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Alicia Carroll and Scott Armstrong have the perfect "no-strings attached" relationship. Sizzling sex is always okay, but sleepovers are only for weekends, and emotions are strictly forbidden. As a divorce lawyer, Alicia knows better than anyone that relationships never last, so it's better to avoid commitments at all costs. No matter how warm and safe she feels in Scott's arms.…

A lawyer himself, Scott respects the rules Alicia has set in place. But after two years as part-time lovers and best friends, Scott can no longer pretend their relationship is merely casual. He wants more from Alicia than just her body—he wants her heart, forever. But first he's going to have to melt the ice that's protecting it!

Chapter One



Mmm.

Alicia Carroll stretched and sighed, winding her body more closely around Scott Armstrong's, and relaxing into the melted tangle of their arms and legs. Beneath her fingers, she felt the vibrating purr of his satisfaction rumble in his chest, and she grinned. He grinned, too. She felt the curve of his cheek against the top of her head. 

Just for fun, she ran her lips and then her tongue over his flat nipple, absorbing the sudden catch of his breath into her body. When she nipped, he shuddered, and the cycle began again. Like the rising of the sun in the east and its setting in the west, or like her need to breathe in and then out again, when she and Scott touched each other, that desire burned again. Hotter. Always hotter. It never seemed to cool, even minutes after they'd just come together. Even after two years together.

A niggling reminder wormed its way into Alicia's contentment, returning her to earth with a nasty thud.

They were together, yeah, but they weren't together together. They were lovers, but not mates. Friends, but not partners. Friends with benefits, maybe, but that was a juvenile term. Meant only for kids who used text messages to arrange their hookups.

She and Scott weren't kids. They were adults, lawyers who understood each other perfectly. She helped people get divorced, and he sued people and corporations who needed suing. Their agreement going in was that they'd keep it casual—no expectations, no pressures and no hard feelings. No commitments, ever, because if there was one thing she'd learned as a divorce lawyer, it was this: relationships never worked, and marriage was as inevitable a recipe for disaster as a bleach-ammonia broth. 

Hell, she'd learned that lesson in the nursery.

Thankfully, they were on the same page. Having both survived law school, they respected rules and boundaries. Their non-relationship had several—all of which were clear and simple. Sex was always okay, but sleepovers were only for weekends. Dinners were better delivered rather than eaten in a syrupy romantic setting, but if there was an acceptable reason to celebrate—such as, say, a thrilling court victory—then a small but elegant night out was fine. Birthdays, Valentine's Day and Sweetest Day were to be firmly ignored. Spending Thanksgiving and Christmas together was fine, but only if their families were out of town. 

Their conversations also had to be strictly monitored: no emotions allowed. Talking about feelings in the context of a powerful movie they'd just seen? Fine. Sharing memories about things such as, say, her parents' horrendous divorce? Uh-uh. Phone calls and texts during the day were no problem, as long as there were legitimate informative or housekeeping purposes behind them (What time will you get here? or: Guess what? We settled the case!), but out-of-the-blue I missed you communications were out, as she had quickly reminded Scott the time or two he'd tried that nonsense.

It worked beautifully because they followed the rules and didn't rock the boat.

And that was why it was time for her to go home.

She felt too wonderfully drowsy in Scott's arms, too warm and safe. Too delicious. But the rules were clear. No exceptions—period. No sleepovers during the week, and this impromptu Tuesday night visit was only because she'd won a huge appeal and wanted to tell him. 

Time to go.

Moving with more reluctance than usual, she disentangled her body from his, which took a little doing because she felt so mellow, and she only ever felt that way with Scott.

Which was another reason to leave.

"Uh-uh." Nailing her with that wicked gaze, he grabbed her wrist in a gentle but unbreakable grip. "I'm not done with you yet. Not even close." 

Chapter Two



"I'm not done with you yet. Not even close."

That sleepy-hoarse voice of Scott's always made need tighten Alicia's skin, and she foolishly glanced over her shoulder at him. Big mistake. He'd levered up on his elbows, which caused the sheet to shift lower across his notched hips, down into the danger zone. 

Oh, man. 

It was hard to keep her wandering gaze north of the sheet, but she tried. She didn't need to know what was going on under there, even though her greedy body was beginning to crave him again.

Focus on something else, Alicia.
The stern warning didn't help, which wasn't her fault. The problem was, with Scott, there was no safe place to look—he was that amazing. Above the sheet was a rippling hard belly, and above that was a muscular chest-shoulders-arms combination that rightfully belonged on an oversized Calvin Klein billboard in Times Square, selling briefs. 

At the top of all that gorgeousness was another red-hot danger zone: his face. He had long-lashed brown eyes that burned with intensity whether he was cross-examining a witness, scrambling eggs or making love; brows that were straight and heavy, and could quirk with amusement or lower with irritation; a straight nose, lush lips, and the kind of chiseled jaw that inspired lesser men to spend thousands on plastic surgery. Even his wavy black hair, cut severely short, was sexy. How did he manage that?

A street litigator of the worst kind, Scott knew how to get what he wanted—how to win—and he wasn't above playing dirty. Case in point: he trailed his fingers up and down the sensitive inside of her arm, turning her bones to ropes of taffy.

"Come back here." A slow half smile eased across his lips and crinkled the edges of his eyes, making him irresistible. As always, her body responded, from the tingling awareness of her over-sensitized skin down to her curling toes. "I'll try to make it worth your while."

It was tempting. Staying strong and disciplined was always harder with Scott than with anyone else. Before she could slam the door shut on her overactive imagination, she saw herself straddling him, or maybe diving under the sheet to explore that charming bulge she'd been trying to ignore.

But this was how problems started. You bend the rules on one tiny thing, relax your oversight, it snowballs, and the next thing you know, chaos reigns.

Well, not her. Control was her middle name, motto and mantra.

"Not tonight." She kept her voice crisp and her face unsmiling lest he realize she was waffling. "No sleepovers on weeknights."

His gaze, so warm a minute ago, chilled by several degrees, making it a good time for her to stand up and find her bra and panties. Ah. There they were. 

"Why not?" 

"It's a rule, Scott. We decided up front that we'd—"

"I'm sorry. Is there a written contract somewhere that I don't know about?"

Though his eyes were unreadable, there was a new edge to his voice that threw her off. If he was unhappy with their arrangement, this was the first she'd heard of it. 

"We agreed, Scott." 

"You pronounced. I chose not to argue."

She blinked. "I have more work to do."

"Do it here. I've got work, too."

Stymied, she emerged from pulling her dress over her head and stared at him. There was something dark and disquieting in his expression, something new.

"What's gotten into you?"

He hesitated, looking grim. Then he stood, yanked the sheet free and tied it around his waist as he stalked closer. "I'm glad you asked." Whoa. He reminded her of a lion on the hunt. "There are a couple of things we need to talk about." 

Chapter Three



Why did that make her so anxious? So Scott wanted to talk about something; big deal. People talked all the time. On the other hand, when had a pleasant conversation with a happy ending ever begun with the words, "We need to talk?" Never. That's when.

Was this it then—the end? Had he found someone else? Or was he just sick of her?

That familiar feeling of icy aloofness settled over her, the way it always did when she was uncertain about something, providing a nice layer of protection and the illusion of control. When she was in control, she didn't get hurt.

So she stared at Scott with all the haughty coolness she could manage. "What is it?"

He adjusted the sheet around his hips, clearly not ready to spit it out yet. "You don't need to look at me like that. It's nothing bad."

Oh, yeah? Tell that to her frantic pulse. "You're stalling."

"You're not making this easy."

"I don't bite."

"No," he agreed. "You just freeze me out whenever I get too close."

She was well aware of that. Not that she wanted to admit it. How could she be anything other than distant when she spent so much time struggling to hide all her neuroses? It took a lot of energy to maintain this Super Woman façade. If she let him—or anyone—get too close, they'd see that it was all a lie.

