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Chapter One
“Umph.” Lachlan gritted his teeth as he was jostled by the swarm of people he struggled to weave his way through. He counted to ten in an effort to save his sanity. God knew, he loved his little sister Katie, but a wedding on St. Patrick’s Day in Boston was a lousy idea. She’d driven the entire Doyle clan nuts trying to get ready. Said union also landed him here, trying to get into the airport, while everyone and their mother wanted to do the exact opposite. A few gentle nudges with his elbow cleared his path to the arrivals and departure sign. His gaze swept over the board. There, it is flight 1063 coming in from Chicago on schedule.
He didn’t mind picking up Aislinn, she was a surrogate sister, literally. They’d taken her in when her widowed mother passed away from a heart attack in the middle of her senior year. She’d been Katie’s best friend since they were both in diapers, and with no real family to speak of, it seemed like the only solution. She’d gone off to get her masters at a school in Chicago, and he’d been sad to see her go. The exact opposite of Katie in every sense of the word, the brown-skinned girl had a wicked sense of humor, laid back attitude, and biting wit. The Doyle house had been a bit emptier without her. Especially, since Aislinn remained at home to finish college after Katie moved in with Ryan.
At twenty-five, she was months away from receiving her Masters in English and arriving to play the role of Maid of Honor, one wedding party role he didn’t envy. 
His sister had lost her mind from the moment Ryan popped the question. No one had been shocked, the two were college sweethearts. Plus, he liked Ryan. He was a good kid, hardworking even, despite his parent’s wealth, and a gentleman. It’d been Ryan’s snobby parents and his plastic sister, Abigail, who constantly made him uncomfortable. She kept coming at him with her shameless flirting, which he could care less about. He took a deep breath. No point in getting riled up over what he couldn’t change. His temper got the best of him sometimes, and he promised his sister he’d be on his best behavior this week.
People watching to waste time, he kept an eye out for the soft-spoken, sweetheart who owned a significant portion of his heart. He felt eager to see what time alone in the windy city had done to her. Hopefully, not spoiled her Bostonian accent, or the tough girl attitude he’d cultivated over the years. Women needed to know how to take care of themselves when they were alone, especially in a big city. As a Fire Fighter, he knew that firsthand.
“Lachlan,” the sultry voice spoke from behind him and the sound went straight to his dick. His length twitched and threatened to swell. The speaker was familiar, but he couldn’t produce an identity to the forefront of his mind. Maybe because it’s been short circuited by wedding plans. He turned around, and his jaw dropped. “Linny?”

