelivedinthenext

flattothebuildingherapartmentwasin.Shehaddoneherfairshareofsupportingher

afterhermom'sdeath.Sheandhermom wereneighborhoodchatbuddies,soithad

beenasdevastatingforherasithadbeenforLarawhenhermom died."Youlook..."She

wasatalossforwordsfortheperfectcomplimenttoevaluatehernewlook.

"Stunning.Exquisite,darling,"shefinallysaid,hereyesgoingoverherbodywithaweand

unsheathedadmiration.

"Thanks,Sarah.Goodmorning."Laraflashedasmileather,beaming.

"Runalong,child.Don'tletmegetyoulate,alright?Breakaleg!"Shewinkedather,

holdingafistraisedinencouragement.

"Sure,Sarah.Later..."Sheturnedandflaggeddownacabassoonasshegottotheroad.

"MissLara."Thereceptionistsmiledatherasshewalkedintothelobby."Morning.You

lookflawlesstoday."

"Goodmorning.Sodoyou."

"YoucancallmeDiana.Igatheryouareresumingworktoday?"Sheinquired.

Laranoddedinresponse."Correct.Okay,Diana."

"Youknowwheretohead.Havealovelyfirstdayatwork.Youarewelcome."

"Thanks,Diana."Larasmiledatherandmadeherwaytotheelevator.



ShewasinShane'sofficeinafewminutes.Helookedimpressed.

Morespellbounduponherentry.

"Goodmorning,"Larasaidslowly,incliningherheadforwardwhenhewouldn'tstop

staring.SheheldherhandbagoverafingeroneachhandwhileshewaitedforShaneto

snapoutofhisdazeatherappearanceandacknowledgeherpresence.

Shaneblinked."Oh,God!I'm sorry,Lara,forstaring.Youlook..."Hespreadhisarmsout,

fallingbackintohisseatwithasatisfiedlookonhisface."Now,thisismorelikeit."He

noddedinacknowledgementofherimage.

Larabitdownonasmileandnoddedinagreement.

"Let'sgettowork,shallwe?"Heclappedhishandslightlyandsatup,pickingupthe

telephoneonhisdesk.Heextendedahandtowardherasheheldthephonetohisear.

"Haveaseat,please."

"Right."Laranoddedandapproachedthesofas.

"Yes,Claire.Meetmeinmyoffice,"hesaidintothereceiver,placingthephonebackon

hold.

Clairecameinafewminuteslater,andshefollowedherouttogetstartedwithher

tasksfortheday.

Shewasshownheroffice,which,from Lara'sperspective,wasleaguesmorebeautiful

thanherapartment.Itwasflawless.Astonishinglybeautiful.

Shetrappedairinhercheeksandreleaseditslowlyasshetookintheroom thatwould

beherworkspacefrom thenon.

"Wow!"Shebreathed.

Shesettledintoworkquickly,listeningraptlytoallshewastaughtovertheweekofher

resumption.Withinafewweeks,shehadgraspedtheropesofthingsandwasableto

carryouthertasks,asexpected,withoutsupervision.

Shanewasmorethanimpressedwithherabilitytoadaptrapidlytohowthingswererun.

Ithadbeenafrustratingjourney,andshehadahardtimekeepingupwithherlessons

giventhefactthatherguide,MissClaire,wasn'tparticularlyanenthusiasticinstructor.

Dealingwithcorrespondenceandcalls,managingdiariesandhandlingpaperwork,

organizingmeetingsandappointments,amongothers,hadneverbeenastiringasthey

hadbeenovertheweeksshehadresumedworkingforthecompany.



SheknewClairewastheonemakingafussofthetasksandmakingthem appeartobe

hardertoexecutethantheyactuallywere,butwhatchoicedidshehave?

ShehadpulledthroughobstaclesfarworsethanenduringClaire'sunwarranted

antagonism againsther,andshehadovercomehersupervisionaswell.

"Goodmorning,Lara,"Shanegreetedherfirstasshewalkedintohisoffice.

Shehadjustfinisheddraftingthereporthehadaskedhertodothepreviousday,

summarizingkeyinformationontheprogressoftheprojectsandinitiativeswithinthe

company.

"Morning,Shane,"sherepliedassheapproachedhisdesk."Hereisthereportyou

requested."Sheextendedthefiletohim.

Hetookitfrom her."Thanks.Couldyoupleasebringmethesalesreportforournew

productline?"

Shenodded."Ofcourse."

"Great.Also,conductextensiveresearchonournewtargetlocationtoidentifypotential

demandfortheproducts,assessthecompetitors,anddeterminethebestwaytoreach

andengagewithcustomers."

"Yes.Iwilldothatandhaveitdeliveredpromptly."

"Excellent."

"Willthatbeall?"Larainquired.

Hehissedsoftlythroughhisteeth,thentweakedafingerather."Right.Havethe

researchcarriedoutpromptlyandmakearrangementsforatripinafewmonthstime.

Youarecomingalongwithme."

"Noted."

"Thatwillbeall."Hepermittedhertoleave.

SheheavedasighasshesettledbackinherseatafterleavingShane'soffice.Shehad

beenaccompaniedintoherofficebyClaire'sglare.Notthatshecaredanymore,butshe

wastemptedtoaskwhatexactlyherproblem withherwas.

Sheblewairexasperatedlythroughhermouthandburiedherselfinwork.Workingover

theyearshadgottenherusedtoaworkaholiclifestyle.Sheneverfeltcomfortable

sittingidlyaround,andwheneversheworked,shepouredherselfcompletelyintoit,



oftenlosingtrackoftimeintheprocess.

Shejumpedinherseatasthetelephoneonherdeskgaveoffitsringtone.

Shepickeditupimmediatelyandraisedittoherear."Hello?"

"Iknewyouwouldstillbeintheoffice.Comeoutforlunch,willyou?"Andreachuckled

overthephone.

Larabitdownonasmile,twitchinghereyebrowsinamusement."Itslippedmymind

again.Thanks,Andrea."Shewrappedupwhatshewasdoingsothatshecouldgetback

toitafterlunchwasover.

ShewarmeduptoAndreaquicklyduringherfirstweekofworkingandenduringClaire's

constanttorturewithoverwhelmingtasksthatkeptherdrainedallday.

Tothinkherjobdemandsweren'tastediousasClairehadinitiallymadethem appearto

be.Sheclickedhertongueagainsttheroofofhermouthwhenshethoughtbackonthe

earlydays.

Herrigoroustraininghadbeenbeneficialafterall.Ithadhonedherintoadiligent,

proficient,andfastidiousassistanttotheCEO.

Andreawavedovertoherfrom thetableshehadsecuredforthetwoofthem inthe

cafeteriaonthegroundlevel.Sheheldhertrayinherhandsandpivotedherwaytomeet

theonlyfriendbesidesDiana,whom shehadatwork.

Dianaandherweremoreinacasual-greetingrelationship.Smilesandgoodmornings,

orgoodbyes,weremoreofwhatconstitutedherrelationshipwiththereceptionist;she

alsoexchangedcompliments.

However,withAndrea,itwasmutualrecognitionandbonding.Thetwokickedofftheir

friendshipduringthetimeLarawasstillbeingtrainedbyClaireandAndreahadanissue

withherdepartmenthead.

Shestilldid,often,butnowthatthetwohadfoundeachother,theycouldendurethe

torturethroughthemorningandlaughoveritatlunch,aswellasgiveeachothermoral

supportinanticipationofwhatthehoursafterlunchpromisedbeforethecloseofthe

day.

"Howisyourdaygoing?"LaraaskedasshesatonthechairoppositeAndreaandset

hertraydownonthetable.

"Theusual,"Andrearepliedwithashrug,slicingaforkfulofherfoodintohermouthand

chewing.Shereachedforatissueandgentlydabbedthesideofhermouthtoensure



herlipstickhadn'tbeensmearedbycrumbs."Howaboutyou?"

"ThingsareshapingupbetternowthatI'm overseeingmydutieswithoutbeing

supervisedbyanoverlydemandinginstructor,"sheanswered,pickingupherspoonand

startingtoeat.

"Goodforyou,Iguess."Andreaflattenedherlips.

"Areyoustillhavingissueswiththeheadofyourdepartment?"

"Iwillsaymyassociationwithyouhasrubbedoffonmepositively.I'm asefficientas

youarenowinmyduties."Sheflashedagrinather.

"Well.Isn'tthatwonderful?Youarewelcome."Larasmiledather.

"Lookatthat,willyou?Youradmirerisonhiswayhere."Andrealookedtotheleftwitha

crookedgrinonherface.

Larafollowedhergazeandgroaned,mentallyrollinghereyesinexasperation."Ah!"

"It'snoteasybeingabeautifullady;Imustconcur."AndreanoddedpitifullyatLaraas

sheresumedeatingwhileLiam approachedwherethetwoweresitting.

"MindifIsitwithyoutwo?"Liam inquired,pullingoutachairforhimselfandtakinga

seat.

Andreafurrowedherbrows,herhandshalfraised,poisedtosliceintoherfood."Idon't

recallgivingyoupermissiontosit."SheturnedtoLara."PerhapsImissedhearingyou

granthim permissiontositforlunchwithus."

"Don'tbeanarse,Andrea."Liam tsked."Lara,hey.Howisyourlunchgoing?"

Andrearolledhereyesandhissed."Howelsewoulditbegoing?"

"Well,withyouhere,itwon'tbetheideallunchshewouldhavebeenlookingforwardto

giventheenormoustasksshemusthaveworkedthroughinthemorning."

Andreascoffed."Really?Maybeyoushouldexcuseyourselffrom thistableaswellto

notcreatemorehitchesinthatplanofherstohaveanideallunch."Sheglaredathim.

"Please."Lararockedhertempleswithherfingers."Youtwoshouldstopbickeringand

letmehavemylunchinpeace,willyou?"

Andreaharumphedandsweptherhairfrom onesideofherfacebehindher.

"Liam.Mylunchisgoingwell,butIfearitmightberuinedifyoukeepupwithyour



bickeringwithAndrea."

Andreastuckouthertongueathim."Youaretheoddonehere,Liam."

"Youcan'tsingleyourselfouttobefriendher,Andrea."

"Neithercanyou,"Andreashotback.

"WhyareyoualwaysagainsteverythingIdo,Andrea?"Liam frowned."Youirkmewith

yourconductwithme,MissAndreaJohnson,"Liam saidheatedly.

Laraobservedthattheplayfulbanterandbickeringwerechangingintoasourexchange.

"Liam,Andrea,canwehavelunchinpeace?"

"I'm sorry,Lara.Iwillcatchupwithyoulater.Afterwork,maybe?"

Laraarchedaneyebrow,herlipspartinginadaze."Uh?Uh!"

"Okay.Tillthen."Hetwitchedhisjawinannoyanceandstoodupfrom thetabletofind

another.

Larawatchedhim go,wordsstuckinherthroattotellhim nottoleavetheirtable

annoyedbutratherhavehislunchwiththem andallowthem toapologizefortheir

brusquereceptionofhim initially.

SheinclinedherheadtowardAndrea."Whatjusthappened,Andrea?Doyouhavea

disagreementwithhim?"

Andrea,atthemoment,lookedwithdrawnandsullen.Sheslowlyraisedherforkandate

listlessly.

Larahuffedanexhaleandresumedeating,decidingshewasembarrassedbyhis

outrage.

Afterlunch,Andreadidn'tevensomuchaslookatherbeforesheexcusedherselffrom

thetableandwalkedoutofthecafeteria.

Larablewoutanexhale.HowhurtmustshehavebeenoverLiam'swords?

Shepushedherwayoutofthetableafterfinishingherlunchandheadedbacktoher

office.Shegotsettledbacktowork,mentallynotingtoreachouttoAndreaduring

closinghoursandfindawaytoreconcilethetwowitheachother.

ShegrabbedherbagafterworkhourswereupandwalkedtowardAndrea'sofficein

hopesofcatchingupwithherbeforesheleft.



ShecameacrossLiam instead.Heflashedaquicksmileatherashespottedherfrom a

distance,hasteninghisstepstomeetwithher.

"Hey,Lara.Aren'tyouthroughwithyourtasksfortoday?"

"Liam.Iam onmywaytomeetwithAndrea.Isshestillintheoffice?"

"Oh!"Heshookhishead."Youshouldhavecalledher.Sheleftimmediatelytheclock

strucksix,"heinformedher.

"Okay.Aboutwhathappenedatlunchtoday,Liam,I'm sorry."

"I'm notannoyedwithyou,Lara.Ican't."

Larapressedherlipstightlytogether."Thanks,butIhopeyou'vereachedouttoAndrea...

Youknow...Shewasreallyhurtbyhowyoulashedoutather.Shecouldn'tstomachthe

restofherlunch."

"I'm sorryyouhadtowitnessthat,Lara.Iwillmakeamendsformyaction."

Larasmiledathim."Iwouldappreciatethat,Liam."

Hestaredatherlongingly."Youarebeautifulwhenyousmile,"hewhispered.

Larachuckled."Don'tattempttoflatterme,Liam.Iwillbeonmywaythen.Seeyou

tomorrow."

"It'smydesiretoseeyourcaptivatingsmileseverysingledayofmylife,Lara."

"Liam?"

"YoumightthinkI'm forwardoractingoutofsorts,butIadmireyou,Lara.Ihavealways

thoughtabouttellingyouthis,from thefirsttimeIsawyou.Youdon'thaveto..."

"Liam.I'm sorry,but,please..."Sheshookherhead.

"Letmeprovemyaffectionforyou,Lara.I.."

"Ican't.Officeromancesareano-noforme.Don'tlet'smakethingsawkwardwitheach

other,Liam.Iwilllovetotakeyouasafriend,andnothingmore."

Liam tippedhischintowardher,twitchinghislipswithatsk."Sure,Lara."Hetwitched

hiseyebrows."It'syourcall."

Laralookedathim,herlipspartingwordlessly.Sheswallowed."Later,Liam."Sheturned

quicklyandwalkedaway.





SEVEN

LaradialedAndrea'snumberasshewalkedoutoftheelevatoracrossthelobby.She

tippedherheadtowardDianaandmuttered,"Goodbye,Diana,"toher.

"Seeyoutomorrow,Lara."Dianawavedatherwithalightsmile.

Hercallswereforwardedtovoicemailoverthenumberoftimesshetriedreachingher.

"Wehadplansfortoday,Andrea.Itisn'trightforyoutoshutmeout,asyoudidatlunch.

Iunderstandyouaredissatisfiedwithwhathappenedatlunch,butwecantalkitoutand

resolveourdifferencesamicably.Callmewhenyougetthis,alright?"Shebitdownon

herlips,grazingherteethoverthem."Iwillbeexpectingyourcallthen."Sheputthe

phoneawayfrom herearanddisconnectedthecall.

Shetwitchedherlips,lookedaroundbriefly,thencontinuedherwalktothegate.

HerplantohangoutwithAndrealaterintheeveningheldsomuchprospect,andit

wouldhavebeenlovelyifithadactuallyworkedout.

Thewayshehadtalkedaboutthoseplacesofinteresttheyhadpromisedeachotherto

visittogetherhadpiquedherinterestsomuchthatithurtbrieflytohaveherhopes

dashed.

Sheshruggedandlookedahead,takingconfidentstridestowardthegates.She

continuedherwalktothemainroadtogetacabquickly,asshewantednothingmore

thantohaveashowerandrelaxherachingbones.

Yearsofworkinglaboriousjobstosurvivestillaffectedher.Sheshuthereyesbriefly

andsuckedinherbreathharshlythroughherteeth,wincingasherspinecracked.She

pushedoutherchestsubtlyasshewalkedtorelievetheburningacheinherlowerback.



Sheglancedathersurroundingsandwalkedtotheothersidewiththeotherpedestrians

waitingonthesideoftheroadasthetrafficlightflashedgreen.

Sheextendedherarm toflagdownataxiandretreatedbackastepasanexoticcar,a

BugattiChironProfiléepaintedinArgentAntlatique,pulledupinfrontofherinstead.

Shetuckedherhairbehindonesideofherearasthewindowonthesidewhereshewas

standingrolleddown.

Herbrowsfurrowed.

  Shane.

"Getin.Iwillgiveyouaridehome."

Sheshookherhead."Don'tbother.Iwilltakeataxiinstead."

"I'm goingalongthatway.Hopin,"heinsisted.

Sheenteredthecarreluctantly,unabletodeclinehisoffer,shoulditbetermedrudeness.

"Thanks,"shemutteredunderherbreathasshestrappedtheseatbeltaroundher.

Thecarzoomedintomotion.

"Youdon'tseem alltoopleased,Lara."

"Ofcourse,Iwouldhavefeltmorecomfortabletakingmyusualtransporthometothis."

Shebitherlipsassherealizedwhatshehadsaid.

Sheturnedtofacehim quickly."Iappreciatethegesture,though.Itisgenerousofyou.

Youareaphilanthropistafterall,"sherambled,pressingdownonherlipstightly

afterward.

Shanelaughed."Sarcasticandguardedasever,aren'tyou,Lara?Idenotesarcasm in

yourwords."

"Iapologizeifyou'vebeenoffended,sir."

"Shane,"hecutin.

"Pardon?"

"It'sShane.Casualinteraction,remember?First-namebasis."

"Iam awareofthat,butthatdoesn'tunderstatethefactthatyouaremyboss,"shesaid

firmly.



"Ididn'tapproachyouonthepretextofbeingyourboss,Lara.Iwouldratheryouseeme

asafriendthanasyourboss.So,trynottocaveintoomucharoundme.It'ssomewhat

disconcertingforme."

"Idoubtitis."Shetwitchedhereyebrows,suckingonherlipring."It'snotplausiblethat

amanlikeyouwouldfeeldisconcertedaboutme."

"Amanlikeme?Youmindelaboratingonthat?"

"Youhaveareputation,Shane.AreputationIneverwanttogetenmeshedin.Ican

guaranteetoputinmyverybestinmyservicetoyoutillmydebtisutterlyrepaid,but..."

Sheshookherheadandheavedasigh."Ireallyappreciateeverythingyou'vebeendoing

forme,Shane."

"Lara.AllIwishforistobeyourfriend."

"Yourreputationprecedesyourwish,Shane.YoushouldunderstandthatI'm only

interestedinprotectingmyself.Andyes,I'm guarded.I'vealwayshadtobe,andthat's

whatenabledmetosurviveovertheyears,tothisfar."Theirgazesmetandlocked

briefly,withLarapromptlybreakingthecontact.

Sheclearedherthroat,shiftingwithuneaseinherseat.

"I'm sorryforallthatyouhadtoexperience,Lara.IwilltryasmuchasIcantoensure

youdon'thavetogothroughsuchathingagain,"hepromised,hiswordsblendingwith

theairasasoothingwhisper.

"YouarenotobligedtoplayPrinceCharmingtotherescueforme,Shane."Sheshifted

herheadinobjection.

Asmirktippedthecornerofhismouth."It'sfunnyhowyoushareanexactsenseof

humorwithmyfriend."

Shenoddedcynicallyathisstatement."Mmn!"

"WhatdoIhavetodotogainyourtrust,Lara?"

Shetsked."I'm inyouremploy,Shane.Ofcourse,youhavemytrust."

"Don'tprevaricatetheactualquestion,Lara.WhatdoIhavetodotomakeyouaccept

measyourfriend?"

Shelookedathim,herlipspressedintoafiatline.

"Ah!It'saboutmyreputationagain,isn'tit?"Hegothisanswerfrom thesubtleflashin



hereyes."YouwillbeamazedathowI'venotbeenabletoliveuptothatso-called

reputationovertheweeks."

Shedidn'tlookconvinced.

Hefurrowedhisbrows."Isn'titpopularlyquotedthat'youshouldn'tjudgeabookbyits

cover'?"

"Youarenotabook.Youarealegend,renowned."

Shanestifledalaugh."Youcan'tjudgeamanbyhisreputation,Lara."

Larascoffed,rollinghereyes."Whatelsemakesamanifnothisreputation?One's

reputationdepictsone'simageandabsolutecharacter."

"No,Lara.Itdoesn't.Reputationsaretemporary.Infact,theycouldberumors.They

don'tdefineeverythingamanstandsfor."

"Really?"rolledoffhertonguedryly."Enlightenmethen."

"Ofcourse.Humanbeingsareficklebeings.Weareerratic.Wechangewiththeseasons,

or..."Hesuckedinairsoftlythroughhisteeth,maneuveringthecartothesideofthe

roadandswervingintoherneighborhood.

"Letmesay,astimepasses,wegrowoutofhabitsandinculcatenewpatternsof

behavioronthego.Everyday,thereisachange.It'seithergettingbetterorworsethan

beforeintermsofourlifestyle.So,noreputationlastsforalifetime,anditcan'tbethe

criteriaforjudgingtheabsolutecharacterofamanorawoman."

Larastaredathim,animpressedsmilecrossingherlips.

Hepulledthecartoahalt."Hereweare."

Larablinkedtwiceandretreated.Ithadtakenherastartlingmomenttorealizethecar

hadstoppedminutesago,andshehadbeenstaringatShane.

"Thanks,Shane,"shemuttereddryly,hervoicebarelyhalfawhisper.Shelickedherlips,

bitingdownonherlowerlip.

"Lara,"Shanegroaned,tryingtosubduetheemotionsheractionsetwithinhim.He

foughthardagainsttheurgetopullhertohimself,takethoserosylipsofhersinhis

mouth,andkisshersenselessuntiltheybothhadtogaspforbreath.

Shesmiledsoftlyathim,herchestheavingasshehuffedadeepbreath."Youareright.

Nooneshouldbeajudgeofanotherman'scharacterbasedonrumorsalone,however



accuratetheycouldbe."

Hechuckled."Friends,then?"

"Onprobation,"sheannouncedrapidly.

Heextendedhishandtoherforashake,andsheshookhandswithhim."Iconcur."

Sheflattenedherlipsandnoddedonce."Good."

Shanereleasedherhandreluctantly,wishinghecouldrevelinthewarmthhertouch

spreadthroughhim more.

Shegotoutofthecarandwavedgoodbyeathim,headinginsideherapartment.

Hewatchedhergo,feelinghistrousersgettighter.Heshiftedinhisseatandsuckedin

adeepbreathtoquenchthefirethatburnedthroughhim.Herscentlingeredintheair.

Hesoneededadrink.

Hepulledoutfrom wherehehadparkedthecarandswervedthecararoundtoget

downtheBrokenShakerwithhisbuddy.

"What'snew?"Derrariinquiredasheraisedaglassofwinetohismouthandtookadrink

from it.

"Nothingmuch,really."Shaneswallowed,pouringhimselfanotherfillofwineasheset

hisglassdownonthetable.

"Iassumeyouhaven'tbeenabletomakeprogresswithher,correct?"

Shanearchedaneyebrowathim,ignoringhim andfocusinghisgazebackonfillinghis

glasswithwine.

"What'scausingthedelay?Mostimportantly,howhaveyouchangedsorapidly?The

ShaneWilliamsIknowwouldhavegottenintoherpantsbynowandclosedherchapter

bynow."

"She'sdifferent.Icouldn'tdothattoLara."

"Iseenothingdifferentabouther.Shehasboobsandaholebetweenherthighs,and

she'sbeautiful.Preciselyeveryladyyou'vehookedupwithpossessesthequalitiesshe

has."

"Iwanttodoherright.Shedeservesmorethan..."

"You?"DerraripipedinandchuckledatShane'sglare."Ifyouwantwhat'srightforher,



youshouldknowyouareafarcryfrom it,man,"hetoldhim asamatteroffact.

"Iam not.Iam rightforher."

"Ladieslikeheraresentimentalaboutwhom theygetromanticallyinvolvedwith.She

doesn'tlooklikethequick-sex-and-off-you-gotypesofwomenyouengagewith.Don't

wreckher,Shane."

Shanetookalongdrinkfrom hisglassandsetitdown,fallingbackagainsthisseat.He

rockedhistemplelightlywiththecrookofhisfinger,hiseyesclosedfrom exasperation.

Derrariwasright,butwhatwasmoreaccuratethanhisbestfriend'sstatementwasthe

discussionhehadwithLaraearlierintheevening.

Hisreputationcouldnotstandasanoveralljudgeofhischaracter.Hewanted

something,andhewasgoingforit,regardlessoftheoddsagainsthim.Hewaswilling

todenyhimselfthepleasureofhisescapadesifthatwaswhatitwouldcosthim toget

Laratobewithhim.

HisheartlurchedinhischestasherealizedthegravityofhisinfatuationwithLara.He

reallywantedher.Hisgroinhardenedandstretchedinacquiescencetohisthoughts.

Hiseyessnappedopenasthescentofjasmine,richcoffee,andvanillawaftedheavily

throughhisnose.Pairsofdelicateandslenderarmswrappedoverhisneck,andlong,

silkyhairfelloverhisshoulderasakisswaspressedtothesideofhismouth.

Hisgroinjerkedinresponse,theurgetothrustdeepandhardintoanabyssofwarmth

onlyaparticulargendercouldofferheighteningwithinhim.

However,theonlyonehewantedwasoff-limitsatthemoment.Alowcurseescapedhis

breathwiththeawarenessthathewouldhavetodealwithyetanothertorturefrom the

blueballsforthenight.

"Getawayfrom me,Olivia,"heraspedoutbreathlessly;hisvoicecameoutharsherthan

intended.

"Shane,"Oliviasaid,soundingsurprisedandembarrassedassheretreatedastepback

from him.ShelookedatDerrari."What'swiththecrankymood?"

"Fulfillhisdemandfirst,Olivia.Maybenexttime,"Derraritoldherflatly.

Shescoffedindisbeliefatthedismissalshehadreceivedfrom bothmen,lookedat

them scornfully,andstormedaway.

Shanestruggledtoevenhisbreathing,ballinghishandsbyhissidesintotightfistsand



grittinghisteethhardagainstthethrobbingacheinhisballs.

"Ican'tbelieveyouareactuallysubjectingyourselftothistortureoverawoman.She's

notfeedingyouhercuntyet;whyareyouholdingback?"

"Iwillbetherightmanforher."

Derrarichokedonalaugh."Rightman,indeed.Saysthemanwhobelieveswomenare

nothingbutagender,existingonlyassourcesofpleasureformen."

"Larahasprovedmewrong."

"You'veencounteredlotsofwomentoproveyouropinionwrong,butthey'venever

influencedyourviewofwomentochange,"Derrariargued.

"Notethedifference.IneversaidIidentifiedwomen,generally,astheonlysourcesof

pleasure.Imeant'thosewomen',not'allwomen'.

Besides,youcan'tunderstand.She'sdifferentfrom anyotherwomanI'veevernoticed.

Shecaptivatesme.Andit'snotjustaboutthefactthatsheisexquisite.Everything

aboutherfascinatesme."

"Blah,blah,blah,"Derraricutinhiswords.Heleanedoverandhithim firmlyonthe

shoulder."Congrats,man.Forfinallybeingbewitched.Whatfascinatesmethemostis

thatshedidn'tevenhavetomakeaneffort.Flawless!"Heclapped.

"Teasemeallyouwant.Iwanther,andIwillmakehermine."

"Iknowyouwill.I'm sureofthat.AllIfearisthepriceyouwouldhavetopaytoactualize

that."Derrarishookhisheadbrieflyathim andtookmorewine,hisgazeneverleaving

Shaneuntilheemptiedthecontentsofhiscup.



EIGHT

"Please!"Laragroaned.Shehadlostcountofhowmuchshehadrolledhereyesover

howherfriendsgushedabouthowmuchshehadchangedoverthemonthsshehad

beenworkingforShane'scompany.

"Howmanyproposalshaveyoureceivedovertheweek?Tellme!"Kyledemanded,

bouncingexcitedlyonthesetteeshesaton."Addminetoit,becauseI'm askingyouout

rightnow."

"AliceinWonderland."Meredithmadeadramaticshowoffallingtoonekneeand

extendingherarmsouttoLara.

"What'sthat?"Kyletsked,shookherheadatMeredith'sdisplay,andgiggled.Sheturned

herattentionbacktoLara."Thisiswow!"ShesweptherhandintheairtocaptureLara's

frame.

"Wehaven'tbeenabletohangoutmuchoverthepreviousmonth,butI'm totallyawed

andspeechlessbythechangeinyouroutlook,"Meredithsaid.

"Don'tgobreakinghearts,alright?"

"Goodness!Youaresobeautifulithurtstolookaway,Lara,"Joecomplimented,asmile

crossinghislips.

"Lookaway,Joe.Laurawouldn'tfinditfunnyifsheheardyougivingoutcomplimentsto

anotherwoman,"Meredithtoldhim.

"Laraisn'tanotherwoman.She'smyfriend,andofcourse,Icanappreciateherflawless

beautyasmuchasyouguyscan.I'm amanwitheyes,please."

"Keepthoseeyesonyourgirlfriend,then,Joe,"Meredithstatedfirmly,holdinghisgaze.

"Snapoutofit,youtwo,"Kylechided."Meredith'sright,Joe.There'ssomuchpatiencea

ladycanhavewhenitcomestoherman.Don'tgiveLauramorereasonstobe



intimidatedbyLara."

Joefurrowedhisbrows."We'veallbeenfriendsforyears."

"Untilyouaskedherout.Youarenowexclusivelyherman.So,forgetaboutbeing

friendswithanyofus;weareallpotentialthreatswhenitcomestostakingherclaim on

herman,alright?"Meredithtoldhim.

Joehuffed."Womenandtheirjealousy!"

"Menandtheircovetousness,"Meredithreturned.

Lararakedherfingersthroughherhair."That'senough.Youallaremakingmefeel

uncomfortablewithmyself."

Theyalllookedather.

"I'm righthere,andyouarediscussinghowIam distressingandintimidatingtoyou.It

unnervesme."

"Idon'tfeelintimidatedbyyou,Lara,"Kylesaid.

"NeitherdoI,"Meredithincluded.

"Meneither,"Joesaid,scowlingasMeredithturnedherfaceinhisdirection."What?" 

KyleandLaralaughedatthetwo.

"Meredith,stayoffJoe'scase,willyou?"Kylechuckled.

Meredithsnorted."Stayoffhiscase,myfoot."

"IfIweren'tanywiser,Iwouldthinkyouhaveahugecrushonhim,"Kyleteased.

Joemadeashowofwideninghiseyesinshock."I'm notsurprised.Igetfawnedoverby

womenwhereverIgo."

Meredithleapedoffherseatandflungapillowathim.

Hedodgedit.

"Youutteronemoreword,andLaurawouldhavetodatehalfofyoubythetimeshe

comesbackfrom hertrip."

Joestuckhistongueatherandflungthepillowbackather.

LaraandKylereclinedonacushionandwatchedthetwo,amused.



"Iexpectedtheywouldhavegrownoutofthisyearsago,"Kylesaid."Theywouldhave

madelovelycouples,don'tyouthink?"KylewhisperedtoLara.

Laranodded,smilingatthetwo."Surely,theywouldhave,butIthinkLaurawouldhave

ourtonguesshouldsheeverhearussayingthis."

Theybothgiggled.

"Weshouldstopthem,"Larasaid,watchingasthepillowswereflungbetweenthetwo.

"Noway.Isayweenjoytheshow."Kylepouted,shakingherheadlikeakidhavingashit

fit.

Lararosefrom thecushion."Notattheexpenseofmypillows.Stopit,youtwo!"She

barked,bargingbetweenthetwotocatchthepillowsbeingthrown.

Shemissedandgothitinthefacebyapillowshehadn'tseencomingfrom Joe'sside.

"You!"Shegrittedherteethandaimedthepillowathim.

Joeleapedoffhisseatashewasnowbeingattackedbytwoviciousladies.

Kylecheeredasshewatchedthem."Gethim,ladies!"Shelaughed,throwingherarmsin

theair.

Joeraisedbotharmsinsurrenderashewascorneredoneithersidebybothladies.

"Spareme,"hepleaded."Please,"headdedquicklywhenMeredithraisedthepillowin

herhandtobeathim again.

"Youdeservedthebeating,"Larahissed.

"Saysthepersonwhoplannedonsavingherpillows."Kylelaughed."AndMeredith,how

wouldLaurareactifsheweretowalkinonthetwoofyoudisrespectingherman?"Kyle

teased.

Meredithharumphed."Well,let'sbethankfulshe'sawayonatrip."

"IfindLauratobeactuallycool.Stoppaintingherthevillainshefakesbeing,"Lara

defendedher.

JoesliduptoLara'ssideandwrappedanarm aroundhershoulders."Thanks,pal.I

knewyouhadabettereyeforpeoplethantheseothertwo."

"I'm stillmadatyou."Laraglaredathim,shrugginghishandoffhershoulders.

Heheldontoherandtickledheronthewaist.



Larajumpedwithagasp,leapingawayfrom Joe."You..."shelaughed."ItoldyouIhate

beingtickled,Joe."

"Oops.Itslippedmymind."HeturnedtofaceMeredith.

"Dareyoutickleme?"Sheseethedathim.

"Idarenot."Heraisedhishandsquicklyinsurrenderandpulledhertohimselfforahug.

"I'm aluckyman,am Inot?"Hemusedaloudashepulledbackfrom theembrace,

leaninghisarm aroundhershoulders."Ihavefourgorgeouswomenaroundme."

"Luckyman,indeed."Meredithsnickered,jabbinghim onthewaistwithherelbow.

Joewincedandbentover.

LaraandMeredithwalkedbacktotakeaseat,ploppingdownonthechairs,withJoe

joiningthem afterwards.

"Thatremindsme.How'syourlegendaryboss,Lara?"Kylesaid.

"Don'tstartwithme,Kyle."Laraglaredather.

 

 

 

 __________

 

"Cheerstoeveryone!"

Theyallcheeredandclinkedtheirglassestogether.

Tomarkthecompany'sannualcelebration,anall-staffdinnerpartywasorganized.They

allwentto"ThePalms"inMiamiBeach.

Itwasaluxuriousvenuewithastunningviewoftheoceanandwasbeautifully

decorated.Shanehadatfirstgivenaheartfeltspeechtoacknowledgeeveryone's

efforts,hardwork,anddedicationthatledtothecompany'ssuccess.

Afterward,theyweretreatedtoagourmetdinnerwithavarietyofdishes,includingfresh

seafoodandexoticdesserts.

Laramarveledateverythingabouttherestaurant.From itsdecortothedishesserved,it



wasexceptional.Theatmospherewaslively,andeveryonewasjustcatchingupwith

eachotherandmakingnewconnections.

Conversationsbegantoflowbetweenthestaffmembersfrom differentdepartments,

withthediscussionsrangingfrom thelatestbeautytrendstothechallengesofrunning

asuccessfulbusinessinacompetitiveindustry.

"Theyhaveaspainhere.Iwouldlovetotryitout,"Andreasaidwithanairofexcitement

astheyalldined.SheleanedoverinherseatandplayfullynudgedLara'sarm withhers.

"Whatdoyousay?"

Laralaughedawkwardly.Shedoubtedanythingintherestaurantwasaboveaverage.As

muchassherelishedtheideaofvisitingthespa,sheknewshedarednotcuther

clothesbeyondhersize,regardlessofthefactthatherbodyachedtobecaredforbya

masseuse.

"Iwillpassonthat.Iprefertohaveaviewoftheocean.I'vealwayswantedtoseeit.

Especiallyatnight.Thebetterforme."

"Theairwillbechillyouttheretonight.Gettingaspatreatmentisabetteroption,"

Andreasaid.SheshruggedwhenshenoticedLarawasfirm inherdecisiontotakea

walkonthebeachinstead."Fine.Iwillgetthespatreatment."

"AndIwillgettheoceanview."Laratiltedherglassinherdirection.

Andrearepeatedthegesture,andtheybothdranktheirwines.

ShaneannouncedtheplantolaunchtheirnewproductlineinParis,andthe

conversationturnedtowardhowtheproductlaunchcouldbeasuccess.

Ideaswereshared,andthemarketingteam startedbrainstormingideasforalaunch

campaign.

"Ithinkthisisgoingtobeourbestlaunchyet,"oneoftheproductdevelopment

specialistssaid."Theingredientsweusedaretop-notch,andwe'veconductedextensive

testingtomakesuretheproductsdeliverontheirpromises."

Thediscussionturnedtothebestwaystomarketthenewproductandhowtocreate

buzzaroundthelaunch,bothathomeandabroad.

Themarketingexecutivesdiscussedthelatesttrendsinsocialmediamarketingand

howthecompanycouldleveragethesetrendstoreachawideraudience.

Everyonewasexcitedaboutthenewlineofskincareproductsthatweresettohitthe

marketinafewweeks'time,aswellasthenewextensionplanofthecompany's



productstoParis.

"Thankyouallforyourcontributions.Theyhaveallbeeninsightfulandnoteworthy."

Shanecommendedthem.Makingreferencetothecompany'sfinancialperformance

overthepastyeartoanoverallapplause,hecontinued,"Weneedtokeepinnovatingand

stayingaheadofthecompetition.Wecan'taffordtorestonourlaurels.

Thegrowththecompanyhasachievedsofarisremarkable,buttherearechallenges

thatlieaheadinthisfast-paced,constantlyevolving,andcompetitiveindustry.

Weneedtobemindfulandonconstantalertforeverychangethatevolvesandhowit

couldimpactourbusiness.Weneedtobepreparedtopivotquicklyifweneedto.Are

wetogether?"

Theyallnoddedinacquiescence,andthenthediscussionflowedfrom theretothebest

waystofuture-proofthecompanyandhowtostayagileinthefaceofchangingmarket

conditions.

Asthenightworeon,theconversationsbecamemorerelaxed,andtheyallstarted

sharingpersonalstoriesandanecdotes.

Thepartycontinued,witheveryonedancingandenjoyingthemselves.Itwasagreat

opportunityforeveryonetogettoknoweachotherbetterandbuildastronger

relationshipwithinthecompany.

Laraexcusedherselffrom theparty,needingtocatchherbreathafterhavingtomeet

andgreettheotherstaffmembersallthroughtheparty.

Agustofwindblewoverherface,sendingshiversdownherspine.Sherubbedher

handsoverherarms,herlipstremblingagainstthechill.

Andreahadbeenright.Theairwasfreezingtonight.Shesighedasshewatchedthe

serenerippleofthewater.Thewavesgentlylappedagainsttheshore,creatinga

soothingandcalmingsoundthatblendedwiththenightbreeze.

Thewaterhadtakenonadeepbluehuethatseemedalmostdarkincertainareas,with

thelightsfrom nearbybuildingsandboatsreflectingoffitandcreatingamesmerizing

danceofcolors.Themoonalsocastasoftglowoverthewater,withthestarstwinkling

above.Theairwasfilledwiththescentofsaltwaterandthedistantsoundsofseagulls

andothernocturnalcreaturesaccompanyingtheoceanbreezeasitcaressedherface.

Itwasindeedanenrapturingsight.

Asighescapedherlipsassheappreciatedthecompellingsightofnaturethatstretched



outbeforeher.

Shetookoffherheelstofeelthesandunderherfeetandrevelinthemagical

atmospherearoundher.

"Alovelysight,isn'tit?"

Herheadjerkedinhisdirection,asoftsmilespreadingoverherlipsasheapproached

her.Sheturnedhergazebacktotheocean,withShanestandingbesideher.

"Itispeaceful,"shewhisperedwistfully.

"Yes,itis."Henoddedinagreement,watchingthewateraswell.

Agustofwindblewover,andLarahadtobitedownonherlipsagainstthechillthat

spreadthroughher.Herteethchattered.

"Youshouldheadinside,oryoumightcatchacold."

"Youpurposelycameheretowalkmeinside,didn'tyou?"

"No.Thenightisenchanting.Ilovewatchingthestars.I'm anaturelover."

"Ofcourseyouare."Laranodded."Youaretakenwitheverythingbeautiful."

Shanelookedatherandsmiled,hisgazelingeringbeforehesaid,"Youshouldhead

insidenow,Lara.Howaboutaspatreatmenttomorrow?"

Shechokedoutalaugh."Iwouldlovethat,butno."

"Yououghttogetone.Iinsist.Ifit'sabouttheexpense..."

"Youwillpayagain,"Larasaid."No."Sheshookherhead."Ican't."

"Yourhealthmatterstome.Allofmyemployees'healthisimportanttome.Youare

gettingthatspatreatmenttomorrowmorning,andthat'sfinal."

"I.." 

"Itwouldhelpwithyourbackaches.Stopbeingsoguarded!"hesnappedinfrustration.

"Howdoyouknowabout..."Sheexhaled,clickinghertongueagainsttheroofofher

mouth."Okay.Alright.Iwillbeheadinginnow.Goodnight.'

"Goodnight."

Hewatchedherwalkbacktothehotelandtookamomenttoletthedangerous



emotionswhirlinginhim coolwiththechillintheairbeforehefollowedher.

Everyonehadgonetotheirlodges.Itwasextremelylateinthenight,andthepartyhad

carriedonsofar.

"Thereyouare,Shane."Claireapproachedhim."I'vebeenlookingforyou."

"Whatdoyouwant,Claire?"

Heknewshewasattractedtohim andhadnoticedallthesignsshehadbeengivingto

makehim noticeher.

Asifhehadn'talready.Buthisstaffwasoff-limits.Hisrelationshipwiththewomenhe

haddallianceswithwasaone-nightstandandacompletewrite-off.

Clairewasanefficientsecretary.Shewasgoodatherjob.Shewasn'tsomeonethathe

couldeasilydismiss,soshewasoff-limits.

However,despitehisreputationasarakeandthefirst-namebasishehadsetinhis

company'sprinciples,hestillcommandedtherespectofhisstaff.

"Shane."Shebreathedsoftly,hervoicealmostapurr,assheslowlycoveredthedistance

betweenthem.

"Doyoustillneedyourjob,Claire?"Heaskedblandly

Shehalted,afrownonherface."What?"

"Doyoustillneedyourjob?"Herepeatedit,holdinghergaze.

Shelookedconfusedathisquestionbutreplied,"Yes,"furrowingherbrows.

"Then,getoutofmyway,"hetoldher,hisvoiceassoftasacaress.

"Oh!"Hermouthpartedinshock.Sheretreatedtothesideandwatched,deeply

embarrassed,asShanewalkedoutonher.

Hereyeswelledupwithtearsatherwoundedprideandtheembarrassmentshehad

received.Shefumedathowhehadn'tshownahintofbeingattractedtoher.

Lookingaroundtobesurenoonehadwitnessedtheirexchange,shehuffedoutan

exhaleandheadedforherroom,decidingshewouldhavetouphergame.

Hernextattempttowinhim overwouldyieldbetterresults,hopefully.Nomatterhow

longshehadtowaitorwhatshehadtodo,ShaneWilliamswouldbehers.





NINE

Laratriedtoreininherexcitementastheplaneranalongtherunwaytotakeoff.Itwas

herfirsttimeonaplane.Shecouldneverhaveanticipatedbeingonaplane,letalone

thinkingoftravelingoverseasonit.

Sheballedherhandsintofists,bitingdownhardonherlipsastheplanegainedascent

offtheground.

Shanelookedamusedashewatchedher."Youwillbleedyourlipsifyoubitedownthat

hardonit."

Ifsheneededhelpbitingharderonit,hewouldgladlyfulfillherrequestifshedid.

Sheflattenedherlips,adeepflushpaintinghercheeks.Sheheavedarelievedsighas

theplanefinallygainedaltitude.Shewheezedoutanexhale."There,"shebreathed,and

sheswepthertongueoverherlips.

"Bravo!"Shaneclapped,anamusedsmileonhisface.

Lararesistedtheurgetorollhereyes,clickinghertonguenoisilyinhermouthinstead.

Thetakeoffhadbeenterrific.Withherlifeleftatthemercyofatoweringmassofmetal

ascendingintotheair,therewaslittleshecoulddotokeepherheartfrom jumpingto

herthroat.

Shefeltembarrassed,however,thatherfearhadbeensoobvious.Shebitherlips,

pinchedhernose,andhitherheadagainsttheheadrest.Hereyesclosedtightly.

"Youdon'thavetobeembarrassedaboutit.It'syourfirsttime,afterall.Andyou'relucky

yourreactiontobeingonaplaneforthefirsttimeisjusttake-offfrightandnotflight



sickness."

"It'sstillembarrassing,"Shemutteredunderherbreath,hereyesstillshut,andherhead

leanedagainsttheheadrest.

SilencesettledbrieflybetweenthetwobeforeShaneasked,"Isthereanyplaceyou

wouldlovetoseeinParis?"

"Pardon?"Shesatupandlookedathim,andthenthequestionheaskedregisteredin

herhead."Oh!"Shesaidthisandleanedbackagainsttheseat."I'venothadthetimeto

considerthat,really.I'vebeenoccupied."Shetwitchedherlips.