"I don't know where this conversation is headed." Finished with her clothes and shoes, she marched down the hall to the living room, where she hoped to find her purse and get the hell out of there. He stayed right on her heels, his long strides eating up the distance between them. "But I don't have time—"

"Brr." In an Oscar-worthy performance, he wrapped his arms around that chiseled torso and shivered as though he'd done a lap in the Arctic Ocean. Defiance flashed in his dark eyes, as though he was happy to get this discussion started at last and didn't give a damn what she wanted. "Is it cold in here to you?"

Okay. That was a low blow, and he was coming dangerously close to accusing her of cowardice. Maybe she was a coward, but damn him for pointing it out. She'd picked up her purse, but now she tossed it down and decided to face him like the woman she pretended she was.

"Fine. You want to talk? Spit it out then."

That brought him up short, and he flushed. With a low growl of frustration, he turned away and ran his hands over the top of his head. Finally he turned back, his expression resolute but otherwise blank.

"I don't want to do it like this, Alicia, not with anger—"

"Spit it out."
"Fine." That dark gaze trapped her in its unyielding depths. "I'm in love with you."

Chapter Four



I'm in love with you.
Scott's words hung in the air, gathering strength like a Caribbean hurricane and threatening to knock Alicia flat. Love? How was that possible when they'd designed and nurtured the perfect no-strings-attached relationship? When she'd sworn never to get too close to anyone? When the people who'd used the dreaded L-word with her had always been the ones who'd hurt her the worst?

The silence expanded, engulfing them both in a nerve-stretching tension that threatened to snap her in two. Neither of them seemed capable of either speaking or looking away. They might have stood there until the apocalypse, but something in his expression softened and warmed into a glow of adoration she didn't deserve. 

Taking his time about it, he eased closer and cupped her face in one gentle hand. She wanted to run…to hide…to melt into his arms and believe.

Paralysis kept her from doing anything.

"I'm in love with you," he said again.

That did it. Her body gave an involuntary jerk back and away, as though she'd grazed the blue fire of her stove and blistered her thumb. "I heard you the first time."

"Say something."

Jesus, she couldn't breathe. "I don't know what to say."

"How about the truth?" 

"And what's that?"

"That you love me, too."

It wasn't a question, which was good because she didn't have an answer. All she had were denials, rebuttals and the rules, which had clearly been broken. 

"This is a casual relationship—"

His lips thinned with intransigence. "It was. Now it's not."

"—and we're both focused on our careers. We don't have time—"

"I want to make time. My career has already taken up enough of my life, thanks."

"—and I just don't understand why you're breaking the rules—" she continued, her rising desperation making her shrill.

"Screw the rules," he said calmly.

That sent her right over the edge. How could he be so matter-of-fact when she was falling apart? "Where is this coming from? What's it about?"

They were exactly the wrong questions. 

Catching one of her hands, he pressed a lingering kiss to her palm and held on when she strained away. And, oh, God, he stared at her with those gleaming eyes until she couldn't turn away. She had to remind herself that men could never be trusted, not even this one, no matter how earnest he looked right now.

He pressed her hand to his bare chest, letting her feel the relentless pounding of his heartbeat. "This is about me missing you when you're gone. This is about me wanting to come home to you every night—"

"Don't, Scott."

"—and eat dinner with you and brush my teeth at the sink next to yours. I want to call you during the day just to say hi, and I want to know what the hell happened to you when you were a kid that makes you so afraid now."

She shook her head and kept shaking it. No. Not that. Never any of that, especially that last thing.

Unbelievably, he wasn't done with her yet. 

"I want you to move in with me." He took a deep breath. "I want to marry you."

Chapter Five



Hold up.

Scott floundered, wishing he could cut out his tongue and then swallow it whole as protection against any other impromptu confessions. Had he actually said that aloud? That he wanted to marry her? 

Brilliant, genius.

This whole night had been a disaster from beginning to end. Well, except for the explosive sex. That had gone well. But then he'd started talking, shooting his best-laid plans straight to hell. 

To think that he was a tough litigator feared far and wide for his sharp mind, keen analytical skills and uncanny ability to talk juries into agreeing with anything he wanted. He could almost snort, it was so funny. Ten seconds with Alicia and he became a blathering fool with uncontrollable diarrhea of the mouth.

He'd meant to start slow. Why hadn't he started slow? He knew she was skittish. Wasn't that one of the basic principles of practicing law: know your opponent? Not that they were opponents, but still. He knew that her parents had a terrible marriage. He knew her defense mechanism was to hide behind a layer of ice. He knew she needed careful finagling. And had he kept any of these key pieces of information in mind just now? Hell, no. He'd been so relieved to finally reveal his feelings that he'd lost his freaking head.

They should do the world a favor and revoke his law license now. He was clearly too stupid to be a lawyer.

Time to mitigate the damage. "Alicia—" 

"I can't marry you."

"Not today, no."

"Not ever."

She didn't mean that—not really. That was the thing about Alicia, one of the reasons she was so endlessly fascinating to him: what you saw on the outside wasn't what you got.

On the outside, she was a cool beauty with a bombshell's body, wary and prickly, her amazing gray cat's eyes on the lookout for trouble and her lush mouth slow to smile. But when she warmed up—and make no mistake about it, he knew exactly how to warm her up, both in bed and out—she was the sun, the moon and the stars, her laughter an amazing gift and her spirit as loving and generous as any he'd ever encountered.

As long as he didn't get too close.

Only now he wanted—needed—close, and so did she. She just didn't know it yet.

"You never want to get married?"

"I don't want any kind of serious relationship."

"Well, here's a news flash, Alicia. We've got a serious relationship. One developed while you weren't looking."

"That's not true—"

Lord, was this woman in denial. "Who do you tell about your courtroom battles? Who do you spend every weekend and holiday with? Which two people that we know took care of each other last month when they had the flu? Who makes you scream and shout in bed? Who do you have the most fun with in life? Answer me."

She didn't. She couldn't. He'd pushed her too far tonight and, like an overtired two-year-old, she now refused to go any farther, preferring instead to turn her stony face away and stare across the room.

He let her stew.

Finally, she turned back, her expression carefully neutral and all her emotion locked away behind her eyes, where he couldn't access it. "I can't give you what you want." 

Like that was the end of the matter. Didn't she know him better than that?

He nodded somberly. "I understand."

Her breath hissed out in a rush, and her face brightened with hope. "You do?"

"Yes."

"Then…we can go back to the way we were?"

He opened his arms and she all but fell into him, clinging and burying her face in his neck. Running his hands over her back to bring her closer, he felt the frantic heat of her skin and the violence of her pulse. 

And she claimed she wasn't in love with him?

Bullshit.

Pulling away, he pressed his lips to her forehead for a lingering kiss. Then he walked her to the door, opened it, and gently pushed her out into the hall.

"But—" she sputtered.

"Goodbye, Alicia." He had to clear his hoarse throat and force the words out as he closed the door in her bewildered face. "Have a wonderful life." 

Chapter Six



Two weeks.

Two. Freaking. Weeks.

That was how long it'd been since Scott had seen Alicia's face, a period that felt like the unfortunate collision between infinity and eternity. They hadn't communicated in any way—he hadn't even bumped into her in the hallway at the courthouse, for God's sake—and he had no idea how she was, whether she hated him, or whether she was, in fact, still alive.

The distance was all part of his plan, but that didn't mean it wasn't killing him.

He slumped in the chair behind his huge desk, planted his wing-tipped feet on top of the draft motion for summary judgment he was supposed to be reviewing, and pressed his skull between his hands. If he crushed it like an overripe cantaloupe until his brain oozed through his fingers, it would kill the splitting headache behind his eyes, right? And if he leaned the chair back just a little farther, crashed through the window and fell twenty-five stories to his death, it would feel better than the crawling-out-of-his-skin agitation that'd plagued him since he kicked Alicia out, wouldn't it?