The buxom bombshell that stood in front of him in a pair of form fitting denim jeans was not the woman he’ d seen at Christmas time! A short, black wool jacket hung open to reveal a long-sleeved, gray, thermal shirt that highlighted her shapely chest, and slim waist. The dark hair she always wore pulled back into a ponytail or braid fell to her shoulders in waves. Highlighted with dark brown, it framed her oval face. Her full lips were tinted a shade of pink he just knew would taste like cotton candy. She let go of her carry-on and launched herself at him.
He opened his arms and stifled a groan when her lush body pressed against his. Despite the padding of jackets between them, he could see her mind wasn’t the only thing that matured in Chicago. I’m going to burn in hell fire because all I can think about is that apple shaped ass just inches away from my hand. He cleared his throat and pulled back. “I barely recognized you girl.”
She beamed. “I hope that’s a good thing.”
“You’ve always been gorgeous Aislinn. You know that.”
“Thanks Lachlan.”
It dawned on him how long he’d been holding her. Let go of her you idiot. He dropped his arms and stepped away. “I’ll get your bag. Did you bring anything else?”
“Nope, traveling light, figured it was best. You know Katie. She’s going to drag me to the stores to shop.”
He chuckled. “True. Come on. Let’s fight against this mob.” He wrapped an arm around her waist, grabbed the handle of her luggage, and led the way through the flow of people, vying for space in the airport like Salmon swimming upstream. Even with the crush of people, he recognized she was the perfect height for his six foot two frame. At 5’10, she fit under his shoulder as if tailor made for him. How have I never noticed that before? 
Emerging from the airport, the chilly wind that whipped around the parking lot helped deflate the hard on he’d been sporting. What kind of bastard lusts after his pseudo sister? Given, the age difference wasn’t great, less than five years, but he could just imagine the outcry from his parents and Katie. Wait, am I actually considering this?
“Is Katie driving everyone crazy yet?” 
Her question brought him into the present. “Hell, yeah! I’ve wanted to strangle her no less than three times every day this month alone.”
Aislinn erupted into laughter. 
The light, airy, sound echoed in space and coaxed a smile from him. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not funny from your point of view. Look at this way. I’m here. So, she can bug the hell out of me instead.”
“I feel for you A, I really do. You’re a hell of a woman to take on the challenge of Maid of Honor.”
“Eh, she’ll return the favor someday. Besides, I’d be pissed if she didn’t.”
“Any time soon?” Say no.
She snorted. “No, romance was not on my to-do list with this Masters looming over me like a black cloud. I’m glad to be done and graduating this spring.” 
They reached his SUV, and he unlocked the door with his keys. “Go ahead and get in, I’ll take care of this.”
“Thank you.”
“Of course.” He stowed the bag in the back and got into the driver side. “So, what do you plan on doing once you get your Degree?”
“What else but come back to Bean town?” She smiled. “It’s always going to be home to me. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”
“Good, I think we were all a bit worried.” He pulled out of the parking spot and began the journey to his parent’s house where Katie and Aislinn were staying until she tied the knot.
“I’m always gonna be a Boston gurl.” She thickened her accent even further. 
He laughed. “Missed your humor Linny.”
“Ditto, Chicago’s all right but it’s a whole different vibe.” She sighed and peered out the window looking pensive.
“You okay?” His forehead creased with concern as he spared her a sideways glance, concerned.
“Yep. Glad to be back, I had a major case of homesickness going.”
“Well, let me be the first to welcome you back.”
“Thanks Lach, you working tonight?”
“Nope. I’m coming off my shift now.”
“That means you haven’t been to sleep yet, I’m sorry.”
He placed a hand on her knee. “Don’t be I was happy to come get you. You’re a welcome sight after forty eight hours at the Firehouse. Plus, it got me out of the crazy for a bit.”
~* * *~
Lachlan’s voice held her in thrall as he updated her on what she’d missed. His rich tone was full of confidence and bass, a sexy, irresistible, combination. She’d crushed on this man from the time she hit puberty, she simply hid it a lot better than Katie’s other friends. 
His dark hair curled behind his ears in thick waves that contrasted the blue-green eyes he’d inherited from his father. His broad shoulders were well muscled from all of the heavy equipment he handled as a Fire Fighter. 
She licked her lips and shifted in her seat as a pulse began to throb between her legs. If only he saw me as a woman and not Little Linny. Hell, for all she knew he was taken. Katie hadn’t mentioned it, but the woman was so caught up in wedding plans, she barely knew what day it was.
They pulled on to Greenway Street and parked in front of the familiar brick red house she still considered home. Excited, she gifted him with a grateful smile when he showed up beside her with her bag in hand.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Oh yeah.” They traveled up the walkway to the porch. 
He unlocked the door, and gestured for her to walk inside.
“Surprise!” Her family stood in front of the door. Her mom held a pan of carrot cake, one of her specialties, and Aislinn’s favorite dessert. A multi-colored, Welcome Home, banner was tacked to the wall behind them.
“You guys didn’t have to do this! It’s Katie’s time.”
“Anytime my sister comes back home is a big deal.” Katie stepped forward and engulfed her in a giant hug. “I have missed you so much.”
“Ditto,” she whispered, squeezing her tight.
“We’ll be catching up all night,” Katie said.
“Naturally.” They moved apart, and Aislinn went down the line, hugging her mother, her father, and—she tried not to balk when she reached Sean. A boyfriend who never panned out, he was often invited to gatherings in hopes they would rekindle what was never even a flame to begin with. “Sean, thanks for coming.”
“It’s good to have you back in town Lin.”
She frowned at the butchered version of her childhood nickname. I never liked that. Sean Burke was attractive enough, large brown eyes, long eyelashes, and golden brown hair. He had a decent shape honed from hockey in the winter, and basketball during the summer. Unfortunately, he was as enthralling as a piece of cardboard, never listened and kissed like a high school boy. Memories of the wet lip locks made her shudder. She glared at Katie over his shoulder.
“I am so sorry, it was Mom and Dad,” Katie mouthed. 
She narrowed her eyes but gave a curt nod. “Thanks, Sean. You didn’t have to take time out of your Tuesday. I’m sure you have a busy week ahead of you.”
“I wanted to be here to greet you.” Hope sparkled in his eyes.
She mentally cringed. Her gaze traveled the room and came to rest on Lachlan who wore a puzzled expression. She implored him to help with her eyes.
“Come on Linny, cut your carrot cake so we can devour it. You know we’re lucky to get Mom to make it when you’re not around.” He took the cake from their mom and carried it into the kitchen.
“Okay, hold your horses.” Aislinn shrugged, giving what she hoped was a regretful expression to Sean as she hurried into the kitchen where Lachlan stood by the large oak table.
“It looks as if you have an admirer, Linny.” The smile audible in Lachlan’s words earned a scowl.
“Ugh. I don’t know why they keep pushing him on me.” Their heads were close together, as Aislinn cut the cake and Katie ran interference, engaging her parents, Sean, and Ryan in a conversation.
“Because they want to see you take the walk down the aisle in the long, white, dress next, of course.”
“If my skin wasn’t so brown you’d realize all the blood just drained from my face when you said that.”
Lachlan laughed so loud, they garnered the attention of the small group opposite them. “Send him on his way tonight. You’ll be too busy for the rest of the trip to worry, though you may have to avoid him on the dance floor at the wedding.”
“Lachlan!” She hissed, and nudged him with her elbow.
“Hey, I’m trying to help you.”
“No, you’re teasing me.” She looked down at the table and focused in on the plates she was serving the cake onto to hide her emotions. Even with my makeover, he only sees me as a child.
“All you have to do is say the word, and I’ll take this clown out.” 
His breath was warm on her cheek and smelled of peppermint. It stirred the hair around her temples. Their gazes locked. A flicker of desire shimmered in the oceanic depths of his eyes. Excitement sprang to life in her belly. Her breasts grew heavy, and her breath hitched.
“Okay you two. Stop whispering and come join the rest of us.” 
Her mother’s voice snapped the mood like an over-stretched rubber band. 
She turned to face the others, an exaggerated smile on her face. “Since it’s my party I want to eat dessert first, who’s ready for a slice of cake?” Aislinn asked.
“Me.” 
Katie’s sing song voice made her laugh. The odd tension in the room passed. Crisis averted. Soon, they were all one slice deep in cake, with talking at a bare minimum.
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Chapter Two