Shanenoddedinunderstanding."Occupied,"herepeated."Indeed."Henoddedin

agreementwithherdiction,inhaled,andletoutanexhale."Westillhaveafewdays

aheadbeforeourmeeting.WhatdoyousaytoexploringParis?"

Shelookedathim,blinkingtwice,assheconsideredtakinguphisoffer.Shewouldlove

toexploretheworldinPariswithhim,butshefearedhemightbetryingtocharm her.

Andifhetrulywas,hewasgraduallyworminghiswaythroughthebarricadesshehad

raisedaroundherheart.

Itwashardforhernottoappreciatehim.Shecouldn'thavecircumventedhergrowing

attractionforhim.Asopposedtotherumorsshehadheardofhim andherconsequent

evaluationofhim asabadman,hewassweet,genial,andattractive.

Hewasthoroughandhumble.Sheadmiredthatabouthim.Hemadeitseem effortless

foreveryonetorelatetohim,althoughhewasonanentirelydifferentlevelfrom herand

hisstaff.

Herheartbeatacceleratedassherealizedwhatwashappeningtoher.Shewasgivingin

tohischarms.

Hellno,Lara.Takeaholdofyourself.Keepaclearhead.

Shemutteredrepeatedlyinhermind.

Shanecouldseethehesitationinherface.Hesighed."Lara.MyoffertoexploreParis

withyouisnotforpersonalreasons,ifthat'swhatyouarescaredof.Stillbusiness,but

mixedwithpleasureandfun.Morelikefieldresearch.It'sanavenuetogettoknow

moreaboutthelocalsandthemarketwearetargetingbasedontheiropinionsand

expectationsoftheproductwewouldbelaunching."

Sheseemedtorelaxatthat.Shenodded,suckinginherlipring."Okay."



Shanelookedather,noticinghowsheavoidedmakingeyecontactwithhim."I'm sure

youareawarethatit'snotprofessionaltoavoideyecontact."

Shehuffedsubtlythroughhernoseandapologizedquickly.Herheartthuddedloudly

againstherchestassheforcefullysummonedherwilltoholdhisgaze.Sheapologized,

flustered,"I'm sorry."

"Whatexactlyisgoingon,Lara?"Heknewwhatexactlywasoffwithher,butheneeded

toaim histargetwellbeforehefiredhisshot. 

Henevermademistakeswhenitcametocharmingwomen,butwithLara,heknewhe

neededtotreadmorecarefully.

Shewasn'tlikeanyoftheotherwomenhehadbeeninvolvedwithinthepast.Heonly

caredaboutgettingintotheirpants,nothingmore.

ButwithLara,hewantedmorethanthat.Hewantednotjustapartofher;hewantedall

ofher,buthewouldhavetoearnhertrusttogainthat.

However,Laradidn'tappearreadyatthemomenttogranthim hiswish.Shewas

particularlyguardedaroundhim,andnomatterhowhardhetriedtomakeherletdown

herwalls,shecementedthem higherandstronger.

Hewaslikefiretoher.Acompellingfireshemustn'tgetincontactwith,orelseshe

risksbeingburned;itwouldleaveanindeliblescaronher.

"Whatdoyoumean?"Shefeignedignorance.

"Ithoughtwewerefriendsnow,Lara.DoImakeyouuncomfortable?"

Shechokedoutalaugh."No."Sheshookherhead."Ofcourseyoudon't.Iapologizeif

I'veactedinawaytomakeyouthinkthatway.I'm sure...uh,exploringParisisa

wonderfulidea."Sheswepthertonguebrieflyoverherlip.

"Andstopdoingthat,please,"hesnapped.

"Uh,right,"Larabreathed.

Herealizedwhathehaddoneashewatchedthewithdrawnlookonherface."Ididn't

meantosnapatyou."

Shetwitchedherlipsandsmiledflatly."Iunderstand.It'sfine."

"Lara,"hepersisted.

"Shane."Sheheldhisgaze."It'sahabitIhave.I'vealwaysbeentoldbymyboyfriendthat



it'sunsettlingwhenIdothat."

Analarm setoffwithinhim atherwords;hisnoseflared,andhiseyeswidened."You

haveaboyfriend?"Hespat.

Shefurrowedherbrows."Yes.Afriendofminewhoisamale."

Herelaxed."Oh."Hepaused."Weshouldgettoknoweachothersincewe'veagreedto

befriends,andmaybethatwouldhelpwithyouruneasearoundme."

"I'm notatuneasearoundyou,"shedenied,thewordsrollingoffhertonguerapidly.

"You'resure?"Heteased,asmirkcuppingacornerofhismouth.

Shelookedathim."Ofcourse.I'm not."

"So,doIhaveyourpardon?"

"Forwhat?"Sherecalledwhat."It'sfine.Youarefreetoexpressyourdisapproval."

"Idon'tdisapproveoftheactionitself."

Shegaveathen-whatlook."Youarenotpleasedtoseemebitingdownonmylips.Iget

it."

Absentmindedly,shebitdownonherlipagain.

"Iwarnedyou."

Withalowgrowlunderhisbreathandpropelledbyhisdesires,Shaneleapedoffhis

seat,coveredthedistancetoherswithalong,powerfulstride,andslammedhislips

roughlyagainsthers.

Larahadn'tseenitcoming.Hermouthpartedwordlesslyasheswoopeddowntomeet

herface,swallowinghergaspwithhismouth.

Heatburnedthroughherashislipstouchedhers,tasting,seeking,andexploringallof

her.Sheshiveredasarushofpleasureshehadneverknownexistedcoursedsharply

throughher.

Sheheldontohim andpurredintohismouth,allherbodyitchingtobesearedwithhis

hotkisses.

Hepulledhertoherfeet,grippingherhairwhilehekissedher.

Acombinationofthrillandpleasureracedthroughher,hermindfoggedbythe

onslaughtofdesirethatwashedoverher.



Stop.Stop!Adistant,stillvoiceprotestedinhermindashetookherdownintothe

throesofpassionwithhispassionateanderogenouskisses.

Hishandscapturedthecontoursofherwaistfrom herlowerbacktoherhips;his

fingerstrailedfeather-lighttouchesoverherskin.

Shemoaned.

Stop!!!

Shejerkedback,pushinghim awayfrom her."No!"Shegasped.

Whatthehellwasshedoing?Shepressedapalm toherforehead,gaspingandpanting,

avertinghisgaze.

"I'm sosorry,Lara,"Shaneraspedquickly,retreatingbackastep.Heapologized

repeatedly,mentallybeatinghimselfupforlosinghisself-control.

Hehadmessedupbig-time.Hepuffedoutanirritatedexhaleathimselfthroughhis

mouth."Lara.."

"It'sfine.Juststayawayfrom me,please."Sheheldoutherpalm tohim."Ineeda

moment,"shesaidbreathlessly,herhandplantedonherheavingchest.

Hepaused,decidingitwasbettertoobeyherdemand.

Hemovedbacktohisseat,silentlycursingunderhisbreathforlosingcontrolofhimself.

HefearedgreatlythathehadlostLara'strustinhisintentionsbeforehegainedit.

Hisballsachedashesatbackinhisseat.Hisbodywasstillonfirefrom thekisshehad

sharedwithher.

Thankgoodnessshestoppedhim whenshedid,orelsehewouldhavedonethingshe

mightnevergetforgivenfor.

Withtheotherwomenhehadhad,hecouldcareless,butwithLara,hecouldn'tmakeup

hismindtodoanythingthatwouldhurtherandmakeherhatehim.

Withpassion.

Therestoftheflightwasspentinpainstakingsilence.Theyeachkepttothemselves

untiltheylodgedinthehoteltheyhadbookedfortheirstay.

Itwasaluxurioushotelbuiltinagrandstyleandofferedelegantroomsandsuiteswith

stunningviewsofthecity.



"Lara,"Shanetriedtoreachouttoheragain.Guiltspreadthroughhim ashenoticedhow

immediatelyshewalledupatthesightofhim,flinchingsubtly."Please.IknowI'veacted

outofcharacter.Ireallyadmiremyfriendshipwithyou,Lara.Idon'twanttolosethis

pricelessconnectionwithyou."

"I'm notannoyedwithyou,Shane."

Hearchedaneyebrowatherresponse.Hewasn'tfooledintobelievingshewasn't

annoyedathim,asshehadsaid.Notafterhowshehadbalkedatthesightofhim.

"I'm nottryingtoplaywithyou.Ireallyam sorry,"heapologized,feelingcontriteabout

hisactions.

Shelookedathim."Please.Youaremakingmeuncomfortableandfeelbadabout

myselfwithyourapologies.Don'tmakethisanymoreawkward.I'veoverlookedit.Itwas

amistake.Wegotcarriedaway."Shesuckedinadeepbreath,herchestheaving."

Alright?"Shereleasedherbreath.

Shanelookedsoemotionalatthemoment,itunnervedher.Sheresistedtheurgetopull

him intoherarms,embracehim,cuddlehim...

"Oh,God!"Shemoanedasshetooknoteofthedirectionherthoughtsweretaking.

Howwouldsheforgethroughtheyearsshehadtoworkwithhim andpayherdebtsif

shecouldn'tkeepaholdonherdesires?

Shewishedshecouldrun.Hewasaturn-on.Sheneededtogetawayfrom him asfast

aspossible.

Hewasadangertoherresolve.Allsenseofreasoningappearedtofleehermindand

brainwithinproximitytohim.

"Whendoesourfieldexcursionstart?"Shechangedthesubjectoftheconversation

quickly,givingalightshrug.

Hedidn'tlookentirelyconvincedthatshehadputthekissbehindher.Heknewhehad

ruinedthebriefprogresshehadmadetogetthroughthecagesofherheart.He

swallowed."Yes.Weleavewheneveryouarereadytomorrowmorning."

"K.Goodnight."Shewentintoherroom,feelinghisgazehotonherback.

Sheslammedthedoorshutandfellbackagainstit,holdingherthuddingchestwithher

hands.

"Breathein,Lara,"sheinstructedherself,slowlyfollowingherguide."Andout."She



exhaled,hershoulderssagging.Shewalkedtotheking-sizedbedandploppeddownflat

onitwithherarmsspreadwide.

"Youcandothis,"shewhisperedencouraginglytoherself.Allshehadtodowaskeep

upawallbetweenthem.Nothingwouldstopherfrom exploringtheworldofParis

tomorrow.

Thedayswentbyinarushandwereregrettablyshort-lived.Shewishedshecouldhave

extendedthedaysbeforetheyhadtomeetwiththedistributorcompanytonegotiate

thecontract.

ShehadsomuchfunvisitingiconicplacesliketheEiffelTower,whichoffereda

breathtakingviewofthecity.TherewastheJardinduLuxembourg,abeautifulparkwith

manicuredgardensandapondforsailingminiatureboats.

And,ofcourse,herfavorite,Disneyland.ShehadsomuchfunridingSpaceMountain,

andshehadsuchagoodlaugh—herstomachhurt—thatShanehadshownfearasshe

hadbeenfrightenedontherollercoaster.

Theyeachshookhandswiththecompany'srepresentativesandtooktheirseats.

Shanebegan,"Goodmorning.Thankyoufortakingthetimetomeetwithustoday.I'm

interestedindiscussingthepossibilityofforginganalliancebetweenourcompanies."

"Goodmorning,Mr.Williams.It'sapleasuretomeetwithyouaswell,"themanreplied,

hisgazelingeringunnecessarilyonLaraashespoke.HeintroducedhimselfasRaphael

Dupont."We'recertainlyopentoexploringopportunitiesforcollaboration. 

We'vebeenfollowingthesuccessofyourbeautyproductsandareexcitedaboutthe

potentialofworkingtogetherwithyou.Shallweproceedwiththecontractnegotiations?

Whatspecificallydoyouhaveinmind?"

Shanelaunchedintotheproposal.Theconversationextendedoverafewminutes,with

Mr.Dupont'sgazeconstantlymovinginLara'sdirectionwhiletheytalked.

LaraswalloweddrylyandtriednottoshowheruneaseatRaphael'sgaze.Shetwitched

herlipsandwilledherselftofollowtheconversationinstead.

"Alright,thatallsoundsgood.We'vepreparedadraftcontractthatoutlinesourinitial

proposals."

ThecontractwashandedovertoLarabyhisassistant,ayoungladywhohadbeen

introducedasFeliciaDurham.

"Welookforwardtoyourinputandsuggestionstoensureamutuallybeneficial



agreementthatsetsthestageforaprosperousbusinessrelationship,"hesaid.

"Thankyou,Mr.Dupont.Iappreciateyourproactiveapproach.Iwillreviewthedraft

contractandprovideourfeedbackwithintheagreed-upontimeline,"Shanesaid.

"Absolutely,Mr.Williams."

"Thankyouforyourtimetoday,andI'm lookingforwardtofinalizingthiscontractsoon."

"Thankyou,Mr.Williams.Ishareyourenthusiasm andlookforwardtoourongoing

collaboration.Haveasafejourneyback."

Shanenoddedinacknowledgment."Andyoutoo,Mr.Dupont.Let'skeepintouch.Until

wemeetagain."Heshookhandswithhim.

Mr.DupontshookhandswithLaraaswell,andShaneshookhandswithMissFelicia.

"Shewearstheproductwell.Shewillmakeaperfectmodel."

"She'sanexecutiveassistant."Mine."Notamodel,Mr.Dupont,"Shanestatedfirmly,

givingthehintthathewastryingnottogetoffendedbyhowhehadbeenleeringathis

assistantallthroughtheconversation.

"Ofcourse."Heflashedasmileatbothofthem andbidthem goodbyeagainuntiltheir

nextmeeting.

"Howdoyoufeel?"Heinquiredastheysatinthecar.

Shelookedathim,reachingouttosweephertongueoverherlips,then,recollectingthe

consequencethatcouldhave,shuthermouthandswallowed.Shenoddedinreply,

twitchingherlips."I'm good." 

Shelaughed.

"What'sfunny?" 

"Technically,Iwasatthemeetingasamodel.Youdidn'thavetoreactthatwaytohis

statement."

"Iwillacceptthatifyoutellmeyouwerenotatuneasewithhisleers.Hisgazewas

virtuallyonyouallthroughthemeeting."Hisvoicerosetoapitchofsmoldering

annoyance.

Shewatchedhim silently,aghostofasmileonherlips.

"What?"Heasked,andhisinflectionchanged.



"Thankyou,Shane.Foreverything.Beinghereissuchahugeblessingandanunmerited

opportunityforme."

"Lara,youdeserveeverysecondofitall.Youdeservemorethanthis."

"I.."

Hespreadhisarms."Givemeahug?"

Shearchedaneyebrow.

"Notasyourboss.Yourfriend."Heheldhisarmsopen."Comeon,Lara,"heurged."I

won'tbite."

Sheflattenedherlips,inclinedtoleanforthehug,butsherememberedherresolve.

"Iwillpass,"sherefusedpolitely."Thanks,buddy."

AtwinklelitinShane'seyesattheendearmentshehadgivenhim.Shemighthave

deniedhim ahug,butshehadgrantedhim somethingmorevaluable.

Shehadacknowledgedhim.

"Youarewelcome,mate."Hesmiled.



TEN

TherestoftheirstayinPariswasmappedoutwithoccasionalmeetingstodiscussthe

termsofagreement,negotiatetheproposalsmade,andfinalizethecontractwithMr.

Dupontandhiscompany.

ShanethankedandshookhandswithMr.Dupontaftertheyhadbothappendedtheir

signaturestothedocumentsdraftedtosecuretheirdeal,promisingtokeepintouch

witheachotheronthelatestupdates.

"Ibelieveyou'veenjoyedyourstaysofarinParis,MissDunlop,"Mr.Dupontinquiredas

heshookhandswithLara,prolongingthehandshakewithacharmingsmileonhisface.

"Ithasbeenverywonderful."

"Perhapsyoumightlovetovisitagain.Wewillbeverydelightedtoreceiveyouona

guidedtourofthecity."

"Oh!"Larasmiled,politelypullingherhandoutoftheprolongedhandshake."That's

generousofyou,Mr.Dupont.Thankyou."

"Youarealwayswelcome."Heflashedanothersmileatherwithatwinkleinhiseyes.

"Theyaregoodattheirbusinessapproach,buttheirambassadorisahugeletdown,"

Shanefumedashegotintothecar.

Thatwouldbetheirfinalmeeting,andLarawasgladithadbeenasuccess.Also,it

wouldbethelasttimeshehadtoendureMr.Dupont'slasciviousgaze.

"It'sallovernow."Laraheavedarelievedsigh,leaningbackagainstthecarseat.

TheywouldbetakingadirectflightbacktoMiamifrom there,andshewantednothing

morethantoshuthereyesandrevelinthereverieofnotbeingundersomeman's

scrutiny.

"I'm reallysorryandpissedyouhadtoendurethat."Shanehissedthroughhisteeth.



"Whyshouldyouhavetoapologize?He'stheoneatfaultforbeingindiscreetabouthis

desires."

Shanewasn'tannoyedwithMr.Dupontovertlyexpressinghisappreciationofherbeauty.

Ofcourse,healsohadahardtimeconductinghimselfprofessionallyaroundher.He

hadaflashbacktothemomentontheplane.

Hehadn'tbeenthinkingwhenhepulledhertohimselfandkissedherasroughlyashe

did.

Buthewasjealous.Hewouldhavenoothermanleeringathiswoman.

Yes,Larawashis.Hewasmakingherhis,unfailingly.

"Youareright.Howaboutwegrabadrinksometimetocelebratethesuccessofour

collaboration?"

Laratsked."Collaboration?Youdidvirtuallyallthework.AllIdidwasputinan

appearance."

"Thefinalizingofthecontractwasrapidlydonethanksaswelltoyourpresence.Mr.

Dupontlookedreallytakenwithyouandwasmorethaneagertosignoffonthe

collaboration.Hewasimpressedbywhathesaw.

Ashesaid,youweartheproductwell.Didn'themakeanofferforaguidedtouraround

Paris?Now,that'sprofound.Goodjobinthere,Lara."

"I'm honored,Shane."Shesmiledathim."Thanks."

TheirflightbacktoMiamiwasinteresting.Theysharedtheirpersonalexperiencesand

exchangedbanterabouttheirpasts.

Theirconversationwaslivelyandanimated;theybothlosttrackoftimeandwere

engrossedintheirchats.Theywerebothsurprisedthattheplanewouldbetouching

downinMiami,astheirpilotannounceditovertheradio.

Laralookedatherwatchandmarveled."Woah!"

Shecouldn'tbelieveshehadchattedseamlesslyoverthatextendednumberofhours

withShane.Shehadwarmeduptohim andlovedeverytidbitoftheirconversations.

Hewasagreatconversationalist,andshehadbeenentertainedthroughouttheir

conversations,hardlyawarethatthedayhadpassed.

Shane'sdriverwaswaitingtopickthem up,andheloadedtheirluggageinthecar.They



gotintothecar,andthecarwaspulledfluidlyintomotion.

"Oh!"Larasighedasshelookedoutthewindowatthestreets.Itfeltgoodtobeback

home.

ShehadspentweeksinParisandhadalmostforgottenhowpleasurablelifeinherbirth

cityfelt,takenbythealluresofthecityinFrance.Itsurpassedherexpectations.Indeed,

itwasanexceptionalandfascinatingcitytovisit,aspopularlyclaimedbytourists.

SheturnedbacktofaceShaneasthecarswervedintoherneighborhoodandpulledtoa

haltinfrontofherhouseafewminuteslater.

"Thanksalotfortoday,Shane.Congratulationstobothofusonasafe,successfultrip."

Hesmiledather."Sure,Lara.Goodnight.I'llseeyouatworkonMonday.Youshould

takeagoodrest."

"Iwill,andyoutoo."Shemadetoopenthedoorandalightfrom thecar.

"Whendoyousaywegrabthatdrinktocelebrateoursuccessfulcollaboration?Willyou

havebeenwellrestedbytheweekend?"

"I'm sorry.Ihaveplansfortheweekend.Ichillwithmyfriendsonweekends."

"Oh!Howaboutthisdaynextweek?Afterwork,presumably."

Shepausedandconsideredtheofferbrieflybeforeshereplied,"D'accord."

Shanehissedoutanamusedlaugh."NowyouspeakFrench.Aurevoiretbonnenuit.

Profitezdurestedevotrejournée."

"Ihavenoideawhatthatmeans."Shelaughed. 

"Goodbyeandgoodnight.Enjoytherestofyourday,"hetranslated."That'swhatit

means."

Sheheavedasigh,smilingandstaringincrediblyathim."Youarefullofsurprises,

Shane.Goodnight."Shewavedgoodbyeathim andgotoutofthecar.

Hesmiledbackatherassheclosedthedoorandwatcheduntilshehadenteredher

apartmentandclosedthedoorbeforehetoldhisdrivertopullthecararoundandtake

him home.

Heleanedhisheadbackagainsttheheadrest,awidegrinspreadingoverhislipsasher

complimentreplayedinhismind.



Hewouldsleepthroughthenight,thehappiestmanintheworld.

 

 

 

 

 __________

 

Laragaveahalf-scream,balkingasthedoorwasopened,andallherfriendsleapedat

hertogiveherawelcominghug:Kyle,Meredith,Joe,andLaura.

Theywereallextremelyhappytoreceivethenewsofherarrivalandhadallcome,as

soonastheclockstruckmid-afternoon,toherhouse.

Kylegaveashrillsoundofexcitementasshesawherfirstandrushedtomeetherwith

theothers.

"YousmelllikeFrench,"Kylecommentedastheyallpulledbackfrom thegroup

embracethathadalmostsmolderedherwithin.

Lararolledhereyes,laughingandunabletoresistshakingherheadatKyle'scomment.

Kylehadawayofmakingamusingteases.

"Youlookgood,babygirl."Meredithnoddedinapproval,assessingherlookandpulling

hertoherselfforanembrace.

ShehadmadeherselfLara'shumanmonitor.Shemonitored,appreciated,andgushed

abouteverychangeinLara'soutlook.

"It'sgoodtohaveyouback,Cinderlara,"Joesaid,wrappinghisarmsbrieflyaroundher.

Shepattedhim onceonthebackandsmiledatthenicknameshehadbeengivenbyher

friendseversinceKylehadlikenedherinitiallifestyletothatoftheDisneycharacter

Cinderella.

"Howwasthejourneytoandfro?"Lauraasked."Youcouldn'tevencall,"shemumbledin

anaccusingtone.

"Shegotcarriedawaywithallthefunandforgotabouttherestofus."Kylehissed

playfully.



"I'm reallysorry,guys,"Laraapologized,beamingwithexuberantsmilesonherface.

"Tellmeyouhavepicturesandvideos."Kyletweakedafingerather.

"Lotsofthem."

"Savedonyourphone?"Meredithinquiredeagerly.

"Trustme."Laranoddedinconfirmation.

"Yay!"Kylethrewherarmsexcitedlyintheair.

"Comeonin,ladiesandthegentleman.Whatwouldyouliketohave?"Larawavedthem

overtothesittingroom asshewalkedthroughittogetrefreshmentsfrom thekitchen

forthem beforeshegotstartedonfullyentertainingthem.

Theyfollowedbehindherandeachtookaseatoneithersideofthechairsplaced

aroundanintricatelycut,dark,lacqueredtableatthecenteroftheroom.

Shecameinafewminuteslaterwithatrayofglassesfilledwithjuiceandservedthem

all.

"Haveaseatfirst,andtellusallthegorydetailsaboutwhatwentdowninParis."Kyle

jiggledexcitedlyonthearmchairshewassittingon.

TheyhadpouncedonLara'sphoneandstartedsnoopingthroughherphone'sgalleryfor

detailsworthpiquingtheirinterestabouthertriptoPariswhileshewenttothekitchen

tohavetheirrefreshmentsprepared.

Therewerealsovariouscookiesonthetraytowhettheirappetiteswhiletheytalked

aboutherexperiencesonhertrip.

Theyhadbeenoohingandaahingatthephotosshehadtakenonhertrip;their

excitementheightenedatthoseonesshehadtakenwithShane—ateachiconic

landmarkinPairsandnotablefunplacesthere.

"Lookatthat!"KyleflashedLara'sphoneinherview,showinganimageshehadtaken

withShaneattheEiffelTower.

"Theybothlooksobeautifultogether;Ialmostbelievedtheywerenowacouple,"

Meredithsaid.

Kylesuckedinadeepbreath,makinganexaggeratedshowofgasping,hereyes

wideninginfauxshock."Youguysareactuallyacouple,aren'tyou?"

Laratriedtoanswer,butshecouldnotutteraword;Meredithhadtakenitup.



"Ofcoursetheywouldhavebeenbynow.Stayingtogetheroverthoseweeks,a

chemistryisboundtohavesimmeredbetweenthem."

"Noway!"Lauraexclaimed.

"He'snotrightforyou,Lara,"Joesaidheatedly."Youcan'tbewithhim."

"He'sperfectforher,"Kyleargued.

"He'sadamnedplayboy.Hewillonlyenduphurtingher,"Joeargued.

"Youdon'tsay."Meredithshookherheadathim."Foramanwhoplansonbreakingher

hearteventually,hewouldn'tgototheseextremesjusttogetintoherpants."

"Heisattractedtoher,undoubtedly,"Kyleadded."Didyoukisshim?Hashekissedyou,

rather?Howwasit?Ibethewasasensualkisser.Oh,my!"Shefeignedswooningonher

behalf.

LarashookherheadasherfriendsarguedoverherrelationshipwithShane,too

flusteredtocorrecttheirerroneousnotions.

"ItisapopularlegendinParisthatifacouplekisseswhilestandingundertheEiffel

Tower,attheverytop,asthebellchimes,theirlovewillbeeternal,andtheywillstay

togetherforever,"Meredithstated.

"Ofcourse,theplaceitselfisoftenseenasaplaceofromanceandlove.Itwasn'tjust

circumstantial;hehappenedtotakeherthere,"Kyleadded.

"Stopit!"Larabellowed. 

Kylegaspedastheyallturnedtofaceher,mouthsagapeandstunned.

"Idon'twanttothinkaboutit.Wewentonabusinesstrip.Allthoseplaceswewentto

wereformarketsurveys.Customersfieldresearch.So,thephotostakenarenotproof

thatwearecouples,dating,orwhatever."Sheshookherheadandreleasedafatigued

sigh.

"NothinghappenedbetweenShaneandme,"shenotifiedthem,turningafingerdownto

getherwordsstraighttothem.

Joelookedrelievedatherdeclaration.

KyleandMeredithlookedperplexed.Laurawasn'tconvinced.

"It'sokayifyoudon'twanttotellusaboutthegorydetailsthatwentdownbetweenthe

twoofyou.Wewon'task,"Kyletoldher.



"IsaidnothinghappenedbetweenShaneandme.He'smyboss,forcryingoutloud.I

can'tgetwrappedupinanofficeromance.I'veneverbeenaconnoisseurofit."She

soundedimpatientthistime,annoyedbythesneeringvoiceinhermind.

Really?Nothinghappenedbetweenthetwoofyou.Whataboutthepassionatekissyou

sharedontheplanewithhim?

Laraclosedhereyesbriefly,mutteringinaudiblyunderherbreathatherrebelliousmind.

Kyleadjustedhersittingposition,staringincredulouslyatLara."Well,I'm surprised."She

plantedahandlightlyonherchest.

"Soam I,"Meredithsaid."Notevenakiss?"

Laragroanedunderherbreathandglaredatherfriendsatthereminderofthatheated

momentshehadontheplanewithShane.

Shedidn'twanttothinkaboutit.Sheneededtostopthinkingaboutit.Shecouldn'tbear

thethoughtofgettinginvolvedwithShane.

Hewouldwreckher.Andshewouldneverbeabletoregainherfullsenseofselfifthat

everhappened.

"Youarebeingnaive,Lara,"Kylesaid."What'swrongwithofficeromances?Theyare

alwaysthemostinteresting."

"Andadventuresome,"Meredithchippedin.

"Whenwatchedinmovies,"Laraseethedthroughherteethatthetwo."Couldyouplease

juststoptalkingaboutyourexpectationsforarelationshipbetweenShaneandme?"

"It'snotourexpectations.Wearepointingoutfacts,"Kyleinformedher.

"It'sobviousyoutwohavechemistrytogether,howeverhardyoutrytohideit,"Meredith

toldher,holdinghergaze.

"Comeon.Kyle,Meredith,"Joechastisedthetwo.HetunedintofaceLara."I'm in

supportofyourdecision,Lara.Asaguywhoknowswhat'sbestforyouandasafriend,I

willadviseyou.ShaneWilliamsisnotawisechoiceasaloverforyou."

LaranoddedflatlyatJoe,heavinganexasperatedsighattheconflictbetweenhermind

andherheart.



ELEVEN

"Morning,Lara."Andreathrewherarmsaroundherbrieflyinanembraceatlunch.

"Welcomebackfrom yourtrip.HowwasParis?"

"Interesting.It'safascinatingcity,"Larasaid.

"Imissedyoualot,"Andreawassaying.

"Yetyoudidn'tcall."Laracutintoherwords,makingaface.

Andreapouted."Iexpectedyoutocallandsharethefunonthetripwithme,butno,you

didn't.Youcouldn'thaveexpectedmetocall.WhatifIcalledwhileyouwerehavinga

meeting?"

"Yourexcuseisflimsy,buddy.ButIwillletitpass,"Laratoldher,andshetsked,shaking

herheadinamusementatherasshewalkedalongthequeuetogetherlunchserved.

ShewalkedtothespotwhereAndreaandsheusuallyhangoutduringlunchandsat

down,Andreajoiningherafewsecondslater,andtheybothstartedchatting.

"Liam,"AndreamutteredasLiam walkedbytheirtable,hesitatingforamomentabout

joiningthetwoattheirtableandeventuallydecidingtositonanotherinstead.

Andreawavedhim over."Youcansitwithus,"shetoldhim."Ifyouwant,"sheadded

quickly.

HelookedatLara;theirgazesmadecontactbrieflybeforeheapproachedthetableand

satwiththem.

"Areyouavoidingme,Liam?"Laraaskedhim ashesatwiththem.

Shehopedhewasnotyetstuckoverherrejectionofhisproposaltobeinarelationship

withher.Itcouldn'tbe.Butshehadn'tseenmuchofhim aroundsincethen.

"Whyshouldhebeavoidingyou?"Andreapiped."Didyoutwohaveafallout?"

"I'm notavoidingyou,Lara.It'snotyou."



"Oh!"Lara'slipspartedbriefly,understandingthemessagejustasmuchasAndreahad.

Theexpressiononherfaceturnedsullenagain,andshefocusedintentlyonherfood,

pretendingtobeenjoyingherlunch.

ButLaracouldseethroughherfacade.Sheknewsomethingwasupbetweenthetwoof

them.

"IsthereanythingI'm missingouton,Liam?IthoughtyouandAndreahadsettledyour

disagreement.Orareyouhavingarelapse?"

"It'snothing,Lara.It'snothingofthesort.Wedon'thaveadisagreement."

"Then,it'sdefinitelymeyouareavoiding.Ihaven'tseenmuchofyouaroundsinceIgot

backfrom thetrip."

Liam lookedatherwithasmirkonthecornersofhislipsandtsked."Howcouldyou

have?You'veonlybeeninofficefourdaysnowsinceyoucameback."

"Andfourdaysisinconsequential?Iwouldhavenoticedyourpresenceonthefirstday

ofmyresumingoffice."

"ImissedoutonlunchespurposelybecauseIhadalottocover.Iwasrarelyinoffice

duringthoseperiods.YoushouldknowIwouldhavebeenthefirsttowelcomeyouback

totheofficeuponyourarrival."Heflashedalightsmileather."Howwasyourtrip?"

"Successful."ShelookedatAndrea,awareshehadexemptedherselffrom the

conversation.

TheAndreasheknewnevershirkedfrom settingbanterrollinginaconversation.

"Andrea.What'swrong?" 

Andreashookherheadandforcedasmilethatdidn'treachhereyes."Nothing.I'm fine."

"Youdon'tlookascheerfulasyouhadbeenaminuteago,"sheobserved.Sheplaceda

handoveracornerofherlipstoshielditfrom Liam'sview."IsitLiam?Hashedone

somethingtooffendyou?"Shewhisperedtoher,leaningclosertohertotalkas

distinctlyaspossibletoherwithoutherwordsgettingoverheardbyLiam.

Andreaclosedhereyesbrieflyandshookherheadinresponse;hercutlerywaspaused

overherplate,herpalm pressedagainsttheedgeofthetable.

"Lara?"Liam urged."Whatareyouwhisperingabout?"

LarasettledproperlyinherseatandtwistedherlipsatLiam."Ladies'talk,Liam.You



don'tgettoknow."

Liam feignedbeinghurt,pressingahandtohischestwithsomuchvigorthatAndrea

couldn'tresistsneakingapeekathim."Howyouhurtmewithyourwords,Lara.Inever

tookyouforonetodiscriminate."

Laralaughed."Why?Inevercouldhavethoughtyouwereasdramaticasyou'veshown

now."

Andreagrimacedasthetwolaughed.

Thenitdawnedonher.ShetookacloserlookatthecovertlookinLiam'seyesashe

laughedwithLara.

Hewastrulyattractedtoher.Whathadbegunasanordinaryteasewasplayingoutto

betrue;Andreaobservedtoherdismay.

ShehadonlymadejestsofLiam'seagerattemptstobefriendLarabecauseofher

beauty;shehadn'tknownhetrulywasattractedtoher.

Probablyhehadalreadyrevealedhisintentions,orhewasbiddinghistimeforthe

perfecttimetostrikeandsweepheroffherfeetwithhischarmingsmileanddelectable

humor.

Herheartlurchedasshewatchedthetwo,instantlyrepelledbytheideaoftherestof

herlunch.Shewouldneverbeabletostomachherlunch,giventhestateofher

emotions.

Shestoodabruptlyfrom herchair,puttinganabruptendtotheirlaughter,andexcused

herself."Ihavetogo,"sheinformedthem quickly,andshewalkedwithharriedsteps

awayfrom thetableandoutoftherestaurant.

Laralookedconfused."Whatcouldhavehappenedtoher?"Shelookedfinebythetime

theystartedeatingtheirlunch.

Liam shruggedindifferently."Don'taskme.Ihavenoidea."

Laradidn'tlookconvinced.Thetwohadbeenactingoutwitheachother.Somethinghad

gonedownbetweenthem.Shedecidedtofindoutaboutitfrom Andreaaftertheday

wasover.

Shehopedshewouldletherin,though.

ShehadtherestofherlunchwithLiam andpolitelyrefusedanoffertomeetforthe

weekend.



"Allmyweekendshavebeenbookedbymyfriends."

"Howabouttoday,then?Ihonestlyhavetotreatyoutoanothermeal.Ireallyenjoyed

yourcompanytoday,Lara.Youwillmakeagoodchatbuddy."

"Ihaveanappointmenttomeetwithsomeoneafterworktoday;I'm sorry."

Heraisedanunconvincedeyebrowather."Oryouaredeliberatelymakingupexcuses

nottohangoutwithmebecauseofmyrequest?"

"I'm offendedyouwouldthinkthatofme.Imeanit.I'm occupiedfortherestoftheweek.

Thefollowingweek,perhaps."

"Myapologiesfordoubtingtheveracityofyourwords.Nextweek.Ilookforwardtoit."

Shenoddedinacknowledgmentandwalkedbacktoheroffice,feelingenergizedto

continuewiththerestofhertasksfortheday.

Shanecalledhertohisofficeafewminutesaftersherelaxedinherchairandwasabout

togetonwithherwork.

"Howwasyourlunch?"

"Good.Doyouneedmetogetlunchforyoufrom yourpreferredrestaurant?"

Hewavedahandtodismissherrequest."Don'tbother.Arewestillhavingdrinks

togethertoday?"

"Ofcourse,"sheconfirmed.

"Wouldyoulikehavingdinnerwithmetonightoverdrinks?I'vemissedhavinghome-

cookedmeals."Hepaused,searchingherexpression."Wecanjusthaveadrinkifyou

arenotopentotheidea."

"Alright."Shetiltedherheadinagreement."What'sthemenufordinner?"

Shanetouchedthetipofhistonguetothebackofhislowerteeth."TheissueisIdon't

havemuchtomakedinner.Ihardlycook,soIdon'tbothershoppingforgroceries."

Larachokedonalaugh,scoffingsubtlyinamusement."Iwillpreparealistofthethings

wewillneedfordinner.Whatwouldyoulovetohave?"

"It'sallonyou.Whateveryoudecide."

Shetwitchedherlipswithahalf-smile."Igetit.Willthatbeall?"

"Sure,"heanswered,claspinghisfingersbelowhischin."Iwillpickyouupattheendof



theday.Wecangogroceryshoppingtogether.PerhapsIcouldlearnathingortwoand

stopbeingsodependentonmymom tohaveatasteofhome-cookedmeals."

Laralaughedandnoddedinacquiescencetohiswords."Ofcourse."Sheexitedhis

officetohersandsetonwrappinghertasksquicklybeforetheendofworkhoursfor

theday,soshecouldfindAndreabeforeShanecalledherup.

Andreahadathingforbecomingelusivewhenevershewashurt.Shewouldmakesure

shedidn'tescapehertoday.

"LookingforAndrea?"Liam askedwithaknowingsmileonhisfaceastheycameinto

contactinthehallwayleadingtoAndrea'sdepartment.

Lara'sshoulderssaggedassheheavedadefeatedsigh.Shehadbeatenherintoleaving

again."There'ssomethingyouarenottellingme,Liam."

"It'snotformetotell.Ithoughtladiestalked.Shewouldfillyouinwhenshecomes

aroundtodoingso.Eitherway,itdoesn'tpiquemyinterest."

Laraarchedaneyebrowathim,furrowingherbrowsininquiry.

"Nextweek,Lara,"heremindedher."Goodbye."Hegaveherasaluteandcontinued

walkingtowardtheelevator.

Larahuffedanothersigh,exhaledonalowwhistle,andwenttomeetShanetogeton

withtheirplansfortheday.

Shewasn'tsurprisedhelivedinaluxuriousestate,astheyweredriventhroughStar

Islandafterpurchasingallthegroceryitemstheywouldneedtohavedinnerprepared

forthenight.

Shane'shousewasmagnificent,atruetestamenttoopulenceandgrandeur.The

exteriorofthehousewasasighttobehold,exudinganairofeleganceand

sophistication.

Themansionsatonanexpansivewaterfrontproperty,withperfectlymanicuredgardens

surroundingitlikeaverdantoasis.Toweringpalm treesswayedgentlyinthewarm

breeze,castingplayfulshadowsuponthemeticulouslydesignedpathwaysleadingto

thegrandentrance.

ThearchitecturewasaharmoniousblendofMediterraneanandcontemporarystyles,

featuringsleeklines,statelycolumns,andlargearchedwindowsthatallowedglimpses

intotheworldwithin.

AsLarasteppedthroughthedoubledoors,awaveofawewashedoverher,forthe



interiorwasnothingshortofbreathtaking.

Thefoyerwelcomedherwithitssoaringceilingsadornedwithintricatelycrafted

chandeliers,theircrystalfacetscastingdazzlingpatternsoflightuponthemarblefloors

below.Artworkbyrenownedmastersgracedthewalls,eachpiececarefullycuratedto

evokeemotionandadmiration.

Asheledherfurtherintothehouse,theysteppedintoavastlivingroom thatexuded

bothcomfortandsophistication.Plushvelvetsofas,upholsteredinrichjeweltones,

invitingonetosinkintotheirembrace,satproudlyintheroom.Theroom wasbathedin

light,itsfloor-to-ceilingwindowsofferinganunobstructedviewoftheazurewaters

beyond.

Agrandpianostoodproudlyinonecorneroftheroom,itspolishedwoodgleaming

underthesoftglowofrecessedlighting.

"Welcometomyhumblehome."Shanestoodahead,extendinghisarmsoutina

welcominggesture.

Larahadforgottenhowtobreathe,mesmerizedbythelavishinteriorofhishouse.Allof

itexudedanunparalleledsenseofluxury."Humble."Shescoffed."Yourhouseis

outstandinglybeautiful,Shane.Thisisethereal!"Shesaiditwithahighpitch.

Shehadbeenexpectinghishometobeagrandsighttobehold,butthiswasbeyondher

wildestimagination.

Adjacenttothelivingroom wasagourmetkitchenthatwoulddelighteventhemost

discerningchef.Laramarveledatthegleamingstainlesssteelappliancesandpristine

marblecountertop.Theislandatthecenteroftheroom wasahubforculinarydelight,

whilethecozybreakfastnookbeckonedwithitssun-drenchedambiance.

"Icouldgiveyouaguidedtourofmyhouse,shouldyoubeinterested,"hesaid,making

emphasisonthe'guidedtour."

Larasnickered,awareofwhom hewasmakingareferenceto.

DinnerwasaflavorfuldelicacyofSpanish-styleseafoodpaellawithavarietyoffresh

seafood,suchasshrimp,mussels,clams,andfish,infusedwithsaffronandspices.

Onceitwascooked,sheremovedthepanfrom theheatandletitrestforafewminutes

toallowtheflavorstomeldtogether.

"Mmn."Shanerubbedhishandstogether,thrilled,asheapproachedthekitchen,inhaling

thearomathatwaftedintheair."Somethingsmellsgood."



Shegarnishedthefoodwithparsleyanddishedoutportionsforeachofthem."It'sall

readytobeserved,"sheannounced.

"Hooray!"Shanecheeredwithglee."WhatcanIhelpwith?"

"It'sallonme,remember?"

"Asyourladyshippleases."Hesweptacomicbow,towhichLarasnickered.

"Woah!"Hegavehertwothumbsupashetookaspoonfulofthefood,hiseyes

wideningimmediatelywiththrillandpleasure,asoftmoanescapinghisthroat."Were

youachef,ordidyouworkasacheftoo?"

"This,"sheleanedbackandgesturedtothedishesonthetable,"isallthankstomy

mom'sunparalleledculinaryskills.Ilearnedfrom thebest."

"Ofcourse."Shanenodded,enthusiasticallyscoopingspoonfulsofpaellaintohismouth.

"Thisisdelicious!"Hegushedprofusely.

"Easy,it'shot."

"AllIcantasteistherichnessofitstaste."

Larasmiled,diggingintoherfoodaswell."Mmn."Shemoanedinappreciationforthe

tasteofthefood.

HerknowledgeofKyle'sculinaryskillsblendedwiththoseshehadlearnedfrom her

mom'stomakeanexoticcombination.

"Iwouldlovetohavemoretastesofyourcuisines,Lara.Thisisimpressive.Iloveit.Iget

tohaveweekendspecialsfrom nowon."

Shefurrowedherbrows,pausingherspoonmid-airaftershehadscoopedthepaella

intohermouth.Shechewedandswallowed."Isthatanorderorarequest?"

Shanemadeafaceather."Arequest.From yourfriend,"heanswered.

Shetwitchedherbrows.

"Please."

"I'm honoredtobeyourhost."

"Thankyou,"hebreathedecstatically.

Aftereating,theybothclearedtheuseddishesoffthetableandcleanedthem.Shane

hadinsistedonhelpingoutsince,technically,Larawasaguestinhishome.



"What?"Laraturnedtofacehim aftershehadplacedthelastofthedishestheyhad

usedaway,wipingherhanddrywithatowel.

Hehadbeenstaringather.Shefeltawkwardwiththeadoringexpressioninhisgaze.It

madeemotionsshewishedremainedburieduntilshelefthim surgewithinher.

"Youareperfect."Hisvoicewasacaressingwhisper.

Thecomplimentmadeherheartleap.Tinyfluttersmovedthroughher,andherbelly

madeflip-flopsathiscomment.

Shesuckedinherlipringandswallowed,snappingoutofthetrancetheirlockedgazes

keptherin."Weshouldhavethewinenow.Iwill..Iwill..."Shelickedherlipsnervously.

Shehadforgottenwhatsheoughttodo.

Shanewasstrugglingtoreininhisdesiresashewatchedhergetflustered.

Shefrownedlightly."Iwillheadtothesittingroom first,"shesaidinarush,andshe

movedwithharriedsteps,mutteringinaudiblyunderherbreath,herheartthuddingso

loudlyshecouldhearitsbeatsinherears.

Hermindraced.Allthishadbeenabadidea.Hewasunravelingheremotionsgradually.

Achillspreadwithinher,andfeargrippedher.Shetrippedinherstridesandletouta

yelpasshesawthefloorrushtomeetherface.

Reliefandashiverrackedthroughherasapowerfularm wrappedaroundherwaistand

pulledherbackagainstawallofhard,muscledchest.

Sheheavedoutpantsathisproximity,hermouthgoingdryasshefelthim behindher.

Sheoughttoleavenow.Sheshouldrun.Herlegsdecidedtogrowheavyatthatcrucial

moment,trappingherinadangerouspositionwithhim.

Herlipspartedashiswarm breathcaressedhernape.