No. It probably wouldn't.

Alicia.
How about if he switched to thinking about something else for a minute? That'd be a nice change. He gave it his best effort for ten seconds…and nope. Couldn't pull it off, which was a sad commentary on her superhuman powers over him.

They'd met two years ago, in court, when they tried to settle the world's nastiest divorce case—between a millionaire and his wife, a pair so thirsty for each other's blood that they'd made the couple in The War of the Roses look like cooing peace doves. 

Their meeting had been plaguing him lately, big time. Maybe because that was the exact second his life changed forever, and he'd known it on some instinctual level, even then.

"Scott?"

He'd been sitting at a table in the attorney's conference room the day Alicia dazzled him for the first time, and the last thing he'd expected was for a woman to march in and turn life as he knew it upside down and inside out—

"Scott? Snap out of it!"

He started, coming out of the sweet memory with a crash. Cindi Kelly—an old law school friend who recently moved back to town and was now working at the firm—stood to one side of his desk, looking bemused. 

He was not in the mood for teasing. "What?"
That made her laugh. "You're in bad shape." 

No shit, Sherlock. What an insightful commentary on his precarious mental state. He tried to flatten her with death rays shot from his eyes, but she seemed impervious. 

"Are we still on for the Barrister's Ball Saturday night?" she asked. 

The local bar association's yearly shindig. "Absolutely." 

"Are you sure this is a good plan?"

"It's a great plan," he said, infusing his voice with much more bravado than he felt.

Cindi looked dubious but didn't argue. "If you're sure then. Oh, and I'd better get out of here before Alicia comes up and sees us together."

"Bye," he said dully.

Hang on.

Alicia? Did Cindi just say that Alicia was here?
He tried to play it cool and not let too much of his wild hope show in his eyes. "Don't mess with me," he warned.

Cindi grinned with utmost glee and mischief. "Oh, didn't I mention? I was just at the receptionist's desk where a woman named Alicia Carroll was asking for you."

Chapter Seven



Scott refused to pace while he waited for Alicia to arrive. So he made do with planting his elbows on the desk, clasping his hands together and praying his tense body didn't snap, rubber band–like, and ricochet off the walls. He'd lost his head with her the last time, and couldn't afford to do it again. He had to be smart—had to stick to the plan. How else would he land her for his wife? By asking nicely and giving her a pretty ring? Hell, no. Alicia didn't work that way; things couldn't be that easy with her.

No, he had to rock her world, jar her out of her comfort zone and make her realize how much more they could be together, if only she'd give them a chance.

For God's sake, how long did it take to ride up in an elevator?

All right, man. Chill. Occupy yourself.

Closing his eyes, he let his thoughts drift to the sweet memory of the day they met.…

He was sitting at a table in the attorney's conference room, waiting for the case to be called, reviewing the couple's financial information and cursing the twist of fate (a sick partner) that'd landed the stupid case in his lap. He hated divorce work, hated the whining husband client, and wasn't looking forward to this pointless settlement conference with the opposing attorney—Alicia somebody. He needed to be back at the office working on—
Someone rapped on the door and, without waiting for any answer, marched inside. Glancing up from the file, he had a startled impression of a woman in a dark suit bringing the faint scent of expensive perfume with her.
Christ, she was gorgeous.
He knew that: a) his jaw had dropped into a gape; and b) it was rude, but he couldn't stop staring because his circuits were now officially scrambled.
Freaking gorgeous.
This little honey had toned legs, flaring hips that gave way to a tiny little waist, and the additional flare of a generous pair of breasts. A perfect hourglass. Though he couldn't see it now, he'd bet a month's pay that she had a juicy ass, too, nice and round.
She was curvy then. Curvy was good. He lived for curvy.
She also had a stunning face that could stop traffic a mile back. Framed by shoulder-length brown hair, it was heart-shaped, with a pointy little chin, arched brows and heart-stopping gray crystal eyes that were unfortunately narrowed with annoyance.
Oops. Had she caught him ogling? Bad boy. Shame on him.
She called him on it, too, and he liked her ballsy-ness. "Seen everything?" she asked tartly, clicking the door shut behind her. He took a minute to appreciate the view. Yeah. There was that tight ass. "Can we get down to business now?"
He stood, forgetting everything but her. Case, client, possible settlement, his name—all of it scattered to the four winds. "By ‘getting down to business,' do you mean having wild sex on this conference table, or trying to settle the case?"
That was when he first broke through her brusque façade. Pausing in the middle of unpacking her briefcase, she looked at him. Really looked at him.
It was a long moment, filled with surprised chemistry, unwanted connections and the unspoken inevitability of something developing between them. Those wide eyes were cool and businesslike the whole time, refusing to crinkle or soften with a smile. She was good at hiding her feelings then. But not good enough at managing the sudden flare of heat that deepened her eyes to a stormy blue-gray. Luckily for him, he played poker and was good at catching giveaways; hers were her amazing eyes.
Recovering, she stuck out her hand across the table. "Alicia Carroll. I'm not going to have a problem with you, am I, Scott? You are Scott, right?"
He took that smooth hand in his, holding it tighter and longer than he needed to. His skin sang with the contact. Honest to God. He would have sworn such a thing was impossible—the mere idea was ridiculous—but that was the only way to describe what happened when he touched her.
"I am Scott, and we won't have any problems. As long as you understand that as soon as I give this case back to my sick partner and there're no ethical issues, I'm going to ask you out."
She blinked. Another tell. But then she recaptured what he was beginning to realize was her usual briskness, and tried to put him in his place. "I'm going to say no."
Yeah. He really liked this one. So much that he couldn't stop the slow smile that crept across his face. "We'll see about that, Alicia."
Chapter Eight



Alicia sat in the elegant lobby of Scott's firm, ostensibly checking her phone for messages while she waited for the receptionist to buzz him and see if she could come up. In reality, she was punching random buttons and wondering how conspicuous it would be if she bolted, screaming, for the elevator. Would that cause a scene? Or what if she vomited on the floor? 

The way her nerves were fraying, either scenario seemed like a distinct possibility. 

This was such a bad idea. B-A-D. She shouldn't have come here, but she had to pass his building on her way to her own office from court, and the urge to see him had been overwhelming. 

The sad fact was, despite her rules and restrictions, all of which were designed for the sole purpose of keeping him from creeping into the shriveled shell that passed for her heart, she…missed him. Almost…needed him. 

So much for being a self-sufficient island unto herself, needing no one.

He'd said he loved her. Wanted to marry her. Had he meant it?

Where could things go between them? Nowhere. Hadn't she told him that from the start—from the very first day they met—that the answer was no? That was the thing about Scott, though. He never listened. He out-strategized her, ignoring her myriad issues, hang-ups and rules. And he usually got his way. Like he had that first time.…