“In four more days you’ll be Ms. Ryan Flannery, how do you feel?” Aislinn asked.
She lay side by side next to Katie on her back in the queen-sized bed. Their freshly painted toe nails drying.
“Excited, ready. It feels like I’ve been waiting forever for this day.”
Aislinn smiled. “I’m glad you’re happy. From the moment, you guys met the chemistry between you was unbelievable. ”
Katie squeezed her hand. “That’s why you’re my best friend. Now, what about you?”
“What about me?” Aislinn feigned ignorance.
“Oh no, that’s not going to fly.” Katie pushed up into a sitting position. “Why aren’t you dating? And don’t blame this on the half-hearted attempt at a relationship you had with Sean five years ago.” She pointed at Aislinn, furrowed her brow and frowned. “That was painful to watch…still is actually.”
“No one’s caught my eye.” Aislinn shrugged.
“I don’t believe that.” Katie pinned her with stormy-grey eyes. “Talk to me.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to admit Mr. Right is Lachlan.”
Aislinn gasped. How did she know that? I’ve always been so careful to keep my feelings to myself.
“I’m right aren’t I?” Katie’s eyes grew wide.
Aislinn remained still unsure what to say. Was she angry?
“I wasn’t sure until I saw the two of you tonight. You’ve always had a special bond. You share the same sense of humor and interests. It’s not strange to find the two of you whispering to one another in a corner over something. But tonight there was a fire.”
“Maybe a one sided one.” Aislinn snorted. No use denying it. Once Katie had her mind made up, it was near impossible to change her mind.
“Oh, it was most definitely not one sided.”
Aislinn glanced at her. “Really?”
Katie laughed.
Aislinn covered her face with her hands. “Oh, my God this is too tragic!”
“Why? The two of you fit?”
“You don’t think that’s fucked up? Me liking my brother?”
“Stop beating yourself up, no one is going to think that. When you came to stay with us, you were eighteen. You took on our last name to make things more official, it’s not like you were adopted and raised with us. It’s not Wuthering Heights.”
“How’d you figure it out? Do you think anyone else noticed?” Embarrassment gave way to nervous panic. She sat up. After years of hoarding this secret, the thought of it getting out and circulating terrified her.
“No.” Katie shook her head. “I’m sure they didn’t. I only suspected because we’re best friends. I mean the makeover, hair highlights, and the shopping spree. It’s not like you, though you should, and totally deserve it.” Katie held up her hands defending herself before Aislinn could rain down a barrage of girl power. “All I’m saying is, it felt a bit like you wanted to look your best for a reason. Since you don’t have a job interview set up, my next guess was a man. That started me thinking about whom it could be, and why I’d never seen you with anyone…Lachlan just fit.”
“It doesn’t matter. You know he doesn’t see me that way. I don’t want to fool myself into getting my hopes up now.”
“Why not ask him straight out? It’s more your style.”
“I know. I’ve come close to doing that a million times. It’s different with him. If this goes wrong, it’ll affect everyone.”
“Is that’s why you’ve hidden it?” She tilted her head.
“M-hmm, along with fear of rejection, and visions of humiliation, you know, all of those fun things.”
“Lach would never do that to you. He calls you his sweetheart.”
“So, do some people’s Grandpa’s.”
Katie laughed. “Nothing I say is going to convince you is it.?
Aislinn grabbed the pillow and placed it over her heated face. “Maybe I should just leave it.”
Katie snatched the soft square away. “No, it’s past time. What if the next time you come back he’s in a relationship?”
Aislinn winced. It’d been torture watching him with his long time girlfriend Amy, everyone thought they were bound for the altar. Infidelity on Amy’s part ruined things a year prior. She’d felt like shit about it, but she’d there’d been relief and a bit of happiness for her during that break up. It’s what prompted her to work up to telling him. “I’m going to do it.” The weak conviction in her tone did nothing to convince her or Katie.
“Right, you know I’m not about to let you leave without telling him. Life is too short Aislinn.”
“I know.” Her voice was hushed and subdued as her thoughts went to her mother. When she passed unexpectedly, Aislinn had been completely devastated. Her world had turned upside down. Papers, questions, and arrangements were thrust into her face by lawyers. The Doyle’s had been there every step of the way, helping her plan the funeral, and straightening things out with school. Katie might have been her best friend, but it was Lachlan’s silent support she constantly sought. When you were hurt soul deep the last thing you wanted to do was talk about it. He understood that. Perhaps, that’s when the line from crush to love had been crossed. She’s right, it’s time.
~*  *  *~
Lachlan walked into the house scanning the rooms for Aislinn. He’s slept like the dead for most of the day, and now he was ready to reconnect. The front room was empty, but he could hear voices in the back. Katie’s voice was distinct, but the other one he couldn’t make out. Rounding the corner he swung the door open and froze. Abby, Ryan’s sister stood beside Katie dressed in a pair of red pants, an off the shoulder white sweater, and knee-high boots. A wide smile split her thin pink lips, and a blush rose in her oval-shaped face.
“Lachlan! What perfect timing.” 
Maybe for you. The excitement audible in Abby’s tone caused anxiety. Another night of dodging advances. “Yeah, looks like it.” He mumbled. No matter how hard he tried not to encourage her, it went in one ear and out the other. Petite with blonde hair, large, blue eyes, and peaches-and-cream skin, Abby wasn’t shoddy looking. It was her high-pitched, whiny, voice, and the topics she chose to talk about, he couldn’t stand. Her parents had groomed her to be a little princess, and it showed.
“Hey Lach. Are you looking for Aislinn?” Katie asked.
“Yeah, I was. I missed out on spending time with her during the day.”
“We know how those shifts at the Fire house wear you out, she understood. Last I checked, she was in her room on the laptop, I’ll go grab her.”
“Thank Sis.” He watched her walk away kicking himself for not offering to grab Aislinn himself. Now, he was alone with a predator.
“I think it’s sweet how much you care for your sisters.”
Glancing over at Abby, he smiled. “Yeah, family comes first around here.”
“I know it’s one of the many things I’ve always admired about you.” She licked her lips and pushed away from the counter she’d been propped against. 
He felt like prey being stalked as she walked toward him, swaying her hips. “Oh, well, thank you.”
She stopped mere inches away. “Are you still single Lachlan?” She lowered her voice. 
Warning bells went off. She’s about to make a move. The kitchen door swung open behind her, and he made a split second decision. “Babe, I missed you.” Stepping around Abby, he pulled a slack-jawed Aislinn into his arms and lowered his head. Lighting struck the second their mouths met. Her full lips were pillow soft, and firm. A moan slipped free, and his dick hardened. Damn I hope she can’t feel that. I’d have to be dead to not notice her banging body. When the hell did my sweet heart grow up? He took advantage of the shocked O her mouth formed, and dipped his tongue inside her heated cavern. She tasted sweet and ripe, like a peach.
When her arms came up to wrap around him, and she returned his kiss his body went up in flames. His eyes drifted shut. Their tongues dueled. Thrust, parry, tangle, and retreat. His world narrowed to the woman in front of him. 
A throat cleared. Doused by metaphorical cold water—they pulled apart panting.
“Someone want to tell me what the hell is going on?” 
Abby’s nasally voice grated his nerves. “Just greeting my girl, we didn’t want to steal Katie and Ryan’s thunder with the wedding, and tell people we were dating, but I just couldn’t contain myself.”
Aislinn arched a brow. 
His eyes begged her to go along with it.
“What the fuck?” Aislinn mouthed.
“Please, Abby is crazy,” He mouthed. “I can tell Sean to go for it—” 
She held up her hand to interrupt him, and glanced around him to smile at the girls. “Surprise.” Her singsong voice made him snicker.
“This is the best wedding present ever!” Katie squealed, ran over, and hugged them both. “I can’t believe the two of you kept this from me.”
“Lachlan insisted,” Aislinn said.
“Yeah, that sounds like him. Stubborn Ox.” Katie scoffed.
“I-I’m going to go—Katie. This seems like a family moment.” 
Katie stepped away from the hug, and they all turned around to face Abby. “I’ll walk you out.” Katie said.
The minute they girls left the room, Aislinn pulled away and delivered a right hook to his arm.
“Ow! Linny!”
“What the hell were you thinking Lachlan!”
“She was making moon pie eyes and trying to push up on me. The girl does not take a hint, and I didn’t want to fuck up the wedding by pissing her off.”
“So, you pull me into a lip lock?” A tick formed in her jaw.
“What? You didn’t enjoy it?” He smirked when her cheeks puffed out, and she glanced away. “It’s the perfect solution for my Abby problem, and you’re Sean drama.”
“What about Mom and Dad?”
“Are you serious? They’ll be delighted. We’ll get them off our back for awhile.”
“And how long do you plan to keep this ruse up?”
He shrugged. “Hadn’t thought that far ahead.”
“Ugh.” She shook her head. 
The disdain rolling of her in waves hit him in the gut. “Is the thought of being with me so disgusting?”
“No, not at all! I just don’t’ like lying to our family and friends.” She wrapped her arms around her waist.
“Hey, they don’t have to know it was a lie. We’ll wait awhile. Then tell them it didn’t work out. No harm, no foul.” He placed a hand on her arm. 
Something indiscernible flickered in the depths of her eyes. 
“You’re pissed at me, aren’t you? I’m sorry Linny. I’ll tell them it was all my doing.”
“No.” Resting a hand on his chest, she gave a shaky smile. “Just leave it.”
“Well, sweetheart, where would you like to go on our first date?”
“Surprise me, you’re good at that.” 
Her sarcastic tone coaxed a grin. “I’ll show you a good time.” He offered.
“Is that the line you feed girls?” She rolled her eyes.
“No, that’s my personal promise to you. I owe you one.”
“Anything I want?” 
The devilish gleam in her eyes made him proceed with caution. “Anything.”
“I want Gelato from little Italy.”
That was easy. “Done. You want to go now?”
“Yes, but trust me, this is only the beginning of my demands.”
“How bad can they be?” Worry crept in when she grinned.
“I want to go dancing tonight.”
“What! Linny, you know I don’t dance.” He shook his head.
She pulled away laughing. “I suggest you learn quickly then. I’m going to grab my purse, then we can get out of here.”
[image: image5.jpg]