Herscentwasintoxicating.Itmadehispulserise.Hementallywilledhimselftotakehis

handoffherwaist;shewassafenow,buthecouldn'tbringhimselftodothat.

"Lara."Hesighed,fearingwhathemightdotoherifshedidn'tmoveawayfrom hishold.

Hecouldn'tpullawayfrom her,anditwashardforhim toholdhimselfbackfrom

ravishingherashewouldloveto.

"Lara!"hepleadedforhertoleave,hislipsitchingtotasteher.

"Justataste,"hetoldhimself,tiltinghisheadtopressakissonherneck.



Fireburnedthroughheratthetouchofhislipsagainstherneck.Amoanescapedher

throat,andheatpooledbetweenherthighs.

Damnit! 

Shanecursedsharplyunderhisbreath,overwhelmedbyhisdesires,turnedhertoface

him inoneswiftswirl,andslammedhismouthroughlyagainsthers.



TWELVE

Laratypedawayonherlaptop;shehadlosttrackoftimeagainassheworked.There

wasalottobedone,sosheimmersedherselfinworktogeteverythingdoneinrecord

time.

Shejumped,startledoutofherflow,asthetelephonegaveoff.Reflexively,sheraised

herarm,pulledbackhersleeve,andcheckedthetimeonherwristwatch.

Shepickedupthecallandraisedthephonetoherear,speakingintothereceiver."Hello,

Alarm."

"Alarm?Who'sthat?"Shane'svoicecamethroughthereceiver,withatingeofjealousyin

hisvoice.

Larapushedbackaninchonherdeskchair,notexpectingthat."Oh!'Shemuttered

underherbreath,bitingdownonherlip.

Ablushcreptuponhercheeks,andherheartsoaredwithraptureasshereminisced

abouttheeventsthathadoccurredonthepreviousweekend.

ShehadstayedtheweekendoveratShane'shouse,andsherelishedeverymomentshe

hadspentwithhim.

Shewishedjustasmuchashedidthattheweekendwouldneverbeover.Shehadbeen

takenonthemostmemorablepleasurerideever.

"Lara."

Shesnappedoutofherthoughts."Yes?"Shebreathed,jumpingsubtlyonherseatatthe

abruptpullbacktoreality.

"IstheresomethingI'm missingouton?Who'sAlarm?Andwhydidyouzoneoutonme

whenIcalled?"Hisvoicehadriseninpitchwithouthim realizingit.

"Shane,"Larabreathed.

Hehuffedabreathoverthephoneandsighed."Thisisnotworking.I'm comingover."



Thecallwasabruptlyended,andbythetimeLaralookedtothedooradjoininghisoffice

tohers,hehadpushedthedooropenandwalkedin.

Sheshottoherfeet,hermouthgoingdryatthesightofhim.Alltheforeplaytheyhad

beenengagedinovertheweekendsurfacedinhermindwithavivideffect,andheat

pooledwithinher.

Herlipspartedslightlyasshegaspedatthepleasurethatrippledthroughherinwaves.

Shane'snoseflaredatthesightofherreactiontohispresence.Hecoveredthedistance

betweenthem inablinkofaneye,trappinghertohimselfwithhispalm pressedonher

lowerbackandslamminghismouthroughlyoverhers.

Larawrappedherarmsaroundhisneckandmoanedasshekissedhim back.Ithad

beenadaysinceshehadbeeninhisarms,yetshemissedhim somuch.

Hislipstrailedkissesalongthecornersofherlipstoherneck.Sheshiveredashe

lingeredonhersensitivespot,thetipofhistongueapplyingmoisturetothewarmthhe

spreadthroughitwithhiswarm,sensualmouth.

Shefelthereyesrolloverinherhead,herlegsgivingwaybeneathherasanothermass

ofpleasurefloodedthroughher.Itrockedheroffbalance,butShanecaughther.

"Ineed..."Shewassaying.Hervoicesoundedbreathless.

Shejumpedasthetelephonegaveoff.Ittookamomentforherscatteredwitsand

pleasure-befuddledbraintoregisterwherethesoundhadcomefrom.

SheglancedatShanebeforeshelungedforthephone."Hello?"Shespokeintothe

receiverandchokedathowbreathlessshesounded.Shecoughedsilentlyatthebackof

herthroatandswallowed.

"You'renotcomingdownforlunch?"Liam'svoiceemittedthroughthereceiver.

"Oh!Itslippedmymind."Shepressedherpalm tohertemple,lickingherlipsnervously.

"Youpromisednottoskiplunch.Comeon."

"Sure,Liam.Iwillbetheresoon,"shesaidthroughherteeth,placingthephonebackon

holdasthecallwasdisconnectedonLiam'send.

ShewheezedasighofreliefandlookedatShane.

Helookedwithdrawn."Liam?"

"Yes..."Larawassaying,thennoticingthepulseofannoyanceonhim,hereyeswidened,



andsheshookherhead."He'snotwhatyouarethinkingheis."

"He'snot.WhatdoyouthinkIam thinkingheis?"Hisnoseflaredagain,hisannoyance

morepronounced.

"Youarejealous,Shane."

"OfcourseIam.Seeinghowyoutwohavealreadygottensoclosethatyouarenow

exchangingnicknames.Alarm?"Hehissedthroughhisbreath.

AsmirkraisedthecornerofLara'slips,anamusedtwinkleinhereyes."Hey."She

coveredthedistancebetweenthem andwrappedherarmsaroundhim,leaningoneside

ofhercheekagainsthischest.

Shesmiledatthefeelofhishard,masculinechestagainstherface.Thecontoursofhis

chestwereperfectlymuscledandevokedasoothingandreassuringfeelingwithinher.

Itscaredherthatherresolvehadbroken,butshefeltsafe.Withhim.

Sheclosedhereyesandbreathedinhisscentdeeply;herheartbeatformedarhythm

withhis.

"Youhavenoideawhatyoudotome,Lara,"Shanesaidsoftly,hishandscaressingher

hairdownherbackwhiletherisingandfallingofhischesthummedinherear.

Shepulledawayfrom him."Liam andIarefriends."

"Ican'thelpbutgetjealous,knowingwhat'satstake.He'saman,eitherway."He

checkedthetimeonhiswatch.

"Comeon.Wewillbelateforlunch.Icalledtoaskwhatyouwouldliketohaveforlunch,

butwegotcarriedawayintheheatofthemoment.That'showirresistibleyouare,Lara.

SoI'm notnaivetobelieveLiam onlyseesyouasafriend."

Larabitdownonasmirk."I'm havinglunchwithLiam andAndrea.Foryournotice,

AndreaisAlarm,notLiam."

"Youarehavinglunchwithme.Wearebothgoingoutforlunch,Lara."

"But,Liam..."Herwordswerecutoffmid-sentenceasShanecoveredhermouthwithhis.

"We'reintheoffice,Shane,"shemurmuredagainsthismouth,placingahandlightlyon

hischesttostophim.

"Weareintheprivacyofyouroffice,"hemurmuredback,wrappinghisarmsaroundher

inanembracewhilehekissedheragain.



Thetwomadequickworksofdelvingeachotheroftheirclothes,theirlipsandbodies

meldingwithpassion.

Theysettledintoafastanddemandingpace,rakingtheirfingersthrougheachother's

hairandgropingfeverishlyforeachotherastheykissed.

Histhrustssloweddown,andheburiedhisfaceinthecrookofherneck,plantingsoft

kissesonthefleshthere.

Larasighed,hereyelidshalf-closedashekissedher.

"Ican'tgetenoughofyou,"hemurmuredagainstherneck.

Laraplacedherpalm overthebackofhisneckandcaressedit."Wewillmisslunch,

Shane."

"Right,"hesaid,withdrawingandslowlypullingoutofher.Hekissedherlongandhard

beforehefinallyletgo.

Larasmiledathim astheybothworkedonadjustingtheirclothes.Hersmilefalteredat

theedgesofherlips,though.

Shanenoticedthat."What?"

"Weshouldn'tbedoingthis.Notevenintheprivacyofouroffices."

"Icouldn'thelpiteither."

Shetwistedherlipstooneside."Iagree."Shesighed."Nobodycanfindoutaboutus,

Shane.Notatwork,"shetoldhim.Shepressedherlipsintoatightlineandswallowed

downherthroat.

"Idon'twanttokeepyouasecret,Lara.I'vealwayswantedyou,from themomentIset

myeyesonyouinthatbar.NowthatIhaveyouasmine,"Heheldhergazeashespoke,

holdingherhandstenderlyinhis."Iwanttoshowyouofffortheworldtoseewhata

luckymanIam."

Laralookedtouched.Shebitdownhardonherlipstoholdbackthetearsthatclouded

hereyes.Hiswordssurgedanavalancheofindescribableemotionsthroughher;shefelt

pushedtotears."Shane."Herlipstrembledassheforcedthem tostaylockedagainst

themyriadofemotionsthatcascadedthroughher.

"That'showmuchIfeelaboutyou,Lara."

Shelickedherlipring."Wecan'tdothisatworkeitherway,Shane.Wecan'tallowour



desirestoconflictwithourdutiesatwork."

Henoddedonceinagreement."Iunderstandyourconcern,Lara.Okay,"hesaid."What

willyoubehavingforlunch?"

Shelookedatthetimeonherwristwatch."Ihaveonlyfiveminutesleftbeforelunchis

over.Iwillgrabaquickbitefrom thecafeteriaandheadbackin.Ishouldbeableto

catchupwithLiam andAndreabeforelunchisover."

Shanearchedaneyebrow,ahalf-grinonhislips."Youarehavinglunchwithme,Lara.

There'snoalternative."

Shefurrowedherbrows."No.IpromisedtohavelunchwithLiam andAndreatoday."

"Workcalls,Lara.Unlessyouwanttogooutthereandalerteveryoneaboutjustbeing

fuckedinyouroffice,thenyoucango."

Lara'sfrowndeepened,andsheretreatedastep,inhalingtheairaroundher.Truthfully,

shereekedofsex.

Sheglaredathim."Youdidthatintentionally,didn'tyou?"

"Hey."Heraisedhisarmsquicklyinmocksurrender,awidegrinonhisface."I'm onlyan

innocentmanwiththeintentiontotakehisgirloutforlunch."

Lararolledhereyes."Youhadbettersticktoyourofficehenceforth."Shetweakeda

fingerathim inwarning.

"Yes,Ma'am."Shanenodded,smilinginamusement.

LarawasconsciousofherselfasshewalkedwithShanedownthehallwaytowardsthe

lift.Shanehadanamusedsmirkonhislipsastheywalked,strugglingtoholdhimself

backfrom chucklingattheglaresshecastsurreptitiouslyinhisdirection.

Heplacedhishandonherlowerbackasthedoorsoftheelevatorclosedinonthem.

"Stopbeingfidgety,Lara.Thatwilldrawpeople'sattentiontoyou.Youaregoodtogo."

Sheseethedthroughherteethathim."Asif."

"Really,Lara."Heleanedcloserandinhaledtheairaroundher,hisbreathfanningthe

skinonherneck."Yousmellgoodtome."

Shebitherlipdownontheshiverthatcoursedthroughherfrom hiscaressingwhisper

andbreathonherskin."Stepback."Shepushedhim slightlyawayfrom her.

"Madatme,uhn?I'm sorry."Hetickledthesideofherwaist.



Shejumpedagainsthim andgasped."Shane!"

Hesmiledinnocentlyather,hisexpressioncloudedwithnaivety.

Shepulledawayfrom him."Keepyourdistance,Shane.Stillatwork."

Heclickedhistonguenoisilyinhismouthashekeptdistancebetweenthem."But.."

Laraheldafingertohushhim."Idon'twanttohearthatweareintheprivacyofthelift.

Please,Shane.Thisismoreaboutme.Myimagewillbeatstakeifwordsaretogo

aroundthatI'm involvedwithyou.Sexuallyinvolved.Withyou."

Hestaredatherbeforehefinallynoddedhisassent."Igetit.Iwillkeepmydistance."

Shetwitchedherlipsandbrieflyheldhisfingersasshewhispered,"Thankyou,"holding

hisgaze.

Theelevatorgaveadingasitstopped,andthedoorsopened.Shanesteppedoutfirst,

andLarafollowedbehindhim astheysteppedoutintothelobbyandwalkedtowards

thecarpark.

Theygotintothecar,andhepulleditdeftlyoutofthespaceonwhichithadbeen

parkedandtowardsthegate.

Lara'sphonegaveanotificationbeepafewminutesawayfrom thecompany.She

checkedthemessage.Kylehadtextedher.

Reuniondinnertonight!

Shetextedbackherresponse.

O.K.

Andsheclickedonthesendbutton.

SheglancedatShane,awarehelookedcurious,butherefrainedfrom asking.

"It'smyfriend,Kyle."

"Don'tbother.Youdon'thavetoreporteveryaspectofyourlifetome.Itwilltagmeas

someonewithtrustissues.Itrustyou,Lara."

"Wehavetobeopenwitheachotherinarelationship,Shane.Isensedasparkof

jealousy.YoufeltitwhenItoldyouaboutLiam."

"Thatwasdifferent."



"Itisn't,"Lararespondedpromptly."Shane,wehavetoeliminateallcausesthatwillbring

outdoubtsinourrelationship,howevertrivialtheymayappeartobe."

"Sure.Youareright."

Heswervedthecartothesideoftheroadandmaneuvereditthroughthedrivewayofa

luxuriousrestaurant.

NestledinacharmingMediterranean-stylevilla,therestaurantofferedanintimateand

romanticdiningexperience.Theinteriorwastastefullydecoratedwithwarm colors,

candlelittables,andaneclecticmixofvintageandmodernfurnishings.

Therestaurantfeaturedseveralsmalldiningrooms,eachwithitsownuniquecharm.

Outside,alushcourtyardwithtwinklinglights,cozyseating,andacascadingfountain

createdamagicalatmospherethatwouldleaveanyguestenthralled.

Larawasspeechless."It'simmaculate,"shebreathed,unabletotakehereyesoffthe

sight.

Shanesmiled.Helovedhowshegazedatwhatevershelovedwithunabashed

admiration.Shelookedextremelybeautiful.

Itremindedhim ofhowshehadlookedbreathtakingwhileheworshippedherbody.The

memorywasevergreeninhismind.

Larawasmorethanhehadbargainedfor.Shewasn'tonlybeautiful.Shewasas

enchantingasamelodythatcapturestheheart.

Heheldherhandinhis,unabletohelpbutgazeatherasmuchasshefixedhereyeson

therestaurantdecor.

Shelookedathim."Thisiswaytooupscaleforjustlunch,Shane."

"Notwhenyouareroyalty,"heansweredsoftly.

Shewouldlookasresplendentasaqueen.Shewasindeedaqueen.His!



THIRTEEN

ShanekissedherlongandhardafterhepulledthecartoastopatthevenuewhereLara

hadinformedhim thereuniondinnerwithherfriendswouldbecelebrated.

Hewishedthenightwouldn'tendandhecouldhaveherinhisembraceagain.Heknew

thefeelingwasmutualasLaracaressedthesideofhisfacegentlywithherhand.

Herfeather-lighttouchesonhisskinsentheatcascadingthroughhim asifrunning

downanelectriccurrent.

"Doyoustillwanttogotothatdinner?"Hisvoicewaslowandhuskyashemurmured

againstherlips.Theirlipspuckeredashebrieflytouchedhislipstohers.

Shesmiledagainsthisface,theirnosesteasingeachother."Youwish."Shepulledback

from him.

"Thanksfortoday,Shane.Ihadawonderfultimeatlunch."

Thefewhourstheyhadspenttogetherduringthedayhadbeenaninsightfuland

memorableexperienceforLara.Shehadbeenplungedintoaworldofwildecstasy,

merriment,andluxuryshehadneverknownexisted.

"I'm gladyoudid."

"Iwillgetgoingnow.Thanksfortheride."

"Youarewelcome,darling.Callmewhenyougethome."

"Sure.Drivesafely,"shetoldhim,pushingthedooropentogetoutofthecar.

Sheclosedthedoorandwavedathim,urginghim togoonfirst.Shewatchedashe

pulledthecaroutontotheroad,swerved,anddroveoffintothedistance,asigh

escapingherlipsincontentment.

Sheturnedtowardsthebarandwalkedin.Therewereseveraldiningspacesinthebar,



fullypackedwithpeoplewithdifferentinterestswhowerepatronizingthebartonight.

Sheperusedthefacesinthebartolocatethespacethatherfriendshadreserved.

ShebitdownonasmileasshespottedKyleenergeticallywavingathertodrawher

attentiontoheroverthedin.

Sheweavedherwaytowardseveryonegatheredaroundthelargetable,filledwith

liquors,beers,whiskeys,anddrinksforeachasitsuitedtheirtaste.Therewere

unfamiliarfaces,andthoseLarahadanindistinctrecognitionof.

Shehadbeenanintrovertthroughoutherdaysthroughhighschoolandcollege,given

theburdenshecoupledwithgettingthroughherstudies,ashermom hadwished.

Herpresencewasannouncedtoeveryonegatheredassheapproached."Lookwho's

here,fellas!"Kylechimedloudlyoverthedininthebar.

"Wow!Lara?"Oneofthemensittingacrossfrom Kylegaspedindisbelief.

Larafurrowedherbrowswhileshetriedtorecallwhereshehadknownhim.Helooked

familiar.

Shesmiledslightlyathim andwaved."Hi."

Theyalltookturnsexchanginggreetingsandreconnecting.Theeveningthinnedinto

darkness,withconversationsflowingaseffortlesslyasthedrinkswerebeingdrunk.

LarahuddledbetweenKyleandMeredith,listeninginontheconversationsinstead.She

politelyrefusedanoffertobepouredadrinkbytheguysittingbesideJoe.

"Ican'tholdmyliquorwell.Iwillsticktonon-alcoholicdrinks,"sheinformedhim witha

half-smile.

Theyexchangedbanterandlaughedastheyrecalledtheirexperiencesinschool.

"Whataboutyou,Lara?"Theguyasked,anglinghischininherdirectionasheraisedhis

cuptohismouth.Hetookasipandheldithalf-raised;hisgazeonherwasintentashe

waitedforhertoreply.HehadintroducedhimselfasMarcus.

"Idoubtyourememberme."Hehadtoldher.

"Youhaven'tbeensayingmuch.Icouldhardlyreachyouwhenwewereincollegeas

well."

"Oh!Me?"Larachokedonascoffandshookherhead.

Kylebuttedin,sparingherthetroubleofrackingherbraintocomeupwithanon-



existentmemorysherelishedduringhercollegedays.

Shehadn'thadthetimetocreatenotablememoriesworthreliving.

"Larawasmoreofanerdinschool.YouhaveanyideahowhardItriedbeforeIcould

becomeherbestfriend?"

"So,youarenaturallyelusive?"

"Morereserved,"Kylecorrected."Thatwasthen,though.Larahaschangedprettymuch

sincethen,"sheadded.

Marcusnoddedinagreement,tiltingafingerfrom thehandwithwhichheheldhiscupin

herdirection."Noticeably.She'sgottenmorebeautiful."

Kyle'seyeswerelitwithamischievoustwinkleasshenoticedthedifferenceinMarcus'

voice.ShesharedadefinitivelookwithMeredith,bothturningtolookatLara.

"What?"Laramouthedatthetwo,pullingbackhersleevetocheckthetimeonher

wristwatch."Iwillhavetogetgoingearly,"sheinformedherfriends.

"You'veonlybeenhereanhour.That'snotenoughtoconnectwitheveryone,"Kyle

whinedinprotest.

"That'smorethanenough,Kyle.Unlessyouwantmetogetlatetoworktomorrowand

besanctionedforit."

"Please.I'm sureyourbosswillpardonyouwithouthesitation.Wearestillleavinghere

tocelebrateourreunion."

"Notme."Larashookherhead.Shehadenoughfunfortheday.

"Youarestaying,Lara,"Kylenotifiedherfirmly.SheturnedtofaceMarcus."Mark,doyou

wanttohaveawordwithLara?"

AcornerofMarcus'lipsliftedtodepicthispleasureatKyle'squestion.Helookedat

Laraforconfirmation.

LaraturnedaglareatKyle."You."Sheseethedthroughherteethandclaspedherlips

shutbeforeturningbacktofaceMarcus.

MarcuswasalreadyupinhisseatandcomingovertowhereLarawassitting.Heleaned

downandwhisperedinherear,soshecouldhearhim overthenoise."Weshouldtalkin

aplacequieterthanthis."

Laraturnedtofacehim andwhisperedback."Thatwon'tbenecessary,Marcus."She



rosefrom herseat."Iwillbeonmywaysoon."

Hepaused,thenreplied,"Iunderstandit'slate.Wecouldthentalkoverthephone.Let's

exchangecontacts."

Laranodded."Sure." 

Theyexchangedcontacts.

Marcussmiledather."Awesome.Iwillgiveyouacall.'

Laratwitchedhereyebrowsinresponsewithatightsmile.

ShecaughtJoe'sgazeassheturnedtobideveryonegoodbye."Itwasfunmeetingallof

youagain,butI'm sorryIwillhavetoleaveearly."

"Noproblem,"theyallchorused,mostofthem tooengrossedintheirchattertomindher

departure.Theywavedbrieflyatherandrefocusedontheirconversations.

Joegotupaswell."Weshouldleavetoo.It'slate.Kyle,Meredith?"

"Alright."

Theywavedgoodbyetoeveryoneandwalkedouttowheretheyhadtheircarsparked.

"Marklooksinterestedinyou,Lara,"Kylenotifiedherastheyallwalkeddowntothecar

park.

"I'm aware,"Lararepliedflatly.

"Doyouplanontakinghim uponhisoffer?I'm sureyouarestillasnaiveaseverwhenit

comestorelationships,"Kylesaid.

"Helookstomelikeagreatguy,"Meredithadded.

"Ihavenointerestindatinghim.Don'tkidyourselfintothinkingIwillconsiderthat,"Lara

dashedherfriends'hopeswithanapatheticinflectioninhervoice.

"Wisedecision,Lara,"Joesaidfrom wherehewalkedwithLaura.

"There'snothingwiseinherchoosingtobeaprudefortherestofherlife,"Kylehissed

heatedlyatJoe.

"I'm sureI'm oldenoughtomakemychoicesaboutdatingwithoutyourmatchmaking

attempts,Kyle."

"Sure.IvoteforthelegendaryShaneWilliamsoverMarcus.Theywillmakeamore



lovelycouplethansheandMarcuswill,"Meredithsaid.

AsoftsmilespreadonthecornersofLara'slipsatthementionofShane'sname.She

bitdownonherlipsastheadventuresomedelightsshehadembarkedonwithhim that

dayflashedthroughhermind.

KylefurrowedherbrowsasshecaughtthesubtleexpressionthatflickeredoverLara's

faceatthementionofShane'sname.Shecouldreadherfriendlikeanopenbook,and

shehadasuspiciousfeelingsomethingwasgoingonbetweenLaraandherboss.

"YouarewithShaneWilliamsnow!"Shespatabruptly.

Larajumped,startled."What?Yes!No.."Shehuffedafeverishbreath,ablushpainting

hercheeksdeeplyattheabruptexclamationKylehadmade.

Theyallstoppedwalkingandstaredather,theirfacespalefrom shock.

Meredithsuckedherbreaththroughherteeth."Isittrue?"

"Ithadbetterbefalse,Lara,"Joehissedthroughhisteeth,eagertohaveKyle's

accusationdeniedandprovenwrong.

Kylehissedthroughherteeth."I'm right.Shelooksflustered."

"That'scorrect,"Meredithagreed,takinginthedeepflushonLara'sface."Iknewthose

twosharedtoomuchchemistrytoleavetheirrelationshipplatonic."

Joelookedextremelyannoyed."Him,Lara?He'snotright.Sonotrightforyou."

"Noman'sgoodenoughforher,Joe.Inoticedasmuch.HowhadIbeensoslowto

observethesigns?You'resogoingtotellmeallaboutit,"Kylegushedwithopen

excitement.

ShewinkedatLaura."I'm drivingLarahome.Havefunwithyourman."

"Kyle."Laurastifledalaugh,catchingtheunspokenmessageinhereyes.Kylewasas

naughtyasever.

Sheshookherhead,anamusedsmilepartingherlips,andnodded."Sure.Goodnight.

Calluswhenyougethome."

"Lara."Joesighed,clickinghistongueatthebackofhisthroatashewheezeda

dissatisfiedexhale."Isthatwhatyouwant?"

"Itis,"Meredithrepliedinherstead.



"Youdon'tanswerforher,Meredith,"Joesaid,histonelacedwithsmolderedannoyance.

"Neitherdoyou,Joe,"Meredithquipped.

"Stopit,youtwo!"Larabarkedatthetwoofthem."YoukeeparguingovermeasifI'm

notpresent."

"Lara..."Joebegan.

"I'm nowdatingShane,"Laraannounced.

AtriumphantglimmerlitupinKyle'sandMeredith'seyes.Joelookedratherdissatisfied;

hisdispleasurewasmorepronounced.

"Listen.Iappreciateyourconcerns,Joe,butIwillbefine.I'm notnaive.I'm notafool."

"Ineverclaimedyouwereafool,"Joecutintoherwords."But..."

"YouthinkI'm unabletotakeconstructivedecisionsformyself;hence,youhaveto

constantlylookoutforme,"sheconcludedforhim.

Hefurrowedhisbrowsindisagreement,hislipspartingtoexpresshisdissentfrom her

opinionabouthistrueintention.

"Letitlie,Joe,"Laurasaidsoftly,placinganarm softlyonhisarm.

Joestopped,closinghispartedlips.

LauralookedatLara."Don'tmindJoe.Hegetsoverprotectivesometimesandforgets

himself."

"She'sright,Joe,"Kyletoldhim."Shehastherighttomakeabsolutedecisionsonissues

pertainingtoherlovelife."

"I'm onlytryingtolookoutforher.I'm aguy,alright?Iknowthecodebetterthanyou

ladies,andwhenItellyoubothMarcusandespeciallyShaneWilliamsarenotidealfor

Laratobeinvolvedwithinarelationship,youshouldheedmywords."

"Youcan'talwaysberight,Joe,"Kylesaid."Marcus,Imaytakeyourwordonit;he's

amongyourhangoutbuddies.ButShane,it'sano-noforme.Don'tyousee?Heistaking

goodcareofher.Hisintentionshadalwaysbeenobviousfrom thestart,butLarawas

theoneignoringtheglaringsignsabouthisinterestinher."

"Ofcourseheistakinggoodcareofher.Ibethetakesgoodcareofallhiswomen.He's

abillionaire,forcryingoutloud,ladies.Hewillspendmoneyonher.That'sgiven."



"Joe!"Laurasnappedathim.

"I'm sorry,"hemutteredinaquickapology."Let'sjustgo."

"YouwillapologizetoLarabeforeyouleave,Joe,"Meredithdeclaredharshly,annoyance

fullyetchedinhervoice."Thefactthatyoudon'trespectherchoiceiscondescending.

Youbelittleherabilitytomaketherightdecisionsforherself."

Joe'slipsparted,hiseyeswideninginaninstinctiveattempttoraiseaprotestagainst

Meredith'swords.Slowlyreleasinghisheldbreathandheavingadefeatedsigh,he

lookedatLara."I'm sorry.I'm onlytryingtolookoutforyou,Lara.Idonotintendtohurt

youorbelittleyou."Histhroatbobbedasheswallowed."Ifyouarehappywithhim,then

Iguessit'sfinebyme.Goodluckandcongrats."Hetwitchedhislipsandpinchedthe

bridgeofhisnoseswiftlywhileitflared.HeturnedtoLaura."Let'sgohome.Meredith,

Kyle.Ibegyourpardon.Goodnight."

"Sure."Kylenoddedslowly,wavingatbothofthem astheywalkedtowardsJoe'scar.

Meredithlookedmad,hissingunderherbreathasshewatchedhim leave."He's

impossible,isn'the?"

KylesidledclosertoLaraandtuckedherhandsaroundherarm."Don'ttakehis

resentmenttoheart,Lara.Hemeanswell."

"Oh,hedoes,"Meredithsnarked,anotherhissescapingthespacebetweenherclenched

lips.

"You'vemadetherightdecision,Lara.Don'tbeswayedbyJoe'smisguidedopinion,"Kyle

said.

"Iwasn't.IunderstandJoe'sworriesvividly.I'vedonethataswell,butShanehasproven

mewrong."

"Ofcoursehehas."Kylebeamedandsteeredhertowardsthespotwheresheparked

hercar."Nowyouwillfillusinabouthowyoutwohitthingsoff."

"He'smadeatremendousimpactoneverythingaboutyousinceyoumethim.Playboy

ornot,Ilikehim.You'vechangedsignificantlysincethetimeyoumethim.It'sobvious

youarehappywithhim,"Meredithsaid.

"Iam,"Laraacceded,bitingdownonasmile.

"Whywon'tshe?She'sdatingafreakingmulti-billionaire,"Kylewhooped.Shepulledher

toanabruptstopandpulledherintoherarms."Youdeserveallofit,babygirl.You've

beenthroughmorethanpeopletwiceyouragehaveeverexperiencedintheirlives.No



matterwhatanyonesays,youdeservethismuchhappiness."

Larapressedherlipstightlyassheswallowed;emotionssurgedwithinherinreactionto

hergirlfriends'support."Thanks,Kyle."Shereturnedtheembrace.

Meredithpattedherfirmlyontheback."I'm happyforyou,Lara."

"Right,thanks."Larapulledbackfrom thehug.

Theycontinuedtheirwalktothecarandgotin.

KyleturnedtofaceLara,placinganarm overtheheadrestofthedriver'sseat."Whendid

youtwo..."Shegesturedwithherfingers."Youknow...dothedeed?"

Laracoughed."Kyle!"

Kylewinkednonchalantlyather."What?You'renotasaintanymore.Noneedtogoall

prudishonus.Isheasgoodasrumored?"Sheaskedeagerly.

MeredithwasasenthusiasticasKylewastofillinthedetails."Alright?"Sheurged.

Lararolledhereyes."I'm nothavingthisconversationwithyou.Drive,Kyle."

Kylepushedherlipsuptothebridgeofhernoseinfauxannoyanceanddisappointment.

"Youaresoboring."Shepushedoutherlipsatherandturnedtokeyintheignition.

"Thankyou,"Laramouthedatherbackandsettledinfortherideasthecarwasignited

intomotion.

Sherelaxedinherseatwithacontentedsmileonherfaceandsavoredtheridehome.



FOURTEEN

"Congratulations,man,"Derrarisaid,givinghim abighug."Youfinallygotyourgirl.This

callsforacelebration."HetweakedafingeratShaneashewalkedbacktohisseat

acrossShane's.

"Ofcourse,"Shaneagreed,raisinghiswineglasstohismouth.

"You'vepoppedhercherryyet?"Derrariinquiredwithamischievoustwinkleinhiseyes.

Shanetwitchedhislips."That'snotupfordiscussion."

Derrariscoffed."Stunning.Iwouldn'texpectjustagirltothrowyouovertheedgeas

muchasthis."Heraisedhiswineglasstohismouthanddrankfrom it."So,whatare

yourplansnow?You'vehadher."

Shaneraisedaneyebrowathim,hisnoseflaringslightly."Notenough,"herepliedflatly.

"Youplanonkeepingherforawhile?"

"Notforawhile.I'm sureitwilltakemorethanthat."

Derrarichokedonascoff,washingitdownwithhisdrink."Incredible!"

"What'sthedeal,man?"

"I'm..."Derrarifrowned,shakinghisheadbriefly."Ijustfeellikeyou'vebeenswappedfor

anotherperson.Stillthesamepersonontheoutside,butdamn,whothehellareyou?

Whathaveyoudonetomyfriend?Onsecondthought,IshouldbeaskingLara,notyou;

it'sobviousyouarenotinyourrightframeofmind.Youhaven'tactuallybeensinceyou

mether."

Shaneshookhishead,anamusedsmiletouchingthecornersofhislips."Quitit.Stop

beingridiculous."

"Iam.Not.Youaresodifferent."Hetwitchedhiseyebrows,heavinganexhale.



"Congrats,anyway.You'vesuccessfullybeenentrappedinLara'ssnare.It'salovely

entrapment,bytheway."

Shanesnickered."Ofcourseitis.Let'sstaycagedinforaslongasitlasts."

"Noway,"Derraridisagreedquickly,wavinghim off."Youstayinthere,andIindulgein

theexcitementcarryingonallaroundforaslongasIwant."

"Deal."Shaneraisedhisglasstohim anddrankfrom it.

Derrarididaswell,andtheybothdrankincheerfortheresolutionstheyhadmade.

Unexpectedly,apairofslenderarmssnakedacrossShane'sshoulders,theheavyscent

ofaseductivewoman'sperfumewaftingstronglythroughhisnose.

AcornerofDerrari'slipsliftedinasmirkashesawher.Heflashedawinkather.She

flashedasmileinacknowledgmentathim andplantedakissonthesideofShane's

face.

Hestiffenedimmediatelyinannoyance,shockedbyhisreactiontothelady'stouch.It

feltfamiliar,buthecouldn'tplacewhoitwas,howeverhardhetriedtorecollectfrom

wherehehadknownthescent.

"Missedme,baby?"Shepurredinhisear,hermintbreathwashingenticinglyoverthe

sideofhisface.

Shaneballedhishandsintotightfists,strugglingtoholdinhisannoyanceatthe

woman's—whoevershewas—abruptintrusionintohisprivatemomentwithhisfriend.At

atime,hewouldhavecondonedthis;helovedthismorethananythingandwould

alwayscravemoreofit,butnow,itirritatedhim.

Derrariwasright.Whowashe,andwhathadhappenedtohim?

"Getyourhandsoffme,"heseethedoutinagrowlthroughhisteeth.

Heheardhergaspattheharshnessinhistoneassheretractedherhandsfrom hisneck.

ItwasabouttimehestartedhangingoutwithDerrariinamorerefinedenvironment

thantheusualclubhousehewasaccustomedto.Althoughhelovedtheexcitementin

theairandvirtuallyeverythingabouttheclub,hethoughtitwashightimehe

reconsideredhispreferences.

Shecameforwardsohecouldfullyobserveherfeatures.Shewasscantilybutlushly

dressedinawaytomakeamanswoon.



Evenlookingatherupclose,Shanecouldn'tvividlyrecalltheirmeeting;hehadhadalot

ofwomenovertheyears,butconstantlythetingeoffamiliarityspurredthroughhis

veins.

"Shane."

"Whatpartoftheno-attachmentpolicyIgavedon'tyouget?"

Shepartedherlipsintermittently,speechless."I..I.."Shesuckedinairharshlythrough

herteeth."Whatthehellgotoveryou?You'vechanged."Shehissedandstormedaway

inanger.

Shane'sjawtwitchedassheleft.Hefeltnothing.Shewasjustahussylookingfor

anotherquickshagfrom him.

Hewouldhavehappilyobliged,then.

ItwasasifhehadgonesterilesincemeetingLara.Hisarousalwasonlyheightenedfor

her.Hisinfatuationwithherhadrobbedhim ofbeingsensitivetootherwomen's

touches,howeverdelectabletheylooked—onlyhers.

Derrarihadhisgazefixedintentlyonhim.

"What?"

"Whathaveyoudonetohim?"Derrarisaidinahalf-whisper.

Shanefurrowedhisbrowsinconfusion."Who?"

"Fuck!Where'sShane?Whatthefuckhaveyoudonetomyfriend?Whothehellare

you?"

Shanerolledhiseyes,raisinghiswineglasstohismouthtowashofftheacridtaste

thathadcoatedhistongue.

"IneedtomeetwithLaraandaskwhatexactlyshehasdonetoyou.Damn!"

"AndhaveyoubeenbewitchedaswellasIhavebeen?Nah!"Shaneshookhishead,his

lipsturningdownindisapproval.

Derrarichortled."Goodthingyouknowyou'vebeenbewitchedbyyournewgirl.But

you'veneverhadaproblem sharing.Icouldaswellrevelinsomebewitchment."

"Notwiththisone.Findyourselfanothertogetbewitchedby."

Derrarilaughed."Man!Youaresmittenbeyondredemption."



Shanesnickered. 

"Cheerstoyou,buddy.Togettingbewitched."DerraritiltedhiswineglassinShane's

direction.

Shaneraisedhisglasstohisaswell."Well,thanks.Cheerstoyouaswellinanticipation

ofyourbewitchment."HetouchedhisglasstoDerrari's,agrincuppinghislips.

"Youwish,butit'snothappening."Derraritwitchedhiseyebrows,raisinghiswineglass

tohismouthandtakingalongdrinkfrom it.

Shanedrankthewineinhisglassaswell,bothkeepinganeyeoneachothertillthey

emptiedthewineintheirglasses.

"IfIcanbeassmittenasthis,there'snoescapingforyoueither.Yourheartwillbeatfor

onlyonewoman,andallyourthoughtswillrevolvearoundsatisfyingher."

Derrarisneeredathim."Quitfoolingyourself.It'snevergoingtohappen."

Shanesmiled."Weshallsee.Onlytimewilltell."

"Ofcourse.That'swhyI'm yourmentorinthisgame,remember?"

"Thegamehasanend,Der.Everygamedoes."

"Notthisgame,Shane.WhywillIsticktoawomanwhenIcanhavethecompanyof

everywoman?Justlikeeatingthesamedisheverydaywhentherearevarietiesof

enticingcuisinestotryout.Itmakesnosense."

Shanenodded."Toyou,itdoesn't.Intime,itwill."

"So,whatareyourplansnow?"Derrariaskedinamoreserioustone,changingthe

subjectoftheirconversation."Whatisyourgoalinthisrelationshipyouarepursuing

withLara?"

Shanepressedhislipstightlytogether."Ihavenoideaeither.ButIwillworryaboutthat

later."

"Youwanttosettledownwithher?Youwanttomarryher?"

"Woah!Woah!"Shanegesturedtohim totakeiteasy."It'snotthatfast.Weonlystarted

datingrecently."

"You'renotcertainitwillworkout."

"Itwillworkout,"Shanesaidfirmly,nailingaglareatDerrari.



Derrarisnickered."Cool.Thenmarriageissurelyadiscussionatsomepointgivenhow

takenyouarewithher."

Shanepartedhislipsbrieflyandsmackedthem close.Hehadn'tthoughtasfaras

Derrarihadtakenit.

HewasawareofhisfeelingsforLara,butwashewillingtotaketheirrelationshipasfar

aswalkingdowntheaislewithher?

Marriagehadneverbeenanissueforhim toconsider.Hehadnoplanstosettledown

giventheharem ofwomenhehadathisdisposal,butwithLaranow,hewas

consideringit.

"Probably?"Hemutteredunderhisbreath,envisagingthefuturewithLaraapproaching,

wherehewouldbestandingatthealtar.

Shewouldbebreathtakinglybeautiful.Hislipsparted,andhisheartsoaredwithinhis

chestwithaninexplicableeuphoria.

Derrari'slipspartedaswell,withaknowingtwinkleinhiseyesashewatchedthe

expressiononShane'sface.

"Iwillbehonoredtobeyourbestmanwhenyou'reready."Hetwitchedhislipsand

raisedhisglasstohismouth,takingadrinkfrom it.

Shane'slipspartedashewatchedDerrariinadaze."Oh!"hereplied.

AftertheeveningwithDerrari,hedrovetherestofthewayhomeinablur.The

awarenessofjusthowmuchhewasobsessedwithbeingwithLarastunnedhim.

Hehadn'texpectedhisdrasticchangefrom beingadispassionateplayboytoaheartfelt

loverofjustonewoman.

HecouldactuallyforeseemakingcommitmentswithLara,butashehadtoldDerrari,

theyhadonlyjuststarteddating.

Heneededtotreadthispathcarefullyandwiselysothatneitherofthem wouldendup

gettinghurtorbeingspitefulintheirrelationship.

ThethoughtofhisfuturewithLarafrightenedhim,yetitintriguedhim too.

Heneededanotherdrink.Hewipedanimaginarystainofthewinehehadsharedwith

Derrarioffhismouthandhuffedoutanexhale.

Ashepulledintohisparkinglot,hisphone'sringtonegaveoff



"Mom,"hecalledashewatchedthenameonthecallerID.Hetouchedtheanswer

buttonandraisedthephonetohisearashegotdownfrom hiscar,pressingthe

securitybutton.

"Yes,Mom,"heansweredthecallasitconnectedtohismom'sline.

"Son,howareyoudoing?"

"Good,Mom.You?How'sdadtoo?"

"He'sherewithmeaswell.Youhaven'tbeencallinghome,son.Imissedyou.Yourdad

andImissedyou.Iknowyou'rebusy,butsometimesyoushouldreachout,don'tyou

think?"

"I'm sorry,Mom.Extendmyapologiestodadaswell."

"Whenwillyoubecominghome?Yourealizeyourbirthdayisintwoweeks?"

"Oh!"Shanesweptthetipofhistongueoverhislips,makinghiswaytowardsthewine

cellar.

"Youhavetocomehomesoonsowecanmakeplansforthenecessarypreparationsin

advanceforyourupcomingbirthday."

"Noproblem,Mom.Iwillputthatinmind."

"Youshouldcomeoverbythisweekendtoo.Ireallymissedyou,son.Nicoletoo."

Shanesnickered."Youcouldhavesaid,Dad,Mom."

"He'syourolderbrother.Stopbeingchildish.Ofcoursehemissesyou."

"Hemissestauntingandteasingme,Mom,evidently."

Hismom heavedadeepbreath."Boys.Youtwoareadultsnow.Therecan'tbeasmuch

foolingaroundaswhenyouwereboys.Istillrememberthosetimes.Youwerebothcute,

butastroublesomeastheycome."Hismom snickeredoverthephone.

Shanerolledhiseyes."Herewegoagain!"Hepressedhisphoneagainsthisear,holding

itinplacewithhisshoulder,andpouredhimselfaglassofwine.

"Wereyoutwoinhighschoolthen?Ican'tvividlyrecollect."Shesighed."Howtimeflies!"

Shanenoddedinagreement.Hisolderbrothermightbeannoying,buttherewasno

denyingthefactthathelovedandrespectedhim asmuchashelovedtheirfather.

Heleftafewmonthsagoonabusinesstripandwassettoarriveinaweek'stimefor



hisbirthday.Hismom hadalreadyannouncedtheplantohostareuniondinnerforthe

familyuponhisarrival.

Besidesbeinganelaboratespeaker,hismom lovedplanningandhostingevents.

"NicoleandItalkedafewweeksago,Mom,"hereplied,halfwaythroughemptyingthe

fullbottleofwinehehadtakenfrom thecellar.

"Really?That'sgreat,then.Iwillgivehim acallaftermyconversationwithyou."

"Okay,"herepliedflatly."Iloveyou,Mom,"hesaidquicklybeforeshebroachedanother

subjectofdiscussion.

"Iloveyoumore,son.Remembertostopbyontheweekend."

"IwillcheckifIcan.Imighthaveplans."Hebitthetipofhistongueasherealizedhe

hadjustmissedhischancetoendthisconversationwithhismom.

"Plans?"Hismom inquired,excitementetchedinhervoice."Withwhom?Youhave

someoneyouaredating?"Sheclappedexcitedlyoverthephone."That'slovely.You

shouldbringherhomebytheweekend.Moreplansaretobemadefortheweekend."

Shesoundedextremelyexcited.

"Mom?"

"You'renottalkingmeoutofmeetingyourgirlfriend.Waitaminute,areyouseriouswith

herornot?"

Shaneheavedanexasperatedsigh.Thiswashappeningalltoofast.HefearedLara

mightfreakout.First,Derrarihadhisheadreelingwithaneventualmarriageinhis

relationshipwithLara;nowhismom wasaskingforhertobeintroducedtothewhole

family.

Hisfamilywaswellawareofhisreputation,andtakingLarahomewouldstampamark

thatwentfarbeyondjustintroducingherashisgirlfriend.

Hecouldn'tdenythegenuinenessofhisrelationshipwithLara,either."Iam,butwe..."

"Nobuts,"hismom cutin."She'scominghomewithyoubytheweekend,andthat'sfinal.

It'sacausetocelebrate,son.I'm gladyoufinallydecidedtoletlovehaveitsway.There

wouldbenomoredalliances,Ibelieve."

"Therewouldn'tbe,"hereplied,takingaswigofthelastcontentinhiscupandsetting

thewineglassdown.



"Verygoodofyou,Shane.I'veneverbeenmoreproudofyou,son."

Shanesmiledbriefly."Thanks,mom.Iloveyoutoo."

"Takecare,son.Goodnight.Ilookforwardtomeetingherthisweekend.Restassured,

shewouldloveeveryinchofit."

Shane'slipsliftedinafaintsmile."Ofcourse,Mom.Yourhospitalityisthebest.Iwill

workonit."