"What's this?" she demanded.
"Dinner," he said.
Yeah, she could see that. The cozy little conference room at his law firm—where they were supposed to be meeting to hammer out a workable custody arrangement for the divorce clients from hell—had been turned into a bistro for two. Complete with a white tablecloth, miscellaneous breads, cheeses, lamb chops, wine, some pink gourmet cake thing and—no kidding—candles.
Astonished, both at his thoughtfulness and his presumption, she put her briefcase on the nearest chair, jammed her hands on her hips and refused to be impressed.
"I didn't come here for dinner. I came here for a conference."
Amusement lit his dark eyes as he skirted the table and came closer. "There's been a slight change. I've handed the case back to my partner, so you'll need to talk to him. Meanwhile, you don't want to force me to eat all this food by myself, do you? Think of my waistline."
This was not funny. She'd told him no dinner before, and now he was plowing ahead, ignoring her wishes. She didn't like being handled and didn't like being out of control on any little aspect of her life. With a man like Scott, control would always be a mirage, especially given the way he made her heart pound.
"I told you no," she reminded him.
"Ah." Way too close now, close enough for her to see the splintered shards of gold in his eyes and the tender curve of his lips, he settled his hands low on her hips—like he owned her!—and reeled her in. She stiffened and gasped, but she didn't stop him. "But you didn't mean it, did you, Alicia?"
He leaned in to kiss her, and she tilted her chin up to let him. But her stubborn streak kicked in and she turned her head at the very last second. Ignoring her body's desperate thrum, she eyed the food.
"Is that raspberry?"
A quick grin cracked Scott's relentless intensity. Still holding her tight—his one hand seemed to be inching perilously close to cupping her ass now—he reached out, swiped two fingers through the cake's icing, and, staring her in the face, held them up for her to taste.
This was a line, she knew. A choice. She could push him away and go home to her lonely apartment where only the fish in her tropical tank cared whether she lived or died, or she could do what she did:
Sucked Scott's fingers into her mouth, scraping them with her teeth.
A strangled sound rose from his throat, part triumph and part raw lust. Pulling his fingers free, he clamped his hands on either side of her face, angled her head way back, and licked his way into her mouth.
The kiss was urgent and deep, his tongue hot and slick, and her response uncontrollable. When he broke free, she was the one who caught his lips again and nipped. She was the one who dug her nails into his nape to anchor him close.
He ended it again, his expression glazed and wild, his determination absolute. "Say yes," he commanded. "Say it—"
"Ms Carroll?" The receptionist's shadow fell across Alicia's phone, hurtling her back to the here and now whether she was ready or not. "Scott said to come up."

Trying to control her heart's relentless thud and the tremor in her knees, Alicia rose and grabbed her briefcase. "Let's go."

Chapter Nine



God, her heart was going to give out, Alicia thought, staring at Scott.

Nice, huh? After gathering all her nerve and showing up here at his office, she would collapse and die before saying what she'd come for. Not that she knew what she'd come for, other than it'd been two weeks since she'd seen him and the growing emptiness inside her was threatening to swallow her whole.

It was against her rules to miss him. Other violations she'd committed recently? Losing sleep, not eating, and generally feeling as though she'd been locked in a glass cell where the exit should be obvious, but she couldn't find it. Oh, and making the first move when he hadn't called or apparently thought about her this whole time. That was a big no-no.

Still, here she was, drinking in the sight of him like a dry sponge soaking up a water spill.

The receptionist left. Alicia sat in one of the guest chairs, crossing her legs and smoothing her skirt because she had the uncontrollable fidgets. Scott resumed his seat behind his desk, looking formidable in his red tie and rolled-up shirtsleeves, and not at all happy to see her.

"Hi," she said when they were alone. "How are you?"

"I'm good. You?"

I'm terrible. I feel like I'm coming unglued. I don't know which way is up.
"I'm great. Is this a bad time?"

"No." 

Leaning back in his chair—so unreachable on the other side of that tennis-court-sized slab of glass that he may have been the sun—he rested his hands in his lap. 

"What brings you here?" he prompted.

Right. She could do this. State your case, Alicia. You're a lawyer. Make your argument.

"You caught me by surprise the other day," she began.

"Oh, yeah?"

"Yes. I had no idea you were unhappy or wanted more of a relationship, and I didn't know what to do."

"Uh-huh."

"But now I've had time to think about it, and I think we can reach a compromise."

"Aha."

He stared at her, waiting, with no particular interest on his face. Here she was, baring her soul, and he—what? Had she interrupted his pre-lunch nap? Was that it? Was he going to leave her dangling?

"So what's the compromise?" he wondered.

"There's no reason why we can't—" God, this was hard "—spend nights together, you know, during the week, and we can talk about where we want the relationship to go from here. That could work, right? And if you, I don't know, wanted us to take a vacation together or long weekends here or there—"

"Let me get this straight," he interrupted, and there was an edge to his voice now, a subtle hardening that hadn't been there before. "I want to marry you, build a life with you and have children with you, and you want to…what? Give me a space in your toothbrush holder?"

She frowned. Why was he saying it like that? Naturally it sounded lame when he said it like that! Couldn't he see she was trying? What did he expect her to do?

"I'm trying to negotiate with you—"

He snorted. "Negotiate, eh?"

"Yes, and you know I don't handle feelings well—"

"This is you, handling feelings?"

"Yes."
For the first time since she got here, something sparked to life behind his eyes, as though they had, finally, arrived at the part of the conversation that mattered to him. "And what are your feelings? For me, I mean. You haven't said."

Horrified paralysis clamped her mouth shut. She knew this was important, knew she was blowing it, but she just couldn't force her mouth or brain to work. The words—whatever they were—remained in lockdown somewhere between her throat and her lips.

The light in his dark eyes went out, leaving impenetrable blackness. With a choked and bitter bark of laughter, he scrubbed his hand over his chin and stood up. "Thanks for stopping by, Alicia. You wasted your time, but I do appreciate the effort."

Chapter Ten



Having thus dismissed her—apparently from both his office and his life—Scott sat, picked up his stupid little red pen and flipped to the next page of whatever he'd been working on. She, meanwhile, stared at the top of his bent head and started to get pissed off. The normal cool disdain with which she chopped people down to size deserted her for once. Something bubbled inside her, churning its way to the top. And it felt so scorching hot that she could almost hear the tips of her ears sizzle. 

That was when she, Alicia Carroll, who always remained calm, always kept an iron lid on her emotions, and always one-upped the other guy, both in the courtroom and in life, lost her freaking mind. 

Lunging to her feet, she snatched the paper from under Scott's hand, resulting in a slashing line down the middle of all his big and expensive legal words. Oh, well. Too bad.

"Are you kicking me out again?"

He deigned to look up, all polite puzzlement at her unnecessary and unprecedented rudeness. "I'm not kicking you out, no. I prefer to think of it as encouraging you to leave at your earliest possible convenience."

"Because I can't tell you I love you on your schedule?"

Wrong word choice. Those eyes sharpened down to the intent brightness of the North Star. "Do you love me? Why not just go ahead and admit it and get it over with?"

The question all but choked her.

Tossing his pen down again, he stilled, managing to radiate both bored indifference and seething anger. Or maybe it was frustration. A crooked smile twisted one side of his mouth, making him into someone she'd never really seen before, and had certainly never understood.

"You see the irony here? I tell you I love you and I'll bet you can't even say you've missed me these past couple of weeks. That kind of makes me look foolish, eh? You've got yourself so locked down in protective mode, I can't get anywhere near you."

"Can't get anywhere near me? You've had me!"

He shrugged as though their two years as lovers was as meaningless as a used paper towel. "I've had your body, yeah. I want your heart."

"Since when?" she cried.

"The day I met you." 

This was too much. It was like a pet cat had unzipped his furry suit to reveal he'd been a dog all along. Clamping a hand on her head, she tried to stop its relentless spin. "You never—"

He snorted. "Of course I never. Why would I do that and chase you away?"

"Then why now?"

"Because I'm tired of waiting for you to wake up and see what's right in front of you. I'm tired of pretending it doesn't matter that I only see you a couple nights a week, when really I count the seconds until I see you again—"

"Don't say things like—"

"You see?" He flapped a hand at her, as though she'd just proved his point beyond any doubt. "I'm tired of you shutting me down. I'm tired of pretending it doesn't hurt. I give up."

Dread slithered to life and wrapped around her, tightening her in its coiled grip. "You…give up?" The words shouldn't devastate her, but they did. No doubt it was her painful history of her father walking out on her that did it. "What does that mean?"

"It means—" he said, calmly lobbing that cannonball right between her eyes "—that since you can't be the kind of woman I need, I'm going to find someone who can."

Chapter Eleven



"So you've…met someone?"

Scott's gaze never wavered. "Yes."