Chapter Three

I’m enjoying this way more than I should be. 

The night was unseasonably warm and Aislinn was dressed in a pair of skinny jeans, black knee-high boots, and a caramel colored, three-quarter length shirt. The V-neck showed off the swell of cleavage, and he couldn’t stop his eyes from wandering. Her heels clicked on the sidewalk in little Italy. Everyone knew Di Di’s had the best Gelato, so that’s where they were headed.
“Did you catch up on your rest?” Aislinn asked.
“Yeah I did thanks, how about you?”
“Slept like a rock, something about air travel always takes it out of me.”
“I’m surprised Katie let you go without a protest.”
“Yeah, go figure.” Aislinn glanced away. 

He narrowed his eyes. What is she hiding? 

“Oh look, Di’s.” Quickening her steps, she moved ahead of him. 

Interesting. Lachlan watched her.
The dark wood storefront boasted five large glass windows and a beige sign with curvy, black, font that said Di Di’s. He held the door open for her. They walked inside. The large glass counter set off to the right, and the left side was lined with quaint tables. 
Her eyes lit up and she gasped. “I’m about to murder my calorie count.”
“What are you wasting your time counting calories for Linny? You’ve always been gorgeous.”
“Awwh, spoken like a true older brother.”
That’s the last thing I feel like right now. “Hey, I’m your date tonight and I say you look fantastic.”
“Thanks Lach. I just wanted to make sure the freshman fifteen didn’t creep up on me.”
“You’re not a freshman.”
“Not technically, but it is my first time being away from home.”
“I thought you liked it.”
“I do. But it’s not Boston.”
He nodded his head. “Thank God. I’m pretty sure the universe could only handle one of us.”
Aislinn laughed. “So very true.” 