"Good.Good.Sweetdreams."

"Youtoo,Mom.Extendmygreetingstodadaswell."

"OfcourseIwill.Bye."Sheendedtheconversation.

Shanetwistedhislips,aslightfrowncreasinghisforeheadashestaredahead.He

clickedhistongueagainsttheroofofhismouth,huffingasigh.

Hehadnochoice.Hewouldhavetointroducehertohisfamily.Hewastotallyupforthe

idea,buthedoubtedLarawouldbeasupforitashewas.

Hepushedinhislips,pressingthem tightlyagainsteachother.

Hewouldworkthingsoutsomehow.Hetrudgedtherestofthewaytohisbedroom,his

eyesheavilyliddedwithsleep.



FIFTEEN

"Morning,morning,morning,"Larasaidinasing-songvoiceasshestretchedawakeon

thebed,apleasedsmileonherfaceasshesatuponthebed.

ShewasalwaysecstatictogetuponMondaymorningsandresumework,asopposed

toherusualresponsewhensheworkedatherpart-timejobs.

Shewasevenmorehappytogettoworkthismorning,courtesyofspendingmoretime

inthecompanyofheroh-so-handsomeboss,thelegendaryShaneWilliams.

Asmiletouchedthecornersofherlipsasshegotdownfrom bedandslippedherfeet

intoherslippers,headingtowardsthebathroom togetdressedforwork.

Thealarm hadyettoring.Thefamiliartingeofexcitementnotassociatedwithwaking

upbeforethealarm—acompetitionshehadbecomeobsessedwithlately—speared

sharplywithathrillingshiverthroughherveins.

Shetookextracaretopamperherskin,feelingparticularlydelightedaboutmakingan

impressionthismorning.

Onsomeone,isn'tit?Hertreacherousmindgiggled.

Shane,perhaps. 

Sheliftedherlipsbrieflytothebridgeofhernose,ascowlflashingacrossherface.

"I'm not,"shearguedheatedly."Ijustfeltlikedressinguptoday.Ifeelgoodaboutit.It's

definitelynotforhim."Shefrowned."Maybeabitforhim.Toteasehim,perhaps?"Lara

mutteredtoherselfassheassessedherappearanceinthemirror.ShelovedhowShane

ogledandexaggeratedhisattractionforherwheneverhesawher.

Itmadeherbellydoflip-flopsandcausearushofexcitementtospreadthroughher

body.

Takingonelastlookatherself,shesmiledandnoddedinsatisfaction,pickedupherbag,



andheadedforthecompany.

"Herecomesmyheartthrob!"DianasquealedwithdelightasshesawLaraapproachthe

lobby.Sheblewakissintheairtowardher,asmittenlookonherface."Icouldgluemy

eyesonyou,Lara,"shebreathed,shakingherheadinadorationasshetookinLara's

physiqueandappearance.

Shegavehertwothumbsup."Yougetan100."

Larapinchedtheinsideofhercheektoholdbackfrom smilingwidelyatDiana'slavish

compliments."Pleasedon'tflatterme,althoughIdon'tmindthepartwhereyoureyes

aregluedonme,"sheteased.

Dianarolledhereyes,makingaface,andtheybothlaughed.Shetsked."Youaretoo

beautiful,Lara."

"Saystheladywholookslikethesungoddessherself,"Larareturned,herfacebeaming

withsmiles.

ShelovedDiana'svibe.Italwaysgaveherafreshstartforherdayatwork.Shejusthad

thatwayofmakingeveryonearoundherfeelalive.

"Please."Dianawaveddismissivelyintheair,ablushpaintingahealthyglowonherface.

"Ican'tbelieveI'm blushing."

"Right?I'm surprisedanyonecanblushasquicklyasyoudo."

Theladieslaughedagain.

"It'sgoodtoseeyouagain.Imissedyouovertheweek."

Larapressedherhandstoherface."Uh-uhn!I'm flattered.Imissedyoutoo.It'sahappy

Mondaymorningforme,asalways,withyou."

"Goodmorning!"Dianabeamedather.

"Goodmorning,Diana,"Larareturned."Enjoyyourday."

"That'sagiven,"Dianareplied."Youtoo."

"Ofcourse,"Larasaid,movingtowardstheelevator.

ShespottedAndreaheadingtowardsthelobby.Theirgazesmetbriefly,butthenshe

lookedoverherasifshehadn'tseenherandcontinuedwalking.

Stunned,Laraturnedtowatchhertobecertainshehadnotmistakenherforsomeone



else."Andrea,"shecalled,thenbitdownonthetipofhertongueasshepointedly

ignoredher.

Sheangledherheadtooneside,herbrowsfurrowedinconfusion.

Whatwaswrong?WhywasAndreasnubbingher?Shebitdownonherlip,unableto

comeupwithareasonableexcuseforAndrea'sattitude.

Perhapsshehadthingsonhermindandhadnotseenherasshehadthought.She

decidedtomeetwithheratlunchandseeifshecouldhelpwithanythingtoalleviate

whateveritwasthatcouldbethecauseofhertrouble.

Itnippedather,though,thathersnobbishattitudetowardhercouldhavebeen

deliberate.Shegotinandwaitedastheelevatorcounteduptothefloorherofficewas

oninthebuilding.

Gettingintoheroffice,shesettledintoherseatandtookaminutetocatchherbreath

from herencounterwithAndreainthemorning.

Shefeltdisturbed.Andreahadbeendistancingherselffrom herovertheweeks,andshe

hadalwaysfeltthewideningstrainintheirfriendshipastheweeksprogressed.

AfterthatlunchshehadhadwithherandLiam,hercountenancetowardsherhad

changed,andLarahadhardlybeengiventhechancetomakeamendsforwhateverit

wasthatcouldhavecausedhertokeepheratarmslength.

Withoutanydoubt,shehaddeliberatelyignoredherthismorning.

Larahuffedoutasighinexasperation,moremotivatedthanevertogetdowntotheroot

oftheissuecausingadriftinherfriendshipwithAndrea.

Ifshewouldn'ttalktoheraboutit,thenshewouldconfrontheruntilshewasforcedto

addressit.Shewasdonebeinggiventhesilenttreatmentforamattershewasinthe

darkabout.

Butfirst,sheneededtowork.Sheassembledthefilesshehadbeenworkingonthe

previousweekandstartedsortingthroughthem toprepareforallthatshewouldneed

todofortheday.

Shewentthroughhercalendartocheckthetasksshehadmappedoutfortoday.

Thetelephoneonherdeskgaveoff,andshepromptlypickeditup,raisedittoherear,

andspokeintothereceiver."Hello.Goodmorning.'

Shane'svoicecameinthroughthereceiver,warm andsensual."Morning,Lara.Meetme



inmyoffice,please."

"Okay."Sheplacedthephonebackonholdandfishedforhernotepadandpenbefore

makingherwaytoShane'sofficethroughtheadjoiningdoorconnectingtheiroffices

together.

"Goodmorning,Shane.Youwantedtoseeme?"Larasaidassheentered.

Shanelookedupfrom hisdesk,hiseyestwitchingashesawher.Heswepthistongue

overhislips,swallowingdrylydownhisthroat."Yes,Lara.Pleasehaveaseat."He

extendedhishandtowardsthechairbeforehisdesk.

Larabitdownonaknowingsmileassheapproachedtheseathehaddirectedherto

take,awareofhisstruggletokeepacoolandprofessionalfacade.

Sheknewshehadbeentheonetodemandthattheykeeptheirrelationshipcovertat

work,andshewasdefinitelyplayingwithfirewithhowshewasteasinghim,butshe

reveledinthedelightsofteasinghim.Sheenjoyedthestrainedlookonhisfacetomask

hisarousalatthesightofher.

Awickedglintlitinhereyes,adeliberatesmilecuppingherlipsasshesat.

Shanesurelycouldseethroughhergame,andhementallynotedthathewouldemerge

thewinnernonetheless.Twocouldplaythegame."Iwantedtodiscussourbusiness

talksandgetyourinputonsomenewprojects."

"Ofcourse,Shane.I'm gladtobehere,"Larareplied,keepingherfaceneutral."Imust

say,ourtriptoFrancewasasuccess.Ourexpansiondealwiththedistributorcompany

isprogressingwell."

Shanenodded."I'm pleasedtohearthat,Lara.Haveyoubeenintouchwiththem since

ourreturn?"

"Absolutely.I'vebeenmaintainingregularcommunicationwiththedistributor

company,"shesaid,addingquickly."Ihaven'ttakenupMr.Dupont'sofferforaguided

tour,bytheway."

Shanetsked."Ofcourse."Hetwitchedhiseyebrows,notrevealingthathewasamused

byherhumor.

Laraclickedhertonguesilentlytotheroofofhermouthandcontinued,"They'rehappy

withourprogress,buttherehavebeenafewchallengeswithlogistics.Ihaveadetailed

reportwithalltherecentupdates."Shebroughtoutthefile.

"Excellent,let'sgothroughittogether.Whatchallengesarewefacing,andhowcanwe



overcomethem?"Shanesaid,perusingthereportLarahadcomeupwith.

"Itseemsthatthedeliverytimelineneedstobeadjustedtoensuresmootheroperations.

I'vediscussedthiswiththedistributorcompany,andtheyareopentoexploring

solutions.Oneoptionistoestablishadedicatedshippingchannel,whichwould

streamlinetheprocess."

Shanenoddedthoughtfully."That'saninterestingsuggestion,Lara.Now,let'sshiftour

focustothenewprojectswe'reworkingon.Whatideasdoyouhave?"

"Well,Shane,basedonmarketresearchandrecenttrends,Ibelievethatincorporating

influencercollaborationsintoourmarketingstrategycouldgreatlyenhanceourbrand

visibility.Additionally,I'venoticedanopportunitytoenhanceourproductofferingswith

innovativefeaturesourcompetitorsdon'toffer."

Shaneleanedintohisdeskchair,placingthefiledownonthetable,claspinghishands,

andtappinghisthumbsagainsteachother."Thosearesomegreatideas,Lara.I

appreciateyourinsights.Whatareyourthoughtsonhowwecanleverageinfluencers

effectively,andwhatkindofproductenhancementswouldresonatewithour

customers?"

"Forinfluencercollaborations,weneedtoidentifykeypersonalitieswithinourtarget

marketandbuildauthenticrelationshipswiththem.Asforproductenhancements,I

thinkweshouldfocusonincorporatingsustainablematerialsandintroducingnew

packagingdesignsthatalignwithcurrentconsumerpreferences."

Shanenoddedinapproval."Ilikewhereyou'regoingwiththis,Lara.Sustainabilityis

definitelyimportant.Let'sstartplanninginfluencerpartnershipsandconsiderhowwe

canincorporatesustainabilityintoourproducts."

"Absolutely,Shane."Laranodded."I'llstartresearchingpotentialinfluencersandgather

moreinformationonsustainablematerialsandpackagingoptions."

Shanecluckedhistongueatthebackofhisthroat."Great.Let'smoveontomy

appointmentsfortheweek.AnythingIshouldbeawareof?"

Larabroughtouthernotepad."Youhaveafewimportantmeetingsthisweek,including

apresentationwithoursuppliers.I'vealreadyconfirmedthetimeandlocationforallof

them.Additionally,yourtravelarrangementsfornextmonth'sconferencehavebeen

finalized."

"Good.Thankyou,Lara.Yourorganizationandattentiontodetailareinvaluabletome."

Larasmiledbriefly."It'smypleasure,andIthankyoufortheopportunity,Shane.I'm



excitedaboutthefutureandcommittedtoexecutingthestrategieswediscussed.I'll

keepyouupdatedonanyprogressorchallengesthatarise."

"Ihavenodoubtyou'lldoanexcellentjob,Lara.Thankyouforyourhardwork."

"Thankyou,Shane.I'llgetstartedrightaway.Haveagreatday!"Larapushedherselfout

ofherseattoherfeet.

"Notsofast,Lara,"Shanesaid,gettingoffhischairandprowlingaroundthetable

towardsher.

Larafeltweakinthekneesatthehuskinessofhisvoiceandtheintensityofhisgazeas

heroundedthedesktowardswhereshewasstanding.

Herchestfeltconstricted,andtheairintheofficesuddenlyfelttoothicktoaidproper

respirationforher."Pardon."Shetriedtokeeptheprofessionalmodeon."Uhm.."She

swalloweddryly.

Herheartthumpedasheclosedinonthedistancebetweenthem.

Ashiverjolteddownherspineasheplacedhishandstenderlyoneithersideofherhips.

"We'reintheoffice,"shehissedathim,hereyesdriftingtohislips.

Anothershivercoursedthroughherassherememberedhowgoodhislipsfeltonher

skin.

Sheswallowedquicklyandshookherhead."Ishouldgo.Thiswon'thappen."

"Itwon't?"Shaneasked,hishandscaressingherbackasheheldherclosertohimself.

Hismintybreathfannedthesideofherfaceashespoke,"Youlookbeautifultoday."

"Ofcourse,Ido."Shesteppedbackfrom hishold.

"So?"Heurged,amischievoustwinkleinhiseyes.

"So?"Sheangledhernecktowardshim,hereyesnarrowedinfauxconfusion.

Hecrossedhisarmsoverhischest."Itappearstomeyoupurposelymadeextraeffort

inlookingasgoodasyoudotoday."

"Excuseme.Ididn't."Sherolledhereyes.

Asmirkcuppedhislips."Really?Youhadnointentionofseducingme,"hewhispered

softly.



Hereyesflutteredrapidlyindenial."Iam.I.."Sheslappedherpalm frustratedlyagainst

herforehead."Fine.Ididn'tplanonseducingyou,though.Alittletease."

"Tease.Seduction.Ityieldsthesameresult,Lara."

Lara'sbreathhitchedinherthroataswithoutwarning,shewasslammedagainst

Shane'smuscularlybuiltchest.

"Stopit."Hervoicesoundedweakandalmostinaudible.Hereyelidsslowlydriftedtoa

closeasShaneangledhisheadtowardshersandtookherlipsinhis.

Hisfingersrakedthroughherhairandshepurred,leaningcloserintohisembrace.

Shegrippedhisshoulderswhilehepleasuredher,emittingseveralgaspsandmoans.

Allherresolvetokeepoffeachotherwhileatworkeludedhermindwhilehelowered

heroverhisdesk,slowlytakingherdownthethroesofunbridledpleasure.



SIXTEEN

"Let'shavelunchtogether;whatdoyousay?"Shaneaskedaftertheheatoftheinitial

momenthaddissipated.

Larashookherhead."No."

"Why?"

"Ican'tseem tokeepaclearheadaroundyou,andIoftenfailtokeepmyresolvetokeep

from pursuingourromanticinterestswhileatwork.Besides,IhavetomeetwithAndrea.

It'simportantIdo."

"Oh!"Hetwitchedhislips."Noproblem,then."Heraisedhishandsquicklyasherlips

parted."AndIknowwhatyouaregoingtosay.Thisshouldneverhavehappened,butit

did.Wewouldhavetoworkonkeepingourarmsoffeachotheratwork."

"Primarily,youareatfault."Laraglaredathim.

"Waitaminute.What?I'm atfault.Youdressedpurposefullytoteaseme.Perhapsyou

shouldworkonlookinglessbreathtakingeverymorning,andIcouldkeepmyselffrom

reacting."

Larascoffedindisbelief."NowI'm atfaultforbeingtoobeautiful?"

"Right,"Shaneconfirmed.

Lararolledhereyes."I'm nothavingthisargumentwithyounow.It'stooearlyforthaton

aMondaymorning.Weshouldgettowork."Sheturnedtoheadbacktoheroffice.

"Sure.Weshould.ButI'm notdone."

Larastoppedinhertracksandturnedtofacehim."What?"

"Withourargument.Howaboutwemeetafterworkandpickupthepiecesfrom where

weleftthem?"



Laraarchedaneyebrow."Seriously?"

"Adate,ifnotbylunch,thenafterwork.Iwilldrive."

"Ofcourseyouwill.Let'skeepeachotheratarm'slengthfortherestoftheday.Youare

atfaultforbeingtoohandsome.Icouldhavestoppedthisfrom happeningifyouhadn't

beentoocharmingand..."Shebithertongue.

"Andwhat?"Shaneurged,slowlycoveringthedistancebetweenthem.

"And..."Herlipspartedwordlessly,herbreathhitchinginherthroatathisproximity

again.Hisnearnesstowhereshewasstandingwasunknottingseriesofemotionsand

desiresshehadstruggledtobottleupaftertheepicclimaxtheyhadbothhadearlier.

Shewouldn'tthinkaboutthatnow.

"Lara,gettowork."Shane'svoicesoundedstrained.

Shejumpedattheemotionsevidentinhisvoiceandrushedoutthedoortoheroffice,

mutteringanabrupt"Bye."

Sheslammedthedoorbehindherandpressedahandtoherchesttosteadyherracing

heartbeat.

Herlipsremainedpartedassheheavedoutherpants.Sheclosedhereyesbrieflyand

heavedashakyexhale,finallyregainingamodicum ofherbreath.

Shecouldstillfeelhim betweenherlegsasshewalkedbacktoherseatandsettled

downtowork.

NosexorthinkingofhavingsexwithShaneatwork,Lara.

Shesnappedathermindtostopbringingupimagesofhermake-outsessionwith

Shaneearlierinhisoffice.

Didn'tyouloveit?Sheheardherannoyingsubconsciousmindgiggleinmockeryather.

Calm.Sheinhaleddeeply,balancingherfingersintheairtotypeawayonthekeyboard

andloseherselfintheflowofworking.

Shesnappedoutofthetranceshehadbeenheldinasshedigestedtheinformationshe

gainedfrom herresearchontheprojectshehadbeenassignedbyShane,thesoundof

herfingersdancingoverthekeyboardwithasoftclick-clackbeingtheonlything

reverberatinginherears.

Shepushedthelazystrandofherhairdanglingoverherfacebehindherearand



checkedthetimeonherwatch.

Asshehadsurmised,itwastimeforabreak.Shesavedthepageshewasworkingon

andwentoutforlunch.

Herstomachrumbledingleeatherdecision.Finally.Shehearditsigh—literally.

Sherememberedshehadn'tbeenabletoeatthebreakfastshehadpackedforherselfin

themorning,giventhefactthatshehadbeenkeptbusybysomeone.

Herfacefelthot,andshequicklyshookherheadbeforesheimaginedtheeventsofthe

morninginvividdetail.

Shewouldhavewaitedbackinherofficetohaveherbreakfastforlunchthen,butshe

hadamissionsetforlunch.

ShespottedhersittingaloneatatableadjacenttowhereLiam wassitting.Liam'sface

brightenedwithasmileashespottedLaraapproachingwithherlunch.Hewavedher

over.

Larashookherheadpolitelyathim andangledherchintowardsthetablewhereAndrea

wassitting.

Andrea'sfacedarkenedasshesawtheexchangebetweenthetwo.Shepushedup

abruptlyfrom herseat,carriedhertray,anddisposedofherlunchinthetrash,barging

outofthecafeteriawhilebypassingLara.

"An..."WordsstuckinLara'sthroatasshewatchedhergo.

LarawalkedwithharriedstepstowardsLiam'stableandplacedhertraydown."Could

youwatchthisforme,please?"

"Lara,"Liam calledafterher,butshewasalreadyadistanceawayfrom wherehesat,

walkinghurriedlytocatchupwithAndrea.

Herakedhisfingersthroughhishair,huffinginannoyance.

"Andrea,Andrea."LarawalkedwithafastpacetowardsAndrea."Please,wait."

Shestoppedatthebalcony,suckinginadeepbreathofthecoolairoutside,herhands

firmlygrippingtherailings.

Laraslowedherstepsandgingerlyapproachedher."Idemandananswer,Andrea.

What'supwithyouavoidingmeandsnubbingmefornoreason?WhathaveIdoneto

deservethiskindoftreatmentfrom you?Ithoughtwewerefriends,forcryingoutloud.



First,yousnubbedmeinthemorning.Now,youwouldn'tevenlookatme?"Shescoffed

indisbelief.

"Itriedtomakeupsomeexcuseforhowyousnubbedmeinthemorning,thatperhaps

yourmindwasoccupiedwiththoughtsandyouhadn'tseenme,but..."

Andreaturnedonherandsnappedather,"Shutup!"

Lararetreatedastep,herlipspartingwithagasp.ShelookedtakenabackatAndrea's

outburst."Andrea?"Shebreatheddisbelievingly.

TearspooleddownthecornersofAndrea'sfaceasshelookedather."Justleaveme

alone,please.Whydoesithavetobeyou?Why?"

"Youmindelaboratingonwhatexactlyisthereasonwhyyouareactingoutagainstme,

becauseI'm inthedarkastowhyIhavetowithstandthisharshnessfrom you?Thisis

utterlyabsurd!"Laraseethedinsmolderingannoyance.

"Absurd,yousay."Andreahiccuped."Funny,thatwaswhathetoldmetoo."

Larafurrowedherbrows."Who,andhowdoesthathaveanythingtodowithme?"

"Liam lovesyou,"Andreaspat.Shepausedforabreathassherealizeditwasn'tnewto

Lara."Youknow."

"Ofcourse.Ido.I'm notblind."

"ThenyoushouldhaveknownI'm inlovewithLiam,"shecried.

"What?"Larafurrowedherbrows."So,hasthatgotanythingtodowithme?"

"Becauseit'sallyourfaultforbeingmorebeautifulthanIam.Hewouldhavenoticedme

andacceptedmyproposalsifhehadnotbeentootakenwithyourcharms,"she

accused.

"Excuseme.That'sperhapsthemostidioticexcuseI'veeverheard,Andrea.Ifyoulove

Liam,workonwinninghim overtoyourself.Yourresentmenttowardmewon'tmake

him likeyou.IhavenothingtodowithLiam,sojuststopbeingchildish."

"I'm childishbecauseI'm hurt,Lara.Youhave.."

"Youareright,Andrea.Ihavenoideahowyoufeel.That'swhyIdon'tappreciatewhyI

havetoendurebeingtreatedunfavorablybysomeoneIholdinhighregardasmybest

friendatwork.Youhurtme,Andrea.Youreallyletmedown.IthoughtIhaddone

somethingwrongtodeservethis,butthis..."Larashookherhead."Ishouldn'tbetheone



tobearthebruntofyourunreciprocatedattractionforLiam."

Lararetreatedastep."I'm sorry,butthisisahugeletdownfrom whatI'dexpected."She

suckedintheairharshlythroughherteethandturnedawayfrom her.

Andreastood,deeplyembarrassed,asshewatchedLara'sretreatingfigure.Shesankto

herkneesandheavedoutherdrypantstocatchherbreath.Herchestfelttooheavyto

allowhertobreathe.

Sheclutchedherchesttightlyandhitdownhardtoholdinhertearsuncontrollably.

"Howdiditgo?"Liam askedasLaraapproachedthetable.Hegothisanswer,though,

from observingtheexpressiononLara'sface.

"I'm sorry.Ilostmyappetite."Larapickeduphertray.

Liam heldherback."Whatevershesaidtoyou,Lara,yourstomachshouldn'tbearthe

bruntofit."

"No.Iwillhaveitpackedandeatinmyofficeinstead."

"No,Lara.Onceyougetintothatoffice,allyouwilldoiswork.So,you'rehavinglunch.

Noarguments."

"Please,Liam.IpromiseIwilleatmylunchwhenIgettomyoffice.Ican'tjuststomach

anythinginhere."

"IneedtoknowwhathappenedbetweenyouandAndrea.Whatdidshesaytoyou?"

Laraturnedonhim."Whydoyouthinkmymoodissourbecauseshehassaid

somethingtome?"

"IknowAndreamorethanyoudo,Lara.Thatgirl..."Heshookhisheadandclickedhis

tonguenoisilyatthebackofhisthroat.

"Liam.Shelikesyou."

"I'm aware.Shetoldme."

"Whatexactlydidyoutellhertomakeherhatemeasmuchasshedoesnow?"

"ItoldherIlikedyouinstead."

Larascoffed.

"Ididn'tintendtoinconvenienceyouasmuchasthis,Lara.IconfessedhowIfelt,justas

sheconfessedhowshefelttome."



"Youare..."Laranarrowedhereyesindisbeliefathim."Ican'tbelieveyoudidthat,

Liam."Sheshruggedoffhisholdonherwrist."Idon'twanttobeinvolvedwitheitherof

youandyourattractionissues."Sheshookherheadandwalkedawayfrom him.

"Lara,please..."Liam triedtostopherfrom leaving.Heclosedhiseyeswithan

exasperatedsigh,rakinghisfingersthroughhisears.

Hepickeduphistrayandplaceditdowninthesectionforuseddishes,followingLara.

Hecaughtupwithherinthehallway.

"Lara,please.Youcan'tshutmeoutbecauseofher."

Laraturnedtofacehim."OfcourseIcan.I'vehadenoughoftheofficeromancedrama

youtwoareattemptingtoropemeinto.Iwantnopartofthis."

"Whatexactlyareyouexpectingmetodo,Lara?Doyouwantmetobewithherforthe

sakeofkeepingyourfriendshipwithher?Ifatall,shedoesn'tdeservetobeyourfriendif

sheistakingmyresponseoutonyou."

"Ineverimpliedanyofthat.Idon'tcarewhethershestaysmyfriendornot.It'sher

choice,alright?"

"Asitismychoicetoloveyouandnother,"Liam returnedheatedly.

Larahissedathim,hereyesmeetingShane'sinthehallway."Oh,myGod!"Shegasped,

herheartskippingabeatatthesightofhim.

"It'sher."

SheheardAndreacroakbehindher.

"Oh!"Laramoaned,glancingoccasionallyfrom ShanetoLiam.Shecouldn'tbringherself

tomeetthescornthatwouldbeevidentonAndrea'sfaceatLiam'sopenconfession

aboutwhom hetrulydesiredbetweenthetwo.



SEVENTEEN

Larafeltanachesettleinherheadasshestoodinatriangleformedbythethree.

"Excuseme,"shesaid,andshewalkedawayquicklyfrom thetrio.Sheheardretreating

stepsinvariousdirectionsbehindher,butsheknewwithoutbeingtoldwhoitwasthat

wasonhertrail.

"Youmindtellingmewhereyouareheadingto?"

"Anywhereawayfrom thethreeofyou.Wepromisedtostayoffeachother'sradarat

work,remember?"shesaidoverhershoulders,increasingherpace,buttherewaslittle

paceshecouldkeeponheels.

Hecoveredthedistancebetweenthem inamatterofsecondsandpulledhertoface

him.

Hekeptanarm aroundherwaisttosteadyherasherlegsrockedsidewaysonherheels

from theabruptpull.

Larajerkedbackfrom histouch,hissingathim."Whatifsomeoneseesus?"

Shanetsked."Youarebotheredaboutanyonespottingmebracingyourfallandnot

abouttheepicconfessionyou'vereceivedearlier."Heseethedthelastwordsthrough

histeeth.

Lara'slipstwitched.

"Ithoughtyoutwowerejustfriends."

"We'renothavingthisconversationhere,Shane."

"Ofcoursewearen't.Weareatwork.Wemeetafterwork,andyoutellmeexactlywhat

thedealisyouhavegoingonwithmystaff."

"Pardonme?Yourstaff?"Herlipspartedintermittentlyastheweightofhiswordshither



hard.Theacheinherheartathiswordsandtheacheinherbellyfrom beingstarvedall

daysentdizzyspellswashingoverherface.

Lararetreatedastep.

"Lara,thatcameoutwrong."

"Itwasexactlywhatyoumeant,Shane.Ihaveneitherthequalificationsnortheeligibility

forthisposition,Iassume,but..."Shehuffedabreath."Igetit."Sheturnedherbackon

him,half-runningandhalf-walkingawayfrom him.

"Lara,thatwasn'twhatImeanttosay.Please."Shanecalledafterher,extendinghis

handtostopher.

"Stayawayfrom me!"Larabarkedathim,hereyescloudedwithtears.

"La.."Shanestopped,anguishpiercingsharplythroughhisheartashesawthestainof

tearsonherface."Lara,please."

"Please,Shane.I'vehadenoughdramafortheday.Ineedtobreathe.Ineedtobe

anywhere.Awayfrom you,please,"shetoldhim.

Henoddedslowlyinacquiescence."I'm sorry."

"No,Iam.It'sallcleartomenowwhatIam reallytoyou."

"That'snotwhatImeant,Lara!"Shanegroaned.

Laraadvancedonhim."Then,tellmewhatitisyoumeantbythatword."Shebellowed

backathim."Yourstaff?WhathaveIbeendoingwithyourstaff?How..."Hershoulders

saggedasshelookedathim,lostforwordstodescribetheemotionsoverwhelmingher

atthemoment.

"Youaretakingthisallwrong,Lara.Youareanexclusive,Lara."Heleanedclosertoher

anddroppedthepitchofhisvoicesothatonlyshecouldhearit."YouarethewomanI

love,Lara.Soofcourse,I'm jealousaswellasmadthatthatboyhadtheaudacityto

confesshelovesyouinmypresence.Fuck!He'sinmyemploy,andhe'saskingoutmy

woman."Shaneswallowedtokeephisvoicedown,asithadrisentoapitchfrom

annoyance.

Lara'slipspartedwordlesslyasshelookedathim."Ididn'trealizethatwaswhatyou

meant,"shesaidsoftly,hereyelashesfluttering.

Shaneleanedback."Wearereversingroleshere.Ishouldbemad,notyou.Technically,I

caughtyoucheatingonme."



"Please.Iwasn'ttheoneconfessingmyfeelings.Hewas,andofcourse,itshouldn'tbe

ashocktoyouthatheisattractedtome.Iam gorgeous."Laracuppedherface,pouting

herlips.

Shanehiccuped."Ofcourse,Iwon'tbeonceIhavehim dischargedfrom hisemploy."

"Youwon't,"Larahissedthroughgrittedteeth.

"Isthatadare?"

"No."Larashookherhead,lookingathim withapleainhereyes."He'sstillafriend.I

can'thaveyoudothattohim."

Helookedawayfrom herandturned.

"Please,Shane."

"Wewilldiscussthisafterwork.Ihaveacalltomake,"hesaidoverhisshoulders,

walkingaway.

Larabitdownonherlipsandheavedasigh.Shefeltdepletedofenergy.Shestaggered

asawaveofvertigohither,almostmakingherloseherfootingonthefloor.

Shewalked,bitingdownonthewincesthatescapedherthroatasshewalkedtowards

thebathroom.

Sheturnedonthetapasquicklyasshegotinandsplashedwateronherface.Shebent

overthetubassheturnedthewateroff,tryingashardasshecouldtobitedownonthe

painthatswarmedinherbelly.

Ithurtsalot.Shetightenedherholdonherstomachandsuckedinbreathharshly

throughherteethasshestoodstraight,staringatherreflectioninthemirror.

Sheshouldgetsomethingtoeatbeforeshegetsbacktowork.

Shedoubtedshewouldbeabletodoanyworkifshefailedtoeat.Shehadgrownweary

ofthehungerandemotionssheheldwithinher.

Sherakedherfingersthroughherhairandheavedasigh,hereyelidsflutteringtoabrief

close.

"Abortionpangs?"

Shejumped,hereyesflashingopenandlockingwithClaire'sgazeinthemirroratthe

soundofhervoice.



Shepinchedhernoseinirritationatthequestion,turningtofaceher."What?"

"Iwouldexpectnothinglessfrom thelikesofyou."Clairesteppedinchbyinchcloseras

sheseethedthewordsthroughherteeth."Golddiggers.Filthywenches..."

"Cuttothepoint,willyou?Idon'tneedyoulistingoutyourattributestome,"Laracutin.

Clairesmiledcrookedly."You,"Shepointedafingerather."AresleepingwithShane."

Laradidn'tbataneye.Shestaredather,unshakenbyherwordswhatsoever.

Clairescoffed."Youarenotevendenyingit."

"WhyshouldI?"Laraaskeddrily.

Claireangledherchinhaughtily,herlipspartinginsurpriseatLara'saudacity.Asmile

tippedthecornersofherlipsinamusement."Nowyouthinkyouareontopoftheworld

becauseyouarefucking,bitch-assingtheCEO."Shetskedunderherbreath,rollingher

eyes.

"Foryourinformation,Claire,ShaneandIareofficial,"Larahissed.

Clairesnickered."Official.Indeed.Trustme.He'sonlyhavingasmuchfunashegets

from bitcheslikeyou.Whenhe'sdonewithyou,youwon'tbeanydifferentfrom the

others."

"Stopbeingahater,Claire.I'm notresponsibleforyourmisery,"Laraquippedinreturn.

"Whatmisery,bitch?"Shesneeredinherface.

Lararolledhertongueinhermouthandsuckedinherlipringtocalm hertemper."Call

methatonemoretime,Claire,andyouwillregreteverutteringasinglewordtoday."

"Youdarethreatenme?"

"I'm notthreateningyou,Claire.I'm onlywarningyoutostopbeingbitchy.It'snotmy

faultShaneignoredyouradvancesdespiteyourthrowingyourselfcountlesstimesat

him."

ShockwashedbrieflyoverClaire'sfaceatLara'swords,andsheretreatedastep,her

mouthpartinginsurprise.

Larainchedclosertoherandwhisperedinherear,"Howmanytimesdidyouofferhim

yourbody?Once?Twice?Ilostcount.Andguesswhat,Claire?Ididn'tevenhavetotry.

Hecravesmytouchandcompanyeverytime."Sheseethedoutthelastwordstomark

herpointbeforesheleanedbacktofacehersquarely.



Clairewasbitingdownhardonherlipsassheglaredatherwithmurderouslooksinher

eyes,herhandstightlyballedintofistsbesideher.

"Nowwho'sthebitchbetweenyouandme?"Laraangledherchin."Excuseme,"shesaid

andwalkedaway.

Clairegrittedherteethhardasshewatchedherretreatingfigureandgroanedin

annoyance,rakingherfingersfuriouslythroughherhair.

"Youbitch!"Shespatthroughherlips,herchestheaving.

Larasaggeddownonherseatfirstthingasshegotintoheroffice.

Shehadbeenwalkingonshakylegsfrom therestroom downtoheroffice.

Sheclutchedherchest,bitdownonherlips,andswallowedhard,asshecouldstillfeel

thetingesofshockthathadrippledthroughherbodyatClaire'saccusation.

Shementallyreproachedherselfforgivingintoherdesiresatwork.Chillssnakeddown

herspinethroughouttherestofthehoursatwork.

Nomatterhowhardshetriedtogetoverthosewords,herbrainkeptreplayingthem in

herhead.

Bythetimetheclosinghourwasup,shesaggedbackagainstherchair,staringatthe

time.

Shecouldn'tbringherselftowalkoutthereandfaceanyone.

WhatifClairehadtoldeveryoneaboutherrelationshipwithShane?

AlthoughShanehadgivenherhiswordcountlesstimestomakeherfeelassuredthat

heraffairwithhim wasn'tjustafling;hewantedher,itdidnothingtoassuageherfear

ofthereactionsfrom herco-workersshouldtheinformationbeexposed.

Shecoveredherfacewithherpalmsandgroanedintoherpalms."Oh!God."Shesighed

heavily.

Shewaitedafewminutesbeforeshebegantowrapupthingsfortheday.

Shehadn'tbeenabletoconcentrateatall.

Sheheavedanothersigh,slappingherpalm againstherforehead.

Howmuchworsecouldthedaygoforher?

Shehadbeenthroughworsesituations.Surely,shewouldpullthroughwhatever



outcomethissituationbrought.

Shedecided,andwithalightshrug,shegotoffherseatandsquaredhershoulders,

walkingoutofheroffice.

Herstridesfalteredasshemovedtotheelevator.Sweatbrokeoutoccasionallyonher

skinasshecameincontactwithafewofthestaffonthefloor.

Theyspokeinhushedwhispersafternoddinginacknowledgmentather,andshecould

sweartheywerewhisperingabouther.

Shebitdownhardonherlipsasshesteppedintotheelevator,meetingtheaccusing

glancesofthefewinthereasshesteppedin.

Theirlookswerepracticallyscreaming,"Bitch!Whore!"

Sheforgothowtobreatheduringthebriefridedowntothelobby.Herchestfelttight,

andshehadtogaspintermittentlytogetaholdofherbreath.

Sweatcoatedherforeheaddespitethechillintheair,andheatrushedinwavesthrough

herbody.

Shecouldfeeltheirgazesonherback.

Shesilentlyprayedthattheelevatorwoulddescendquicklyandopenitsdoors.

Shedoubtedshecouldlastanotherminuteinthere.

Finally,thedoorsopened,andshedashedout.Shewalkedhurriedlyoutofthebuilding

towardsthegates.

Shewantednothingmorethantohailacab,gethome,andscream herburninglungs

outintoherpillow.

Butfirst,sheneededtocatchherbreath.

Herphone'sringtonegaveoff,andshecheckedthecaller'sidentity.

Shane.

Sheswallowedthelumpthatformedatthebackofherthroatatthesightofhisname.

Shepickedupthephoneandraisedittoherear.

"Whereareyou,Lara?"

"I'm sorry.Ihavetocanceloutontoday."



"Something'swrong,Lara.Whatisit?"

Sheshookherhead."It'snothing,Shane.Ihavetoattendtosomeurgentmattersat

home.Ihavetogo,alright?Tilltomorrow,Iguess."

Sheendedthecallandwalkedthelastdistancetotheroad.Shewaitedforthetraffic

signaltoshowthegreenlightandcrossedtheroadwiththerestofthepedestrians

waitingtogettotheothersideoftheroad.

Sherolledhereyesinherheadandcontinuedwalkingdownthesidewalkasshespotted

Shane'scarapproaching.

Thecarwaspulledtoastopafewstepsawayfrom whereshewas,andhisdrivergot

downtohavethebackdooropened.

"Getin,ma'am,please.Iwilldriveyouhome,"heinformedher.

Larawavedherhanddismissively."No.Iwilltakeataxi."

"Iinsist,ma'am.Pleaseallowmetotakeyouhome."

Larafurrowedherbrows."Where'sShane?"Shepeeredthroughtheopeneddoors.

Herphone'sringtonegaveoff,andsheraisedittoherear.

"Iwashopingnottocauseascandalsincethatwouldbethelastthingyouwouldwant.

So,getin,Lara."Hisvoicecameinthroughthereceiver.

"Itoldyou..."

"Youdon'tfoolme,Lara.Something'soffwithyou,andyou'retalkingitoutwithme."

"Comeon.."Laragroanedunderherbreathinprotest.

"Lara,"hesaidfirmly.

"Ah!"Hershoulderssaggedindefeat."Alright.I'm gettingin."Shewalkedcloserandgot

intothecar.

Thedriverclosedthedoorandwalkedbacktothefrontseattogetthecarmoving.

Silenceensuedinthecarthroughouttheride.Laragrittedherteeth,uncomfortableat

thesilence.

Shelookedoutthewindowatthenextturnandobservedthatthecarwasbeingturned

intheoppositedirectionfrom herhouse.



"What..?"Sheswiveledherheadinhisdirection.

"Haveyoueaten?"

"Idon'twanttoeat.Ihavetobeathome."

"Well,Idohavetoeat,andyouwillbekeepingmycompanyaswehaveunfinished

businesstogoover."

Larafurrowedherbrows."Areyoubecomingadictatorialboyfriend?"

"No,"herepliedflatly,holdinghergaze."Weagreedtobeanopenbookwitheachother

andtoneverkeepsecretsfrom oneanother."

"There's..."Laracutindefensivelyandbitdownonherlips."I'm sorry."

"Whatisit?"

Thecarpulleduptoahalt.

"Claireknowsaboutus,"shesaidinawhisper.

"Lara."

"Iam notcomfortablewithothersatworkfindingoutaboutusyet.I'm notmentally

preparedforit."

"Lara."Shanelacedhisfingerswithhers,holdingasideofherfacesoshecouldface

him.

Larabitdownonherlipsnervously,questionsarisinginhermind."Whatdidshesayto

you?"Heasked."Lookatme,Lara."

Larashookherheadagainsthishandandtookitoffthesideofherface."I'm only

bothered."

Abriefsilencefilledtheairaroundthem astheysatbeforeShaneasked,"Whyareyou

hellbentonkeepingusasecret,Lara?"

Itconfusedhim.Womenwouldlovenothingbuttobepubliclyknowntobehislover,if

atall,hismistress.

Herlipstwitched."I'm notkeepingusasecret.IaffirmedtoClairethatwearedating,

butthefewerpeoplethatknowaboutourrelationshipatwork,thebetter."

Shanesearchedherfacemomentarilybeforehenoddedonceinagreement."Asyou

wish,then.Let'sgo."



Lara'sstomachrumbledindelightatthearraysofdelectableseafoodssetonthetable.

Theyalllookedandsmelledtantalizing;shecouldn'twaittodipthem inhermouthand

savortherichnessoftheirtastes.

"Thoughtyoudidn'twanttoeat?"AsmirkcuppedacornerofShane'sface."Whose

stomachisrumblinghere?"

"Iskippedbreakfastandlunch,"Larasaidwithoutthinking,bitingdownonhertongueas

shebecameawareofwhatshehadsaid.

"What?Whydidyou?"Shanedemandedfiercely.

Larasuckedinherlowerlip."Ikeptlosingmyappetite."

"Yourhealthshouldbeoftheutmostimportance,Lara.Youarenottoworkuntilyou're

wellfedhenceforth,am Iclear?"

Laranodded."Yes,Sir."Shegaveasalutetohim.

Hetsked,andtheybothsettleddowntoeat.

ShanetiltedmostofthedishestowardLara."Eatup."

"I'venotregainedmyappetiteyet,"Lararefused,tiltingthedishesback."Ican'ttakein

muchorelsemystomachwillhurt."

"Youwill,Lara.Mymom won'tletmeoffifshe'sintroducedtoagauntform ofyou."

"Pardon?"Laraarchedaneyebrowathiswords.

"Mymom wouldlovetomeetwithyoubytheweekend.It'salltoosudden,Iknow.Ican

justcancelout."

"When?'"

"Theweekend.Bythisweekend."

Laranodded,twitchingherlips.

"She'sactuallydelightedaboutmeetingtheladywhofinallytamedherrakeofason."

Shebittheinsideofhercheekstostifleasmile.

"Okay."Laranodded.

"Okay?Okay."Shanebeamedwithdelight."Idoubtedyouwouldagreetocomealong."



Laratsked.

"Mybirthdayiscomingupthefollowingweek."

"Really?"Lara'seyeslitupwithasmile."Happybirthdayinadvance."

"Honey,thanks."

Thedessertwasservedafterthemaindishhadbeeneaten,anditwasjustasyummy

anddeliciousasthemaindishwas.

"I'm well-fednow."Laraleanedbackinherseat.

"Youeattoolittle."

Laraarchedaneyebrow."Perhapsyourexpectationsformydietaryintakearetoohigh."

"It'snot.Youshouldeatmoretomakeupfortheratioyou'vemissed."

"Sayswhichdietician?"

Hepointedhisthumbstowardshimself,andLaragiggled.

"Figures."Shenoddedsarcastically,beaming."Arovingambassadorofromanceturned

unlicenseddietician."Sheraisedaglassofwinetohermouthandtookadrink.

"Imaybeanunlicenseddietician,butIknowhowtosatisfyyourappetite."Headdeda

winkfollowinghisstatement.

Larachokedonherdrinkandsettheglassbackdowntostiflehercough.

"Dirtymind,Lara.WhatdidyouthinkIimplied?"

Laraclutchedherchestlightly."Beatsme.Itisobviouswhatyouwereimplying."

"Nah!Youenjoyedthesedisheswe'vehadrightfrom thesightofthem,didn'tyou?I

knowhowtoregainyourappetiteandsatisfyit.Am Inotthebestmanyou'veeverhad?"

Hespreadhisarmswide,palmsupturned,inawelcominggesture.

Lara'slipsparted,andshesmackedthem close.Shetwistedherlipsandfurrowedher

brows."Well,you'rethefirstmanI'vehad."

"I'm aluckyman,am Inot?"Shanebeamed.

Larapinchedhernose,poutedherlipssubtly,androlledhereyes."Ihaven'thada

chancetomakecomparisons.Perhaps..."



"Therewon'tbeaneedforthat."Shaneplantedhishandpalm downonthetable.

Laraleanedupinherseat,crossingherarmsoverherchest."You'rethatconfident?"

"Isthatadare?"

Lararolledhereyes."Don'tmakemeswoontoomuch.It'snotgoodformymentaland

emotionalhealth."

"Wanttotakeapromenadeafterwardsorarideonayacht?"

"Bothsoundnice,butI'm afraidIfeeltoodrainedratherthanenergizedaftereatingto

indulgeineitherofthetwo."

"Thenweshouldhitthegym orthespa,"Shanesuggested.

Larashookherhead."WhatIneedistofallintoabedandzoneoutintobliss."