That would have been a great time to shut up, gather the remnants of her pride around her and go home, but no. Alicia blundered along like an elephant on a midnight stroll through a flower garden. "It's serious?"

"It could be."

That anger surged again, blacker than before. "Does she know you wanted to marry me a few days ago?"

"She knows I'm coming out of a relationship, yeah."

Wow. Coming out of a relationship. So there it was. And yet…

Something nagged at her. "You're bluffing," she said, because Scott never gave up and certainly never went down without a fight. "You're trying to back me into a corner and—"

He whistled softly and one of his heavy brows slashed toward his hairline in open mockery. "Have you been feeding that ego steroids—"

She shrank away from his scorn, which had a knife's sharp edge and a hammer's driving force.

"—or is it that you think you're the only interesting woman in the world?" 

What was there to say to that?

"Unless…" he began, and let the word hang in the tension between them.

"Unless what?"

"Unless you think there's any chance of you dealing with your feelings for your father—"

"He's dead."

"—because I think there's a connection between what happened with him and the way you keep me from getting too close."

Amazing. And here she'd thought this conversation couldn't get any more painful.

Luckily, this mention of her so-called father finally snapped her out of the tormented misery she'd been feeling these past couple of weeks, leaving her icy and detached once again, just the way she liked it.

A new stillness settled over Scott, except for his head, which tilted as he studied her and waited for her answer. "Is there?" he prompted softly. "A chance? A connection?"

Yes, screamed the damaged and hidden corner of her soul that she usually ignored.

"No," she said.

"Right." His face and voice hardened. "I didn't think there was."

That was it.

To summarize, then: she'd put aside her nameless fears, swallowed her pride, came here to his turf to make a peace overture because he meant something to her…and he was now laughing in her face.

She got it. It was all perfectly and painfully clear: he didn't want her, after all. 

No one ever did.

Standing, she managed a smile, because once that sense of aloof peacefulness hit her, she could wear any mask and pretend anything—even that her heart wasn't shredded like coleslaw cabbage. 

"I understand."

He blinked. "You do?"

"Yes. And I hope you'll be very happy."

This last part wasn't really true. A more accurate statement would be that she hoped he and his new girlfriend would be hit by a speeding bus, dragged a mile or so and then dragged another mile in reverse while the bus driver tried to figure out why the road was so bumpy. But she wasn't going to say that. She'd never say that. Because she may be unwanted and empty, but she still had her pride, and her pride demanded that she never show anyone that she could be wounded, or that she bled.

Nothing got to her, and nothing ever would, she swore as she walked out of his office.

Not even Scott.

Chapter Twelve



The next day, during the fifth mile of her second treadmill run of the day, someone pounded on Alicia's front door, ruining the Scott-free endorphin high she'd finally achieved. Relentless exercise had, lately, become her only respite from her nonstop thoughts of Scott and her father, which were somehow becoming intertwined. And she bitterly resented the interruption. Cursing, she hopped off, swiped her sweat-slicked face and hair with a towel, and tromped down the hall from her TV room to the door, which she swung open.

It was Krista, her younger sister (yawn), with her precious four-month-old daughter Grace (yay!). 

"What are you doing here?" Relieving Krista of her adorable bundle—baby powder sweet with her bright brown eyes, downy fuzz and velvety cheeks—Alicia stepped aside to let her sister in and ushered her into the kitchen.

Krista's hello smile faded into consternation. "Hello? It's Friday night. You said you'd watch Grace while we went to a movie."

Alicia blinked. What the hell was she— Oh, God. Oh, no. "I forgot. Sorry."

This confession prompted Krista to take a closer look at Alicia, and then the kitchen, which was looking a little, ah, less than immaculate for once. Dishes piled in the sink, an empty pizza box on the counter, and a case file from work essentially exploded across the table next to her laptop.

Krista's wide-eyed gaze swung back to Alicia, concern written all over her face. "What's happened to you? Are you sick?"

Alicia opened her mouth and out came the standard response: "I'm fine." 

What else would she say? The truth? That's right, sports fans. Welcome to the mess that's become my formerly disciplined life since Scott dropped his bombshell on me. No, thanks. She had enough on her plate without Krista, who had a perfect marriage, home and child, feeling sorry for her.

Krista snorted. "Right. You're always fine. You could be fired, car-jacked and sued all in the same day, and you'd be fine. Whatever."

Without warning, Alicia crumpled, and the lurking tears that had been following her around all day spilled down her cheeks in an embarrassing stream. Trying to get it together, she pressed her quivering lips to the baby's forehead and snuggled her close, wishing she had a daughter like this and a happy home and, hell, just one day out of life that didn't include that nameless and oppressive fear beating down on her.

"Scott asked me to marry him," she confessed.

"Honey, that's great! Why did that make you unravel like this?"

A semi-hysterical laugh erupted from her throat. "Like I know." Another lie. Maybe she should work with the truth, just this one time. See where it led. "How do you make marriage work when our parents were the poster children for the abusive alcoholic and his enabler? Why aren't you scared like I am?"

Krista smiled with complete understanding and gave her answer without hesitation. "Because they taught me everything to do when you want to destroy a marriage. And I'm never going to do any of that. And because Daddy already ruined enough of my life, and he's not going to take one more thing from me."

Wow. That sounded so normal—and so possible—when Krista said it like that. 

Alicia stared at her, sniffling her tears into submission. "Why didn't you say so before?"

Krista grinned. "All you had to do was ask."

Chapter Thirteen



This was, quite possibly, the craziest thing he'd ever done, Scott thought as he knocked on the door of the cozy little cottage at seven-thirty Saturday night. Dressing up. Elaborate make-believe scenarios with scripted parts. Covert operations. Somewhere along the line, he'd gotten trapped between a high-school theater production and a CIA special op. But it was all part of his plan to break through the last few protective layers around Alicia's heart. And if the end result was a wedding with a happily ever after, then it would all be worth it. 

Meanwhile, it was time to tap into his inner Denzel Washington.

The door swung open, revealing his great friend Colleen, who had one of the twins—he thought it was Bruce, but it was always so hard to tell—slung over her hip and chugging from a sippy cup. 

"Well, look who it is." Smiling, she pulled him in for a hug and tipped her cheek up for his kiss. "Trouble himself."

"I resent that implication." Laughing, he relieved her of the toddler and followed her down the hall to the living room. Bruce was now grinning and offering him a taste from the cup. Scott studied the little guy's face: darker blue eyes; dimple in the left cheek; curlier hair—yeah, this was Bruce. "How you doing, Bruce? How you doing?" 

"No!" said Bruce happily. "No! No, no, no!"

"Introducing Bruce's first word," Colleen informed him as they settled on the sofa.

He acted disappointed. "I thought you were working on Scott as his first word."

"Nope. Sorry."

"It's okay." He pretended to enjoy Bruce's drink, to much delighted laughter and squeals. If they kept this up, he'd probably wind up with cranberry juice all down the front of his tux, but he couldn't say he really cared. Any time he could spend a few minutes with a great kid like this was fine with him. "Thanks for letting me borrow Cindi for the night."

Colleen scowled, but the amusement in her eyes gave her away. "Yeah, well, I'm not happy about it. A few hours with you and she'll probably end up batting for the other team. I mean, look at you. I half want to do you myself."

That made him chuckle. "I'm desperate. I need all the help I can get with Alicia. And don't forget my promise: free babysitting for four Saturdays. I mean it."

"We'll hold you to that. I'm going to go check on Cindi. She was changing Bryan into his jammies. I'll be right back."

"Thanks."

Bruce plunked down on his lap and, as always, grabbed at his watch. An activity that'd keep him occupied for hours. And Scott let his mind drift.

For the billionth time, he second-guessed every move he'd made with Alicia, from the beginning up until now. Especially the beginning, which had included a significant lie by omission on his part.