He scanned the flavors and caught one tailored right up his alley, Kit Kat.
“Hi, what can I get you tonight?” The red haired female who looked like she was in her late twenties asked. 
He glanced at Aislinn, and she shook her head. “I think we need a few minutes.”
“Just let me know when you’re ready.” The red head smiled, and walked back down the counter to give them space.
“Do you all ready know what you want?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah. I saw Kit Kat, and that was all she wrote.”
“Figures…I think I’m going to go with birthday cake.”
They moved over to the counter, ordered their cones, and opted to take advantage of the weather and walk around. Her tongue darted out to sample the cone and he went on rock. Sexual tension flowed between him. His cheeks heated. What the hell is wrong with me? This is Linny. If she felt the same, he couldn’t tell. 
“So, what’s been going on with you?” she asked.
“Me? What do you mean?” He focused on her, eager to escape the path his thoughts were headed toward more and more. It was like Pandora had opened the box of evils and now, he couldn’t shove the sins back in. Would she be disgusted if she knew? 
“Well, there has to be more than just work.”
“Hanging out with the fellas from the station and Mikey, same as usual.”
“Mikey…how’s that crazy bastard doing?”
His best friend since grade school, Michael Fitzpatrick, was the one you dared to do something because you knew he would follow through.
“Pretty good. He works an I.T. job during the day and at night, he’s out in the bars, drinking, trying to pick up women, the usual.”
“So you’re telling me he still has no game?”
Lachlan laughed. “Basically.”
“Poor kid, he’s coming to the wedding right?”
“Yeah, Katie told him she’d kill him if he got plastered and made a scene, so he agreed not to.”
“Jesus.” She shook her head.
“I know. He’s a twenty-year old stuck in a thirty something’s body.”
“He needs a woman who can put him in check.”
“I don’t even think he’d know what to do with one like that.”
“Who’s he dating now?” Aislinn asked.
“Girls in their early twenties who think he’s cute and cool.”
“Fricking Mikey.” She laughed.
“You should’ve seen his last girlfriend. She was a light-weight stalker, started showing up at his job, and everywhere else he went.”
“Oh, my God, what did he do?” Her eyebrows rose.
“Broke up with her, told her to back off or he’d get a restraining order. That chilled her out pretty fast.”
“Wow.”
“I know. He’s been serial dating every since.”
“Can’t blame him there.” Aislinn shook her head.
He inclined his head. “What about you? There had to be more than studying going on in Chicago.”
“Not much more than that. I have that work study through the school too, so when I’m not in class, or studying, I’m usually working in the library. I made a few friends, Michelle and Jennifer. We get together and go out for drinks and dinner.” She shrugged.
“That’s cool.”
“Yeah. I still miss my girls here. I still talk to Shawnie and Bridget on a regular basis, though nowhere near, as much as I do Katie. “
“They were good girls. I’m glad to hear you’re still in touch with them.” 
They toured the neighborhood, peering into window displays, and taking in the changes made since she’s been gone. Had he been on an actual date, he would be ready to pull his hair out, but things were always easy with Aislinn. There was a reason he’d always called her his sweetheart. Remembering the sad-eyed young woman who’d come to live with him, he marveled again at the change. 
Approaching the house, he paused. “I had a lot of fun Linny.”
“Good, then I won’t feel bad about dancing now.” She giggled.
“Damn, I was hoping you’d forgotten.”
“Not on your life. I’ve seen you dance. I know you have the ability.” She gave him a once over. “And the rhythm.”
Her voice grew deeper, husky, the rough sound caressed his spine, and he shivered. The rhythm in my head wasn’t a dance to do vertical. I want you ass up, fists clutching the sheets as you thrust against me and scream. The vivid pictures startled him. He cleared his throat. “So, where do you want to go?”
“Devaney’s. See? I’m being nice, I’m not even taking you to a real club.” Devaney’s was a local bar with a grill and a tiny dance floor.
“Gee thanks.” It also happened to be a popular hangout. “I’m never going to hear the end of this.”
“Eh. It’ll be good for you.” She waved his concern off.
“Heartless.” His lips twitched up betraying him.

She grinned. “Shut up, and let’s go.”
“I don’t’ remember you being so bossy.”
“I grew up while I was away.”
“Yes, you did.”
Her eyes held a confused glint he ignored as he ushered her to the car, opening the door, and helping her in. Walking around to his side of the car, he took a shaky breath to center himself.
The ten minute drive didn’t take nearly as long as he wished it had. Stepping from the car, he turned to see the joy that shone on Aislinn’s face. Her skin practically glowed.
“How long are you going to keep me out?” he asked.
“You turn into a pumpkin at midnight?” She arched an eyebrow.
“Maybe.” He smirked.
“Don’t tell me that, I’ll keep up here until after twelve just to see it.”
“Brat.”
A wounded expression crossed her face. “And here I thought I was the person doing you a favor.”
“Keep milking it,” he said, tone dry.
“I will. It’s rare anyone gets the upper hand with you.” She pointed her index finger at him.
“Yeah, Yeah.” He grumbled as they walked into from the parking lot into the bar, but he liked this sassy side of his sweetheart. She’d been so introverted and quiet before, so he’d been worried about her in a big city by herself. Entering the building he scanned the bar. “Fuck!”
“What’s wrong?” Aislinn asked, concern shining in her brown eyes.
“Abby’s here.”
~* * *~
The words were like music to her soul. Being so close to Lachlan and playing the tired, old, role of baby sister had killed her. Now they had to touch intimately. She pressed her body into his, basking in the heat that rolled of him. His muscles were firm. She fought the urge to examine them. 
He wrapped an arm around her waist. 
Damn I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.
“Are you ready?”
Oh, yeah. “I think so.”
His fingers singed her where they rested on her stomach. I dreamed of this moment for too long. I’ll take it anyway I could get it.
The blonde woman turned to see them. 
A frown broke out before he could hide it. 
“Lachlan, Aislinn, nice to see you out.”
“Nice to see you to Abby, my girl wanted to go dancing, so here we are.”
“How sweet.” Her tone said the exact opposite.
A song with driving bass started up. “Well, that’s our cue, nice talking to you.” Aislinn took Lachlan’s hand and led him off to the dance floor in the back. “You ready?” she asked.
“Are you?” he countered.
“We’ll see who says uncle first.”
His jaw dropped and she winked as she began to sway to the beat. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her body against him. The long, hard, bulge in his pants told her she was doing something right. He grunted.
“Was that an Uncle?”
“Hell no.” He rocked his hip in response.
Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out. Moisture pooled in her underwear, and her nipples hardened. The friction had the walls of her pussy quivering.
“What were you saying about Uncle?” 
His gravelly tone made her purr. “Nothing.” Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to bask in the moment.
“That’s what I thought.” His breath caressed her ear as they continued their sensual grind.
The song changed to something slow and sweet, reluctantly she peeled her body away from his. She ran a hand through her hair and blew a stream of air out her mouth. “I don’t know about you, but I need a drink.”
He laughed. “I could use that, and a cold shower.” Placing a hand on the small of her back, he guided her from the dance floor to the bar that was picking up.
“Lachlan!” She squealed.
“What? It’s not like you didn’t feel it.”
“Kind of impossible not to.”
“Biology Linny.” He tugged on her hair.