Shane'seyeslitwithaglint.

"Mine?I'm upforit.Let'ssetoff."

Lararolledhereyes."Mine,andIwantpersonallyderivedblissfrom much-neededsleep.

It'sbeenalongday."

"You'remean."Shanesulked.

Laralaughedandshookherheadatthelookonhisface,stiflingthesoundwiththe

backofherhand.



EIGHTEEN

ItremainedonlythreedaysbeforeshewouldhavetomeetShane'sfamily;Larafelt

tense.Shehadneverbeenthetypetofretaboutanyone'sopinionofher;notthatshe

hadeverhadthetimetocare,butshefelttheneedtoimpressShane'sfamilywhenshe

metwiththem.

Moretoherdiscomfort,Liam seemedrelentlessinpursuinghisromanticinterestsin

her,optimisticallyhopingshewouldcomearoundtoacknowledginghisfeelings.

Shouldn'tshejusttellhim thathewasriskinglosinghisjobbykeepingupwithhis

attemptstowooher?

Andrea,bytheway-Laraheavedadramaticsighandshookherheadasshestepped

outoftheelevatorandintothelobbyatthecloseoftheday-loathedhergutswitheach

passingday.Theirrelationshiphaddrasticallysoured,from BFFtoEF.

Larahaddeliberatelystayedbehindafterthecloseofthedaysothatvirtuallyeveryone

atworkwouldhaveleftbeforeshemadetoleave.

Shehadsuccessfullyaccumulatedmoreenemiesthanfriendsatworksincethestartof

thenewmonth.

Thankfully,Shanehadgoneforabriefmeetingwithoneofhisoldacquaintances,and

shewasstillmentallypreparingherselffortheoccasionbytheweekend.

Despitehowpersistentlyhehadassuredherovertheweekthatshewouldbefineand

wouldloveherparentswhenshemetthem—theywoulddoaswell—shecouldn'tkeep

outtheanxietythathadaccompaniedhersincehehadtoldherabouttheupcoming

visit.

Shewasnervous.Whatifhismotherprobedtoomuchaboutherbackgroundand

dislikedheruponfindingoutshewasn'tfrom anaffluentandinfluentialfamilylikethey

were?



Sheknewtherich,mostespeciallytheirwomen,werealwayshaughtyand

contemptuousofladieswithhumbleupbringingslikeher.

Hershoulderssaggedasanothersighescapedher.Perhapsshewasworryingtoo

much.PerhapssheshouldtrustShaneandrefrainfrom fretting.Shemightactually

warm uptohismother,ashehadassuredher.

Nonetheless,doubtsencircledhermind.

Shehadafairshareofexperiencewithrichwomenduringherpart-timejobstocement

herthoughtsontheirdispositiontowardladiesofherfinancialstatus.However,Shane

hadassuredher.

Sheswalloweddrilyandnodded,mutteringthroughherbreath."Itwillbefine,Lara.You

worrytoomuch."

"Whyareyoutalkingtoyourself?"

Someoneaskedoutoftheblueasshereachedtheentrance,andsheshriekedatfirstin

frightbeforefinallyregisteringtheownerofthevoiceasshelookedathim."Whatare

youdoinghere?"

"I'm waitingforyou,"heanswered."You'vebeenavoidingme,Lara."

Larapursedherlipsintoafrown."No,Ihaven't.Whatmakesyouthinkso?"

"Youstoppedcomingtothecafeteria.Youarekeepingusallatarm'slength."

"Noteveryone.Justaselectedfew,"Laranotified

"Samething,Lara."

"Iseenoreasonwhyyouhadtobewaitingforme,Liam.IalreadytoldyouIhadno

interestinyouthatway.Wecanbefriends,andthat'sallIcanbewithyou.Waita

minute,forhowlonghaveyoubeenwaitingupforme?"Shelookedatherwristwatch.

"It'sbeenalmostanhoursinceworkhourshavebeenup."

"Imonitoredyourexittime.Ipurposelystayedbehind,workinginmyoffice,tocatchup

withyou.Besides,youstillowemeadate?"

"Pardon?"Laraarchedaneyebrow.

"Iwantedtotreatyoutoameal,"Liam remindedher.Laralookedreadytoopposethat,

sohequicklyadded,"Youpromised,Lara."

Larapausedwithhermouthlightlyagape,thewordsshehadwantedtosaychokedat



thebackofherthroat.Shesmackedherlipstogether,herlipspartingwordlessly,before

shefinallysaid,"Iwasn'tpreparedtogooutafterworktoday.Ihaveplans."

"Withyourfriends,"Liam cutin."It'sonweekends,nottoday.Youtoldme,andbeside

yourfriendsandwork,Iknowyouspendtherestofyourtimeathome."

Laralookedflabbergastedatthat."Howdoyou..."

"Ihavemysources."Headdedawinktothat.

"Irefusetobecorneredintotakingupyourrequest,Liam.I'vebeenclearwithyouabout

mydecision.It'snotthathardtotakein,Ibelieve."

"I'm persistent.Idon'tgiveuponwhatIwantuntilIgetit."

"Soam I.Idon'taltermydecisionseasilyuntilIseemypointhasbeenacknowledged,"

Larasaidfirmly."Wecan'tbetogether."Shespelledoutthewordsforhim todrivehome

herpoint.

Hewasn'tswayed,however;helookedevenmoredeterminedbythemoment.

Laramentallyrolledhereyeswithanexasperatedsigh.

"Yourealizeyouareaggravating,Liam.Youarebecomingobsessed,andit'snothealthy

foreitherofus."

Liam smiledather."Icantelljustexactlywhat'shealthyformeonceIseeit."Heplanted

hishandontheleftsideofhischest."Icanfeelitrighthere,andIwon'tstoppersuading

youuntilyougooutwithme."

Larahissedthroughherteeth,bitingdownontheretortthatpromisedtoleashitselfat

Liam'spromise.

"Apromiseisadebteitherway.Youstillhavetogooutwithme."

"Fine,"Larasnappedthroughherteeth.

"Andyouwillstoptryingtoavoidme.Eatinglunchwithyouhasalwaysbeenpleasurable

forme."

"Onlyifyoupromisetostopchantingaboutyourinterestinme,"shetoldhim.

"Officeromancesareano-noforyou,"heconcludedforher,smilingwhenLarawatched

him withsurprise."Alright,Missy.Nomoregushinglovepoemsthatwouldmakeyou

wanttorunandhidefrom me."



Larastifledalaughatthat,noddingcynically."Runandhidefrom you.Indeed."

TruetoLiam'swords,herefrainedfrom mutteringsweetnothingswhiletheytalkedover

themealstheysharedintheevening.

Liam wasreallyfuntobewith,andLaraactuallyadmittedtoherselfthatshemissedthe

oldtimeswhenshesharedherlunchhourswithhim andAndrea.

Buttherewasnogoingbacknow.Achasm hadbeenwedgedbetweenthethreeintheir

friendshipwithoneanother.

Laracheckedherwristwatch,asshenoticedthesunhadfullysetbythenanditwould

soonstarttogetdark.

"Ihavetogo,Liam.Thanksforthemeal.Ithoroughlyenjoyedmyself."Shetippedher

chairbacktogetupfrom it.

"Comeon!"Liam caughtherwristandpulledherbacktoaseat."Ihavejuststarted.We

shouldordermoredrinksandfood.I'm willingtolavishyoutoday,Lara.Imeanit."

"Iknowyoumeanit,butthat'sasmuchdrinkandfoodIcantake.Ican'twalkhome

drunkandwithabloatedtummyfrom overeating."

"Iwilltakeyouhomeifyougetdrunk,andifIdo,youcantakemehomeaswell."

Laraforcedasmile,pinchinghernose.

"Youmadememissyouwaytoomuch,Lara.Idon'twantyoutoeverleavemyside.It's

likeI'm drawntoyouasbeesaretohoney."

Herewegoagain.

Lararolledhereyes."Beesmakehoney,Liam.Theyarenotdrawntothem.Theyare

drawntonectar."

"Well,you'relikenectartome,Lara.Youmakemefeelbrandnew."

Lararolledhereyesandmovedtogetupfrom herseat."Ihavetogo,Liam.Comeon.I

havetobeearlytoworktomorrow."Herphone'sringtonegaveoffjustthen,andshe

hurriedlyansweredthecall,latchingontheopportunitytomakeherescapefrom having

hercompanywithLiam extended.

"Hello,Oh!Iwillberightthere.Givemeafewminutes,please."SheglancedatLiam and

mouthedaquickgoodbye,notwaitingforaresponsebeforeshepickedupherbagand

hurriedoffunderthepretenseofstilltalkingtowhomeverhadcalledher.



Sheonlycalledhim backwhenshegothome.

Shedroppedherbagonthetableandploppeddownononeofthesofas,closingher

eyesbrieflytocatchherbreathbeforeshedialedhisnumber.

"Wherewereyou,Lara?"hedemanded,undoubtedlysmolderingwithannoyanceat

havinghiscallsscreenedfourtimes.

"Iwasoutwithafriendaswell,"sheclipped,annoyedbyhowhehadroughlydemanded

herwhereabouts.

Atthemoment,hewasn'therboss,butherboyfriend.Godhelpher!

Shecoulddealwithhim beinganoverbearingboss—well,shewasindebtedtohim—but

anoverbearingboyfriendwassomethingshewouldn'tsettlefor.

Hepausedforabreathattheannoyanceetchedinhertone."Areyoudoubtingmy

loyaltytoyouagain,Lara?"

"What?"Larafrowned."No."

"Thenyou'rejealous.Itoldyouexplicitlywithwhom Iwasmeeting,Lara.Whyareyou

gettingallworkedup?Iaskedyoujustasimplequestion,woman.Damn!"

"Woman!Woman?"Larahuffedandpuffed."I'm donewiththisconversation,"she

announcedandabruptlyendedtheconversation,throwingherphonedownonthesofa

withalowgrunt.

Sherakedherfingersthroughherhairandheavedanexasperatedsighasherbrain

assessedherconversationwithShane.

Hewasn'tatfault.

Sheadmitteditdrily.Sheoughtnottohavetakenoutherannoyancefrom enduringthe

lastmomentbeforeherdeparturewithLiam onShane.

AlthoughsheenjoyedLiam'scompany,shecouldn'thelpbutadmitthathisinsistence

onhavingaromanticrelationshipwithherdistressedhergreatlyandmadehercranky.

Shestaredblanklyattheceilingforaminutebeforeshedecidedtotakeaquickshower

andhitthehay.

Shepickedupherbagandshoesandsaunteredintoherbedroom.

Shewasjuststeppingoutoftheshowerwhensheheardthedoorbellring.Hereyes

dartedtothealarm clockinherbedsidedrawer.



Itwaslateinthenight.Whocouldbecallinginatthistimeofnight?

Sherarelyhadvisitorsonweekdays.

Shefishedoutat-shirtfrom herwardrobeanddrapediton,walkingouttogetthedoor

asitrangagain.

Sheunlockedthedoor,hermouthpartinginsurprise."Shane!"

Helookedfurious."Youcutmeofffrom acall,Lara."Hegrittedthewordsoutthrough

histeeth.

"Ah!"Shebitdownonherlips."Ididn'texpectyouwouldbeshowingupatthistimeof

thenightoverthat,though."

Shaneraisedaneyebrow."I'm offendedbyyouraction,andthatisallyouhavetosay."

"I'm sorry,alright?"Shetwitchedherlipsandsteppedbackfrom thedoor."Wouldyou

liketo...uh...comein?"

Hewalkedin,andsheturnedtofacehim afterclosingthedoor.

"Whodidyoumeetwith?"

"Now,whohereishavingtrustissues,man?"Shespatathim,withanemphasisonthe

lastword.

AknowingglintsparkedinShane'seyes."Man?"Thenhelaughed,andthesoundwasa

deepandmelodiousrumbleintheroom.

"Youaremockingme?"

Heheldhisarmsupinsurrender."Noway.Damn,wo.."HecaughthimselfatLara's

glare,closedthedistancebetweenthem,andpulledherflushagainsthimself,wrapping

hisarmsaroundherwaist."Wasthatwhatmadeyoumad,love?"Heasked,leaning

downtonibbleherearlobe.

AshivercoursedthroughLaraashisteethgrazedherskin,ajoltrunningdownherspine

asifshehadbeentouchedbyanelectriccurrent.

"It'slate,Shane.Wehaveworktodotomorrow."Sheprotestedweaklyagainsthis

sensualkisses,herbreathhitchinginherthroatashekissedthesoftbobonherneck.

"I'm sorryIendedthecallabruptlyearlier.Thatwasrudeofme."Shemurmured

feverishlyashecaressedher."Ican'tthink,Shane."

"Idon'twantyouto,"hereturned,kissinghiswayuptoherjaw,hisvoiceasdruggyand



hazyasLarafelt.

"Now,that'snotverylogical,"Laramurmured.

HismouthcloseddownonLara's,andhekissedherfiercely,hishandsrakingthrough

herdamphair.

Theirlipslockedforseveralminutesbeforehepulledback,bothgaspingforbreath.

"I'm spendingthenighthere,"Shaneannounced.

Ittookamomentbeforehiswordsfullyregisteredthroughherpleasure-foggedmind.

Shejerkedbackinaninstant."Wait,what?Noway!"

Shanekickedoffhisshoesandwalkedtowardherroom."Wellorganized,"hesaid,

takingnoteoftheappearanceofherroom."I'm pleased."

"ThehellI'm spendingthenightwithyou,Shane.Gohome."

"Comeon,Lara.Haveamodicum ofaffectionforyourman.Mostgirlswouldlove

havingtheirmenoveronspontaneousvisits."

"I'm notmostgirls."

Notingthattherewasnopointinarguingwithhim,shethrewinthetowel."Fine,you

takethecushion;Itakethebed.I'm offtobed."

"Sucharomanticyouare!"Shanesmiledather.

"Idon'thaveanyclothesforyoutochangeinto.I'veneverhadtoentertainamaleguest

overnight,"shetoldhim,ignoringthesarcasm drippingfrom hiscomment.

"Isleepnaked."

Larachokedonherbreath.

Shaneaddedawink,andagrinspreadonhislips."Don'tbother.Now,whereisthe

bathroom?"

Later,whileLarahadgottenintobed,snoringsoftlyinsatisfaction,Shaneslipped

beneaththecoversbesideherwithanarm drapedaroundherwaist.

Sheturned,snugglingcloserintohisembraceandmutteringinaudiblyinhersleep.

Shanebitbackasmileandkissedherforehead.

Damn!Thiswomanwashisundoing.



Shewasunwrappingsidesofhim hehadneverknownexisteduntilnow.

Hehuggedhertohimselfandfellasleepincontentment,smilinghappilytohimself.



NINETEEN

"Calm down,Lara."ShaneplacedhishandoverLara'sfoldedonesastheyweredrivenin

hislimotohisparentshouse."Don'tbenervous."

Shesuckedinherlipring."Ican'thelpnotto."Herchestheaved,andshesquaredher

shoulderswithalightshrug.

Heraisedherslenderfingerstohismouthandplantedakissonherknuckles."Youlook

beautiful.Theywon'tbeabletoresistlovingyou,Ipromise."

Sheheldhisgazebrieflyandnodded."Okay.I'm tryingnottobenervous,alright?"

"Youarestillnotrelaxedyet.You'realltensedup."Heslippedanarm behindherlower

backandmassageditgently."Better?" 

Lararolledhereyes."Worse.Youareturningmeon."

Shanechokedonanamusedlaughatherbluntness.

"It'sprobablybecauseit'smyfirsttimeandtheyarepeoplesoimportantthatImustnot

makeamistaketomessthingsuparoundthem."

"Noone'splacingexpectationsonyou,Lara.Justbeyourself.Theywillloveyouforwho

youtrulyare."

"Butthereareexpectations."Larascoffed."I'm gettingoverlyanxious,am Inot?"

Shanenoddedintheaffirmative."Iwillbewithyoueverystepoftheway."

Larapressedherlipstightlytogetherandnodded.

Thecarpulledtoastopafewminuteslater.

Lara'sbreathcaughtinherthroatasShanehelpedherdownfrom thecar,observingthe

eleganceofhersurroundings.

Itwasprofoundlybreathtaking.



Themagnificentestatehousestoodproudlyonthewaterfront,itswhitemarbleexterior

gleaminginthesunlight.Agrandentrancewithadoublestaircaseledtothefrontdoor,

whichwasflankedbytwolarge,archedwindows.Thewindowsofferedstunningviews

ofthewater,andthesoundofthewavescrashingagainsttheshorecouldbeheard

from insidethehouse.

Theinteriorofthehousewasjustasimpressiveastheexterior.Thefloorsweremade

ofpolishedmarble,andthewallswerecoveredinexpensivewallpaper.Theceilings

werehighandcoffered,andtheroomswerefilledwithbeautifulfurniture.Theliving

room wasaspaciousroom withalargefireplaceandacomfortableseatingarea.

Shaneplacedhishandlightlyonherlowerbackastheymethisparentsintheliving

room.HehadfeltLarastiffeninanotherboutofnervousnessbesidehim asshesawhis

parents.

"Mom,Dad,and..."Heglaredathisbrother,whowasunabashedlyoglingher."Nicole."

Histonewasoneofdeepwarningashecalledhisbrother'sname."MeetLara,my

woman,"hesaidtothem,hisgazeonNicole.

Hisbrothergrinnedathisglarewithaknowingglintinhiseyes.

Ignoringthebrotherswithanamusedshakingofherhead,Shane'smom rushedto

meetLaraandpulledherintoawarm hug.

"Oh!Dear,"shesaidwhenshepulledbackfrom thehug,holdingherlightlybythe

shoulderswithherfacebeamingwithsmiles."I'velongedsomuchtomeetyousince

Shanetoldmeaboutyou. 

Icanseewhyhe'ssosmittenwithyou.Darling,youarecaptivating."

Larasmiledshylyather,hidinghersurpriseatShane'smom'sreaction.

Itwasthestarkoppositeofwhatshehadbeenbracingherselffor,despitehowmuch

Shanehadassuredherthatherparentswereactuallycool.

Hismotherwasbeautifulandclassy;onecouldhardlytellshewasoldunlessonetook

acloserobservationofherfeatures.

Shehadcaramelbrownhairthatmatchedthedarkbrownishshadeofhereyes,dazzling

eyelashes,andacontagioussmile.

Andshewaswarm andfriendly;Laralikedherimmediately.

"Thankyou,Mrs.Williams.It'sapleasuretomeetyoutoo."Lara'ssmilewidenedasshe

excitedlyledhertomeettherestofthefamily.



SheglancedatShane,herlipsflattenedwithstifledsmiles.

Shanewinkedather."Toldyou,"hemouthedtoher,smilingaswell.

Shane'smom lookedevenmoreimpressedbytheexchangebetweenthetwo.She

clappedherhandsindelight.

"Ihaveagoodfeelingaboutthis.Callme,Miranda,please,"shetoldLara.

Larahadbarelyreactedtothatbeforesheasked,"CanIbecasualwithyou?Youwillbe

mydaughter-in-lawinafewmonths,withoutanydoubt."

Larachokedonherbreath."Par..."

"Mom!"Shanecautionedfrom wherehestood,mutteringinaudiblyunderhisbreath

abouthismom beingtooforward.

Nicolelookedevenmoreamusedbyhisbrother'sreactionandlookedonthevergeof

explodingfrom stiflinghislaughter.

Mirandaturnedtofacehim."Why?I'm sureshe'stheone.Areyou...?Doyouplanto

breakthislovelygirl'sheartinthefuture?"

"Mom,please,"Shanebegged.

"Actually,"Larawassaying,butMirandabeathertoitassheglaredatShane.

"Youdarenotbreakherheart,son,oryouwillbeunleashingthedangeroussideofme."

Atthat,Nicolesnickered.EvenShane'sfatherlookedamused,ahintofasmileplaying

acrosshislips.

SheignoredthemenandofferedhersupportforLara."I'm yourofficialgodmother

henceforth,dear.Ifheeveroffendsyou,reportittomeinstantly."

"Yes,Ma'am."Laracouldn'thelpbutchuckleatthevehemenceinhervoice.

"Miranda.Lettheladyhavesomepeaceandstopbeingsanguine.Youmightscareher

off,"Shane'sdadsaidwithateaseinhisvoice.

Shane'smom stifledagasp,wavingherhandtoshunherhusband."Don'tsaythat,

darling.That'sbad."

Shane'sdadfacedLaraandsmiledwarmlyather."Beautifuldear,it'sahugepleasureto

meetyou.Iam Richard."

Laratiltedherheadforwardinapolitenod."Thepleasureismine,sir."



"AndI'm Nicole,"Nicoleintroducedherself,flashingawidegrinather."Ihonestlydidn't

believeitwhenmom toldmehewouldbebringingyouhomewithhim bytheweekend.

He'squiteanunseriousboy,yousee."

Laranoddedcynically,smiling.

Shanerolledhiseyesathisbrother'sstatement."Quitit,Nicole."

NicoleglancedatShaneandlookedatLara."Justincasehebreaksyourheart,Iwill

treatyouright."

"Shutup!"BothMirandaandShanebarkedathim.

Nicole'seyesflashedwithatwinkle."Welcometothefamily,Lara."Hewinkedather.

Larapinchedhernosetokeepfrom chuckling.Shaneimmediatelysteppedinbesideher,

wrappinganarm possessivelyaroundher.

Laraglancedathim andshookherhead,findingithardernowtoholdbackhersmile.

"YourmanisscaredImightstealyouawayfrom him withmygaze,"Nicoleexplainedto

Lara.

"Nicole!Forcryingoutloud,keepmum!"Mirandabarkedexasperatedlyatherson.

"It'snotmyfaultShane'swomanturnedouttobeanenrapturingbeauty.I'm bewitched

byheralluresalready."

"Dunkingyourheadunderwaterforaminutewillclearthedazeoffyoureyesinless

thanaminute,I'm sure,"Larasaidbeforeshecouldhelpit.

Shebitdownonherlipsastheyallstareddazedlyather.

Shefearedshemighthaveoversteppedherboundarieswithherstatement,then

reflectedotherwisewhentheyallburstoutlaughing.

"She'stheperfectmatch,"Nicolesaid.

"Foryourbrother,"Mirandaconcludedwithafinalitytohertone.Shefrownedwith

displeasureatheroldersonandturnedtoLarawithafull-throatedsmile."Come,come,

darling.Ialreadyhadsomerefreshmentspreparedforeveryone.Youmusthavebeen

exhaustedfrom thejourneydownhere.Wouldyouliketea,juice,wine—nameit?

Anythingyouwant,dear?"

Shehadalreadytakenherfrom Shane'sarmsandwasleadinghertoaseatononeof

thecushionsinthelargeroom.Sheclappedimmediatelytoalertthestafftogetonwith



bringingintherefreshmentsfortheguestandeveryone,anditwaspromptlydone.

"Tellmeaboutyou,love.IwanttoknowasmuchasIcan.Iapproveofanythingunless

youareinvolvedinillegalstuff.Howdidyoutwomeet?"

LaraglancedatShane,stiflinganawkwardsmile.

"Idon'tneedtobetoldofmyson'sexpertiseatsweepinggirlsofftheirfeetwithhis

charms."

"Why,thanks,mom.I'm flattered."Shanechuckled.

Nicolesnickered. 

"Right,Lara.Tellusaboutyourself.Whatdoyoudo?Whataboutyourfamily?Havethey

metShanetoo?"Mirandaasked."Iwouldlovetomeetthem aswell."Shebeamed.

"She'sstillmygirlfriend,mom.Stopbarrelingherwithquestionsasifyouare

questioningmybride-to-be?"

"She'snotgoingoverboardwiththequestionsshe'sbeenasking,"Richardsaidinhis

wife'sfavor.

"Oh!Darling.Youarewonderful,"Mirandapraisedhim withdelight,turningbackto

drillingLarawithquestions.

"ShaneandImetinanot-so-romanticspot.Yousee,Iwaswaryofhim atfirstwhenhe

proposedtome."

Mirandaurgedhertocontinue.

"Hehasthisreputationofbeingarake."Sheslappedherhandlightlyoverhermouth."I

hopeyoudon'tmindmydescriptionofyourson.ThatwasmyopinionwhenIfirstmet

him."

"Hesureisarake,"Nicoleagreed,amischievoustwinkleinhiseyes.

"Ihadalottodealwithandwouldrathernotsufferanotherheartbreak."

"Anotherheartbreak?"Mirandaplantedahandinsurpriseonherchest,stiflingagasp.

"Ilostmyparents.Ithadbeenyearsago,butthepainlingers."

"Oh!Dear.I'm sosorry,"Mirandasaid.Sheshookherhead,hereyescloudedwith

empathy."Then,whatchanged?"

"Afterspendingmoretimewithhim,Irealizedheisn'tasbadasheisportrayedtobe.



Heisfuntobewith,apassionatelover,andthemostbeautifulmanwiththemost

beautifulheartI'veeverseen."Lara'sgazelockedwithShane'satthatmoment,andshe

feltherheartconstrictfrom theemotionsshebeheldinhiseyes.

Shewasn'tsureifitwouldbeagoodideatotellhisparentsofthetruearrangements

betweenthem beforetheyfellinlovewitheachother,butshewastellingsucha

heartfeltandbeautifulstoryabouthowtheyhadmetwithoutdeviatingfrom thetruth.

Nicolerolledhiseyes,holdinghistummywhilehechokedintermittentlyonhislaughter.

"Hehasenoughpridetodrownoutavolcano;don'tfeedhim more,please."

"Youhavetotellmeallaboutit,"Mirandasaidexcitedly,herlipswidewithgrins.

"I'm howeversorrytotellyouI'm from quiteahumblebackground.Myfamilyisn'tas

affluentasyoursis,"Laraexpressedherfears,lookingdownherlaps.

"Nonsense,"Mirandasaidimmediately,wavingherhanddismissivelyintheair."When

hasthatevermattered?"

Lara'sgazeshotuptomeetMiranda'satthatpoint,herlipspartingbrieflyindisbelief.

Theyalllookedatherwithamusedsmilesontheirfacesastheysawherexpression.

"Ibelievewehavemorethanenoughtomakeupforthat,"RichardassuredLarawitha

pleasedsmile.

Helovedthefactthatshewaseloquent;ithintedthatshewassmart.

Abeautywithbrains.Shewasperfect!

Andshewashonestaboutherbackground.Althoughshyofitcomparedtotheirs,but

notashamedofittotellalieaboutit.

Richardnoddedinapproval."Let'shavelunchtogether.Thetablehasbeenset."Richard

gotupfrom hisseatandmadehiswaytowardthediningroom.

MirandagailypulledLaraupwithher,andtheybothwalkedtothediningroom together.

Shanesmiledasshewatchedthetwo.Heknewwithoutanydoubtthatbothwomenhad

becomefastfriends.

Thediningroom wasmoreformal,withalongtableandchairsthatcouldseatupto

twelvepeople.Bothroomsofferedstunningviewsofthewater,andthesoundofthe

wavescrashingagainsttheshorecouldbeheardfrom insidethehouse.

WhenMirandaheardthatLaramajoredinfashiondesign,shehadablast.



Conversationsflowedseamlesslybetweenthetwo;itwasasiftheyhadknowneach

otherforages.

ShanewasmorethanpleasedthatLarawashavingfun.Shelookedmorethanbeautiful

asshelaughedhardatoneofMiranda'scomments.

Laterintheevening,afterlunch,themenleftthem totheirchatteringtoviewthe

sceneryandgetbacktooldtimes.

Theyplayedsoccerforafewminutesbeforetheydecidedtotakeabreak.Shanehad

thelowestscores,asithadbeenyearssincehehadpracticed.

HerakedhishandsinannoyancethroughhishairasNicolewouldn'tstoptauntinghim

aboutlosingtohim.

Hewasreturningbacktothehousetogetaquickshowerinhisroom andchange

beforeLaraandhesetofftogowhenheheardherlaughheartily.

Mirandagiggledaswellatherresponse,andhecouldn'thelpthesmilethatspreadon

hislips.

Hewatchedashereyesshonewithdelightassheanimatedlytalkedwithhismom.

Larawasagreatconversationalist,aswashismom.Thetwowereaperfectmatchfor

eachother.

RichardplantedahandfirmlyonShane'sshoulderfrom behindandsmiledasheturned

tolookathim."Itwashightimeyoueventuallyfoundlove.I'm amazedyou'vebeenable

tofindawomanaswonderfulasLarais."

"Inotherwords,consideringallyourgrievousactionsofleavingheartbreaksinyour

wake,he'ssurprisedyoucouldstillfindawomanlikeLaraandgethertofallheedlessly

inlovewithyou,"Nicoleadded,walkinguptothem.

"Shutup,Nick."BothShaneandRichardbarkedathim.

"Mom andShanenow,Shaneanddad.Youtrioareunbelievable."

"Perhapsyoushoulddotheneedfullikeyourbrotherandbringhomeabride-to-be,"

Richardsaidinaclippedtone.

Nicolegrimacedheavilyatthat,hisirritationspikedbytheamusedglintinShane'seyes.

"Girlfriend,notbridetobe,dad.Hehasn'tmadeclearhisintentionstoher."

"Oh!Hewould,"Richardreturnedasamatteroffact.ThenhetoldShane,"She'sa



keeper,son.Don'tletherslipfrom yourgrasp."

Shanebeamedathisfatherandnoddedfirmlyinunderstanding.

 

AfterafewhoursinMiranda'scompany,Larawaslaughingsohardthatshefelther

stomachexplodefrom toomuchexcitement.

Nicolewenttojointhewomenafterhehadshoweredandchangedintoneatclothes.

Shanehadfreshenedupandchangedaswell."Isn'tmom justtheperfecthost?"He

askedLara.

"She'sperfect.Iloveher,"Larasaidamidstlaughter.

Mirandabeamed,evenmorepleasedbyhercompliment."Shane'sbirthdaypartyisby

theweekend."

Laranodded."Iwon'tmissitforallthegoldintheworld."

"Woah!"NicoleslappedShaneplayfullyacrosstheback,grinningwidely."Someone's

gloatingoverhere."

Shaneflippedhisbrother'shandoffandglaredathim,stiflingasmileaswell."Mom,

Dad,wehavetobeleavingsoon."

"Soquick?"Mirandafrowned."Westillhavealottotell."

Themenexchangedamusedglancesbrieflywitheachother.

Shanesmiledather."Youtwocanpickupfrom whereyouleftyourdiscussionwhen

shecomesbythefollowingweek."

"Alright,theupcomingbirthdaymanwantstostealhisbrideaway."Mirandalaughed

andpulledLaratoherselfforaquickhug,brushingakissonthesideofherface."Till

nextweek,dear."

"Ican'twaittoseeyoutoo,Miranda,"Larareturned,huggingherback."Thanksforyour

hospitalityandreception.Iwasnervousatfirst,butI'm morethangladIcame.Ilook

forwardtoournextmeeting."



Mirandabeamedwithpureadorationinhereyes."Metoo,dear.You'reagirlaftermy

ownheart.Safejourneyback."Shewavedgoodbyeather.

"Won'tyouhugmetoo,goodbye?"Nicoleaskedwithanexpectantlookonhisface,

extendinghisarmsoutininvitation.

Laragrinnedathim andhuggedShaneinstead."Extendmyhugstoyourbrotherand

yourdad,please."

Richardlaughedatthat;hisroarsoflaughterwerefollowedbyNicole'ssnickerand

Miranda'samusedgiggles.

HeextendedhisarmstoShane."Iwillacceptmyhug."

Shanewalkedintohisdad'sarmsandembracedhim,pullingbacktohugNicoletoo,his

armsextendedinaninvitation."Herecomesyourhug,bigbro."

Nicoletriedtopryhishandsoffhim,butShanecaughthim andtrappedhim inabear

hug.

Everyonechuckledandlaughedattheinteractionbetweenthebrothers,wavingafinal

goodbyetoLaraandShaneastheypreparedtoleave.

"So,whatdoyouthinkofmyfamilynow?"ShaneaskedLaralaterastheysettledinthe

car.

"Oh!Ilovethem all.I'm sogladIcame,"Laragushedinexcitement.

"I'm gladyouhadfuntoo.Youdidexceptionallywell.Yousurpassedtheirexpectations

atthat."Hegrinnedather."From theoutset,"headded.

"Thanks,Shane."

"You'realwayswelcome,love,"Shanerepliedandlacedherfingerswithhis,settlingin

forthedrivewithLara.

Laraleanedherheadagainsthisshoulder,andhesmiledinsatisfaction,wrappingan

arm aroundhertoholdherclosertohimselfandintertwiningtheirfingersonceagain

throughtheride.



TWENTY

ThepartywasheldonSundayevening.MirandagushedabouthowshemissedLaraso

muchovertheweekwhenshemetheragain.

Shehadinvitedmostofherfriendstotheparty,andsheheldnothingbacktoshowher

offtoherotherwealthyfriends.

EverypartyforMirandawasjustanotherchancetosocializeandexpandone's

connection.Shane'smom wasn'tnecessarilyvain,butshewasgoodatmakingand

expandingherinfluenceintheworldofwealthywomen'sgroupsshewasamemberof.

VirtuallyallthewomenLarahadbeenintroducedtolovedherandwereimmediately

takenwithher.Thankfully,Mirandadidmostofthetalking,sowhenshewasasked

anythingpersonalshewouldrathernotanswer,Mirandaexpertlyansweredinawaythat

madesensebutwasadeviationfrom theactualtruth.

Notthatsheknewitwasadeviation;herforwardnaturehadpromptedhertoanswer

thequestions,deducingheranswersfrom theconversationtheyhadhadoverthe

previousweekwhenshehadcometovisitwithShane.

Larasmiledandgreetedthedignitariesshewasintroducedtothroughouttheparty,

neverhavingtosmileasmuchasthat.

Shane'sworldwasfarhigherinstandardsthanhers,anditdidn'tmatterthatshehad

beenmadeuptofitinorthatshehadbeensingledoutbythehostasaguestofhonor

tobeintroducedtothemoguls;shecouldn'thelpbutstillfeelatingeofawkwardness

settlewithinherassheassociatedwiththoseway-out-of-her-leagueandupper-class

ladiesandwomen.

WhileShanewaskeptbusybytherestofthewell-wishers,hestoleglancesatwhere

Larawaswithhismom.Heknewshewasinhissafehands,andfrom wherehewas,he

couldseeMirandawasdoingagreatjobgettingLaratowarm uptotheparty.

Shewouldbeaproudmother-in-law.

Asmiletippedthecornersofhislips,andhisheartleapedinexcitementatthethought



ofthat.Hehadalwaysknownthathewasattractedtoandcouldn'tgetoverLarafora

reason.

Shewasthewomanforhim.

Shaneexcusedhimselffrom thecompanyofhisotheracquaintancesandwalkedover

towhereLarawasasheobservedshehadexcusedherselffrom hismom'sgroup.

Larapickedupaglassofwinefrom thetrayraisedbyawaiterpassingbyandtooka

drinkfrom it.Shefeltrelievedasshefelttheliquidwashdownherthroat.

Shanesmoothlysteppedintoherside,plantinghishandlightlyonherlowerback,and

shesmiled,relaxingintohisembrace.

"Hey,"hewhisperedagainstthesideofherear,nuzzlinghercheekwiththetipofhis

nose.

"Hey,"Larareturned.

"Howareyoufeeling?"

"Wonderful.Yourmom hasbeenaperfecthostallthroughtheevening.Herpersonality

issuperb.Howareyoufeelingaswell,birthdayman?"Shesmiledupathim,leaningup

toplantakissonthecornerofhismouth.

Amischievoustwinklelitinhiseyes,andheheldherbythewaist."Ifeelcheatedthat

mymom hadtostealyouawayforherselfforhalfthehoursoftheevening,butIhave

theperfectplantomakemefeelgood.Wanttocheckoutthehouse?"

Larasmiledback."Ibelieve,Mister,yourpresenceisstillneededhere."

Shaneloweredhislipstomeethersandsoftlykissedher.Larastrokedhischin

teasinglyandkissedhim back,theirlipspuckeringindelight.

"Nowyouaremakingmereconsidernottakingyouupthestairs,"Shanemurmuredover

herlips.

"Ithoughtwewerecheckingoutthehouse,"Larateasedinreturn.

"Myroom isalsoapartofthehouse,"Shanenotified.

Larastifledagiggleatthat,nodding."Ofcourse,itis."

Shanewrappedhishandsaroundherwaistandpulledherclosertohimself."Ican't

seem togetmyhandsoffyou,honey.Thethingsyoudotome..."



Derrariapproachedthetworightthenandnoisilyclearedhisthroat.

Thetwopulledbackandturnedtofacehim.LaratippedapolitenodatDerrariasshe

noticedhim,abriefsmiletuggingatthecornersofhercheeks.

Derrarismiledather,glancingatShane."Whenwereyougoingtointroduceyourwoman

tome?"

Shanerolledhiseyes."Asifyouhadn'tmetherearlierintheevening."

"Twice,"Laraadded.

"Wasthatyou?"HelookedincredulouslyatLara."IbelievedIhadencounteredanangel

instead."

"Derrari,stoptryingtocharm me,please.Itwouldbeawastedeffort,"Laratoldhim with

atwinkleinhereyesandawidesmile.

Shanechuckledatthat,hugginghiswomanclosertohimself.

"That'stoodirect,Lara.Imayhavea heartbreak."Derrariplacedanarm tothesideof

hischest,feigninghurt.

Lararaisedacornerofherlipsinasmileathim."You'reasurvivor,Derrari.Youwillpull

throughit,surely."

Derraripausedabreath,pinchinginhisnosetoholdbackthesmilethatthreatenedto

form onhislips.

Larawaswitty,andhehadalwaysenjoyedexchangingbanterwithhersincethetimehe

wasintroducedtoher.Shemadeitfeelsonaturaltoexchangebanterwithher.Shewas

notjustbeautiful;shehadseveralalluringinherentqualitiestoo.HewasgladforShane

forhittingthejackpot,thoughnotpleasedthathehaddoneitbeforehecould.

"Don'tyouthinkI'm morehandsomethanheis?"Heflashedawinkather.

Shane'spossessivesidecametotheforerightthen.Hetiltedherfacetomeethisand

kissedherheatedlyandhard."She'smine."Heturnedbacktoglareathim.

"Ineverarguedotherwise."Derrarismiledatthetwo,raisinghishandsinsurrender.

"Congratulations,onceagain,man."HeslappedShaneplayfullyacrosstheshoulder.

"Seeyouaround,Lara."HeraisedasalutetoLaraandretreatedtojointherestofthe

guestsminglingattheparty.

"Thatwasn'tnecessary."Larachidedhim softlywhenDerrariwasgone,hervoicestill



breathlessfrom thepassionatekisstheyhadshared.

"Youhavenoidea,Lara."Heshookhisheadather,andholdingherbythehand,heled

herthroughthebackdooroutside.

"Wherearewegoing?"Laraaskedasheledheracrosstheexpanseoflandtoabridge

thatmagnificentlystoodinthedistance.

Thebridgewasintricatelyandartisticallydesignedwithalush,qualityframeworkthat

glimmeredunderthemoonlitnight.

ShanetookoffhisjacketanddrapeditoverLara'sshoulders.

"Thanks,"Larasaid,pullingthejacketclosertoherselfasshefollowedShanecloserto

thebridge.

Onsecondthought,ShanesweptheroffherfeetintohisarmsamidstLara'ssurprised

squeal,herhandsinstinctivelyholdingontohisneck.

"Youcouldhavewarnedme,"shechidedhim.

Shaneflashedawinkather."Now,wherewouldthefunbeinthat?"

Hecarriedherinhisarmsandwalkedtherestofthedistancetothebridge.

Thesmellofthewatercoatedtheairstronglyastheywalkedfurther,thechillintheair

dancingwithateaseonherfaceasitbreezedsoftly.

Hestoppedatthecenterofthebridgeandsetherdown.Lara'sbreathcaughtinher

throatatthesightthatwelcomedher.

"Itisbeautiful,"shewhispered,enthralledbythescenery.

Hestoodbehindherandwrappedahandaroundherwaist,plantinghischinonthe

crookofhershoulderastheybothstood,staringoutattheexpanseofdeepbluewaters

stretchingoutintothedistanceanddarkeningwithaluminousglowunderthestarry

night.

"Ibuiltmostofmychildhoodmemorieshere,"heexplained."Itwasmyfavoriteplacein

thehousewhenIwasaboy."

"Whydoyoubringmeherethen?"Larawhisperedoverhershouldertohim.

"IknewyouwouldloveitasmuchasIdo,"heanswered.

"Ido.You'vebeensurroundedbybeautyinallitsformsallyourlife."



Heturnedherinhisarmssothatshewasfacinghim."Youarenowapartofthem,and

justastheyhavestoodbymealltheseyears,Iwantyoubymethroughtheyearsas

well."

"Shane."Laragasped. 

"Lara,"hesaid,holdinghergaze.

Herlipsparted."You.."

"Calm it,Lara.I'm notproposingmarriagenow,butkeepitinmind."

Laralaughed."What?" 

"YouhavenoideahowmuchI'm inlovewithyou.I'm insanelyinlovewithyou,Lara."

"Metoo.Happybirthday,babe."

AwidegrinspreadonShane'sfaceattheendearmentshehadgivenhim,andhekissed

herdeeplytoexpressjusthowmuchhelovedandappreciatedher.

"Everyonewouldhavenoticedourabsenceatthepartybynow,"Larasaid,withdrawing

from thekiss.

"I'm suretheyhaveanideaofthemischiefwearebothuptoatthemoment,"heteased

her,takinghermouthforanotherkisswhilecuppingherhipswithafirm squeezeinhis

hands.

Larastrokedherfingerslazilyoverhisstubbles,moaningintothekissinsatisfaction,

andpulledback."Weshouldheadbacknow."

"Right,"heagreed.

Byeleven,thepartyended.Mostoftheguestsstayedoverforthenightwhileothers,

includingShaneandLara,leftfortheirrespectivehouses.

LarahuggedShaneafinalgoodbyeasthecarpulledtoastopbeforeherapartment.

"Sweetdreams,babe."Shanekissedthecornersofhermouth.Heburiedhisfaceinto

thecrookofherneckandplantedakissonhershoulder."Dream ofme."

Laralaughedandpulledbackfrom him,holdinghisgazewithabrilliantsmileonher

face."Goodnight."

Shesteppeddownfrom thecarandwalkedintoherapartment,listeningtothedistinct

soundofShane'scarglidingawayintothedistance.



Itwas2:00a.m.bythetimeshegothome.Shedecidedtotakeaquickshowerandget

somesleepwithinthefewhoursleftbeforeshehadtogotoworkinthemorning.

Shechangedintoabaggyt-shirt,reachingdownalmosttoherknee,andploppeddown

onthebed,stiflingayawnasshepulledtheblanketoverherselfanddozedoff.

 

 

 

★★★

 

ThedriverwasjustpullingthecarintoShane'sdrivewaywhenhesawthenotification.

Heloggedintothecompany'sgrouppagetocheckoutwhatitwasallabout,thenspat

infuryashewatchedtheuploadedvideo.

Heplacedacallimmediatelytothechiefoperatingofficer."Whothehelldidthis

bullshit?"Hedemandeditangrily.

"I'm sorry.I'm justwatchingitnow.Iwilltakeactionimmediatelytopullitdown."

"Thehell,Wesley.Don'tjustpullitdown.Findtheidiotwhohadthegutstodothisand

besuretocontainthevideosothatitdoesn'tleaktothemedia,"hebarkedin

annoyance.

"Ofcourse."

"Reporttomeatmyofficebymorning."

"Sure."

Shanedisconnectedthecall,ballinghishandsintotightfistsashewalkedtherestof

thedistanceintohishouse.

Herakedhishandsthroughhishairinannoyance.

Hewatchedthevideooverandoveragain,workingthroughthenighttofindcluesto

rootouttheculprit.

HehadplacedacalltoDamien,hisprivateinvestigator,totracktheIPaddressand

reporttohim bymorning.Damienwasfasterandmoreefficient.



Bythetimedawnbroke,Shanehadgottenaninklingofwhohadplacedabuginhis

officeandleakedhisandLara'ssexvideotothecompany'sgrouppage.



TWENTYONE

ShanecalledClairetohisofficefirstthingashegottoworkinthemorning.Hehad

arrivedearlierandhadtoldClaireshehadbetterresumedbeforehedid.

Wesleywasthereaswelltoreporttohim assoonashesatinhisdeskchair.

"Well?"

"TheIPaddresswastracedtoClaireWhitmire."

"Claire,"Shanerepeateddryly,hiseyesburningwithsmolderedrage.

Wesleynoddedinconfirmation.

"Thebuginyourofficehasbeendetectedandremovedbythesecurityteam earlierin

themorningandthatgoeswithoutsayingwhoplanteditthere.