He hadn't told her the truth, that first time they made love. Not even close…


Chapter Fourteen



During their dinner in the conference room, they'd talked for hours about every topic under the sun—except for details about Alicia's unhappy childhood, which she'd parsed out like Scrooge parting with his money. That had lead to two more dates, including a movie.

Now here they were, on the porch outside her house, where he devoutly hoped he'd be spending the night because, God, he needed to be deep inside this woman as soon as possible. The kicker was, it wasn't really about the sex. Although, okay, he wanted to get naked and nasty and then sweet and slow with her every night forever. It was about uniting with this beautifully wrapped and unspeakably sexy package that contained the other half of himself.

Romantic nonsense like he'd never spouted before, yeah, but it was God's honest truth. 

They were both lawyers, both clever, ambitious and hardworking. They both loved sushi, Winston Churchill biographies, and the electronics section at Wal-Mart. Their mutual favorite movie? The Godfather. Favorite book? To Kill a Mockingbird, although they'd both awarded honorable mention to The Bonfire of the Vanities. 

Was the growing connection between them scary? Hell, yeah. He hadn't been looking for a relationship and hadn't thought he'd wanted one. And an introductory, getting-to-know you period was always prudent, except when the inevitability of taking things as far as they could go was as plain as the full moon overhead.

Telling himself to go slower, he leaned a shoulder against her front door and faced her. "What are we doing, Alicia?" he asked softly.

She looked up from rummaging for her keys in her purse, her eyes reflecting the moonlight and a heartbreaking combination of toughness and vulnerability. "Well, I thought we were saying goodnight, but if you'd like some, ah, coffee or—"

"I'd love some coffee when we wake up in the morning, yeah."

So much for taking it slower. 

"I don't—" she began.

Yeah. He knew about all her various don'ts. "Give me the key."

To his astonishment, she handed it over after only a slight hesitation, whereupon his hands acquired a bad case of the trembles. On the third try, he got the door open, pulled her in behind him, and kicked the door shut again.

They stared at each other in the darkness of her foyer, with only their ragged breath to break the silence. The gleam in her eyes was unreadable, even if he'd had enough wits about him to try. She'd done this to him. Alicia had reduced him to burning blood, humming skin and frozen indecision. Now that he was here, he was afraid to touch her because he couldn't handle her rejection now. Not now.

This might have gone on through the next presidential administration, except that Alicia surprised him by revealing the woman he'd always known she kept locked inside that distant façade.

"Touch me," she whispered.

That was all the permission he needed. Lunging for her—yeah, he just couldn't manage gentle right now—he anchored his hands on her ass and kissed his way into her mouth. She was right there with him, matching him need for need, sucking his tongue into her slick warmth and crooning with a fantastic mix of relief, enthusiasm and encouragement.

He lifted her skirt up her bare thighs, his urgency making him crazed. Her panties were skimpy little things, which was great because they didn't give him any trouble when he jerked them down her legs and threw them to the floor. 

She laughed. Was that funny, what she did to him? What about if he stroked her there, right there in that slick cleft between her legs—would that make her laugh, too?

"Oh, God." Clamping her hands on his shoulders, she held herself up when her knees buckled. "God, Scott, what are you doing to me?"

"I hope I'm driving you out of your freaking mind."

With no further ado, he collapsed onto a little bench against the wall and pulled her around so she knelt over him, straddling his legs. He reached for his zipper, but apparently moved too slowly because she knocked his hands away and unzipped it herself, kissing him the whole time.

And when he was free she took him into her hands, stroking and squeezing him to the point of heart failure. "Now," he said after a minute of this torture.

"Yes," she agreed. "Now. No wait."

Christ. No waiting. No waiting. "What? Tell me."

"This is casual, right, Scott? I don't handle relationships well."

"You're handling this one just fine."

"I just…I just think we need to agree about what we're doing."

The first spark of dread pierced his sensual haze. "And what's that?" he asked, thinking that acceptable answers included anything from forming a committed relationship to moving in together.

"Having fun while it lasts," she said, slicing his heart in two. "Enjoying each other and agreeing that we'll still be friends when it's over."

Friends?

The no was right there on the tip of his tongue; he wanted to shout it through the streets. Hell, she didn't even believe this nonsense herself. From what she'd told him about her parents' ugly divorce and her own sporadic dating history, she and casual sex went together like lit torches and haystacks or polar bears and walrus pups. 

He hesitated wanting clarity on this point.

But this was her defense mechanism, his gut told him. Fear was in her eyes, buried deep but still visible when he looked closer. This was how she kept from being hurt again: she built walls and guarded them with automatic weapons and pit bulls.

He could tell her he loved her, but she couldn't handle that information now, and he'd lose her. And he couldn't lose her. Not when she was so hot and passionate in his arms, and her body was poised one inch from his, honey-slick and ready.

A better man would have told her the truth. He looked her in the face and lied.

"Casual's fine with me."

Disappointment flashed over her features, telling him he'd been right. She felt something more for him and was too scared to admit it, but it was gone in a heartbeat and he couldn't wait another second. Gripping her bare hips, he positioned her—

"Scott? You ready to get this party started?"

He blinked, looking around to see Cindi standing there, dressed and ready for tonight's charade. Smiling, he planted a kiss on Bruce's head and handed him to Colleen. 

"Let's do it," he said.

Chapter Fifteen



"Thanks for being my plus-one." Alicia and Krista paused in the lobby of the ritzy hotel where the Barrister's Ball was held, getting their bearings. The ballroom looked like a summer fantasy, with flowing fabrics in mint, ivory and gold, fat white candles atop thin candelabra, and overflowing bouquets of roses and English ivy as the centerpiece of each table. "I hate coming to these things by myself."

"Are you kidding?" Krista hitched her shawl over her shoulder, draping it for maximum effect. "Anything to dress up like an adult and get out of the house for a while."

Alicia led the way through the crowd, anxious to get this night over with as soon as possible. But then she saw the bar in the corner and veered sharply. "Two pomtinis, please," she told the bartender. A nice pomegranate martini would go a long way toward making this evening of awards and dull speeches more palatable.

"So have you given any more thought to our conversation the other night?" Krista asked.

"Yes." Alicia accepted the drinks, paid the bartender, and took a sip. Ooh. Nice. 

"I'm working on my anxieties."

They dove into the crowd again, heading for their table. "Good. What'd be so terrible about spending your life with a sexy man who's crazy about you? Where's the hardship?"

This was a question Alicia had asked herself repeatedly. How could she explain to Krista, who was as mentally healthy as they came, that the thought of telling Scott what he meant to her and giving him that kind of power over her made her stomach drop? That the part of her that loved freely and freely accepted love in return had shriveled and died when Dad left the family?

"I don't expect you to understand," she said.

"What if he found someone else?"

"What?"
"Don't look now." Krista fixated on something over Alicia's shoulder, her brows doing a slow creep toward her hairline. "But he and his date need to get a room."

Horror hit Alicia like a two-ton satellite falling out of the sky, paralyzing her for one uncomprehending moment before she whirled around to see this abomination with her own two disbelieving eyes.

Oh, God. There he was, sitting on a stool at another bar across the room with a little hottie perched next to him. They were chatting it up, laughing and flirting, oblivious to the crowd around them. With Scott in his tuxedo and the hoochie in a designer red dress that showed about four feet of bare thigh and surely allowed a significant draft to cool her privates, they looked sexy and sophisticated together—as though they'd just stepped out of an ad for luxury living.

Alicia stared, her jaw on the floor.

It got worse. The woman, tossing a head full of sleek curls, leaned in, resting her hand on Scott's thigh. Oh, but there was more. Oblivious to all standards of decency in civilized society, that slut whispered something in his ear and then nipped—nipped!—his lobe as she pulled away.

Oh, no, she didn't.

Krista, probably sniffing danger in the air, tried to keep things calm. "Alicia—"

Alicia flashed her a look that had Krista backing up a step. "Shut. Up."