Her heart plummeted. For a second there, I thought I had your attention. Guess I’ll have to try harder.
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Chapter Four

“I had a good time tonight Lach, I’m looking forward to doing it again.” Aislinn smiled as he walked her up the stairs to the front door.
“Yeah, it wasn’t too bad.”
“I don’t know why you hate to dance.” She shook her head. “You’re actually good at it.”
“Not usually, I just had the right partner this time.” He wanted to kick himself the moment the words left his lips. Idiot. All night he’d been screwing up, taking his role a little too serious. Linny was an attractive woman, and their lengthy past together made him forget this was for show, which scared the shit out of him.
She smirked. “Always knew we were a good team.”
“Yeah. I guess this was good night.”
Her eyes grew wide. 
He turned around to see what spooked her.

Suddenly, she was gripping the lapels of his jacket and pulling him to her lips. 
Shock opened his mouth. 
She snuck her tongue inside. 
His dick hardened, and his eyes drifted shut of their own accord. Unable to resist her lure he kissed back, pinned her to the door behind her, and lifted her body up. Her moans were music to his ears. He could feel her warmth through the layers. Jesus, I bet her pussy is soaking wet right now. The imagery made him moan.
Their kiss deepened, turning into a battle of tongues and teeth. A playful nip to his bottom lips sent chills running down his spine. Where the hell did she learn this? I don’t know if I want to thank him or kill him. 
A throat cleared behind them. 
Regretfully, he pulled away and turned to see a pale faced Sean. “Something I can help you with bro?” The thought of the man slinking around at this time of the night waiting on Linny didn’t sit well.
“I was in the neighborhood. So I—”
“You thought what? You were going to play Romeo and throw rocks at Linny’s window. Not only is she not interested, she’s with me, and I don’t like people messing with things I consider mine, you understand?” He narrowed his gaze.
Sean gulped. “Yeah-Yeah I get it.”
“Good, now get out of here. If I ever catch you even thinking about disrespecting her again like this, we’ll be having a talk. I don’t think you’ll like how it’ll play out for you.”
“Right. S-sorry Linny.” He nodded and scurried off.
“Pussy,” Lachlan mumbled under his breath.
He disappeared into the night, and Linny chuckled. “You are so awful Lach.”
“What? Even if we aren’t dating, you’ll always be mine to protect.”
“Even when I’m married off to someone else and a mother?”
The thought didn’t set will with him. He pushed the knee jerk reaction aside. “Always.”
“I should unwrap myself from your body right now, seeing as how those…what did you call them? Biological responses are pressing against me in a very sensitive area.”
Heat rushed into his cheeks. “Uh—yeah might be a good idea.”
She dropped her legs, and he steadied her, missing the warmth she took away. “What’s on your agenda for tomorrow?” Lachlan asked.
“Doing whatever Katie needs me to do.”
“You should come by the Firehouse for lunch when you can,” he whispered.
“Yeah?”
He nodded. “I don’t want to miss any time with you. After my next shift, I go on vacation for the wedding.”
“Okay, should I text you?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
Turning to the door, she dug her keys out of her purse and slipped them into the lock. Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled as she opened the door. “Night Lach.”
“Night, Linny.”
She slipped inside.