Thevideohasbeenpulleddownanditsdistributionisbeingtrackedonsocialmedias

andotheronlineplatformstoensureitdoesn'tresurfaceorgoviral,"Wesleyreported.

"However,somethingseemstobeoffwiththeaddresstheleakedvideowastracked

to."

Shanefurrowedhisbrows.

WesleywasaboutexplainingfurtherwhenClairewalkedin.

"I'm sorry."Shefixedhergazetothefloor,unabletoraisethem,twiddlingherfingersin

anxietyasShanelookedatherwithanicycalm.

ShanegesturedtoWesleythathecouldtakehisleaveandoncehewasoutofearshot,

hesaidthroughgrittedteeth,"Youhadthegutstoplantabuginmyoffice."

Claireshookherhead."I'm sosorry.Iapologize..."

Shanehissed,cuttingheroffherstatement."Anapologywon'tcutthis,Claire."



Sheraisedhergazetomeethis,hereyescloudedwithtears."Ididn'tpostthevideo.I

swearIdidn't."

Shanescoffed."Allevidencepointstoyouandnowyouaredenyingitinmypresence.

Youaretestingmypatience,Claire.Imighthaveoverlookedyourattractiontome...

NowthatI'm thinkingaboutit,Ishouldhaverelievedyouofyourjobsince.PerhapsI

couldhaveavertedthisnastysituationfrom occuring.IthoughtIhiredasmartand

efficientwomannotanincompetentfoolswayedbytheinfluencesofheremotions."

Atthat,Clairecriedoutinasob,"IsaidIdidn'tuploadthevideo.Andrea!"Hereyes

flashedinrecollection."Andreamusthavedoneitagainstmyknowledge."

"Andrea?"Shane'seyesnarrowedasherecalledwhothatwas."Shewasinvolvedinthis

aswell?"

Clairenoddedamidsttears."IonlythreatenedLaraintherestroom aboutmyawareness

thatshewassexuallyinvolvedwithyou.

AndreahadbeenlisteningtoourconversationthatdaysowhenLaraleft,she

approachedmeandaskedwhatIknew.Ishowedherthevideo."

"Andletmeguess,yougaveherthevideowhensherequestedforitaswell."

Clairesniffed,loweringhergazeagain."Iwasbarelythinking.Iwastooblindenedbymy

rageandjealousythatyouhadtobeinvolvedwithherofall,whenyoustrictlyrefrained

from pursuingarelationshipwithanyoftheotherfemalestaffwhowereattractedto

you.

Whyshouldshebeanydifferent?WhatdoesshehavethatIdon't?"Shegnashed

throughherteethasshedemandedheatedlyfrom him.

Shanemaintainedacalm composurenonetheless,archinganeyebrowwhileboiling

insidewithfuryatherindignationandaudacity."Areyouseriouslyaskingmethat

now?"Heseethedthroughhisteeth,hisvoicetingedwithasmuchfuryandirritation

simmeringunderneathhiscoolfacade.

Clairesuckedinherlipring."IadmitIwaswrongtosetabuginyourofficebutIdidn't

postthatvideo.AndreatoldmeshehadaplantobringLaradownsowecouldboth

havethemenwewanted.Itsoundedlikeafairdealtome."

"Getout,"Shaneseethedwithanicycalm throughhisteeth."Youarefired."

Clairepausedabreathinshockasshestaredathim.

"Isaidgetout!"Shaneordered.



Asifthatsnappedheroutofthedazeshehadplungedinfrom receivingthefirstorder,

Claireshookherhead."No!No!Youcan'tfireme."

"Ihave."Shanedialedthesecuritylineontheintercom andgaveoutorderstohave

Clairetakenoutofhisofficewithimmediateeffect.

"Youcan'tfireme!"ClaireprotestedasshewastakenoutofShane'sofficebythemen

from thesecurityteam..

Shanehissedunderhisbreath,oncethefamiliarserenityinhisofficehadbeenregained.

HeplacedacalltoWesleytocontactAndrea'sheadofdepartmentandhaveher

interrogatedaswellthenendingthecallwithWesley,heplacedacalltoDamienaswell.

"Theaddresskeepschanging,"Damieninformedhim.

"Atfirst,itwaslinkedtoananonymousaccountthenitwasdirectedtoClaireWhitmire.

It'sswitchednamesagain."

"Letmeguess,Andrea?"

"Correct,AndreaJohnson,"Damienconfirmed.

Shanesuckedintheairharshlythroughhisteeth."Bothwomenwerepartofmy

employeesandtheyarelinkedtothecase.DoyouthinkAndreaJohnson..."

"Istheactualculprit?Noway.Theactualculpriteitherhasagrudgeonthewomen

involvedinthecaseorhasasinisteragendaotherwise.Iam onthelookoutshouldany

copyofthevideobemadeonline."

"Damien,thelesspeoplethatknowaboutthis,thebetter.Itrustyourdiscretion."For

Lara'ssanity.

Hewassureshewouldbepanickingbynowuponseeingthevideo.Hehadtriedto

reachherlineuptonoavailsincethetimehehadlearnedoftheleakedsexvideo.

"Themediawon'tgetawhiffofthis,"Damienassuredhisconcerns.

"Nodoubt.Itrustyou."Shanenodded,closinghiseyesbrieflyinimpatienceand

exasperation.

Hecouldn'twaitfortheculprittoberevealedandbethoroughlydealtwith.Withthe

suspectsnowrevealednottobetheculprit,hewasleftdisturbedaboutwhom exactly

theculpritcouldbeandtheculprit'sreasonforuploadingthevideoexclusivelyonthe

company'sgrouppage.



Ifthevideohadn'tbeenuploadedbythewomencompetingforShane'sattentionor

Lara'sruin,whohaddoneitandwhatwastheperson'sagendatowardsdoingso?

Shanetriedtothinkupanyoneamongthehundredsofemployeesinhisorganization

thatcouldhavedonesuchadeed,however,hecameupblankwithnothing.

Heavingasighinfrustration,hecheckedthetimeonhiswristwatch.Larashouldbein

theofficebynow.

Heswitchedonhislaptopandsentabroadcastmessagetoalltheexecutivesand

headsofeachdepartmentforanimmediateassembleintheconferenceroom.

★★★

Laranoticedsomethingwasoffwiththeatmosphereasshewalkedintothecompanyin

themorning.EvenDianawasactingoddwhenshegreetedherasshegottothelobby;

shecouldn'tmeethergazewhenshereturnedhergreeting.

Larastillfeltweakfrom notgettingadequatesleepoverthenightandstillwakingup

earlytomeetuptoherusualresumptiontimeeventhoughShanehadtoldherthatshe

couldtakethedayoffbutseriously,adayoff?

ItwasMondayforcryingoutloud.

However,Larahadhadapremonitioninthemorningandithadbeenabadfeeling.She

archedaneyebrowasshenoticedthehostilityintheairamongtheotheremployeesas

theywalkedpastandnoticedher.

Therewerehushedwhisperswithafewheadsturnedinherdirectionastheyallwalked

inandoutoftheelevatorastheysawher.

"Something'shappened,Diana?"Larawalkeduptoheranddemandedthefactonwhat

exactlywasgoingon.

Dianashookherheaduncomfortably,nervouslybitingdownonherlips.

"Youhaveanideawhatisgoingon."Laraglancedaroundherbrieflyandfixedhergaze

intentlyonDiana,uneasesettlingintoherbonesaswell."Tellme!"

"It'sasexscandal,"Dianasaid."Thegrouppage,"shesaidquicklyandlookedaway



from her.

Larafurrowedherbrowsinconfusionandloggedintothegrouppagerightthen.

"Reachyourofficefirstoryouwillgetlatetowork,"DianaadvisedalthoughLaranoticed

hadanominoustonetoit.

"Great.Haveagoodday."Laraangledherchintowardsherandwentuptheelevator.

Ifgazescouldburn,shewouldhavebeencharredfrom thegazesfixedonherbythe

otheremployeeswithwhom sheusedtheelevator.

ShecameacrossLiam asshegottoherfloor,forcefullywalkingwithherheadhighand

backstraighttoheroffice.

Shewashavingaproblem positioningherstrideswellinherheelsandherskinkept

recoilinginembarrassmentforanunknownreasonaseveryonestaredandundoubtedly

gossipedabouther.

HermouthfeltdryandpartedinaudiblyassheacknowledgedLiam'spresencewhenhe

approachedher.

"WhatwasIthinking?"HisAdam'sapplebobbedasheswallowed.

Larafrowned."Pardon?"

"Youaimedhigh.Ididn'ttakeyouforthatkindofgirl,Lara."

Lara'sheartpoundedatLiam'swords,recallingDiana'swordsaswell.Shesuspected

whom thescandalmightbeabout.

"Whatkindofgirl?"

"I'm deeplydisappointedinyou,LaraDunlop.You..."Heplantedahandtothesideofhis

chest,"brokemyheart."Hepinchedinhisnose."Youarenothingbutawhore!"Hespat

atherandwalkedaway.

Lara'shandsballedintotightfistsathersidesandshegrittedherteethhardin

smolderedannoyanceandembarrassment.Herhandsshookassheheldthem in

clenchedfists,forcefullymarchingforwardinherheels.

Shefeltasifacontaineroficehadbeendunked,withoutwarning,overher.Heat

washedoverherfacealmostmakingherswoon,torrentsofchillssnakingdownher

spinemakingherbodyshiver.

Shehastenedtherestofherstepstoheroffice,ploppeddowninherseatandloggedin



onherphone.Shealreadyknewwhattobeexpecting.

Whenshehaditconfirmed,shefeltdarknesswashoverher,awaveofvertigohitting

herhardasshesawwhatwasonthevideo.

ItwasafilmingofherinthethroesofpleasurewithShaneinhisoffice.She

rememberedthatday.

Tearsmoistenedhereyes,herheartweighedheavywithembarrassment,shame,and

mortificationatthesituationshewasin.

Sherakedherfingersthroughherhair,aicychillspreadingthroughherveins.

Afewminuteslater,ameetingwascalledintheconferenceroom toaddresstheissue.

Toaddtoherembarrassment,Larawasthelasttocomeinasshehadtobecalledby

theCOO,Wesley,beforeshenoticedthenotificationthathadbeensenttoeveryonefor

ameeting.

Alleyesturnedonherasshewalkedinandatthatmoment,shewishedshehadashell

tocrawlintolikeatortoiseinthefaceofthisheightofembarrassmentsheexperienced.

Shehadnoideashewasrootedtoaspotandhadnotmovedfurtherfrom thedooruntil

Shanewalkeddownfrom theboardroom towhereshewasandgentlyplacedahandon

herlowerback.

Shejumpedathistouch,agaspemittingherthroatasshegazedupathim.

"LaraandIhadbeenacquaintancesbeforeshestartedworkingformesoyouhad

betterallnotgetanywrongideabeforeyoustartmakingassumptionsabouther

character.

Andalthough,she'sthereasonwhywe'vekeptourrelationshipsecret,LaraandIhave

beendatingbeforeshestartedworkingforme.

Sincethere'snothingtohidenow,Idon'twanttohearanygossipsorrumorsaboutthis

leakingtothemedia.Mygirlfriend'simageisatstake.Myimageisatstake,andmost

importantly,thecompany'simageisatstake.Eachheadsofdepartmentshouldworkon

amendingthissituationasdeftlyandswiftlyaspossible.Thatwillbeall."

Everyonenoddedonce,avoidingevensomuchasasingleglanceinLara'sdirectionas

theyallfiledoutoftheroom.

Larastoodnumbly,staringblanklyintothedistance.Assoonasthelastpersonwasout

oftheroom,Laraturnedonherheelsandmadetoleave.



Shanestoppedher."Lara."Heheldherbythewrist.

"Letgo,please."Herlipsquiveredasshesaidoverhershoulders.Hersightwasnow

fullycloudedbynowandshewashavingahardtimecontaininghertears.

Shedidn'twanttocryinfrontofhim.Damn!Shewantedtobeawayfrom him.

Shecouldn'tkeepaclearheadaroundhim.Shewouldn'thavegottencaughtupinasex

scandalatworkhaditbeenshekeptuprestraintonherdesires.

Officeromanceswereinprovenfact,ano-noforher.Sheshouldn'thaveindulgedinit.

"I'm handlingthesituation..."

Feelingnowonthevergeoftears,sheturnedonhim inaflashandthundered,"Isaid,let

go!"

Shanereleasedherhand.

"I'm deeplyembarrassed,Shane.Ican'tstandthesightofmyselforanyone.Ijustwant

toblankitallout."

"Lara..."

"Juststayawayfrom me,Shane."Sheblankedherface,furiouslywipingoffhertears."I

willbeleavingnow,Sir,"shesaidwithanemphasisonSir,dippedapolitenod,and

walkedoutoftheconferenceroom.



TWENTYTWO

 

Larafeltweakinthebellyandqueasyfrom embarrassmentasshesteppedoutofthe

conferenceroom.

Shedry-heavedasshereachedouttopressthebuttonsontheelevator,andshefelt

dizzyspellswashoverher.

Shedartedoutthroughthedoorsoftheelevatorasawaveofnauseahitherinthe

chest,headingforthenearestrestroom.

Shepushedthedoorajarandfelldowntoherknees,retchingherthroatoutintothe

toilet.Hottearsspilleddownhercheeksasshevomited,heruneasesettlingheavilyin

herthroatandmid-belly.

Shepulledoutsometissuefrom thetissuerollandwipedthestainonthecornersofher

mouthoff,flushingthemessoff.

Shebreathedheavilyasshepushedherselfoffherfeettothetubtowashherface,and

theaftertasteofbilecoatedhertongue.

Thedayseemedtostretchevenlongerbeforeworkhourswereup,asifitwantedto

deliberatelyrubhershameinherface.

Sheslumpedonthesofaasshegothome;hershoulderssagged.Shewasgratefulshe

hadbeenabletowalkoutofthecompanywithoutfalteringinhersteps,despitethe

contemptuouslookssurreptitiouslycastinherdirectionbymostofthestaffasshe

walkedout.

Sherockedhertemplesagainsttheachethatthreatenedtosetitsrootswithinherhead,

hereyelidsdroopingtoacloseinexhaustion.

Shehadnoideaforhowlongshesatstaringintooblivion,butshewasjoltedoutofher

thoughtsbythesoundofthedoorbell.

Startled,sheshookandpausedabreath,lookingtowardsthedoor.



Fearonceagainracedthroughherheartatthepossibilitythatsomethingevenworse

hadhappened.

Perhapsthemediahadgottenawhiffoftheleakedvideo,andtheywereheretoassail

herwithinterrogations.

Thedoorbellrangagain,andshegotup,gingerlywalkingtowardsthedoor,silently

hopingitwouldn'tturnouttobewhatshehadthought.

Sheunlockedthedoorandpusheditopen,herbreathescapingheratwhom shesaw.

Hesmiledatherashesaid,"Hello,Lara."

Damn!Hermouthhungopeninshockanddisbelief.Somethingbadhaddefinitely

happenedforhim tobehere,anditwasfarworsethanwhatshehadfeared.

"George!"

 

★★★

 

ShanetwistedhislipsintoafrownasWesleygavehim feedbackontheinvestigationhe

hadbeencarryingout.

"So,AndreacopiedthevideointoaflashdriveandgaveittoLiam,butLiam denied

watchingthevideountilitwasleakedonthecompany'sgrouppage,"Shanerepeated

dryly.

"Yes.Hedidn'tdenybeinggiventheclip,though,andhehasnoideahowhemisplacedit,

butjudgingbyhissourcountenancetowardsAndrea,heletitoffatthat."

Shaneswipedhispalm overhisface,mufflingasigh."YoucanretainLiam.Claireand

Andrea,however,shouldbedischargedfrom theiremployment."

Wesleynodded."Yes,Shane."

"Givemeaheads-uponceyouareabletoapprehendwhoeverisbehindthis."

"Theculprit'slocationisbeingtracked.Hewillbecaughtandbroughttoordersoon

enough."

"Good."Shanenoddedandgesturedwithhischinforhim totakehisleave.

WesleytippedapolitebowandwalkedoutofShane'soffice.



Shanedrummedhisfingersabsentmindedlyoverhisdesktable,thoughtsracinginhis

mind.

Therewerestillnocluestofindoutwhohaduploadedthevideo.Therewasamissing

linkwithnocluestofillitfrom thetimeLiam hadbeengiventhevideocliptowhenhe

hadmisplacedit.

Therewasnofootageofhim todeciphertheclue;whoeverhadleakedthevideowasa

masterplanner.

Heraisedhisphonetohisear,tappingonaspeeddial."Anyupdates?"

"Stillworkingonit.Theculpritisaformidableopponent,butnomatterhowskilledheis,

thereisalwaysaloophole,"Damientoldhim.

"Sourceouttheloopholefastandexposetheidentityofthebastardwhoisbehindthis,"

hebitoutimpatientlythroughhisteeth,ballinghishandsintoafistonthetable.

"Okay."

Withthatsaid,Shanedisconnectedthecall.

Heitchedtocallher,butheknewshewouldn'tpickup.Shewasemotionallyaffected

morethanhecouldeverrelatetothereleasedvideo,andhefeltbadaboutit.

Shehadeveryrighttobeannoyed,buthewasn'tpleasedthatshewasshuttinghim out

overit.Hewantedtobethereforherandofferherthecomfortsheneededatatimelike

this.Ifatall,theyshouldbestickingtogethertofightagainsttheoddsagainstthem,

but...

Shanesighed.Hewasbeinginsensitivelylogical.

Whoeverdidthis,oncehewassniffedout,willregretevertriflingwithhim orhiswoman.

Shanesilentlypromisedhimself.

 

★★★

Lara'slegsweakenedatthesightofhim,andsheinchedbackdazedlyasshewatched

him.

"Whatareyoudoinghere?"Shewantedtomakehervoicesoundtoughanduncaring,

butithadbetrayedher,soundingallweakandbreathless.



Hewalkedintoherapartment,flankedbyhismenoneithersideofhim,andtookaseat

ononeofthecushions.

Lararolledhertonguebackinhermouth,rakingherfingersexasperatedlythroughher

hair.

Sheturnedonhim withaglare.

"Wemeetagain,don'twe?It'ssuchasmallworld."

Sheswallowedthelumpthatformedatthebackofherthroatandforcedannoyance

throughhershakyvoice."Iasked,Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?"

"AskRufus,"hetoldher,amischievousglintappearinginhiseyesandasmilecuppinga

cornerofhislips.

Laraclosedhereyesbrieflyatthementionofthatname,releasingabreathof

smolderedannoyanceandexasperation.

"YouknowIhavenothingtodowithhim."Sheswallowed,trappingairinhermouth

beforesheadded,"Again."

"Thistime,Ishouldwarnyou,ismorethanthelastone,andtheduedateisshorter.You

canwhoreyourselfouttothebillionairewhopaidupyourinitialdebt,"hesaid,andhis

mensnickeredbehindhim."OrperhapsImayconsiderwavingitoffifyouwould..."

"Shutup!"Larabarkedathim,herchestheavingfrom theforceshehadused.She

grittedherteethhardassheglaredathim,herchestheaving.Shewasonthevergeof

tears,butthehellwouldsherevealhervulnerabilitytohim.

"Icangiveyouasmuchpleasureasthatbastarddid,"hetoldher,apathetictoherglare.

"Threesome,perhaps?"

Hismensnickeredlikegigglingidiotsbehindhim,leeringather.

"Ifyoudon'tgetthehelloutofmyapartmentthisinstant,George,Iwillreportyoutothe

police,"Larawarned.

Atthat,Georgeandhismenchortled."Police.Youcan'tbuyyourwayoutofthisby

threateningme,Lara.You'vesuregrownup.Paymemymoney,"hestressedoutthose

lasttwowordstoher,gettingonhisfeet."Iwillbebackintwoweeks.Eitherbeready

withmymoneyorbebracedtowhoreyourselfouttoallofmymen.It'swhatyoudo

afterall."Hehissedthroughhisteethandwalkedoutoftheapartment.

Lara'slegsshookasshestoodrigidly,ballingherhandsintotightfistsbesideher.She



movedmechanicallytowardsthedoorandlatchedthelockonit,slidingdownthedoor

frametoacrouch.

Tearssprawledtohereyes,andsheletitout,toooverwhelmedbythewavesof

emotionscoursingthroughhertocageitin.

Sheidentifiedthefaultshehadmadeaftergettingherselfridofthefirstdebthehad

incurredonher.

Shehadonlybrokentieswithhim nominally;shehadn'tgonethroughtheofficial

processtodisownhim.

Shewasstillhisnextofkin,whethershelikeditornot,andhehadplungedherinto

anotherabyssofdebt.

Therestoftheweek,Larawasashadowofherself.Sherarelyhadtimetoruminate

aboutherruinedidentityatwork.Shewasplaguedconstantlywithinnerturmoil;

however,shetriedasmuchaspossiblenottoletherpersonalissuesdisrupther

efficiencyatwork.Shepouredheraggressionintoworkinstead,keepinguplatehours

toensureshedidn'thavetorunintoanyoneonherwayhome.

Shevisitedthehospitalforacheckupgiventhefactthatshekeptfeelingheady

momentarilyandfeltweakandqueasyofteninthemorning.

Sheguessedherconstantworriesandthestressshehadbeenputtingherselfthrough

latelymightbethereason.

"Congratulations,MissDunlop.Youarethreeweekspregnant,"thedoctorsaid,smiling

lightlyather.

Lara'sfacefellatthenews,herhearttakingadeepplungeintoherbelly.Shestared

silentlyatthedoctor.

Takingthatasacuetocontinue,thedoctorsaid,"Youwillhavetobecomingforthe

prenataltreatmentsandtrytokeepawayfrom stressfulactivities.Itishazardousto

yourhealthandthebaby's."

Therestofthedoctor'swordsdronedoffintoanechoinLara'shead,anotherwaveof

vertigohittingherhard.Shestampedherpalm hardagainstthedesktabletosteady

herself,unawareofhowloudthesoundhadbeen.

Thedoctorlookedappalled,havingbeencutoffabruptlyfrom herstatement.

"I'm sorry,Doctor,"Laraapologizedquickly,realizingwhatshehaddone.



"Areyouokay,MissDunlop?Youdon'tlookgood."

Larashookherheadquicklyandpushedherselfoutofherchair.Thechairmadea

screechonthefloorasitmovedback.

"I'm sorry,butIhavetogonow."Sheexcusedherselffrom thedoctor'soffice,rushing

outofthehospital.

Sheheldherstomachtenderlyasshemovedoutontothestreets,half-walkingandhalf-

running.Shehaileddownacabimmediatelyandgotin,bitingdownonherlipstoholdin

herfeverishbreathstillshegottothesafetyofherhomeandcouldletitallout.

Shecountedupwardsinherheadtodistractherselffrom poringoverthethoughts

lurkingaroundhermind.Shedarednotblinkasthecarwasdriven,silentlyprayingshe

wouldreachherdestinationquickly.Shecouldn'tholditinanylonger.

Shesniffedbacktears,rushedoutofthecab,anddashedtowardsherapartment.

Shefumbledwiththekeysinherhands,tearscloudinghereyesheavily.

Shefeltunusuallylightweightandheavy,herbodynumbandcoldfrom thechillsjetting

throughherblood.

Sheswipedoffthesheenoftearsinhereyeswiththebackofherhand,eventuallybeing

abletoputthekeyintothelock.

Sheunlockedthedoorbutpausedasshewasabouttopushthedooropen.

"Lara!"Kylecalledfrom behind.

"Wecamejustintime,"Meredithsaid,thetwowalkinguptoher.

Theywerequicktosensethatsomethingwasoffwithher,asshedidn'tturnto

exchangepleasantrieswiththem.

"Christ,Lara!"Kyleexclaimedasshesawherface.

"Whathappenedtoyou?"Meredithasked.

Lara'slipstrembled,andshelostherresolve.Hershoulderssaggedasshebrokedown

intosobs.

Kylewrappedherhandsimmediatelyaroundher,moaninginempathy."Oh,my!Poor

dear."



MeredithopenedthedoorwhileKylegentlyguidedtheheartbrokenLarainside.

Shehelpedhertoaseatinthelivingroom andofferedherasmuchcomfortasshe

could,urginghertostopcrying.

Meredithwentintothekitchentobrewsomecoffeeandwasbackafewminuteslater.

Larawashiccupingwhenshehandedthemugofsteamingcoffeetoher.

"Thankyou,"shemuttereddrylyunderherbreath,inhalingthefragranceandtaking

doublesipsbeforeshesetitdownonthestooltocooldown.

MeredithandKylehadtheirgazefixedonher,waitingforhertospillwhathad

disheartenedher.

Larabrushedafingerbeneathhereyelidsandsniffed."I'm sorry.Igotovermyselffora

briefmoment.I'm finenow."

"Asif."Meredithscoffed."Youlookdowninthedumps."

"What'swrong,Lara?IsitaboutShaneoranissueatwork?"

"It's...It's..."Afrowncreasedherforeheadinfrustration,andshetsked,lookingaway

from them.Shehadnoideahowtoexpressherthoughts,wheresheshouldstartfrom,

orhowshecouldtalkaboutherworrieswithanyone.

Itwasalltoomuchforhertobear.Atriplewhammyinthespaceofaweek

"Calm down,Lara."Kyleinchedclosertoher,rubbingherhandoverherback."Takea

deepbreath,"sheinstructedher."Slowly,exhale...Goodgirl!Nowtelluswhathappened.

Becalm aboutit,alright?"Kyletoldhersoftly.

Laraletoutafeverishbreathassheannounced,"I'm pregnant."

MeredithandKylepausedtheirbreathsforamoment,theireyesflashingwithsurprise.

"DoesShaneknowaboutthis?"Meredithasked.

Larashookherhead."Ijustlearnedaboutitnow.Iwenttothehospitaltoday."

"Whythen?Isitbad?Hasn'theshownasignofcommitment?"Kyleasked.

"It'snotthat,"Laracroaked."There'sjustalotgoingonrightnow,andit'sjustnotthe

opportunetimeformetodealwiththis."

"Whatexactlyisgoingon,Lara?"

"George."Shesobbed.



"George?"Thetwospat,annoyanceetchedintheirvoices.

"Hecamearound.ToldmeRufustookupanotherloan."Hervoiceshookasshespoke,

andshesuckedintheairtosteadyherbreath.

"Whatthehell?"Meredithcursedthroughherbreath.

"DoesShaneknowaboutthisaswell?"Kyleinquired."Damn!He'syourmanforcrying

outloud.Whyareyoukeepingthingsfrom him?"Shehissedirritablythroughherteeth

whenLarashookherheadagainstnottellingShaneaboutGeorgeaswell.

"Wehadaquarrelovertheweek.Besides,thisismyproblem.Iwon'tbotherhim withit

again.Iwillfindawayarounditmyself."

"Canyou?Willyou?"Meredithasked."Thisisinsane!"

Kyleletoutadeepbreath."Whataboutthebaby,then?"

"Ican't."

"What?"Meredithasked."Wouldn'thetakeresponsibilityforthebaby?"

"It'snotthathewon't,but..."Larawassaying,butMeredithcutin,hissingheatedly

throughherteeth.

"Well,you'vegottobekiddingme,Lara."



TWENTYTHREE

 

Shanerakedhisfingersexasperatedlythroughhishairashelookedatwhohadbeen

makingeveryonegothroughhellandbackovertheweek.

Hestillfoundithardtobelieveshewastheculpritalthoughhewasimmenselyenraged

bythetroublesshehadputhim through.Thathadcloudedhisinitialshockwhenher

identityhadbeenrevealed.

"MissGilbert,doyoumindexplainingthereasonbehindyouractions?"Heglaredather.

"IonlyneededtobringLaradown.Let'ssayIwasenviousoftheprivilegesshehadupon

heremployment,"shereplied,notanounceofremorseonherface.

"AndwhatexactlydoyouknowaboutLara'semployment?"Hebitoutthroughclenched

teeth.

Shegaveanoncommittalshrug."Nothing.Shewasanopponent,andIhadtogether

outoftheway."

Shanefurrowedhisbrows."Youtoo.Ah!Shit!"Hegroanedunderhisbreath.

"I'm notsorryformyactions."

"Shutit,Diana."Wesleyhissedather.

Sherolledhereyes,twistingherlipsintoapout.

Shanesmiledcrookedly."Iknowyouaren't,buttrustme,youwillregretevertriflingwith

meormywoman."

"Laraisnot..."

"Getout,"heorderedher.

Sheharumphedandwalkedoutofhisoffice,accompaniedbytwouniformedmen.



"Ensuresheservesalongterm injailwithenoughlabortoprompthertoreflectonher

actions,"ShanesaidoverthephonetotheChiefofPolice.

"Alright,Sir."

Hedisconnectedthecall.

Dianahadperpetratedmorethanenoughcriminalactstolastheralifetimeinjail.She

wasaprofessionalhackerwithahistoryofcausingchaosontheinternetwithseveral

anonymousaccountssheworkedwith.Shewasasmartyoungwomanwitha

promisingfuture.Shanecouldn'tfathom whyshewouldrelinquishallofthatjustto

haveaman.

Herobsessionhadturnedinsidious.ShecouldhavedestroyedLara'scareerwithher

ploy,andhedidn'tputitpastherthatthatwasherintent.

ShehadlistenedtoClaire'sandAndrea'sconversationaboutbringingdownLarainthe

bathroom,hencewhyshehadhackedintotheaccountsofthetwoofthem tocover

leadsonheridentity.

WhenAndreahadgivenLiam thevideoclip,shehadplantedsomeonetopickpocketit

offhim whileshetamperedwiththeCCTVfootagewithinthatperiod.

Herplanhadbeenthoroughlyeffected,butasDamienhadsaid,therewasalwaysa

loophole.

"Runathoroughprofilecheckbeforeyouemployanynewstaff,Wesley.Iwantno

swooningidiotsorjealousnincompoopsinmycompany,am Iclear?"

Wesleynoddedonce."Noted,Sir."

"Good.Iappreciatetheeffortyouandeveryonehaveputintoapprehendingher.You

maytakeyourleave."

Wesleynoddedonce."Right,Sir."

ShaneleanedbackinhisseatasWesleywalkedoutofhisoffice,thedoorsslidingback

toaclose.

Asmallsmiletuggedatthecornersofhislips.Hefeltpleasednowthattheissuehad

beensettled.

HehadinstructedDianatowaitbehindafterworkhourswereupbeforehehadthe

policecallinonheraftershehadconfessedtoheractions.Notthatshecoulddeny

them;therewasmorethanenoughevidencetosueher.



HeraisedhisphonetohisearafterdialingLara'snumber."Hello,"hesaid,gettingoffhis

seattoleaveaswell.

Someoneelsepickedupthecall."Hello,"shereturned.

"Where'sLara?Whyareyoupickinguphercalls?"

"ThisisKyle,herfriend.Youmindtellingmewhatthehellyoudidto her?"Hervoicehad

risentoafuriouspitchoverthephone.

"Oh,myGod!Kyle.IsthatShane?"

HeheardLara'svoiceinthebackground,andafterabitofstruggleandfuriously

muffledwords,Lara'svoicecameinthroughthereceiver."Hello,"shecroaked.

Shanefurrowedhisbrows."Lara.Whereareyou?"

"I'm athome."

"Canwemeet,please?"

"Isitworkcalls?"

Hisfrowndeepened,knowingwhatherresponsewouldbe.Shehadbeenpurposely

keepinghim atarm'slengthovertheweek,exceptforworkcalls.

"Itis,"helied.Iwillpickyouup."

"No.Don't.Justtellmethelocation.Iwillmeetyouthere."

Hesmackedhislipstogether,hisjawtwitching."Okay."

Hedisconnectedthecall.

Hetextedhertomeetupwithhim atthecafeinherneighborhood,gotintohiscar,and

hisdriverkeyedintheignition,drivingoutontothestreets.

Hehadthoughtshelookedmiserableovertheweekfrom beingdisheartenedoverthe

leakedvideo,butshelookedmorepalefrom thedistanceshewassittinginashe

walkedtojoinheronthetableshehadtaken.

Sheappliedmoremakeupthanshehaddoneinthemorningtoenhanceherface,but

Shanecouldseethroughthefacade,thelistlessnesslurkingbeneaththeshadows

aroundhereyes.

"Lara." 



Shewaslostinthoughtandwasstartledwhenhecalledher.

"What'sgoingonwithyou,Lara?"Hetookaseat,worryetchedonhisface.

Hewasdisheartenedbytheglum lookonherface.Shewasdoingapoorjobconcealing

heremotionsbehindthefacadeofmake-upshewore.

"Isthisaboutmyperformanceatwork?Iwill..."

"Please,Lara."Hegroaned."Just,please.You'rehurtingyourself,andIhateit,alright?"

Shelookedblanklyathim.

"I'vetakencareoftheissue.Thevideohasbeentakendowncompletely.Dianawillbe

suedforheractions."

"Diana?"Thatcaughtherinterest.

"Yes,"Shaneconfirmed."Shewastheculprit.ItturnsoutIhavelotsofadmirersinmy

company."

Shedidn'tlookanounceamusedbythedryhumorhehadmade."So?"

"I'm sorry,alright?Ishouldhavelistenedtoyouwhenyousaidweshouldkeepour

handsoffeachotheratwork."

"Youshouldn'tbeapologizing.Neitherofuscouldhaveforeseenwhathappened.We

wereinthesafetyofourofficesafterall."

Hedeflectedahintofsarcasm inherwords,butitwasnotthetimetocallheroutonit.

"Right,wecouldn't."Henodded."So?"Hepromptedher.

"Isthatall?Ithoughtyoucalledforwork-relatedissues."

"Comeon,Lara.Let'sjustputthingsbehindusandgetbacktogether.There'snothingto

hideanymore.ThankGod."

Larachokedonascoff."Youhavenoidea."Sheshookherhead."Ican'tgetbackwith

you.I'm sorry."

"What?"Hefrowned."No.Comeon!" 

"Youhavelotsofadmirers,yousay.IhavenoideahowIwillgetoverthetraumaI'vehad

from thisexperienceyet.Whatifanotherofyouradmirerspullsanotherploylikethis?

Godforbidsme;Iwillberuined."

"Lara..."



"No."Sheraisedahandtohushhim."Iwasfoolish.IthoughtIcouldhavethatkindof

life.Ioughttohavelearnedfrom mymom'sexperience,butIwasblindedbylove.Iwas

befuddledbythepleasureIgained.ButI'm justnotmappedoutforthis.Ican'tdealwith

arelationship.Ifearitwillwreckmysanity."

"Lara."

"Shane,please.Ifthat'sall,Iwillbetakingmyleavenow."Shegottoherfeet.

"I'm notgivinguponyou,"Shanedeclared.

Shelookedathim,herbreathhitchinginherthroat."Do.AsIam."

Withthat,shewalkedawayfrom him.

Sheswayedasshewalked,andShaneleapedoutofhischair,catchingherinhisarms.

Sheshuthereyesbriefly,herlipspartingintermittentlyforbreaths.

"Letmego,'shesaidweakly,strugglingagainsthishold.

"Iwilltakeyouhome."Heledheroutofthecafetowherehiscarwasparked."Getin."

"No.Idon'twantyouto.Justleavemealone."

"Youlookasifyouwon'tlastaminutestandingonyourfeet,andyouexpectmetolet

yougointhisstate,"hehissedheatedly.

"Whatisittoyou?We'renotatwork.Youaren'tobligatedtodrivemehome."

"Youaremywoman,"hestressedemphaticallytoher.

"Notanymore.Ibrokeupwithyou."Sheglaredathim.

Itwasthenthathenoticedthepuffinessofhereyes.Heheldherfaceinplaceinher

struggletoescapehisscrutiny."You'vebeencryingtodayaswell."

Hislipsparted.Herealizedhehadunderminedhowaffectedshewasbytheleaked

video.

"EverytimeIseeyou,Irecallthatvideo,andIhavetorelivetheshameandmortification

I'vefeltalloveragain.Yousee,I'vebeenmarked.It'sindelible."

"Itwillpass,Lara.Onceanotherstorm brews,thiswindwillclearoff."

"Fornow."Shesuckedheavilyintheair,herchestheaving."Idon'tthinkIcandealwith

beinginarelationship.Thankyou,Shane.From nowon,youwillonlybemyboss.Don't



trytoconvinceme.Iwillmakesuretorepayeachandeveryoneofmydebtstoyouas

quicklyaspossibleandsparethetwoofusthemiseryofbeingaroundeachother."

Shedippedanodathim andturnedaway.Herhandsweretightlyballedonherchestas

shefeltheadyagain.

Tearscloudedhereyes,andshesilentlyprayedtheycouldholdontillshereachedher

apartmentbeforetheyfloweddownhercheeks.

Sheplantedherpalm overhermouth,hiccupingintoherpalm whiletenderlyholdingher

lowerbellyandhalf-runningtowardsherapartment.

ShehadsaidhergoodbyestoMeredithandKylebeforeshelefthometomeetShane,

andthetwohadstronglywarnedthatshouldshenotcallthem abouttheoutcomeof

hermeetingwithShane,theyweresogoingtogivehim apieceoftheirminds.

Laraquestionedthewisdom ofherdecisiontokeepShaneinthedarkabouthisbaby,

butshewasn'tsureifhewouldwantiteither.

Althoughhehadmadeclearhisintentionstowalkdowntheaislewithherifgiventhe

chance,ababyatthemomentwastoosoon.

Neitherofthem hadplannedforababy.Shehadenoughtoworryabout,butsincethis

hadhappenedtoo,Larafeltshehadnochoicebuttofindawayaroundit.

Shewouldn'tbeabletokeepherpregnancytoherselfforlong,butatthemoment,she

wantedtokeepaclearheadaroundhim.

Shewouldn'tbegivinghim areasontostickaroundherforromanticpursuitsasofnow.

Shewasstrictlybusinessuntilshewasabletogetoverherdistresscompletelyandpull

herselftogether.

Shewouldn'tthinkabouthim,norwouldshethinkaboutbeingbetrayedbythosewhom

shethoughtwereherfriendsatwork.Shehadnofriendsatwork.

Everyoneshethoughtwereherfriendswasactuallyplottingherdownfall.

ShewouldstayfocusedonwhyexactlyshewasworkinginShane'scompanyfrom the

outsetandfindawayaroundgainingtheindependenceshehadalwayssoughtfor

herselfinthelongrun.

Shewipedoffthetearsthatcloudedhereyeswiththebackofherhandandwalkedthe

restofthewayhomewithherfacesetwithdetermination.

 



★★★

 

ShanerakedhisfingersthroughhishairashewatchedLarago.Heitchedtofollowher

andholdontighttoher,stronglyrefusingtolethergo,butheknewLarawasasthick-

willedashewas.

Hehadtogivehertimetocoolthingsoffbeforehesethistargetagain.Hesilently

cursedunderhisbreathwhenhethoughtofthethreewenchesthathadcosthim his

relationship.

Hell!Theywouldregretevermessingwithhim.

Hegotintothecarandgavehisdriverinstructionsashegotin,closingthedoorafter

him."TheBrokenShaker,please."

Heneededsomejazztomellowouthistemper.

"TowhatdoIowethepleasure?"Derraricheeredhiswineglasstowardshim ashe

approachedtheirregulartableandtookaseat.

AgrinspreadacrossDerrari'sfaceasShaneignoredhim.

Hewasservedtheregularwine,whichhetookafewminuteslater,andhebegan

chuggingthecontentsdownhisthroat.

"Letmeguess,yougotdumped."Derrariarchedaneyebrow,acornerofhislipsraised

inasmirk.

Shanepausedwithhiscuphalf-raisedtohislipsandglaredathim.

Derraritookthatasconfirmationandlaughedsohardhehadtoholdhisthroatfrom

hiccuping."Mademyday.ButIcanrelatetoyourpain."Henoddedapprovinglyathim.

Shaneswiggedthewine,aimingforthenextserving."What'swithyou?"

"Igotslappedintheface."

Shane'seyesflashedinsurprise."Really?"

"Literally."Hetsked."Thatspoiltbrat.I'm goingtoteachherawell-deservedlesson."

Shanenoddedflatly,hisshouldersrisingashesuckedintheair."Toeverymanwithhis

ownworries."Heraisedaglasstothat.

Derraritouchedhisglasstohisaswell,andtheybothdrankitscontentsinoneswig.



Abriefpausesettledbetweenthetwo,accompaniedbyonlythesoundofthemusic

played.

"Whathappened?Whatdidyoudotoher?"

Shanetsked,raisinghisglasstohismouthandtakinganotherswigbeforeloweringitto

thetable."Funnyhowyou'requickataccusingmeofbeingthereasonwhyIwas

dumped."Hetwitchedhiseyebrows."Correctthough."

Derrariwaitedforhim tocontinue.

"I'm notsayingmuch,"Shanetoldhim."Iwillratherblotitalloutandkick-startanew

courseofactiontomorrowtowinherback.Tonight,I'm drinkingitdown."

Derrarinoddedinacknowledgement."Suityourself."Hetiltedhisglasslightlytowards

him beforehetookadrinkfrom it.

Shanereturnedthegestureandkeptupwithhisplantogetthoroughlydrunkanddrink

downhisworries.

Hisphonevibratedonthetable,andhecheckedtoseewhothecallerwas.

Hismom.

Hesuppressedagroanashehadaguessofwhatshewascallingfor.Heexcused

himselffrom thetableandheadedfortherestroom,awayfrom theloudmusic

pervadingtheair.

"Shane!"Asalways,Mirandawasasexcitedasbirdsinthemorning.

Hetriedtorubinsomeofherexcitementasheanswered,"What'sup,Mom?"

"Nicole'sgettingmarried,"sheannounced,andhealmostsnickeredathowfallaciousit

was.

"Ajoke?"

Mirandawouldn'thavecalledhim andsoundedsoexcitedaboutitifitwereajoke.

"Wewillbemakingpreparationsforthecelebrationstartingnextweekend.Couldyou

bringLaraover?Itwouldbegreattohavethewholefamilypresent."

"Larawouldn'tbearound.Iwillputinanappearanceforthecelebration,"hesaiddrily.

HeknewsomethingwasupwithNicolegettingmarriedoutoftheblue,buthewasnot

inthemoodtoentertainbeingtoldeverytidbitofthegist.



"But,Shane..."

"Ihavetogo,Mom,please,"hesaidfirmly.

Hewasgratefulsheletitgoatthat.HerexcitementaboutthepreparationsforNicole's

upcomingweddinghadgrownsomuchonherthatshehardlynoticedthelistlessness

inhisvoice.

"ItwouldhavebeengreatifLaracouldbethere.Shewouldhavehelpedwithpickingout

thedressesfortheoccasion."

AnideapoppedintoShane'smindatthat,andhesaidquickly,stiflingasmirk,"Shewill

bethere.Iwillfindaway."

"Oh!Shane.Youaresuchadarlingboy."

"Iloveyoutoo,mom."

WhenMirandadisconnectedthecall,agrinspreadacrossShane'slipsatthenewplan

hehadhatchedinhisheadonthespurofthemoment.



TWENTYFOUR

Laratossedandturnedwithalowgroanunderherbreathasshestirredawakeinthe

morning.

Shefeltsodrainedofenergythatitwasasifshehadworkedlaboriouslyallnight

insteadofsleeping.

Uneasesettledwithinherbellyforaninexplicablereason,andshepushedherselfoff

thebed,saunteringintothebathroom torelieveherself.

Sherubbedherhandtenderlyoverherbelly,theurgetowipeawaytheuneasestrongly

surgingwithinherandherinabilitytodothatspikingherannoyanceconsequently.

Shehissedagainasshestoodonhertoestostretch,exhausted.

ThankGod,itwasSaturday.Shewouldhavehatedhavingtocallinsickatwork.

Shewentthroughherdailyroutineandheadedforthekitchentoprepareherselfalight

breakfastaftershehadcleanedanddressedherselfup.

Theday,althoughbright,didn'treflectonhermood.

Sheworkedperfunctorilythroughherchores,dryheavingassheraisedthecupoftea

shehadpreparedtowhetherappetitetohermouth.

Nauseasurgedrapidlyintoherchest,makingherlosecontrolofthecupinherhands.

Sherushedquicklytotherestroom,ignoringthesoundofthecupshatteringonthefloor

asitfelloffhergrip,theteaspillinginasplashoverthesurface.

Shegaggedandcoughedrestlesslytoforceoutthevomitcloggedatthebackofher

throat,buttonoavail.

Allshewasabletoretchoutwasasmallamountofwater,despiteherattemptstopuke

outallthenauseairritatingherbelly.



Herchestfeltconstrictedassheheaveddrily,fallingbackagainstthewall.Shebeather

chestrepeatedlytoclearoffthenauseacloggedinherchest,dry-heavingintermittently.

Herheadswayedonhershouldersasshecroucheddownagainstthewall.