Krista shut up.

Alicia knew that she had now, officially, lost her mind behind this seething red haze of jealousy. She knew that she'd rejected Scott's proposal, told him she couldn't be the woman he wanted, and wished him well.

But that was then, before she'd begun to face and tackle her anxieties and think about a future with Scott.

This was now.

After finishing her drink in one sinus-clearing gulp, she shoved the empty glass at her stammering sister and marched over to greet the little lovebirds, who looked around with surprise at her arrival.

Scott, the bastard, gave her the basic smile, filled with pleasant indifference, with which he might have greeted any passing acquaintance. "Alicia. I didn't know you were coming tonight."

"Hello, Scott." Flashing her brightest smile and extending her hand, she turned to the sex kitten. "I haven't met your new friend. I'm Alicia Carroll."

The woman, in a transparently possessive move ripped straight from the halls of seventh grade, put that damn hand back on Scott's thigh, flashed her own grin, and shook with her other hand. "Cindi Kelly."

"That's a beautiful dress, Cindi," Alicia said. "It's Herve Leger, isn't it?"

"Well." Cindi shot Scott a bewildered glance but quickly recovered. "Yes."

"Love it." Alicia looked the woman right in her lovely eyes and kept her gracious smile in place. "Oh, and Cindi? If you don't get your hand off Scott's thigh, I'm going to hurt you."

Chapter Sixteen



"Ex-cuse me?" Cindi cried.

Scott held up a hand, silencing Cindi. All his attention focused in on Alicia with the intensity and precision of a surgical laser. But beyond that, Alicia couldn't read his expression. 

"This is my date, Alicia. I told you I was dating someone else now. You don't care about that, do you?"

Alicia's heart, which had been pounding out a jealousy-driven tattoo, now switched gears to a fluttery, nervous beat. Her cheeks, meanwhile, burned with the fire of ten lava-filled volcano craters. She could hardly get the words out, even now, when her entire future hung in the balance. But she would find the courage to do this.

"Of course I care."

Scott shrugged, looking doubtful. "That's news to me."

It was news to her, too. Well, no, not exactly. She'd known that Scott was her best friend and that his touch was magic. She'd known that his throaty laugh made her happy and his advice—on matters both professional and personal—got her through many difficult days. Life was more fun when Scott was around. She'd known that, too, and that he'd one day make a wonderful husband and father.

She'd just chosen to ignore what all those separate pieces added up to. 

Now it was all out in the open where her emotional baggage couldn't block it out, and her rules couldn't protect her. 

"In fact—" Scott continued "—I'm thinking this is just a jealous temper tantrum that you'll regret tomorrow. So maybe you should go home before you say anything you'll want to take back."

God, she wanted to touch him. Could she risk it? Feeling like she was jumping out of a helicopter to ski down an avalanche-prone mountainside, she cupped his hard jaw in her hand. It was the right thing to do because the shock of the skin-to-skin contact made him shudder, and that gave her courage.

"The only thing I'll regret—" she told him "—is letting some other woman take my place in your life."

Krista, ever the peacekeeper, arrived just then looking worried. "Everything okay over here?"

They all ignored her. Especially Scott, whose unblinking gaze had locked on Alicia's face. "And what is your place in my life, pray tell? Just…out of curiosity."

Alicia stepped closer, magnetically drawn to him in ways that defied the laws of physics. But then she remembered their rapt audience. Krista and Cindi stood there, listening intently. Any second now they'd flag down a passing server and see if they could order popcorn to go with the show. 

"Do we have to do this here?" Alicia asked.

"Yeah," he said. But to her immense gratitude, he grabbed her hand from his cheek, kissed it, and squeezed it with his strong fingers. "I've waited so long for this, I feel like I need witnesses."

Krista and Cindi tittered at that, but forget them. 

"I'm in love with you," she told Scott helplessly. And with the words came a soaring, joyous relief. It felt so good, in fact, so incredibly freeing, that she had to say it again. "I'm crazy in love with you." 

Chapter Seventeen



Jesus. Had those precious words finally come out of Alicia's mouth? 

"You're in love with me?" Scott had to maintain his tough single-minded focus here. But man, it was hard when all he could think about was folding her into his arms and never letting go. He softened his words with another kiss to her hand, and prayed she'd come just a little farther with him. "Since when?"

"I don't even know." Choked with emotion, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears, she pressed her free hand to her heart and made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a repressed sob. "All I know is I've been coming out of my skin the last couple of weeks. I have to be with you. I don't even know myself when you're not there."

"Aww," cooed Krista and Cindi, who were now hugged together, looking misty.

Scott gaped at Alicia. This was freaking unbelievable. Success beyond his wildest dreams. Almost everything he'd hoped for.

Almost.

Don't cave now, Armstrong. You've almost got the brass ring in your hot little hands.

"You ‘have to be with me?'" he echoed. "What does that look like? Because we've done the weekend lover thing, and that doesn't work for me."

"God, Scott." Looking up, possibly praying for divine intervention to save her from this interrogation, she swiped at her eyes. "You just won't stop until you take everything, will you?"

Did she expect him to apologize? 

"I have to, Alicia. When it comes to you, I need everything."

That made a couple more tears trickle down her cheeks, and seeing those tears cracked his control right in two. He'd had a plan to get to this fantastic breakthrough, yeah, but this wasn't a game. The woman he loved—a person who kept her feelings on maximum security lockdown whenever possible—had just admitted, in front of witnesses, that she loved him, too. 

He couldn't let the moment pass without kissing her; forget playing hardball.

Planting his hands low on her hips, he pulled her up against him. "Say it again. It'll get easier the more you repeat it."

"I love you. Happy now?"

Hell, yeah, he was happy. Too happy to speak, in fact. Instead, he lowered his head and kissed her until they were both breathless.

"Well," said Cindi. "I guess we're not needed here, are we?"

"Guess not," answered Krista.

Scott and Alicia broke apart, but he held her hugged up to his side. "Hey, Krista." He'd always been cool with Alicia's sister. "How's your night going?"

Krista smirked with open delight. "Not as well as yours, apparently."

He laughed. "Can you do me a favor and take my friend Cindi home? Alicia and I have some, ah, stuff to take care of."

"Stuff." Cindi beamed. "Right."
Alicia clapped a hand over her mouth and looked to Cindi with regret written all over her face. "Oh, my God. I can't believe I threatened you like that. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it—"

"Oh, you meant it," Cindi said. "But you're welcome to him, so please don't rip my face off."

Alicia's brow furrowed with what looked like bewilderment. "You're very gracious."

Cindi's gaze, mischievous now, flicked over to Scott.

Uh-oh. Cindi wouldn't spill the beans to Alicia or anything—Hey, guess what, Alicia? I'm a married lesbian friend of Scott's who was basically hired to make you jealous tonight; isn't that funny?—but he knew she wasn't above needling him about this episode for the next twenty years or so. Time to go.

"We'll talk to you two soon, okay?" he said. Without waiting for any answer, he took Alicia's arm and steered her through the crowd, desperate to get his hands on her. 

Chapter Eighteen



Scott took her home, to her house.

They didn't talk in the car. The things they still needed to discuss couldn't be said while hurtling down the highway. As though he knew this intermission would allow her anxieties to bubble inside her, gaining strength, he held tight to her hand the whole time. And she clung to him, knowing that with Scott, if no one else, she didn't have to be afraid.

With Scott she was, finally, safe. 

The huge tank of tropical fish glowed a soothing blue as they turned into the bedroom, illuminating her giant four poster with its downy pillows and duvet. All she wanted was to be in there, with him, forever. But she knew she hadn't earned that right quite yet.

Wrapping his strong hands around her face, he massaged her nape, melting away what she really hoped was the last of her inhibitions. In a clear effort to make it impossible for her to do anything other than relax, he rested his lips against her forehead and murmured to her in a calming voice that was like the stroke of velvet across her skin.