He remained on the porch for a time, running over the events of tonight. If I’m not careful I’m going to end up in deep shit. Shaking his head to clear it, he stepped back and walked to his car.
By the time he reached home, his cock was past the point of cold showers or unattractive thoughts. He needed to take things in hand if he wanted a decent night of sleep. That didn’t bother him. The fact that his little sister was the star of his fantasies did. Stripping down to nothing, he ran water for a shower and took his straining dick into his hand. Eyes clenched, he pictured Linny’s plump lips full of his cock. He would grip her thick hair in his fingers and fuck her mouth the way he wanted to drill her pussy. He could hear her breathy sounds and see the way her eyes would gloss over with desire. 
She would take him all too, deep throat him like a pro, and moan as she sucked him dry, unable to get enough. 
He grunted, stroking faster as imaginary Linny bobbed her head with gusto. His stomach muscles dances, and his balls grew heavy. “Ah fuck!” He exploded like a geyser spraying the tiled wall of his shower stall, wishing it was her pussy he was filling. I’m a sick fuck. Shame eclipsed the mind altering release he’d coaxed, and he stepped into the shower, removing the showerhead and rinsing his cum down the drain where his illicit thoughts belonged. Would it actually be so terrible if the two of you got together? The devil on his shoulder taunted him.
Soaping down his body he rinsed off, stepped out, dried quickly and walked to bed feeling like a zombie. His body was ready to give up the ghost, but his mind wouldn’t shut off. Could he risk it? If they tried this and didn’t work, it could fuck up a lot, the family dynamic, and their bond. He wasn’t so sure he could live with that. But what if it did work? Aislinn was a forever kind of girl, and he was ready for settling down. Tossing onto his side, he punched the pillow. It was going to be a long night.
~*  *  *~
Aislinn cooked breakfast the next morning, pleased with her play on words. Maybe next time he’ll think twice before he starts giving me bullshit about biological responses. I saw something in his eyes when Sean popped up. I’m not desperate enough to have imagined it.
“Okay, why the cat that ate the canary expression?” Katie asked from her position perched on the chair facing the stove.
“Who me?” Aislinn shrugged.
“Yes, there aren’t any owls in the house.”
Aislinn chuckled.” I just had a great time last night.”
“Uh huh, spill it.”
She described the evening to Katie who clapped her hands together. “I knew it! He’s so into you! This is going to be awesome.”
“We don’t know anything. I think he’s freaked out he’s attracted to me.”
“Well, that’s to be expected he spent all this time with blinders on and now it’s like…Bam!” Katie snapped her fingers.
“Girl, you are too much.”
“What? I just want my two favorite people in the world to be as happy as I am, and together, I know you two will be.”
Aislinn sighed. “I’d love that, I’m just not sure it’s in the cards.”
“If you want Lach you have to fight. He’s oblivious. Sometimes, you’ve got to hit him over the head with a chair to get him to see things from a different perspective. He’s always been hella protective of you and seeing you guys now…it makes sense.”
“Come on, we all thought he and the ex who shall not be named, we’re going to tie the knot.”
Katie shrugged. “Things change and so do people. In the long run, I don’t think they would’ve lasted. Too different, and she always had a wandering eye. I thought she was just sort of friendly and flirty, but after what went down…” She shook her head. “Let’s not talk about her. Makes me want to hunt her down and beat her face in.”
“You know I’d help,” Aislinn added.
“Yeah, that’s why we should change the topic.”
Aislinn laughed.
“So, you’re doing the lunch thing with him?”
“Yeah, why? I don’t like the gleam in your eyes.”
“I just think after we have our fitting for your dress we should hit up the mall and buy you something with a little…va-va voom. Your body is sick Ais.”
Embarrassed, she ducked her head, more used to being complimenting on her mind.
“And humble. God, you guys are a match made in heaven.”
They finished up the pancakes and hit the bridal store for the fitting. The pale pink, strapless number would stand out against a sea of green marking her as the Maid of Honor without clashing. Katie jokingly called her the Rose among Ivy. Done with their wedding errand for the day they hit the mall.
“First stop, Vickie’s. “
“Katie! This is your brother you’re talking about.”
“I know, it’s gross in a way, but you’re my best friend, so I focus on that.”
Aislinn shook her head. “It’s not like I’m going to jump his bones in the fire house.”
“Okay, holy hotness freak nick.”
“W-what? I wasn’t s-suggesting,” Aislinn stittered, horrified.
Katie roared with laughter. “God, I’ve missed teasing you!”
“Brat.” She rolled her eyes.
Katie hooked their arms. “But you love me for it. Now, let’s get your man.” Guiding her into Vickie’s, they blew through almost two-hundred dollars, and headed off to a department store.
“What’s wrong with the outfit I have on?” Aislinn scanned the dark denim pants and V-neck sweater.
“You look good, but it’s safe, and you want to be noticed.”
“I’m pretty sure he’s noticing,” Aislinn mumbled.
“Oh, not by him, by the crew at the Fire house.” She gave a wicked smile. “We both know how my brother loves competition.”
“You’re a bad girl,” Aislinn said, appreciating the way her best friends’ mind worked.
“M-hmm, and we both know, bad bitches get their man and keep them.”
They put their heads together and searched the racks coming up with a red, scoop necked, sweater that showed off just a hint of cleavage and emphasized her tiny waist.
“Now, you’re ready.” Katie sniffed. “My baby is all grown up and going to make my pig headed brother jealous.”
“Shut up, you’re making me nervous.” Aislinn texted Lachlan.
Hey we’re all done with the wedding errands, when’s good for lunch? she asked.
How about fifteen minutes? He texted back almost immediately.
Sounds good, what do you want me to bring?
Got subs here, if that works
Sounds great.
Good, see you when you get here.
“Okay, I guess this is happening.” Aislinn took a deep breath.
“Have fun. Once he has you hemmed up, you won’t be able to flirt.” Katie winked. “Now, I’m going to rest up, we have the favor making party tonight.”
“See you in a bit Katie.” She left the house, excited, and hoping things would work in her favor. Parking a few feet away from the brick building, she admired its beauty. The garage doors were open. She could see the shiny, red, truck, clean and ready to go at a moment’s notice. Walking up, she tried not to drool as two muscular men with short cropped dark hair, and tan skin smiled at her.
“Hi miss, can we help you with something?” one asked.
“Please say yes!” the other added.
She laughed. “I’m actually here to see—”
“Me,” Lachlan cut in.
“Wow. You been holding out on us Lach. This beauty is your girlfriend?” 
She froze unsure of what he might say.
“Damn straight, now quit trying to have eye sex with her and go make yourself useful.”
The two laughed.
“You’re not going to introduce us?” Aislinn asked.
Lachlan grumbled. “Aislinn, this is Todd, and Mark, guys this is my girlfriend, Aislinn.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” Aislinn held out her hand.
“Nice to meet you too,” they chimed. Mark shook her hand, but Todd, kissed it.
“If you ever get tired of him…” Todd trailed off.
“All right Casanova, let’s get you out of here before Lachlan dismembers you,” Mark elbowed him playfully, and Todd laughed.
“Have a nice visit.” They headed off toward the back. 
Aislinn giggled enjoying the glower on his face. “Come on Lach, they were just kidding around.” She nudged him with his elbow.
“M-hmm.”
“If you’re that worried about it, I guess you’d better keep me happy.”
He blinked. “Guess so. Do you want to eat out back at the picnic tables?”
“Sounds good to me.”
They took the long way around the back and settled at a table.
“How’s your day been so far?” she asked as he dished up the sandwiches, chips and two bottles of water.
“Slow and uneventful. How about you?”
“Good, my dress is fitting for the wedding. I got to spend some downtime with Katie. I missed the hell out of that girl.”
“The feeling was mutual for both of us.”
She smiled. “Ditto, and nice to hear.”
They ate in relative silence, enjoying one another’s company, just like always. Only this time, there was an underlying tension she knew they would eventually have to address. She hoped it would be sooner rather than later.
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Chapter Four

On his way home from work, Lachlan stopped over at the house. Letting himself in the front door with his keys, he weighed the decision he was about to make. Aislinn was like a designer drug. Once he got a hit of her, he was hooked. He’d spent the past twenty-four hours trying to put her back in the safe zone. But his mind and his cock balked at the thought. Her texts throughout the evening made him laugh, and warmed apart of him that’d been cold since his broken engagement. 
The house was bathed in darkness. It was just past four in the morning and the sky had yet to lighten. He had another hour at most before his early rising parents woke and made their way to the kitchen. Fuck it. With the wedding looming and her return to Chicago in a couple of days, time was not on his side.
Pausing outside her bedroom, he tapped gently and pushed the door open just enough to whisper inside. “Linny.”
“M-hmmm…”
He felt like he might burst into flames as he stepped inside and shut the door behind him. Moonlight spilled into her window, highlighting her face. 
Lying on her back with her hair fanned out around her, she looked like a brown-skinned Snow White. Her Ruby red lips were parted just so. She sighed in her sleep.