FortheloveofChrist!Whydidshehavetobeasweakasthis?

Ofalldaystofeelsick,whydidithavetobenowthatshewasstilltryingtonurseher

emotionalhurt?

Shemoanedexasperatedlyandpushedherselfwithagroantoherfeet,treadingtothe

sinktowashherfaceandthegrimeoffhermouth.

Sighingwearily,shewalkedcautiouslytothekitchen,wearyofunsettlingherstomach

again.

Themannerinwhichsherantotherestroom earlierhadsappedawaythemodicum of

strengthsheplannedonusingtocarryouttherestofherchores.

Fuelingherselfonforce,shecleanedupthemessshehadmadeonthefloor,forfeiting

makingbreakfastandoptingforaquicksmoothie.

Theblenderdronedonforafewminutes,andshepouredoutthethickliquidintoacup.

Shewalkedtothesittingroom andtookaseat,mentallyplanningtotakeashortrest

afterdrinkingthesmoothiebeforeshepreparedanactualbreakfast.

Shewouldregainsomeormostofherstrengthinafewminutes.

Sheraisedtheglasstohermouthanddrankdownitscontents,settingitdownonthe

table.

Shepressedherpalm lightlyagainstherbellywhenitrumbledinprotestagain,asifon

thevergeofattackingherwithanotherboutofnausea.

Herbodywastenseasshesat,bracingherselftoleapoffthechairanddashtothe

restroom inanyminutesfrom then.

Minutestickedbybeforesheeventuallyrelaxed,stiflingayawnwiththebackofher

handassheleanedbackagainsttheheadrest.

Shestaredintooblivionforafewseconds,herminddevoidofthoughts,tooweakened

anddrainedtoponderoveranything.

Shewasgladshedidn'thavethestrengthtoruminateoverherworries,buttheunease

weighingheavilyonherbodyalteredheropinion.



Hereyesweredriftingtothesidewhenacallcameinonherphone.

Sheleanedforwardandpickedupthephonefrom wheresheplacedit,glancingbriefly

atittocheckwhothecallerwasbeforesheansweredthecall,raisingittoherear.

"Hello."Hervoicecameoutinawheeze,despiteherrepeatedlycoughingatthebackof

herthroatandswallowingdownthelumpinitbeforetalking.

"Goodmorning.Areyousick,Lara?"Kylesighedoverthecallassheasked.

"Justabitofmorningsickness.Iwillbefineafterafewminutesofrest,"Laraassured

her.

"Youdon'tsoundlikesomeonewhowillgetbetterafterafewminutesofrest.Iwillbe

comingovertoyourplacesoon.Haveyouhadbreakfast?"

"Smoothie,"Lararepliedweakly,hereyelidsgrowingheavyanddroopingtoaclose

again.

"Jeez!Lara.I'm comingover."

Laranoddedabsentmindedly,stretchingoutonthesetteetosleep.

"Okay,"shemumbledsleepilyintothephone,turningovertohersidetoplacethephone

downonthetable.

Thedoorbellrang,stirringherawake.

"Uh!"Shegroaned,hissingthroughherbreathasshepushedherselftoherfeettogetto

thedoor.

"Kyle?"Shecalledassheapproachedthedoor.

Itcouldn'thavebeenKyle.Shethoughtthetwospokeafewminutesago,orhaditbeen

anhouralready?

Shedidn'tfeelasifshesleptforthatlong.

Sheopenedthedoor,surprisedtoseewhoitwas."Oh!"Sheswipeddownherfacewith

herpalm toclearthehalf-grogginessoffit.

"Hi,Lara,"Laurasaidflatly.

"Laura.It'sasurprisetoseeyoupayavisit,"shesaid."Alone,"sheadded.

LaurararelycamearoundunlessJoewaspresent,unlikeMeredithandKyle.



"Where'sJoe?"

"He'sthereasonI'm here."

Larafurrowedherbrowsbrieflyatthat."Oh!Manners!.Comein,please."Shestepped

asidetoallowLaurain,closingthedoorbehindherandfollowingafterhertothesitting

room.

"Haveaseat,Laura."Laragesturedtowardsoneofthechairsasshestoodinthecenter

oftheroom."Whatwillyouliketohave?"

"Why?"Laurasaidoverhershoulders.

Larafurrowedherbrowsinconfusion,pullingtoastopafewstepsawayfrom where

Laurawasstandingwithherbackturnedtoher.

"Whywhat?Idon'tunderstandyourquestion,Laura.Issomethingwrong?"

Laura'sshouldersheavedassheturnedtofaceher."Whydoesithavetobeyou?"

"Please,Laura.I'm confusedhere.Perhapswemighttakeaseat."

"Holdit,"Lauracutinherwordswithahiss.

Lara'sfrowndeepened,smackingherlipstogether."Wow!"Shewhisperedthroughher

breath.

"JoeandIbrokeup,"shetoldher.

"What?Why?"Laraasked,surprised.

"Well,you'rethereasonwedid."

Laratsked,resistingtheurgetorollhereyes."Please.WhywillIbethereason?"

"Withyouaround,I'vealwaysbeenthesecondbesttoJoe."Laurahissedthroughher

teeth,glaringather.

Laracouldn'thelpbutrollhereyesthistime.

Oh!Please.NotanotherAndrea.

"So,whyareyouherenow?"

Laurascoffedatherquestion."Whyam Ihere?"

Laranoddedinconfirmation.



"I'm heretogiveyouawarning,Lara.Stayawayfrom Joe."

"Likehell,it'sbeenawhilesinceJoeandIhavetalked.Ican'tbelieveyou'retryingto

pushtheblameforthefalloutyoutwohadinyourrelationshiponme.

Damn!Laura.Ithoughtyouwerecoolerthanthis.Thisisutterbullshit.Ihaveenoughto

dealwithwithoutaddingyourtantrumstoit.

Getthehelloutofmyhouse,please,ifyouhavenothingtangibletosay,"Laratoldher,

hissingthroughherbreathattheabsurdityofheraccusation.

Lauraclosedthedistancebetweenthem,takingonestepaftertheother.

Shemovedsoclosethatonlyafewinchesseparatedtheirfaces,glaringather.

"You."Shesneeredinherface."Youwerenothing;wehelpedyoubecomewhatyouare

now.Howdareyouordermeoutofyourapartment?"

Larascoffed,rollinghertongueinhermouth."Ofcourse,Laura.You'refrom a

distinguishedfamily,whileIam not,butdon'tyoudaretalkaboutbeinginvolvedinmy

gettingtowhereIam now?

Iworkedmybuttofftosurvivethroughtheyears,andthejobIowncurrently,Ididn'tget

itthroughyourinfluence.Sowhatbullshitareyouspoutingaboutyoumakingmeinto

whoIam now?"

Laurascoffed,acornerofhermouthraisinginasmirk."Tellme.Tellme,whohelped

yououtcountlesslywhenyouwereinfinancialcrisisthemostthroughoutschool?And

talkabouttheothertipsIgaveyou.

Isupportedyouthemost,Lara,andthebestyoucandotorepaymygoodwillisto

seducemyboyfriendtofalloutofloveforme."

"Didhetellyouhebrokeupwithyoubecauseofme?"Larabarkedatherinannoyance.

"Hedoesn'thaveto;I'm notdumb!"Laurabarkedbackinresponse.

Silenceenvelopedtheairaroundthem followingtheiroutbursts.

"I'vebeentryingtoendureitforsolong,butI'm donetoleratingbullshit!"Lauraspat.

"Everyconversationwehave,hementionsyou.Attimes,heevenconfusesmynamefor

yours!

Whatthehell,Lara?Ifyouwereinmyshoes,howwouldyoureact?Howwillyoufeel?"

"Iunderstandyourpain,Laura,butit'sstillnotmyfault.YouandJoecantalkthingsout."



AgasptoreoutofherthroatasLauraslappedherhardacrosstheface.

Larachokedonacough,herhandpressedtightlyagainsttheburningsideofherface.

ShegrittedherteethhardasshestaredatLaura,allherpent-upfrustrationsandanger

surgingtothesurfaceinanoverwhelmingwave.

Herbodypulsedwiththeurgetotakerevenge.

"Shutup!'Lauracried."Ihateyouso..."

Laraslappedtherestofthewordsoutofhermouth.Thetwolungedateachotherina

frenzy,tradingbarksandinsultsateachotherastheyfought.

"Whatthehellisgoingonhere?"Kylethunderedatthetopofhervoiceassheenteredto

seethetwoengagedinabrawl."Laura!Lara!" 

Shedroppedherbagonthenearestchairandsteppedintostopthefight.

"Stopthisnonsense.Willyou,ladies?"Shedemandedatthetopofhervoice,holding

Lauraawayfrom pryingatLara'shair.

Lauraprotestedagainstherhold,tryingtoreachLarawhileLarawatchedher,rollingher

eyesandhuffingasigh.

Shehadsustainedafewbruisesonherfacefrom thefight,ashadLaura.

"Comeoffit,Laura!'Kylesnapped."Thisissounlikeyou.Ithoughtyoustoppedthis

behaviorofyours."

Atthat,LauracalmeddownandsnaggedherselfoutofKyle'sfirm grip.

SheglaredatLaraforthelasttimewhilesheadjustedherwrinkledclothes,pickedup

herbag,andbargedoutoftheapartment.

BothKyleandLarastaredafterheruntilshewasgone.

LararakedherfingersthroughherhairasLauraleft,loudlyslammingthedoorbehind

her.

"Whathappenedwiththetwoofyou?Whatcausedtherift?"Kyleaskedassheturnedto

faceLara."Yourhormonesaretriggeringafighterwithinyou,perhaps?"

Lararolledhereyes,feelingherheadswayonherneckasshedidthat.

SheraisedherhandtoherforeheadtonursethebumpLaurahadgivenherwhileshe

jabbedherduringtheirfight.



"Shejustcameinherespoutingnonsense,"Larawassaying,thenwincedasawaveof

dizzinesssweptthroughhervision."Ineedanicepack,"shesaid,turninginthedirection

ofthekitchentogetone.

Orelsethiswillscar...

Therestofherwordsgotdrownedatthebackofherthroatassuddenly,theworld

turnedpitchblackaroundher,andshefeltasifshewerefloating.

ShementallyregisteredKyle'sscreamsinalarm asshelostcontrolofherbodyand

saggeddown.

Kylewastremblinginfearassherushedtoholdherbeforeshecouldhitthefloor.

"Lara!"Shecriedinpanicassheheldher.

Feargrippedherheartasshegentlylaiddownandrushedtogetherphone.Herhands

shook,numbwithachill,asshecalledanambulancequicklyforhelp.

ShenoticedLarawasbleedingtoowhileshecalledtheambulance,pacingatapointof

distressandsilentlyhopingtheambulancewouldarrivesoonerbeforeshedeveloped

morecomplications.

WhyonearthwasLarahavingafightwithLaurawhilebeingawareofhercondition?

Kylehuffedexasperatedlythroughherbreath,havingnoideawhatshecoulddotohelp

beforetheambulance'sarrival.

Herheartthumpedrapidlyinherchest,thesoundofitsbeatreverberatinginherears.

SheplacedaquickcalltoMeredithandJoe.

"I'm atLara's,Joe,Meredith."Hervoiceshookasshespoke,snifflingbackhertears.

"What'swrong,Kyle?"Meredithasked,hervoiceetchedwithurgencyatKyle'stone.

Kylesobbed,hiccupingasshetriedtospeak,glancingoccasionallyatLara's

unconsciousform."God!I'm scared.Lara."

"Calm down,Meredith.What'supwithLara?"Joeasked. 

 "She'shurt.Shefaintedoutoftheblueandisbleedingheavily."

"What?"Joespat."Iwillbeonmywayover,"hesaidinarush.

"Metoo,"Meredithsaidoverthecall.



"Ihavenoideahowtostopit."Kylecried.

"Haveyoucalledtheambulance?"Joeasked.

"I'vecalledtheambulance;theywillbehereanyminutefrom now."

"Good.Keepwatchonhertillitarrives,"Joetoldher.

Theambulancearrivedafewminuteslater,andKylequicklygrabbedLara'sphoneand

hers,gettingintothevanwiththem afterLarawaswheeledonastretcherintoit.



TWENTYFIVE

"I'm sosorrytohavetosharethisnewswithyou.Yourfriendhasexperienceda

placentalabruption,whichisaseriousconditioninwhichtheplacentaseparatesfrom

thewalloftheuterus.Thiscancauseheavybleedingandothercomplications.

Thegoodnewsisthatwecaughttheconditionearly,andsheisreceivingthebest

possiblecare.Shewillneedtostayinthehospitalforafewweeks,butweexpectherto

makeafullrecovery.

Inthemeantime,wewillbecloselymonitoringherconditionandprovidingherwiththe

supportsheneeds.Wewillalsobekeepingyouupdatedonherprogress.

Iknowthisisadifficulttimeforyou,butIwanttoassureyouthatsheisingoodhands.

Wewilldoeverythingwecantohelpherthroughthis,"thedoctorinformedthethree

whenhecameoutofthewardLarahadbeenadministeredin.

"Okay,doctor.Thanks,"Meredithrepliedtothedoctor,afterwhichheexcusedhimselfto

attendtotheotherpatients.

JoelookedatMeredithandKyle,aconfusedfrownetchedonhisface."Placental

abruption?I'm notquitefollowing.Thatbastardknockedherupalready."

Kylerolledasideglanceathim.

"Meredith!"Joesnappedimpatiently.

"What!"Meredithreturned,hissingthroughherteeth.

"Yes,"Kyleanswered,huffinganexasperatedsigh."Sheispregnant."ShelookedatJoe.

Joe'smouthpartedwordlesslyindisbelief."IknewthatguywasbadnewsforLara,but

youtwoinsisted,"heseethedthroughhisteethatthetwo.

Kylescoffedattheaccusationetchedinhisvoice."Well,perhapsyoushouldhave



cautionedyourgirlfriendfrom puttingherinthatcondition!"

Atthat,Joecalmeddown,thicktensionwaftingthroughtheairbetweenthethree.

"Lauradidthis?"Joebreatheddisbelievingly.

"Wewarnedyou,Joe."Meredithtoldhim."Laurahadangerissues.Severeangerissues.

Youpushedhertoherlimitundoubtedlyafteryearsofherkeepinghertemperunder

control."

Joerakedhisfingersthroughhishair."Ididn'texpecthertohavetakenouther

annoyanceonLara.Shecalledoffourrelationshipherself."

Meredithnoddedbriefly."Now,itmakessense.SheneverlikedLaratobeginwith,and

yougavehermorereasonnotto."

"WhatthehelldidIdo?"Joeargueddefensively."Ididn'tbreakupwithher.Shebrokeup

withme."

Kyleanswered,"I'vealwaysknownadaylikethiswouldoccur.You'realways

complimentingLara.Shedoesn'tlikeit."

Joescoffed."Please.Am Inotallowedtocomplimentafriend?Laraneeds

encouragement.Thegirlhasittougherthananyofus,"hesaidheatedly.

"Well,yourencouragementledhertothis,"Meredithreturned,nailingaglareathim.

"Damn,ladies!We'reallfriendsforcryingoutloud!"

"It'sanexceptionwhenthere'sajealousgirlfriendamongus,"Meredithquipped.

Joeswipedhispalm downhisface."So,whatnow?Areyoutryingtoblamemeforwhat

occurred,Meredith?"

Kylesteppedintotheconversationquickly,knowingwhatMeredith'sresponsewouldbe.

"Nobodyisblamingyou,Joe.We'resorryforlashingoutatyou."Sheglancedat

Meredithtoofferanapologyaswell.

Meredithrolledhereyesandmumbledtheapologyunderherbreath.

"Wejustfeltifyouhadtakenheedtoourwarnings,thenallthesemaynothaveoccurred.

MeredithandIknewLaurayearsbeforeLaraandyoucameintothepicture.

She'sgottenahangofherpersonalityovertheyears,butshe'sveryseriousaboutyou,

Joe."



"Notjustabouthim,"Meredithchippedin."She'sverypossessiveandjealouswhenit

comestoanythingsheowns,soyou,asherboyfriend,shouldlearnnottoevercrossthe

boundary."

Joerubbedthesideofhisneck,noddingflatlyandhuffinganexasperatedsigh.

"Isitoverbetweenyoutwo,ordoyoustillplanongettingbacktogether?"Meredith

asked.

"Idon'tknow."Joeshookhishead.

"Well,youbettermakeupyourmind.Youcan'tendthingsonasournotewithher.She's

stillafriend."

"WhatdoweknowaboutLara?"Joeasked,purposelyprevaricatinghisresponseto

Meredith'sstatement.

Kyletwitchedherlips."Wewait,Iguess,forhertorecover."

Silencesettledbetweenthem briefly.

"Doesheknow?"

"What?"Kylemuttered.

"Shane."Joe'sjawtwitchedinsmolderedannoyanceasheutteredhisname."Doeshe

knowaboutLara?Hercondition?"

"Thetwoseem tohavesomesortofmisunderstanding,"Kyletoldhim.

"He'snotwillingtotakeresponsibility,isn'tthatit?"

"No."Kyleshookherhead."Laradidn'tbriefusmuchonthedetails,butIthinkshefound

outaboutherconditionafterthatoccurred,andshe'sunwillingtoreachouttohim."

"Thehell.Callhim,"Joesaid.

"IthinkweshouldrespectLara'sdecision.Ifshedoesn'tfeeluptotellinghim aboutit

now,it'sherchoice.Shewilltellhim eventually,"Meredithsaid.

Ringtonesfrom aphonepiercedthroughtheirconversation,andKylecheckedthrough

herbagtopickoutthephonebeingcalled."Talkofthedevil,"shesaidassheraised

Lara'sphoneoutofthebag,flashingthephoneforwardsothattheothertwocouldsee

thenameofthecaller.

Shepickedupthecallandraisedittoherear.



"Hello,youarespeakingwithKyle,"shesaid.

"Kyle.Again.You'reansweringhercall.MayIspeakwithLara,please?"

"Laraisn'tinaconditiontospeakwithyouatthemoment."

"Ineedtohaveawordwithher.Whereisshe?"

KyleconsideredtellingShaneabouttheirlocation;shedoubtedLarawouldbepleased

aboutit,butsheeventuallydecidedto.

"We'reintheneighborhoodhospital.Laracollapsed."

"What?"Shanespatoverthephone."Textmetheaddressquickly.I'm onmywayover."

KyledisconnectedthecallandforwardedtheaddresstoShane,shruggingbrieflyasshe

lookedatMeredith.

Joenoddedinapprovalather."Youdidtherightthing,Kyle.Keepinghim inthedark

aboutthesituationisnotthebestoptionforLara.Unlesshe'sgoingtoshirkfrom taking

responsibilityforitwhenhebecomes aware."AnominoustoneaccompaniedJoe'slast

words.

MeredithcutinquicklytoShane'sdefense."He'sseriousaboutLara.There'snodoubt

aboutthat."

Joegavealightshrug."Let'shopehedoes."

Shanearrivedhalfanhourlater.

"How'sshenow?"Hisbreathsoundedraggedasheinquired,glancingoveratthethree

ashearrived.

"She'snotawakeyet.Shehadheavybleedingbeforeshewasrusheddownhere,"Kyle

answered.

Shanelookedpaleatthat."Whathappenedtoher?"Hecutinonherwords.

"Thedoctorsaidshewouldbefine.Shehadaplacentalabruption,butherconditionwas

caughtearly,soshewillrecuperateinamatteroftime."

JoeandMeredithwatchedShaneintentlytogaugehisreactionwhileheregistered

Kyle'swords.

"Idon'tgetit.Aplacentalabruption?"Hefurrowedhisbrowsinconfusion.

"Laraispregnant,"Meredithtoldhim.



Shanepausedforabreathatthat.

JoenarrowedhisgazeatShane,hismouthpursedinreadinesstopounceonShaneat

anysignofrejectionfrom him.

"Arethetwosafe?"Shaneasked,worrystronglylacinghistoneandetchedonhisface.

Joerelaxedatthequestionheasked,relaxinghisshouldersandthefisthehadballed

byhissides,whileKylenoddedinresponsetohisquestion.

Shanehuffedabreathinrelief."ThankGod."

"WhathappenedbetweenyouandLara,bytheway?Laradoesn'tgeteasilyenraged.

Youhurther?"Meredithaccusedratherthanasked.

Shaneloweredhisgaze."IknowIhurtheralot.That'swhyI'm tryingtogainher

forgivenessmorethanever."

"Larabecameashadowofherself,followingwhateveroccurredbetweenyoutwo.What

thehelldidyoudotoher?"Meredithsnappedathim.

KylesidledclosertoMeredith'sside,draggedherbythearm toafarthercorner,and

whisperedinherear."Youknowhe'snotreallythecauseofwhatLaraishurtingover."

"Buthe'spartofit,"Meredithhissedinreturnthroughherteeth."Shouldn'twetellhim

aboutit?HemightbeabletohelpLara."

"Learnfrom yourownwords,Meredith.WeshouldrespectLara'sdecision."

"Ittookhim daystoresolvetheissueLarabattledwithforyears."

"Whatareyoutwowhisperingabout?"Joeasked,leaningclosertothetwo.

TheladiesjumpedandseparatedabruptlyuponJoe'sinterruption.

MeredithnailedaglareatJoe."He'sanotherpart,"shetoldKyle,pointingupatJoe's

face.

"Anotherpartofwhat?"Joefrownedinconfusion.

"Forgetit,Joe.Don'tmindMeredith,please."Kylegesturedtohim.

JoeignoredthetwoandturnedtofaceShane."DoyoumindifIhaveawordwithyou?"

Herequested."Inprivate,"headded.

MeredithandKyleexchangedsuspiciousglancesatJoe'srequest.



Meredithwasabouttocallhim offwhenShaneagreedtohisrequest,givingoffalight

shrug.

Shanenoddedonceinacknowledgement."Afteryou."Hegestured.

Thetwomenexcusedthemselvesfrom thecompanyoftheladies.

"You'retheboyfriend,"Shanesaidastheyreachedahallwaylessoccupiedandafew

distancesawayfrom wheretheladieswere.

JoestoppedwalkingandturnedtofaceShane,archinganeyebrow."What?"

Shanehuffedabreath."Laramentionedyou.Iputtwoandtwotogether,but..."He

suckedintheairthroughhisteeth,coveringthedistancetoJoeandstandingcloselyby

hissideinsuchamannerthattheirshouldersbrieflybrushed."IsthatallLaraistoyou?"

Heasked,staringahead.

JoeglancedatthesideofShane'sface,hisnoseflaringwithannoyance."Whatthehell

areyoutryingtoinsinuate?"

Shaneglancedathim aswellandsteppedbackfrom hissidetofacehim squarely.

"Provemewrong.IsallLaraistoyou,afriend,andnothingelse?"

Joeheldhisgazefirmlyasheanswered,"That'sbyfarthemostridiculousquestionI've

everbeenasked,butyes.Laraismyfriend,andnothingmore."

Shaneblinkedsubtly,pursinghislipsintoafirm line.

"Nowyou,whatexactlyareyourintentionstowardher?You'veknockedherup,soyou

shouldtakeresponsibilityforher."

"OfcourseIwill.Laraismywoman."

JoeresistedtheurgetorollhiseyesattheobviousjealousyseepingthroughShane's

words.

"I'm notyourrival,Shane."

AcornerofShane'smouthliftedinasmirkashesaidtoJoe,"Youcouldneverbe."

"Kyle,Meredith,andIareallLarahasclosetoafamily,disregardingherfather."

Shane'snoseandjawtwitchedinannoyanceatthementionofLara'sfather.

"So,I'm deeplyworriedabouther.She'shadtogothroughsomuchalready.A

heartbreakfrom youisthelastphaseIwanthertogothrough."



Andjudgingbyyourreputation,thatgoeswithoutsaying.

ThosewordswereleftunspokenbutwerethoroughlyconveyedtoShanethroughJoe's

eyes.

"Youdon'thavetoworryaboutthat.I'vedecidedtospendalifetimewithLarafrom the

momentIsawher,"Shanetoldhim.

"Good,"JoemutteredafterabriefscrutinyofShane'sface.

"Ifthat'sall,Iwillbetakingmyleavenow."Shaneturnedtoleave.

"Youwererighttosuspectme,"JoesaidafterShanehadtakenafewstepsawayfrom

him,haltinghim inhisstride."IharboredromanticfeelingsforLara."

"So?"Shaneaskedoverhisshoulders."Thatchangesnothing.She'smine."

JoesmiledbrieflyandwalkedovertomeetShane."Ihaveagoodfeelingaboutyounow.

Yourpersonalityisquitedifferentfrom whatyou'vebeenrumoredtobe."

"Notallbookscanbejudgedbytheircovers."

Joenoddedinagreement."Begoodtoher."

"Iwill,"Shaneassuredhim,asilentmessagepassingbetweenthetwoastheyheldeach

other'sgazesfirmly.

Lararegainedconsciousnessacoupleofdayslater.

"God!Lara,Ihadthebiggestscareofmylife,"Kylecriedassheheldontoher,sobbing

happilyoverhershoulders.

"Thanks,Kyle.I'm soproudtohaveyouallasmyfriends,"LarareturnedoverKyle's

shoulders,moaningweakly.

"Givehersomespace,Kyle.Stopbeingtooclingy.She'sjustrecuperating,"Joe

chastisedsoftly.

Kylepulledbackfrom theembrace,allowingLaratosagagainstthebedrest.

"Where'sLaura?"LaraaskedJoe,observingthepresenceofjustthethreeintheroom.

Meredithhissedthroughherbreath."You'rekiddingme,right?Shegotyouintothis."

"Technically.Butit'snotentirelyLaura'sfault.I'm sureshemustbebeatingherselfup

whereversheisifshe'sawareofmysituationafterherfalloutwithme."



"Please."Meredithrolledhereyes."Sheshouldhaveatleastshownsomeremorsefor

heractions.Eithercallingtocheckuponyouorpayingavisittoexpressherregretsfor

beingthecauseofthis,thoughunintentionally."

"Letitlie,alright,Meredith,"Joesaidsoftly.

"Yes,Meredith,"KyleandLaraagreed.

ThedoortoLara'swardwasopened,andShanesteppedin.

AnnoyanceflashedinLara'sgazeatthesightofhim.

"Whocalledhim here?"Larademandedfrom herfriends,hergazefixedonthe

undoubtedlymastermind,Kyle.

"Hecalled.Ihadnochoicebuttotellhim,"Kylesaidquickly."Iwillgoandhaveaword

withthedoctortoknowmoreabouthowyouarefaring."

Kylegesturedawkwardlytothedoctor,retreatingstepaftersteptowardsthedoor,away

from Lara'sglare.

"Weshouldcomewithyouaswell,"Meredithpiped,pullingJoealongwithheroutofthe

room.

Larahuffedabreathwhenallherfriendswereoutoftheroom."Whatareyoudoing

here?"

Shanepinchedthebridgeofhisnosebrieflywithhisfinger,coveringthedistanceto

whereLaraislyingonthebed."Seriously,Lara.Areyoustillgoingtoshutmeout?"

Larapursedherlipsintoathinlineandlookedaway,crossingherarmsoverherchest.

"Lara,please."

"Canyoujust...leave?"Sheturnedtofacehim.

"Ican'tjustleave,Lara.You'rehavingmybaby,andIwanttobewithyouthroughevery

singlemomentfrom itsfetalgrowthtoitsbirthandadvancementinage."

Shanetookoneoftheseatsbytheedgeofthebedandtriedtoholdherhand,butshe

movedherhandtotheotherside.

"Lara,please.Iknowyouarehurt.Ishouldbeblamedforbeingsonegligentthatwe

werecaughtoncameras,but..."

"Why?"Laracutoffhiswords.



Shanelookedconfusedashewatchedher.

"Whydoyouhavetobeblamedforwhathappened?It'sneitherofourfaults."

"Right."

"ButIcan'tgetbackwithyounonetheless,Shane."

Shane'seyesflashed.Afrowncreasedhisforeheadashequestioned,"Why?"

Larasighed."Thereareseveralreasonsbeyondthis,Shane.I'vethoughtlongandhard

aboutit.Irealizedyou'vedonemorethanenoughforme,whereasIhaven'tbeenableto

doathing.

YouandIareliketwoparallellines.Weoughtnevertohavemet.So,Iwillpreferthings

remainthiswaybetweenus."

"Whatthehellareyousaying,Lara?"

"Ican'tbewithyou,Shane.Iwillworktwiceashardtorepaymydebtstoyou, but..."She

shookherhead."Ican'tgoonwiththerelationshipbetweenyouandme.I'm sorry."

"Lara!"

"Iwillliketohavesomerest.Ifeelabitdrained."

"Comeon,Lara."

Shepulledthecoversoverherselfandslept,turningherbackonhim.

Shaneblewanexasperatedbreaththroughhislipsandwalkedoutoftheroom,closing

thedoorbehindhim.

AtearslippeddownLara'scheekonthepillowafterShaneleft.Herbodyshookasshe

cried,mufflinghersobswithherhand.



TWENTYSIX

"Hey,Mom,"Shanebreathedexasperatedlyintothephoneashegotdownfrom hiscar

andheadedin.

"Shane,dear.Youdon'tsoundtoowell.Iseverythingalrightwithyou?"Mirandaasked

overthephone,hervoicelacedwithconcern.

Henoddedflatly."Sure."

"Youaren't.Something'sgoingon.IsthisbetweenyouandLara?Howaboutyoutwo

comeovertheweekendsowecanhelpsortthingsoutbetweenyoutwo?"

"No.It'snotnecessary,Mom.LaraandIwillbefine.Imean,wearefine."

Silencesettledoverthephone.

Shaneknewtherewerequestionswaitingtobeaskedonthetipofhismother'stongue.

Heexhaledsoftlyingratitudewhenshedidn'tpushitorletitlie.

"IguessIshouldn'tbankonLarahelpingoutwiththepreparationsthen.Youhadbetter

reconcilequicklywithher.Youtwomustn'tmissNicole'swedding.

Iwillsendtheinvitationtobothofyouonceit'sready."

"Sure,Mom."

"Alright,Son.ExtendmygreetingstoLara."

"Yes,Mom.Takecare."

ThecallwasendedontheotherendofthereceiverasShanesteppedintothefoyer.

Heloosenedthetiearoundhisneck,walkingwithlongandpowerfulstridestowardsthe

sittingroom,andploppeddownononeofthesofas,hisheadthrownbackoverthe

headrest.



Hestaredupattheceiling,hismindblank—onlyforamoment.

Hehadvisitedthehospitalfortwoweeksstraight,yetLarawasn'twillingtobendher

resolvenottogetinvolvedwithhim.

Hecouldn'tfathom whatexactlywasgoingonwithher.

Shehadacceptedthatitwasn'thisfault,justasithadn'tbeenhersthatthesituation

withtheleakedvideohadoccurred.

Thenwhatothergroundsdidshehaveagainstgettingbackwithhim?

Whydiditfeelasifhewastheonlyonehurtinginsidefrom theirseparation?

Heclosedhiseyesbrieflyandhuffedadeepbreath."Damn!"Hemutteredunderhis

breathandpushedhimselfuptohisfeet.

HehadapremonitionthattherewassomethinggoingonwithLarathathewasn'taware

of,andhewouldgetdowntotherootofthematterandwinherbacktohimselfno

matterwhat.

Therewasnowayhewaslettinggoofherforanotherman.Shewashis,andshewould

remainhisforever.

Determined,heheadedtowardshisbedroom totakeashower,drainedfrom allhis

engagementsintheday.

_________

"Morning,sir!"ThenewreceptionistthathadbeenemployeduponDiana'sretrenchment,

Audrey,dippedapolitebowasshespottedhim enterthelobby.

Henoddedonceinacknowledgement,headingtowardstheelevator.

Hewalkedinandpusheddownonthebuttontohisfloor.Thedoorswerecomingtoa

close,thenpulledbackopen.

Shane'snosetwitchedinsmolderedannoyanceashisgazelockedwithLiam's.He

promptlymaskedhisirritationatthesightofhim andstareddownathim instead.



Liam stiffenedashecameface-to-facewithShane,hesitatingatfirsttogetonthe

elevatorwithhim.

"Goodmorning,Sir."Liam dippedabowquickly,tuggingonhisshoulderbag.

"Aren'tyougettingon?"Shaneaskedinalow,huskyvoice.

Liam noddedquicklywithastiffsmileandgotontheelevatorwithhim,pushingthe

buttontohisfloor.

Thedoorspulledtoaclose,andtheelevatorsbegantoascend.

Liam'sthroatbobbedwitheachpassingminute,tensionthicklywaftingthroughtheair

aroundthem.

Hekepthisgazeontheelevatorcarindicator,silentlyprayinghewouldgettohisfloor

quicklyandgetthehelloutofShane'ssight.

Itwasundeniablethathedespisedhim followingtherecentoccurrencesinthe

company.

Guilttrippedhim oncemoreasherecalledthelatestevents.Hehadn'theardfrom Lara

sincethen.

Hecouldonlyhopeshewasfine.Heknewbetterthantoaskaboutherfrom herso-

calledlover,theCEO.

Finally,theelevatorgavealowbleep,signalinghiscuetoleave.

HegaveonehurriedbowtoShanebeforedashingoutoftheelevatortohisoffice.

Hehuffedanexhaleinrelief,asfinallyhehadgottenawayfrom Shane'spresence.

Hefeltchokedforairthroughouttheelevatorride,anditwasonlywhenhehadescaped

beingtrappedontheelevatorwithhim thathecouldregainhisbreath.

Hedaredtolookbackwardsattheascendingelevatorbeforecontinuingtohisoffice,

hisheartthumpinghardwithinhischest.

 

★★★

"Morning,sir,"WesleygreetedashewalkedintoShane'sofficeuponhisrequesttomeet

withhim.



ShanehadbeenfuminginrageafterhisencounterwithLiam inthemorning.

Hejustdidn'tlikehavingthemanaround.Hewouldhavegladlyterminatedhis

employmentalongsidetheothers,buthefeltLarawouldn'thaveappreciatedthat.

Hehadn'tbeenamongtheguiltyonesintheleakedvideoissue,buthowmuchhe

wishedhehad,thenhecouldhavefoundawaytogetridofhim.

"Morning,Wesley.Howareyoudoing?"

"Great,Shane.Yourself?"

Shanenodded."I'm doingalright.TellmeaboutLiam.Iwouldlikehim tobeaddedtothe

listofouremployeestobetransferredtoourbranchinChicago."

Wesleyarchedaneyebrowatthat,suspicionetchedinhisgaze.

"Isheuptothetask?Noworries.Ifheisn't,hewilllearnfrom scratch.Itwillbea

beneficialopportunityforhim afterall."

"Am Ipermittedtoaskwhyhe'sbeentransferredoutoftheblue?"

"No,"Shaneansweredflatly."Discussthiswithhim andbegintomakepreparationsfor

histransfer."

Wesleypressedhislipsintoathinlineandnoddedonce."Alright,Sir.Iwillgetrightto

workonit."

"Howfaristherecruitmentprocess?"

"We'rescreeningdownthelistofintervieweesforthesecretarialpositions.Orwillyou

partakeintheselectionofthesecretaryandpersonalassistantforyou?"

Shanewavedhishanddismissively."Thatwon'tbenecessary.Itrustyourdecision,

Wesley.However,youcanleaveoutrecruitingapersonalassistantfornow."

"Larawillstillberesumingherposition?"

Shaneshookhishead."It'snotthat.Iwon'tbeneedingonefornow."

Wesleynoddedinacknowledgement."Alright.Noted,Sir."

Heexcusedhimselfandwalkedoutoftheoffice.

Witheverythingsettled,Shaneleanedbackintohisseatandfocusedonhiswork.

Larawouldbegettingdischargedtoday,andhemadeamentalnotetobethereearly.



Hehadteamedupwithherfriendstogivehim acallonceherdischargewasapproved

bythedoctorsohecouldcometopickherup.

Bynoon,hehadwrappeduphisworkforthedayandcalledhisdriverovertotakehim

tothehospital.

"WhatdoyouthinkIshouldgetforhertocelebrateherdischarge?Flowers,chocolates,

orjewelry?"

"Whichdoyouthinkshewillappreciatebest?"

Shanebrushedthecrookofhisfingerthoughtfullybeneathhischinasheponderedthat.

Larawasn'tvain,orhewouldhaveboughtheraluxuriousgift.

Hesettledongettingasmanygiftsashecouldthinkofforher.Hopefully,oneofthem

wouldresonatewithherandletherunderstandhowmuchhetrulyfeltabouther.

Ashesatinthebackseatofhischauffeuredcar,hetookinthecity'sskylineasit

whizzedpasthim.

TheirfirstdestinationwasaflowershopnestledintheheartofMiami.

AsShanesteppedintotheshop,awaveoffragrantbeautyenvelopedhim.Theairwas

infusedwiththesweetaromaofbloomingblossoms,creatingasensorydelight.The

shop'slargewindowsallowedsunlighttopourin,castingawarm glowonthevibrant

arrayofflowersthatadornedeverycorner.

Heapproachedthepolishedwoodencounter,whereablondefloristgreetedhim witha

warm smile.Hernametagread"Sage".

"Goodafternoon!HowcanIassistyoutoday?"

"Hi,I'm lookingtocreateaspecialbouquetformygirlfriend.She'sgettingdischarged

from thehospital,andIwanttosurpriseherwithsomethingbeautiful."

Sageclappedindelight."That'swonderful!Congratulationstoher!Wehaveawide

selectionoffreshflowers.Arethereanyparticularbloomsorcolorsthatsheloves?"

"I'm notsure.Rosesandtulips,perhaps,"hesaid,hisgazenarrowingsubtlyindoubtof

thechoicehehadmade."Maybelavender."

Sagebeamedwidelyinapproval,herpearlywhiteteethflashingbetweenherpainted

cherrypinklips."Perfect!Wehavesomeexquisitelavenderrosesanddelicatetulips

righthere.Let'screatesomethingtrulyenchantingforher.Wouldyoulikeahand-tied

bouquetoravasearrangement?"



"Ithinkabouquetwouldbelovely."

AsSageskillfullyselectedthemoststunninglavenderrosesandtulips,shearranged

them withcomplementaryfoliage.Thecolorsdancedtogether,creatingaharmonious

blendofeleganceandcharm withinthearrangement.

"Thisbouquetistrulyasighttobehold.Thesofthuesoflavender,thevelvetypetals,

andthegentlefragrancewillsurelydelightyourgirlfriend."

Shanenoddedinagreementashelookedatthebouquet."It'sabsolutelystunning!

Thankyousomuch."

"You'reverywelcome.Ihopeitbringsjoytoherheart.IsthereanythingelseIcanassist

youwith?"

"ThereisnothingelseIcanthinkof.Thisisperfect.Thanksalot."

"Thepleasureismine,sir."

Afterhehadmadethepaymentforthebouquet,hewalkedoutoftheshoptowherehis

carwasparkedandgotin.

ThecarpulleduptoaglamorousshoppingdistrictknownastheMiamiDesignDistrict.

Theareawasrenownedforitsarchitecturalbrillianceandhigh-endboutiques.Shane

steppedoutofthecar,glancingupatthegleamingstorefronts,eachexudinganairof

sophisticationandgrandeur.

Hiseyessettledonajewelrystorecalled"AuroraJewels,"whichwaspopularlyknown

foritsexquisitecraftsmanshipandexclusivedesigns.Thestore'sexteriorwasadorned

withsparklingcrystalchandeliers,andthelargedisplaywindowsshowcasedadazzling

arrayofjewelrypieces,drawingpassersbyintoitsluxuriousembrace.

Shanepushedopentheheavyglassdoorandwasinstantlygreetedbyawarm and

welcomingatmosphere.Thestore'sinteriorwasadornedwithplushvelvetdrapes,

delicateorchids,andsoftlightingthataccentuatedthebrillianceofthejewels.An

impeccablydressedsalesassociatenamedGretchenapproachedhim withagraceful

smile.

"Goodafternoon,sir.HowmayIassistyoutoday?"Gretcheninquired,hervoiceas

elegantasherappearance.

Shanereturnedthesmileandexplained,"I'm lookingforaspecialpieceofjewelryformy

girlfriend.Iwanttosurpriseherwithsomethingextraordinary."

Gretchennoddedunderstandingly,atwinklelightingupinhereyes."Wehaveastunning



collectionofpersonalizedjewelrythatI'm surewillmakeherfeelcherished.Allowmeto

showyouafewoptions."Shegestured.

SheledShanetoaglassdisplaycasefilledwithdelicatenecklacesandpendants.The

firstpieceshepresentedwasashimmeringdiamondpendantintheshapeofaheart.

Thediamondssparkledbrilliantlyunderthestore'ssoftlighting,castingamesmerizing

glow.

Shane'seyeswidenedwithadmiration."It'sbeautiful,butIwantsomethingtrulyunique.

Somethingthatreflectsherindividuality."

Gretchennoddedandguidedhim toanothersectionofthestore,whereanassortment

ofhandcraftedringsawaited.Shecarefullyunveiledaringadornedwithararepink

diamondcenterstone,surroundedbyintricatelydesignedwhitediamonds.

Shane'sgazelingeredonthering,atinglingsensationcoursingthroughhim anddown

hisspine.

Heloveditimmediately,imagesofhowbeautifulitwouldlookonherfingersflashing

throughhismind."Thisisexquisite.Thepinkdiamondisbreathtaking.It'sperfect."

Gretchensmiled,recognizingthesparkofdesireinShane'seyes."I'm delightedthatyou

foundapiecethatresonateswithyou."

Heglanceddownatthetimeashesettleddowninthebackseatofhiscarlater,after

makingthepurchases.

HeonlyhadanhourtomeetupwithLara'sdischargetime.Hecouldonlyhopetime

wouldn'tbeagainsthim ashewasdrivenbacktowardsthehospital.

"Oh!It'sShane,"Kyleannouncedcheerfullyashesteppedintotheward.

Theyhadalreadypackedherthingsandwereabouttoleavewhenhewalkedin.

Lara'ssmilefadedatthesightofhim,hergazeshiftingwithanaccusingglareatKyle.

"Ididn'ttellhim,"Kylesaidimmediately.

Joesnickeredathowdefensivelyshehadsaidthat,tippinganodtowardsShane."Good

evening.Welcome."

Theladiestookturnsgreetinghim,stiflingadelightedsmileastheylookedfrom him to

Lara.

Shanenoddedinapproval."Evening,"hereturned."Congratulationsonyourdischarge,



Lara."

Lararolledhereyes."Getmeoutofhere,Kyle."Shereachedtopickuponeofherbags.

Meredithsnaggeditimmediatelyoutofherreach."Noway.You'rejustrecuperating.

There'snowayI'm lettingyougothroughanystress."

"Wewillensureyourbelongingsaresafelytuckedinyourapartment,soyoudon't

bother,"Kyletoldher.

Larafurrowedhergaze."What'sthatsupposedtomean?"

"You'recomingwithme,"Shanetoldher.

Lara'sheartjumpedathiswords,andsheswirledtofacehim."Sayswho?"

"You'recomingwithme,Lara.Andthat'sit."

KyleandMeredithleanedtheirforeheadsagainsteachotherandgiggledsilently.

"Weshouldleave,"Meredithsaid,hoistingoneofLara'sbagsoverherhandandwaving

aquickgoodbyetoLaraandShane.

JoeandKylecarriedtheotherbagsandexitedtheroom,leavingthetwobehind.

KyleflashedawinkatLarabeforesheclosedthedoorafterher.

Larabitherlowerlips,huffinganexasperatedbreathasshewatchedthecloseddoor.

"Weshouldleaveaswell."

Shestaredblanklyathim forabriefmomentandapproachedhim.

Shereachedtoopenthedoor,buthestoppedher,placinghishandoverhersonthe

doorknob.

Shehissedthroughherteethandglaredather."Handsoff."Shebitoutinannoyance.

"Notuntilyoutellmeyou'recomingwithme."

Sheloweredherhandtoherside."AndwhyshouldI?Webrokeup.Iendedthingswith

you."

"Ineverconsentedtoit,"hetoldher."Untilyoutellmethereasonwhyyouhavetobreak

upwithme,andunlessit'satangiblereason,I'm notlettinggoofyou,Lara."

"Idon'twantyouanymore."Sheswallowed,holdinghisgazefirmly."Iregretever



crossingthelinewithyou.You'remybossuntilIpaybackeverything."

AgasptoreoutofherthroatasShanesnakedhishandsuddenlyaroundherlowerback

andpushedheragainsthimself,slamminghismouthroughlyoverhers.

HerthoughtsweresentintoaflurryasShanekissedherwitharavenouspassion,

buildingupheatineverypartofherbody.

Herelaxedhisholdonher,hishandsstreamingdowntheframeofherbodytocupher

waist.