"Tell me again," he said.

"I love you." It was so much easier like this—with whispers in the shadows, the gentle glide of his hands down the curve of her spine, and the warm satin of his flesh beneath her fingertips when she untucked his shirt and undershirt and reached for his skin. "I love you."

Those tender lips of his began a slow descent, running from her temple to her cheek, across the bridge of her nose, and finally, sweetly, to her lips. Angling his head just enough, his growing desire rumbling deep inside his chest, he tasted her with his tongue. Just a little. Just enough for her spiraling lust to collect in the tips of her swollen breasts and curl into the farthest depths of her belly. Clenching her thighs together against the insistent ache, she surged into him, but he pulled back.

Distracting her with his busy hands, which squeezed the halves of her butt together, rubbing her against an erection so hard and thick she doubted she could handle it all, he zeroed in for the kill.

"Why is it so hard for you to give me that? Don't you know how happy it makes me? I would do anything for you." Another stroke of his hands…a thrust of his hips…a lick of his tongue against her mouth and… Oh, God, he was going to make her come before they'd even taken off their clothes. "Anything. Why can you give me your body but not your feelings?" 

Pausing in her desperate quest to undo all his buttons and get this shirt off him, she waited for her throat to close up. It didn't. Together with him, like this, it was impossible for the fear to get her.

"Because," she said helplessly. "I drive men away. If I love them, they leave me. And I never want you to leave me."

Chapter Nineteen



Was that it? Was that, in twenty-five words or less, the fanged and poisonous dragon that'd kept him from getting too close to Alicia this whole time? Something as simple—and ridiculous—as that?

The belief was real, though. He could see the living proof of it in her troubled eyes as she awaited his judgment. He wanted to laugh, it was so crazy, but that wouldn't give her the reassurance she needed. So he focused instead on finding the zipper at the back of her sexy black dress and sliding it down. Only when he'd slid the silk off her shoulders and to the floor, revealing all her glorious brown skin and the bounty still hidden by a black strapless bra and lacy black panties, did he speak again.

"Who, baby?" He traced lazy circles with his fingers, running them between her shoulder blades, down her back and up her sides, enjoying the curves of her wide hips as they narrowed to her waist. "Who leaves?"

"My father left. He went to the bar for a drink one day and never came back."

"What made him leave?" He pressed this whispered question directly into her ear because it was too absurd to say aloud. Anyone who voluntarily left Alicia was clearly insane, and that was the end of the matter as far as he was concerned.

"I think I had something to do with it," she confessed. "I know it's silly, but I loved him and I drove him crazy because I was a handful—"

"Shh." He'd meant to let her get it all out, but it was so patently illogical on so many levels that the lawyer in him just couldn't take it. "So, I remind you of him? Is that it? I'm just like him?"

This caught her by surprise. "Of course not. You're nothing like—"

"Exactly."

She blinked.

"Wasn't your father a raging alcoholic? Wasn't he divorced three times? Isn't it possible that he was the problem, rather than you?"

She almost smiled. "Of course, Johnnie Cochran. When you say it like that—"

"Good girl." Now she was starting to understand. "Can I tell you what I love about you?"

Alicia stilled. Maybe she couldn't believe there was anything lovable about her, and for that he hated her father for the damage he'd done.

"I love this." He tapped her temple, behind which sat her clever brain. "I love this." Smoothing her plump lower lip with his thumb, he stole another quick kiss and then ran his tongue down the smooth column of her neck while she moaned and tipped her head back for him. 

"I love these." Unhooking her bra, he let her breasts bounce free. They were full and heavy with desire, just the way he liked them, her nipples jutting and dark—perfect blackberries waiting for his mouth to suck, and suck hard. 

Squeezing them together, he traced one areola with his tongue, then the other, driving her higher until with a hoarse cry, she grabbed his head and pulled him closer. Was that a request? He sucked each one in turn, popping them out of his mouth after just enough of a scrape with his teeth to make her gasp his name.

"I love this." He palmed her ass, grinding his erection—God, he was dying here—against that sweet spot between her legs. Were her panties still on? Time to change that. Taking all the time in the world, he slid the lace down those shapely legs and helped her step out of them. Then, while he was stooped over, he rubbed his face against that black triangle of springy curls, enjoying her helpless arch against him. "I really love this," he murmured.

The delicious musk coming from that slick cleft made him run headlong into his limit. He had to get inside her. Just as soon as he told her this last thing.

"You know what else I love?"

"No." She shook her head, those crystal tears sparkling in her eyes again.

"I love it that you actually believe your rules and fears and doubts would ever keep me away from you. Or that I'd ever let you go and try to find someone else. You don't really believe that nonsense, do you?"

He stared, unsmiling, into her face, and waited for her to get it. 

Comprehension dawned. With one surprised "Oh," she smiled and cried at the same time, letting one perfect tear slide down her cheek.

He licked it away.

Then he swung her off her feet and carried her to the bed.

Chapter Twenty



That was it for the talking.

Thank God. Alicia was pretty sure there wasn't an unexposed corner of her soul left.

Scott ripped the linens back and laid her on the bed, where she settled her head against the pillows and stared at him. Never looking away, he shrugged out of his shirt and yanked the undershirt over his head.

There he was, as perfect a male as she could ever hope to see, and she'd missed this view. Though he wasn't too bulky, he had the squared, hard shoulders of a man who paid his dues at the gym. His arms were cut, the slabs of his chest defined. His belly was toned and flat. One of these days, when she had time and wasn't blinded by lust, she'd have to count and see if he really did have a six-pack. 

Bending at the waist, but still maintaining eye contact, he shoved down his trousers and boxers to reveal a thatch of black hair and a jutting, ruddy erection that made her hips squirm with impatience. 

"God, Scott," she breathed. "Take it easy on me, okay?"

A wicked light sparked to life in his eyes. "You did this to me." Taking himself in hand, he crawled over her, eased between her thighs and yanked her down with his free hand until she was flat on her back. "Besides." He dipped his head to bite her, hard, on the curve of her neck and shoulder, making her cry out with delight. "You don't want me to take it easy, do you?"

"No."

With that, she wrapped one leg around his waist, spreading herself open wider, and he took full advantage. Rubbing the head of his penis through her hot juices, lubricating them both, he thrust inside her, filling her to a breaking point that teetered between sweet friction and delicious pain. 

Then he stilled, making her pant and writhe.

"Don't." Digging her nails into that high, round ass of his, she demanded more. Now. The swelling ache between her thighs demanded it. "Don't tease me. You know I need it hard."

"Maybe." A tremble began in his arms as he settled over her.

"Please." She raked her nails up his back. "Please."
That did it. With a raw groan, he began to work her, thrusting deeper and deeper. With each sharp pump of his hips, he hit the exact right spot, harder and harder, and she swiveled her own hips in a frantic counterpoint until… 

"Scott." The rippling pleasure began in her belly, mushrooming to a piercing crescendo that made her spine arch backwards even as she held him in a death grip with her legs. "Ah, Scott."

He was right there with her, shouting out his release after another punishing thrust or two. His body turned to warm marble in her hands, rigid and unmoving for several luscious seconds. And then he collapsed on top of her, threatening to crush her with the slick deadweight of his sweaty body.

She loved it. "Mmm." 

Against her neck, she felt the curve of his cheek as he grinned. Then he lifted his head to pin her with that gaze, which was a little glazed but otherwise as sharp as ever. "You never answered my question." 

"We can't possibly have anything left to talk about."

"Don't try to evade. Back at the party, you said you had to be with me, and I asked you what that looked like. You never answered."

Taking his beloved face between her palms, she gave him everything.

"It looks like you and me getting married and having children. Okay?"

He grinned with such utter happiness that he almost glowed. "Hell, yeah, it's okay. It was all part of my plan."

The End