Hekissedthecornerofhermouth."Now,tellmeyoudon'twantmeanymore,"he

whisperedoverthecornerofherlips,pullingbacktostareintohergaze.

Laraloweredhergazeandmutteredthroughherbreath,"Ican'tbewithyou,Shane."

"You'vegottogiveasolidexplanationformetoacceptthat.Rightnow,you'recoming

withme.EitherwillinglyorIcarryyououtofhere."

"Iwanttogotomyapartment.Youcan'tjusttakeovermylifeandbossmearoundas

youwish,"shebarkedathim.

ThetwoglaredateachotheruntilLarawasforcedtogivein.

Hershoulderssaggedindefeatassherealizedshewasholdingoutonan

unconquerablebattlewithhim."Fine!" 

Hepulledhertohimselfandopenedthedoor,steppingoutoftheroom withherclosely

heldtohisside.

Laratriedtoinchawayfrom him,buthewouldn'tletgo.

"Stopthis.Youwillbeattractingunnecessaryattentionfrom us.Icanwalk."

Helookedatherfaceashespoke."Thisisnowherenearattractingattentionto

ourselves.Icouldcarryyoudownthelobby."

"Iagreedtocomewithyou.Whatnow?"Shesaiditimpatiently.

Shanesmiledbriefly."You'restillannoyedwithme,Lara.I'm nottakingchanceswith

you.You'recomingwithme,whereyoucanbeproperlycaredforaswellasmybaby."

Lara'sbreathhitchedathowaffectionatelyhesaidthosewords.

"Iwon'tkeepyouawayfrom yourbaby,Shane."

"It'sours,"Shanecorrected,holdinghergaze."Wemadeittogether,andtogether,wewill



careforitwithasmuchloveheorshedeserves,alright?"

TearscloudedLara'seyesathiswords,andshepressedherlipstightlytosuppress

them.

"Comehere,love."Shaneguidedherheadagainsthischestandwrappedhisarms

aroundher,plantingatenderkissonherforehead.

Larasobbedagainsthischest,allowingherselftobecuddledjustthisoncebyhim.



TWENTYSEVEN

"Here."Hepresentedthebouquettoheraftertheygotin,withthecarimmediately

glidingthroughthegatesontotheroad.

Laralookedattheflowers,thenraisedhergazetomeethis,notmakingamovetotake

thebouquetfrom him.

"Congratulationsonyourrecoveryandyourdischarge,Lara.Haveit."Hetiltedthe

bouquettowardher.

"Iappreciatethegesture,but..."Sheturnedherfacequicklytotheside,fishedatissue

outofherpurseinaflash,andsneezed.

Alarmed,Shanewithdrewthebouquetfrom herproximity."You'reallergictothe

flowers?"

Larashookherhandathim inresponse,anothersneezeescapingher.

"Blessyou,"Shanemurmuredquickly,expectantlywatchingthesideofherface."Are

youokay?"

Lararaisedathumbupinresponse,noddingwithhernoseheldwithinthetissue.

"Areyousureyouareokay?Doyouneedtogobacktothehospital?Wasittheflowers?"

Larashookherhead,raisingherheadandturningtofacehim."I'm good.Itwasjusta

sneeze.It'snottheflowers."

"ThankGod."Shanebreathedinrelief."Youwereabouttosaysomethingearlier.What

but?"

"Youdon'thavetobuymeflowers.Ilovethem,though.Theyarebeautiful."Shepasteda

ghostofasmileonherlips,noddingsubtlyingratitude.



"That'snottoonice,Lara.You'reopposedtomygettingabouquetforyourrecovery.

Whatwouldbeyourreactionifitwasmuchmore?"

"It'snot...Ishouldn'tbereceivinggiftsfrom you,"shesaiddrily.

"Wherearealltheseguiltscomingfrom,Lara?Something'sgoingonwithyou,and

you'renotlettingmeinonit.Whathappenedtobeinganopenbookwitheachother?"

Lara'slipspartedwordlessly,anexasperatedsighescapingher.Hereyelidsdrifted

brieflytoaclose,andsheswallowed."It'smybusiness,Shane.Ithasnothingtodowith

us."

"Butitisaffectingus,"Shanecountered."You'rebecomingdistant,Lara.Atfirst,I

thoughtitwasthevideo,andI'veapologizedforthat.Youassuredmeitwasn'tthat.

Whatelsecouldbecreatingachasm betweenus?"

"Canwenottalkaboutthis,please?I'm notenergizedenoughtoengageinthis

conversation."

Shaneleanedbackagainsthisseat,lookingoutthewindowonhisside.

"Myhouseisnearer.Ishouldheadtomyapartment.Ineedtotakesomerest."

"We'reheadingtomine.Youwillbeproperlyattendedtothere."Heinchedcloserand

guidedhertenderlytoleanagainsthim,wrappinganarm aroundherwaist."There,you

canhaveyourresttillwegethome."

"It'snotascomfortableaslayingonabed,"Laramurmuredunderherbreath,searching

throughhermindforabetterexcuseshecouldgivetoescapegoingwithhim.

Itwouldn'ttakehim longtofigureeverythingoutifshedid.

Shewouldbedeeplyembarrassedifhehadtostepinforherthistimeaswell.

Thefirsttime,shehadbeendesperate.Thistime,shewouldendthingsonherown

terms.GeorgeandRufuswouldn'teverbeabletodisturbherlifewithdebtsshehad

nothingtodowithagain.

Sherehashedherplans,mentallychastisingherselffornottakingactionearlieronthem.

Then,shehadplannedontakingprecautionarymeasuresagainstsituationslikethis

occurring,butithadslippedhermind.

"Ofallthingstoslipyourmind,Lara,"shemutteredincoherentlyunderherbreath.

"Yousaid?"



Sheshookherhead,quicklyuttering,"Notyou."

Shanenoddedflatly,hisnoseandjawtwitchingashelookedawayfrom her.

Hermindwanderedoffintoanabyssofthoughtsasshelaidherheadonhisshoulders.

Shefeltwarm insidewithhisproximity,andhowhewrappedhisarm aroundhermade

herfeelsafeandprotected.

Shewantedtodivulgeallhersecretsandherworriestohim atthatmomentandrevel

moreinthecomforthehadtooffer.

Shecouldn'tbemoreindebtedtohim.Sheremindedherselfofthat.

Shebitonherlowerlips,playingscenariosuponscenariosinherheadonhowto

executeherplansinduetime.Shecouldhavegottenrighttoworkingonitfrom thetime

hevisitedher,buthaditnotbeenforherhospitalization...

Herbodytensed.

Howmanyweekshaditbeen?

"Whatisit,Lara?"Shaneasked.

Shemovedawayfrom him,shakingherheadinresponse."It'snothing.I'm fine."

Shedidn'texpecthim tobeconvincedbythatflimsylie,andhewasn't."Lara."

"Imeanit,Shane.Beingbedriddenforweeksmightbesettingoffseveralreactionsin

mybody."Shetwitchedherlips,pressingthem tightlytogether.

Shanewatchedherquietlyforsometimeandleanedbackintohisseat.

Laracheckedthroughherphoneimmediately,goingthroughhercalllogs.

Therewerenomissedcallsorreceivedcallsfrom him.Nothingfrom him

Thatwasunlikehim.

Ithasbeenovertwoweeksnow.

Timewasseriouslyagainsther,andshedoubtedherplanwouldbeaseasyasshehad

planneditouttobe.

Georgewasaformidableopponenttocontendwith,withconnectionstoseveralchains

ofshadybusinesses.



Couldshepullthisoff?

ShegotsolostintheseaofherworriesthatshemissedhearingShaneannouncetheir

arrivalathishouse.

Hetappedherlightly."Areyouasleep?"

Sheflutteredhereyelidsopen,noticingshewasbackinhisarms.

Shesatstraight,stiflingayawnatthebackofherthroat.

"Welcomehome,"Shanerepeated."Youmustbereallyexhausted.Youweresnoringso

loudly."Hewassaying,thenchuckledsoftlyathowLara'seyeswidenedimmediately.

"Youtrulyneedrest."

Lara'scheeksreddenedinembarrassment,andshebitdownhardonherlips,lowering

hergazetohidetheflushonherface.

"Iwaskidding,"Shanetoldherashegotoutofthecar.

Heheldhishandouttohertohelpheroutaswell.

"Really?"Laraasked,immediatelybitingonthetipofhertongue.

Thebouquet.Lararememberedandtookthem outofthecarfrom whereShanehad

flungitearlierbeforesheallowedhim tohelpheroutofthecar.

"Thankyou,"shetoldhim.

Henodded."You'rewelcome."

Theywalkedintothehouse,thedoubledoorspartingupontheirapproach.

Ithadbeenawhile.Laraswepthergazeoverthehouse,unabletohelpbutappreciate

itsmagnificenceagain.

Thegrandpianowasstillsittingpowerfullyonthecorneritwassetinthelivingroom.

SherememberedthegoldenmomentsShaneandsheshared.

Theyreveledintherhythm ofitsmelodiesastheirfingersdancedonit.

Sodidtheirbodies.

Shepushedthatinstantlytothebackofhermindandsatonthesofanearesttoher,her

handinstinctivelytouchingherlowerbelly.



"Whatwillyouliketohavefordinner?"Heaskedasshesat,looseninghistie.

Awomanwholookedtobeinhermid-fiftiesapproachedthem upontheirarrival.

"Goodevening,Shane."Shesmiledathim.

"Evening,Mrs.Myrtle,"Shanereturned."Meetmygirlfriend,Lara."HegesturedtoLara.

TheolderwomansmiledatLara."It'sapleasuretomeetyou,youngmiss."

Laratippedapolitebowtoher."I'm pleasedtomeetyouaswell,Mrs.Myrtle."

"Sheisinchargeofcleaningthehouse.Theotherthreeyou'vemetearlierassisther

withtheotherchores.TheyonlycomeontheweekendssinceI'm rarelyaround,but

sinceyouwillbestayinghere,Ithoughttheyshouldfrequentthecleaningstocaterfor

yourhealth."

Heleanedclosertowhisperinherear."Ladiesinyourconditiontendtohaveseveral

cravingsandsensitivity."

Lararolledhereyes.Shegotonherfeet."Iwilllovetogetwashedup.Mybonesfeel

numbfrom beinginbedoverthatperiod."

"Sure.Iwillhavedinnerordered,"Shanetoldher,gesturinginthedirectionofthemaster

bedroom forhertoheadto."Checkthewardrobeforchangesofwear."

Laranoddedinacknowledgementofhiswordsoverhershoulders,feelingastrongurge

todipinabath.

"Iwillsetupabathforyou,miss,"Mrs.Myrtleoffered.

"Oh!No,please.Icangetthatdonebymyself.It'sbeenawhilesinceI'veactively

engagedinanything."

Mrs.Myrtlenoddedandexcusedherselffrom theroom.

Withexhaustionslowlyeasingintoherbones,sheenteredtheroom,gettingtowork

quicklyonsettingupahotbathtosoakin.

Shesteppedoutofherdressandslippedin,sighinginsatisfactionasherbodywasfully

immersedinthehot,slickwatershehadprepared.

Sheleanedherheadagainstthebathtubanddunkedunderthewater.

Itfeltlikeforeversinceshehadabathasniceandsoothingasthat,soshetookher

timetorevelinthemoment.



Shestifledayawnwiththebackofherpalm whenshewasdone,herbodyfeeling

refreshedandsupple.

Shewrappedatowelaroundherselfandheadedtothebedroom togetdressed.

Laratwitchedhereyebrowssubtlyasshepulledopenthewardrobe,notatallsurprised

tofindthatitwasstockedfullofseveralpiecesofclothingforher,from casualstotees

andfashionableoutfitsforoutings.

JusthowlongwasShaneplanningonkeepingherwithhim?Shemused.

Shepickedoutasoft,lightweight,andbreathablepajamasetthatincludedaloose-

fitting,short-sleevedtopwitharelaxednecklineandapairofmatchingshorts.Thetop

wasadornedwithadelicatelacetrim alongthehemline.Theshortshadanelastic

waistbandandweredesignedwitharelaxed,above-the-kneelength.

Itlookedchicandcomfortable.Shelovedit.

Sheair-driedherhairwhenshewasdoneandwasabouttowrapupwhenherphone's

ringtonegaveoff.

Shesetdownthehairdryerandgotoffthestoolshewassittingontogetthecall.

Afrowncreasedherforehead,andherlipsupturnedasshesawthenumber.

Althoughshehadn'tsavedit,shecouldidentifyhisnumbereasily.

Shepickedupthecallandraisedthephonetoherear."Yes?"

Hescoffed."Youfinallypickedupmycall.Don'ttrytoplaygameswithme,Lara."

Laratsked."Whatgames,George?"

"Paymemymoney.Youcan'tescapefrom me,Lara.Nomatterhowfaryourunortryto

hide."

"I'm notscaredofyou,George,"sheseethedthroughherteeth."Getyourmoneyfrom

Rufusandleavemethehellalone!"Shebarkedintothephone.

Georgesnickeredoverthephone."Weshallsee,Lara.You..."

Laraendedtheconversation,hissinginannoyance.

Sherakedherfingersthroughherhairandsuckedintheairdeeplythroughherteeth.

"Whydidn'tyoutellme?"Shaneaskedfrom wherehestoodinthedoorway.



Startled,Laraturnedtofacehim,herlipspartingwordlessly."I..."Sheswallowed."How

longhaveyoubeenthere?"

"Iheardeverything.Whydidn'tyoutellmehewasthreateningyouagain?"

"I.."Shesquaredhershouldersinfrustration."Icouldn't.Alright?Thisismyissueto

solve.Iwillfindawayaroundit."

Shanemovedcloser,coveringthedistancebetweenthem."ItisRufusagain?"

"Shane,please.ThisisexactlywhatI'vebeentryingtoavoid."

Shanefurrowedhisbrows."You'vebeentryingtoavoidthis.Keepingwhatiscausing

youdistressawayfrom mynoticewhenknowingfullywellIcouldhelp?"

"Yes.Ican'tgetyouinvolvedinthisagain,Shane.Whatdoyouexpectmetodo?Tellyou,

myfatherhasobtainedanotherloanusingmeascollateralagain."

Shanewatchedhersilently,thenswipedhispalmsdownhisfaceinexasperation,

whistlingthroughhisbreath."So,what'syourplannow?"

"IwasnaiveatfirsttotakeupRufus'sloanasmine.Ihadnochoicethen.Butthistime,

I'vebeenbittenonce;neveragainam Ilettinghim havethatleverageoverme.

It'shisdebt,notmine,andhell,I'm goingtobeheldaccountableforit."

"Whatmeasureshaveyoutakentoactualizeyourplan?"

"Iwillgetitallsortedoutinsomeway.Juststayoutofit,okay?Iwilldealwiththison

myterms."

Shanescoffed."ThehellIwill,Lara.I'm pissedthatyoufailedtoletmeinonthis,butthe

hell,I'm lettingthatmongrelbotheryou."

"Shane!"

"Lara!"Heraisedafingerinwarningtoher,visiblyenraged."Youkeepawayfrom dealing

withGeorgeonyourownandtakecareofyourhealth,willyou?"

"Sowhat?Areyoujustgoingtopayupthedebtsagainandprovetohim thatindeed,I

haveabillionaireboyfriendbackingmeup?"

Shanefrowned,hissinginirritation."Noonemesseswithmywoman.George'scrossed

thelinethistime."



TWENTYEIGHT

Larawasn'tcomfortablewithShanegoingallaloneontheissuebetweenherand

George.

Shefeltsheoughttoatleastbeactivelyinvolvedinthematterasitwasherfamilyissue

aswell,butShanewouldhearnothingofit.

Shewasalreadydeeplyembarrassedaboutherfather'sactions.Torelinquishher

responsibilityonsomeoneelse'sshouldersisagreatdistressforher.

Shanehadmadeafewcallsaftertheyhaddinnertogetherthepreviousnightandhad

gottenupearlytoday.

SodidLara.

Shehadn'tbeenabletogetagoodnight'srestfollowingtheheatedconversationshe

hadhadwithShaneaboutstayingoffthematteronthegroundwhenshewasprimarily

involvedinit.

ShelaiddownforawhileasshefeltShanegetoffthebedandgothroughcleaning

himselfupandpreparinghimselffortheday.

"Morning,Lara,"Shanesaidashewalkedoutofthebathroom,alargewhitetowel

wrappedaroundhiswaistdowntohisanklelength.

Laramoanedsoftlyasshestretchedoutherback,noddingoverthepillowatShane.

"Morning,Shane,"sheraspeddryly.

Shepushedherselfdownfrom thebed,adesperateurgetousethebathroom surgingin

herlowerbelly;herconstantmorningaccompanimentsinceshehadhercondition.

"Excuseme,please."

Shanenodded,gettingdressed."Getenoughrestafterwards.Iwillhavethecookwhip



upbreakfastforyou,orifyouwouldratherordertakeout,

Sheshookherheadquickly."Ipreferhome-cookedmeals.Butwhataboutyou?"

"Iwon'tbeabletowaitforbreakfast."

Laratwitchedherlipsandnoddedquickly."Sure.Ihavetogo."Sherushedintothe

bathroom andrelievedherself.

Shewashedherfaceafterwardsandbrushedherteeth.

Bythetimeshewasdone,Shanewasoutofthebedroom.

Thesmelloffreshlybrewedcoffeegreetedherasshesteppedintothelivingroom,her

bodystirringawakeatthedelicioussmellthatwaftedthroughtheair.

"Mmn."Shebreathedintheairasshesteppedintothekitchen,breathingintheairand

takinginthedelicioussightofhim inadarkgraysuit.

Heturnedtofaceherashenoticedherpresence,immediatelyuponherentryintothe

kitchenspace."Tea?"

"Coffee,please."

Heshookhishead."Thelesscoffeeyouhave,thebetter.It'sbadforyourcondition."

"Whenit'stakenexcessively,I'venothadanytasteofcoffeeinthreeweeksnow.I'm

emotionallydrained.Coffee,please."

Shaneclickedhistongueatthebackofherthroatandnodded,pouringheramugof

freshlybrewedcoffee.

Shetookitfrom him andsavoreditsfragrancebeforetakingasipfrom it.Shesighedin

satisfactionasitstastecoatedhertongue.

"Thecookwillbeherebysix.Youcanwhetyourappetitewithsomesnacksinthe

refrigeratorbeforeherarrival."

"Idon'teatthatearlyafterall,butnoted."Sheraisedthecoffeemugtohermouthand

tookanothersip.

Sheproppedherselfupononeofthestoolsbytheisland,settingthemugdownonit.

"I'vespokenwithDerrari.Hewillintroduceyoutoacolleagueofhiswhoisintofamily

lawtohandlethecasewithyouandyourfather,"heinformedher.

"Ihatehim somuch,"shecroaked.



Shanenoddedflatly."Youaredoingwhat'sbestforyou;Isupportyou.Youshould

eliminatetheleveragehehasoveryou."

"Right."

"Everythingwillberesolvedquickly,Lara.Iwillmakesureofit,"heassuredher.

"Iknow,"shesaidwithalightshrug."I'm just...Ifeelbadabouthowthingsare.I'm

alwaysdealingwithdebtissues."Shesnickeredwryly."I'm yettopaytheexistingone,

yethe'sincurredanother."

Shanesteppedclosetoherandheldthetipofherchinbetweenhisfingers,tippingher

gazeuptomeethis."Youowenothing,Lara,andyouwillnotbeheldaccountablefor

thisagain.Notonmywatch."

Larafrowned."Whataboutmyloan?Istillhavetopayyouback."

"Yourdebtisasgoodaspaid,Lara."Heplantedhishandtenderlyonherbelly,holding

herlowerbacktohimself."You'verepaidmeinthegreatestwayever.

I'vefoundlove,satisfaction,andacommitmentwithyou."

"Shane,"Larasaidinalowvoice,hervoicelacedwithwarmth.

Shaneloweredhisheadandtouchedhismouthwithhers."Iloveyou,Lara."

"Iloveyoutoo,"shemurmuredinreturnovertheirmeldinglips."Buttheagreementwas

topayyouback..."

Hesilencedherwithanotherkiss.Hekissedherlongandfiercelythistime,

possessivelyholdingherinhisembrace.

Hepulledbackfrom thekisslater,bothpantingforbreath.Hebrushedhercheeks

tenderlywiththesideofhisthumb;theirgazeslocked.

"Iwillmissyou."

"Iwillmissyoumore."Shegavealightshrug."It'sgoingtofeelsolonelyherewithout

youaround."

"Iwillcalloftentocheckuponyou,andIwillbebacksoon."

"Ican'twaittogetbacktoworkeither.OnceI'verecuperatedfully..."Shepausedasshe

sawthelookonShane'sface,furrowingherbrowsaswell."What?"

"DoIneedtoremindyouthatyou'repregnant?Nogettinginvolvedinanystressful



activityuntildelivery."

Larascoffed."You'rekiddingme,right?It'seightmonthsawaybeforeIdeliver,andyou

expectmetostayidleanddonothing?"

"Gotothespa,babe.Thegym,artshows,fashionexhibitions...Thereareseveral

recreationsyoucanindulgein."

Larapushedoutherlipsandsteppedoutofhisembrace."I'vealwayshadtowork.I

can'tgowiththeflowofbeingidle.Forthatmuchtime?"Sheclickedhertongueatthe

backofherthroatandshookherhead.

"IwillbetheretokeepyourcompanyonceI'm back.Iwantyoutorelaxandhaveas

muchfunasyoucan.You'regoingtotellmeallaboutit,soyoumust."

Larachuckledsoftly,closinghereyes,asShaneplantedaquickkissonherforehead.

"Ishouldgetgoingnow."

"Don'teatbreakfastlateeither,"shetoldhim asshewalkedhim totheentrance.

"Ofcourse.Takecareofyourselftoo."

Larastifledasmileasshenodded."Iwill."Shewavedgoodbyetohim ashewalkedout

ofthelivingroom andheadedbacktothebedroom towashupaswell.
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"Whathaveyougotten?"Shaneaskedasheenteredthecar,thecarimmediatelygliding

outofthedrivewaytowardsthegates.

AftertheconversationhehadwithLarathepreviousdayandaftershehadgonetobed,

heplacedacalltoDamien.

Hehadaskedhim todigupasmuchdirtashecouldfindonGeorgeandhavethe

reportsdeliveredtohim bythismorning.ThenhedecidedtoreachouttoDerrarito

assisthim infilingalegalsuitagainstRufus.Thepurposeofthesuitwastochallenge

Rufus'sguardianshiprightsoverLaraandseektheirnullification.



"Iwillforwardthem toyounow,"Damienanswered,andhedidsopromptly.

"Verywell,"ShanemutteredthroughhisbreathashereadGeorge'sfile.

Themongrelofamanpossessedanotoriouscriminalrecordandhadcommitteda

plethoraofcrimesthatwarrantedalifetimeofimprisonment.

Hisillicitactivitiesspannedacrossrunningdrugcartelsandundergroundcasinos,

participatingindrugandhumantraffickingnetworks,engaginginracketeering,extortion,

andmoneylaundering,amongvariousotheroffenses.

Hetsked.Howdespicable.

"Setupameetingwithhim byafternoonsharpwithaprintoutofthereports."

"Sure.Iwillgetsomementoaccompanyyouaswell.It'snotsafetomeetwithhim

alone."

Henoddedhisconsentoverthephone."Doso,"hesaid,andheendedthecall.

Laterintheafternoon,ShanemetwithGeorge.

Themanlookedasuglyashehadrememberedhim tobefrom thefirsttimehemethim

atAdrian'sbachelorparty.

Hehadgrownuglieroverthemonths.

Hesatinhisofficewithasmuchconceitandarroganceasanyothermotherfucking

bastardlikehim wouldhave,watchinghim withasubtlelasergaze.

Shanementallytskedattheimageheposedincontrasttotheactualimagehemight

thinkheactuallyappearedtobe.

Hewasfarfrom lookingformidable.

"Whodowehavehere?Youmayhaveaseat."Hegesturedtooneofthesofasavailable

inhisoffice,sittinginarelaxedmannerinhisarm chair.

Shanedid,withDamientakingaseatbesidehim.ThebodyguardsDamienhadbrought

withthem,althoughtheyhadn'tbeenallowedintotheoffice,werestationedjustright

outthedoorshouldGeorgetrytoplaysmart.

Althoughthemeninsideandoutsidewereveryfew,theywereextremelyskilledand

beyondcapableofsubduingGeorge'smenasmanyastheywere.

"Iwillhitthenailonthehead.StopthreateningLara."



"Well,shehastopaymemymoney.She'sthecollateral.I'm onlybeingnicetogivehera

secondchancetobuyherselfbackwhenshe'sbeentechnicallysoldtome,"George

returnedsmugly.

Shanesmiledbriefly,touchingtheBluetoothearphone."Didyougetthat?He'sadmitted

tooneofhiscrimes."

Georgenarrowedhisgaze,twistinghislipsintoafrown."Whatthehellisthat?"

"Everyconversationwe'rehavinghereisonrecord,"Damientoldhim."Anddon'ttryto

playsmart.Ifyoudo,yourinformationwillbeforwardedtothecopswithoutdelay."

"Whatinformation?"Hegrittedthroughhisteeth,acornerofhislipsraisedinasneer.

Damienbroughtoutacopyofthereportsonhim anddroppeditonthetablebeforehim.

ThefrownonGeorge'sfaceincreasedashewentthroughhisfile.Heglanced

surreptitiouslyatthetwo,silentlycursingthem underhisbreath.

Howhadtheymanagedtodigupthatmuchinformationonhim whenhehadbeen

thoroughovertheyearstokeephistrackscoveredandhisidentityincognito?

Heswallowedthelumpthatformedatthebackofhisthroatashesetthefiledownon

thetable."So?Youcan'tthreatenmewiththecops."

"Idon'tdealwithlocalcopseither,"Shaneanswered."I'm wellawareyoucaneasilybuy

yourwayaroundthem."

George'snosetwitchedinannoyance,takingnoteofShane'swarning.

"Youknowfrom whom togetyourmoney.AndifeveragainyoucontactLaraorbother

her,consideryourselfaninmateforlife,"Shanetoldhim withmenacestronglyetchedin

hisvoice.

Georgeleanedhisforearm againsthisthigh,bracinghispositionwithhisotherhandon

hisknee."DoIhaveyourwordthatyouwon'tusetheinformationinmyfileagainstme?"

"SteerclearoffLara'sradartillyoutakeyourlastbreath,andyouwillhavemyword,"

Shanetoldhim.

Georgeangledhischinupward,sittingstraight."Thenwehaveanagreement,

gentlemen."

Shanestoodupfrom hisseatandsteppedoutofhisoffice,notsparinghim aglance.

Damienwalkedoutbehindhim aswell,theguardsaccompanyingthem backtotheir



waitingcarsintheparkinglot.

ShanetippedanodinDamien'sdirection."Thanks,Damien."

"It'salwaysapleasure,Shane,"hereturned.

Thetwogotintotheircars,andthecarsweredrivenoutofthecarparktotheroad.

Backintheoffice,Georgewashavingatirade,spewingcursesrapidlyunderhisbreath

inJapanese.

"Youincompetentfools!IbelievedIhadthisburied."Heflunghisfileonthetableatthe

faceofoneofhismen.

Oh!Theembarrassmenthehadexperiencedbeforethosetwo.Howmuchhewishedhe

couldhaveshotthem downrightonthespot!

Theydaredtowalkintohisterritoryandthreatenhim.

Furysurgedthroughhisveinsatanalarmingrate,makinghisbloodboil,andheflung

thevasesittingatthecenterofthetableatanotherofhismen,aloudcrashechoingin

theroom asitbrokeagainsthisface,itsremaindershatteringintopiecesonthefloor.

Hestoodimmobileasthevasehithim,cuttinghim onthesideofhisface.

"WherethehellisthatmotherfuckingbastardandsonofabitchcalledRufus?Findhim!

Andwhenyoufindhim,IswearI'm goingtocuthim todregsandripmymoneyoutof

him,"hegrittedhardthroughhisteeth,hiseyescoldwithfury."Findhim!"hebarkedto

hismen,kickingthetableoutofhisway."

Theyallrushedoutofhisoffice,thedoorslammingshutbehindthem astheyallfiled

outwithaloudthudonitshinges.



TWENTYNINE

Theairinthedimlylitcasinowasthickwithanticipationandtheunmistakablescentof

money.Acacophonyofclinkingchips,spinningroulettewheels,andtheoccasional

cheerfilledtheroom,creatingasymphonyofexcitementthatseemedtohanginthe

atmosphere.

Rufushadenteredthecasinowithhispocketsfilledwithhopeandaburningdesirefora

strokeofluck.Hehadalwaysbeenagambleratheart,drawntothethrillofthe

unknownandthepromiseofeasyriches.Buttonight,luckseemedtohaveabandoned

him.

Undeterredbyhisinitiallosses,Rufusmovedfrom tabletotable,hiseyesscanningthe

room foragamethatwouldturnthetidesinhisfavor.Heobservedthepokertables,

whereplayersworepokerfacesastheyskillfullyandstrategicallyplacedtheirbets.

Rufusknewhelackedthepatienceandskilltocompeteatthatlevel,sohemovedon.

Hisgazelandedonarowofbrightlylitslotmachines,theirscreensdisplayingenticing

symbolsandpromisesofjackpots.Rufusslidontoastoolinfrontofoneofthe

machinesandbeganfeedingitcoins,hiseyesfixatedonthespinningreels.Hewatched

asthesymbolswhirledinamesmerizingdance,buteachtimetheycametoastop,it

wasalwaysadisappointingcombination.

Despitethemountinglosses,Rufuscouldn'tresisttheallureofthegame.Hereached

intohispocketformorecash,fuelinghisaddictiontotheadrenalinerushthatonlythe

casinocouldprovide.Hemovedfrom slotmachinetoslotmachine,desperatelyhoping

thatthenextonewouldbethekeytohisredemption.

Asthenightworeon,Rufusfoundhimselfentangledinawebofdesperationand

compulsion.Heplayedblackjack,hishandstremblingasheplacedhigh-stakesbets,

onlytobemetwithasteadystream ofdefeats.Rouletteballsspunaroundthetable,

bouncingfrom onenumbertoanother,cruellymockingRufuswitheachspin.



Witheachloss,Rufus'sconfidencewaned,buthisdesperationgrew.Thewhispersof

theotherplayersandtheglancesexchangedbetweenthecasinoemployeesallseemed

tofuelhisdeterminationtochasetheelusivewin.Heborrowedmoneyfrom fellow

gamblers,promisingtopaythem backassoonashehithisluckystreak.Butthestreak

nevercame.

Theclockonthewalltickedawaythehours,oblivioustoRufus'smountingdebts.

Eventually,thelastofhismoneyslippedthroughhisfingers,leavinghim drainedboth

financiallyandemotionally.Therealityofhissituationhithim likeasledgehammer,the

weightofhislossescrushinghisspirit.

Hefeltasifthegroundhadslippedawayfrom hisfeet,andhewasplungingdeeplyinto

anabyss.Anabyssofdebts.

Hehadobtainedthemoneytosettlehisexistingdebts,buthehadhadaluckydream

overnightandbelievedhecoulddoublehisfortune.

Hisplanhadbeensimple.Doublethemoneyhehadloanedfrom George;hopefullythe

richguyLarawasnowwithwouldhelpinpayingitback,settleallhisdebts,andlivethe

restofhislifeinblissandrapture.

Allhehadbeenabletoachievewasincurmoredebtsonhimself.Heswallowedashe

watchedthegazesofthemenhehaddesperatelyborrowedfrom inthefrenzyof

makinghisdreamscometrue.

"Iwillpayyourmoney;don'tworry,"heassuredthem,laughingawkwardlytolessenthe

tensioncoatingtheairaroundthem.

"Thehellyouwill,"Oneofthem spat."Itoldyouhe'sbadbusiness.Elementofdoubt,my

foot."Hespranguptohisfeetanddashedtowardshim infury.

"Oh,no!"Rufusexclaimedunderhisbreathasheflungachairinhisdirection,

immediatelydodging.

TheexcitementintheairwassoonturnedintoanuproarasRufuswasbeingchasedby

hiscreditors.

Heleapedovertables,kickinganddisorganizingtheformationofthetablesandchairs

toslowdownthemenafterhim amidstthefrightenedsquealsandscreamsofthe

womenthere.

Hisluckhadn'tdesertedhim afterall.Despitethehotchasehewasgivenandthe

disadvantagesofbeingeasilycaughtbytheothermen,hewasabletocircumventbeing

apprehendedandwasabletomakeitoutofthecasino,althoughnotunscathed.



Hewasbleedingfrom onesideofhishead.Therewasaterriblegashonhisleftarm,

andhehadsprainedhisanklewhenhetriedtododgebeingcaughtbyanothergroupof

chasersfrom thefore.

Thenightoutsidewascoldandbreezy,makinghiswoundssting,buthedarednotslow

down.

Hewouldn'tbeabletokeepthem offhistrail.Dropletsofbloodfrom hisarmstrailed

downthecornersofthealleyhehadrunoffto.

Itwouldonlybeamatteroftimebeforehewascaught.

Ashotfiredloudlyintheairbehindhim,hisheartstopping.

Hehadn'trealizedhisbodyhadstoppedmovinguntilhehittheground,thescentofhis

blooddrippingontothedark,asphaltroadthelastthinghesmelledbeforeheblacked

out.

 

 

★★★

PainlancedsharplythroughRufus'sbodyasheregainedconsciousness.Thepain

burnedthroughhisskinasifhisbodyhadbeendousedwithacid.

Hisawarenessofitwasenhancedwhenanotherbucketofice-coldwaterwaspoured

withoutwarningoverhishead.

Shiverscoursedthroughhim,andhisteethchatteredashejerkedagainstthebindings

thathadbeenusedtoholdhim downonthechairhewassittingon.

Hegagged,shakinghisheadtoclearthewateroffhisface,andslowlyopenedhiseyes.

Hiseyeswereabouttotakeinandregisterhissurroundingsbeforetheywereforcedto

closebythethunderousslaphereceived.

Heyelledinpain,theearonthesideofthefaceonwhichhehadbeenslappedlosingits

function.

Starsdancedinhisvision;thepainthatburnedthroughhischeekwastheonly



awarenesshehadtoconfirm hewasn'tdead.

"You!"Adeep,masculinevoicethatmadehisbodytrembleinfeargrowled.

Hetriedtospeak.Toappealtohim,buthecouldn'tfindhisvoice.Notaftertheear-

deafeningslaphehadreceived.

"HowdoIgetmymoneyfrom you?Youareuseless.Weak,repulsive,andworthless,"

Georgespatinhisface.

Rufusnoddedquicklyinagreement,quivering.Hespreadhisfingersoutintermittentlyin

agestureformercy.

"Yourbloodwouldhavegonebadfrom allthedrinkingyou'vehadwithmymoney.Your

kidneysmusthavebeendamagedbysmokinganddrugs.Yourheartisthatofacoward.

Nothingaboutyoucanfetchmeaquarterofmyfreakingmoney!"Georgethundered,

rakinghishandsfuriouslythroughhishair.

Heclenchedhishandsintofiststightlybyhissides,fuming.Hetiltedanodinthe

directionofhishenchman.

ThebulkyguynoddedonceinresponsetothesilentorderGeorgehadgiven,andhe

resumedhistortureofRufus.

Thistime,hepummeledblowsuponblowsoneverypartofRufus'sbody.

Georgestoodafewdistancesapart,listeningtoRufus'sscreamsofagonyashewas

beingbeatentoapulpbyhishenchman.

Georgefalteredinhisstepsasthesoundofgunshotsechoedintheair.Hetooka

defensivestanceimmediately,hiseyesalert.

"What'sgoingonupthere?"Heaskedtwice,gettingnoresponse.

Hetriedtoconnectwithanotherofhismenabovegroundlevel.Hefiguredoutthathis

coverhadbeenblown.Cursingsharplyunderhisbreath,hemadehisescape.

Hehadbarelymovedfrom thespothewasinwhenthedoorleadingtothebasement

waskickedopen.

Theagentwasfast.BeforeGeorgecouldreact,hehadfiredashotinhisshoulder,

easilydisarminghim.

Moreuniformedmenfrom theFBIfiledinandclearedthebasement,takingoutthe

criminals.



"Requestingimmediateassistance!Senddownawheelertothebasement.Wehavean

injuredmaleandahostagesituationdownhere,"anFBIagenturgentlyrelayedoverthe

radio.

Georgemutteredexpletivesunderhisbreathashewaspushedoutofthebasementto

wheretherestofhismenhadbeensubduedbytheFBIagents.

Hisshoulderburnedwitheachmovementhemade,andhehadtobitedownhardonhis

lipstoholdinthepain.

RagethrummedthroughhisbloodashespottedDamienamongtheFBIwaiting.

"Yougavemeyourword,motherfucker!"HebellowedatDamienashewasledpastthe

spothewasstandingon.

Damienraisedahandtostopthemanpushinghim forwardandapproachedhim.

"Pointofcorrection,George.Ididn'tgiveyoumyword.Shanedid,"Damientoldhim,a

ghostofagrincuppingthecornerofhislips."Takehim away,"hesaidwithaflickofhis

finger.

"Iwillgetyouforthis.Youwillregreteverbetrayingme,youmotherfuckers!"George

screamedoverhisbackashewasroughlypushedintothebackofthewaitingblackvan

withtherestofhismen.



THIRTY

 

Asthefirstraysofdawnpiercedthehorizon,paintingtheskywithhuesofpinkand

orange,LarafoundherselfstandingontheforedeckofShane'sship,herfingersgently

intertwinedwiththerailings.Alightbreezebrushedagainstherface,carryingwithitthe

refreshingscentofthesea.

Thewatersstretchedoutbeforeher,shimmeringlikeliquidgoldunderthegentletouch

oftherisingsun.Thewavesdancedandsparkled,theirrhythmicmotioncreatinga

soothingmelodythatserenadedtheship.Seagullssoaredeffortlesslythroughtheair,

theircriesminglingwiththedistantsoundoftheship'sengine.Theseaappearedcalm,

amirrorreflectingthevibrantcolorsoftheskyabove.

Laraclosedhereyes,allowingthewarm sunbeamstocaressherskin.Thegentle

rockingoftheshipbeneathherfeetcreatedasenseoftranquility,asiftimeitselfhad

sloweddown.Shecouldfeeltheenergyoftheocean,apowerfulforcethatseemedto

connecthertosomethinggreater.

Assheopenedhereyes,Laranoticedaschoolofdolphinsgracefullyleapinginandout

ofthewater,theirsleekbodiesglisteninginthelight.Theirplayfulnessbroughtasmile

toherface,areflectionofthejoyshefeltinthatmoment.Theseagullscontinuedtheir

aerialballet,dippinganddiving,theirwingsglintinginthesunlight.

Laraturnedhergazetowardstheshoreline,wheretheMiamiskylinerosemajestically

againstthehorizon.Tallbuildingsandpalm treesstoodassilentwitnessestothe

beautyofthesea.Thedistantsoundsofthecityseemedtofadeaway,replacedbythe

gentlelappingofthewavesagainstthehulloftheship.

Lostinthemagicofthemoment,Laradidn'trealizeShanehadsteppedbehindheruntil

hepressedherbackflushagainsthishard,muscledchest,wrappinghisarmsaround

herwaist,andleaningthecrookofhischinagainsthershoulder.

Warmthspreadtoherathisproximity,herskintinglinginreaction.Shebitdownonher



lipstostifleamoanasheplantedakisscaressinglyonhernape,hishandstenderly

rubbingherbelly.

IthadbeenaweeksinceGeorge'sandhiscohortsarrest.Larahadobtaineda

restrainingorderagainstRufus,nullifiedhisguardianshiprightsoverher,andchanged

hersurnametohermother'sinstead,thoroughlydisassociatingherselffrom him.

Itwasindeedacauseforcelebration.

"Goodmorning,"Shanesaid,hisvoiceasoftcaress.

"Goodmorning,"shereturned,leaningcloserintohisembrace.

Together,theylookedouttotheexpanseofshimmeringbluewatersstretchedout

beforethem.

"It'sbreathtaking,"Shanesaidsoftly."Justasyouare."

"Mmn,"Larabreathed,asmiletippingthecornersofherlips."Theviewlooksbetterwith

youherewithme."

"Really?"Heteased,playfullygrazingherearwithhisteeth.

Laragiggled."Stopit.Thattickles."

Shanesmiled,sighinginsatisfaction,thesoundofherlaughterechoinginhisears.

Now,thiswasbliss.

Withallthedramasoftheirpastscastbehindthem andresolved,theycouldrevelinthe

thrillofthemomentwithoutanyworries.

"I'm gladIfoundyou,Lara,"hetoldher.

Thepleasurehehadgainedfrom hispreviousdallianceswasnothingcomparedtothe

thrillandcomforthefoundinLara'scompany.

"NotasgladandgratefulasIam,Shane,"Larareturned."Youchangedandsavedme.I

couldn'thavedreamedofhavingalifeasblissfulandwonderfulasthissosoon.You

shapedmyviewtotheperfectionitisnow."

"No,youdid.YouhelpedmebecomeabettermanthanIhadintendedtobeintheend.

Youhelpedmediscoverwherereallymyhappinesslies,anditiswithyou,"hewhispered

affectionately.

"Iloveyou,Lara,andIwanttospendalifetimewithyou.Together,cherishingthebeauty



ofnatureandexploringtheworldaroundus,let'screateblissfulmemorieslikethisfor

aslongaswebreathe."Hesteppedbackfrom herwhileLaraturnedtofacehim and

broughtouttheringhehadgottenforher.

Shanegotdownonaknee,holdinghergaze,andsaid,"Marryme,Lara."

Larabeamed."Yes,Shane.Iwillmarryyou."Shespreadherfingersbeforehim and

flashedherteethhappilyasheslippedthepinkdiamondringonherfinger."It'sso

beautiful,"shemoanedindelight."Thankyou,Shane.Iloveyou."Shewrappedherarms

aroundhim andkissedhim.

Shanerosetohisheightanddeepenedthekiss,sweepingherfeetoffhisarmswitha

twirl.

Thesunhadrisentoitspeakthenandshonebrilliantlyovertheship,highlightingits

radiance.

Shanetrailedkissesdownthecornersofhermouthtoherchin.

Larasliddownfrom hishold."Ihaveagiftforyoutoo."

Hiseyestwinkled."Really?"

"Yes."Shenodded."Followme."Sheheldhim bythehandandledhim backtotheir

cabin,fishingoutthepresentshehadgottenforhim.

Itwasn'tmuchcomparedtothebeautifuldiamondringhehadgottenher,butshehad

wantedtogethim apresentaswell.

Shebroughtoutthejewelryboxfrom whereshehadkeptitinherbagandwalkedtosit

withShaneonthecushion,revealingtwopendantnecklaces.

"It'scalledthe"EternalLovePromiseNecklace","shetoldhim.

"The"EternalLovePromiseNecklace","Shanerepeated,observingthenecklacewith

interest.

Craftedwithexquisiteattentiontodetail,thenecklaceblendedeleganceand

sentimentality.

Thependantofthenecklacefeaturedadelicateheart-shapeddesign,craftedfrom high-

qualitysterlingsilverwithapolishedfinish.Theheartpendantwasadornedwith

sparklingcubiczirconiastones,addingatouchofbrillianceandsophistication.

Atthecenteroftheheart,theirnameswereelegantlyinscribedinastylishfont.



S.W.forShaneWilliamsandL.P.forLaraPerry.

Asmallinfinitysymbolcharm dangledfrom theheartpendant.Laraexplainedthatthe

infinitysymbolrepresentedeternalloveandservedasaconstantreminderoftheir

commitmenttooneanother.

"It'snothingmuchcomparedtothis,"Larasaid,raisingthepinkdiamondringhehad

givenher.

"Iloveit."Shanegrinned,checkingoutthenecklaces."Itmeansalottome,Lara.Ireally

appreciateandlovethis.Thegesture,whatthenecklacesstandfor—allofit,Iloveit."

Larahuffedinexcitement,hereyesglintingwithhappiness."I'm gladyoudo."

"Youwearmine;Iwearyours,right?"

Laranodded."Wewillalwaysholdeachothertogetherthatway,evenifwearen'twithin

eachother'sproximity."

Shanebeamed."Brilliant,Lara."

HeclaspedthenecklacewithhisnamearoundLara'sneck,andLarahelpedtoclaspthe

otheraroundhisneckaswell.

Theybothbeamedateachother,apromiseofaforeveraftersealedbetweenthem.

"Iloveyou,"LaramouthedtoShane,beamingsowidelythatshefeltpushedtotears.

Shanebrushedthetearsthatstainedhercheeksoff,kissinghertoexpressjusthow

muchhelovedherandelicitingseveralmoansfrom herthroughtherestofthemorning.
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