He stepped forward, tempted to play Prince Charming and lay one on her. Okay, lover boy, wake her up, don’t molest her. He cleared his throat and shook his head. This is what happens when you stay up too long, thinking about a girl who keeps you on hard, and is embedded so deep in your skin, it feels like she’s always been there.
Moving over to the bed he sank down beside her. “Linny.” Unable to resist, he stroked her hair back from her face. Soft and thick, the luxurious strands caressed his fingers.
“M-hmm…Wasamatta?”
Her garbled speech made him smile. “It’s Lach, wake up honey, I want to talk to you.”
She smacked her lips together, and her lashes fluttered up. “Lachlan?”
“Yeah.”
“What are you doing here? Is everything okay?” Pushing into a sitting position, she rubbed her eyes.
“I’m not sure.”
“You’re not sure—am I still dreaming?” She rubbed at her eyes.
“No.” He shook his head. I wish you were.
“Are you okay? Did you have a tough run at work?”
“No, everything’s fine, this is about the ruse we have going on.”
“I thought it was working out. I doubt Sean will be back. You practically had him pissing his pants.”
He snickered. “Good, that little shit had no business trying to sneak up to your window in the middle of the night, throwing pebbles like an eleven year old. You’ve nicely brushed him off for as long as I can remember, and he keeps pushing the issue. I don’t like that.”
“You never liked him…or anyone for that matter.” She shook her head and smiled.
“That’s kind of what I’m here to talk about. I used to think I was so over protective because you’d been through a lot. But now I’m wondering.” He frowned.
“Wondering what?”
“If this has always been here just under the surface.”
“I have sleep fog, so this guessing game isn’t going to end well, just say it. You’re good at that.”
“I don’t want to pretend anymore.”
“Oh-okay. I thought it was working out well—”
“I want to make it real.”
She took a sharp intake of breath, and moved her hand up to cover her mouth, her eyes as round as saucers. 
He tensed. 
“A-are you serious?”
“I know I didn’t imagine the passion between us. Our lips touched, and we went up like dry kindling on a hot day.”
“Really, a fire analogy?”
“Shut up. Let me finish.” He smiled. “Ever since you showed up I’ve been off my game. I didn’t even recognize you in the airport. It caught me off guard. The woman I was daydreaming about fucking senseless was the same one I’d considered my little sister.”
“Join the club.”
Her mumbled words made him pause. He arched an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”
“Lachlan—I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want you. It started off as a crush when I was about eleven and never went away, no matter how hard I tried. It just keep growing, turning into something more powerful.” She shook her head.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” He asked, shell shocked. How the fuck did I not notice!
“I was young and it was too messy. You were seriously involved and happy. I’d never ruin that.” She shook her head, hands twisting in the blankets.
“And when it didn’t work out?” he whispered.
“You needed time and a friend. Not some kid who wanted to jump your bones. I needed space to grow, and come into my own. That’s why I went to Chicago. I couldn’t stand being here and keeping my mouth shut. I came back, ready to throw down for you. Make you see what I’ve known since forever.”
Her admission floored him. “What did you want me to see Linny?”
“That we’d be good together.” She lifted her intense gaze.

She pierced him with emotion-filled orbs that had a direct line to his heart. “Is that what you want? Us together?”
“I want so much more than that. I want your heart, adoration, love, and devotion. In return, I’d give you the same, but I’m not a half way kind of girl. You know that. I want it all.”
“You know I love you Linny. That’ll never change. I ‘m just not sure I can love you the way you deserve. What happened before broke me, twisted me up inside. I shut that part of me off. I’m rusty. I don’t want to hurt you because I’m getting back into the saddle.”
“You won’t.” A gentle smile lined her lips, and she placed her fingers against his mouth. “God, you have no clue how amazing you are Lachlan. She hurt you, but she didn’t break you. You’ve just licked your wounds and bided your time so long, it might feel that way.” Trailing her fingers down the side of his face, she smiled. “All I ask is that you try, Can you do that for me?”
He closed his eyes. When could I ever tell this woman no?”
~* * *~
It all came down to his answer. She held her breath while every muscle in her body tensed. Had she blown it? Now that he knew how she felt, it was fight or flight. If he wasn’t willing to try, there was nothing more to say or do. Game over. I refuse to pine away for him indefinitely. Swallowing, she moistened her throat.
“I’ll try Linny.” 
I have two days to convince him he can’t live without me. “Let’s start now.” Her tongue flicked out to caress his lips. 
He moaned. “We can’t do this here.”
“Oh, I think it’s appropriate. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve made myself come in this very spot, with your name on my lips.”
“Fuck…Linny.”
“That’s the plan.” Crawling out of the covers and into his lap, she wrapped her legs around him and purred. He was long, thick, and hard as a rock. “Someone likes what I’m doing.” A swivel of her hips drew a grunt.
“This is fast—don’t y-you wanna wait?” His voice shook.
“No, I’ve done enough of that.”
He gripped her arms. “I don’t want you to regret this if things don’t work out.”
“I’ll regret if we don’t. I’m a big girl Lachlan. I know what I want and right now, that’s you buried deep inside of me.”
His jaw dropped.

She grinned. “You said it before. I’m all grown up. Now, let’s get you out of my dreams and inside my pussy. I’m all ready wet and achy.” 
His nostrils flared and his chest rose and fell rapidly. 
“Want to see.” Standing, she hooked her thumbs into the sides of her underwear and let them fall onto the floor. She placed her foot on the bed, slid her nightgown up inch-by-inch to reveal her wet core. “I’m dripping, and you haven’t even touched me yet. All of this…” She dipped a finger inside her slick entrance, using the cream to circle her clit. “…Is for you.” 

“How about a little taste?” he purred.

Offering up her finger, she moaned when he sucked into his mouth. A rumbling growl vibrated in his chest. His gaze was molten when it met hers, and he pulled away from her fingers. “You know I’ve always had a healthy appetite. I don’t think a taste is enough.” Moving onto his knees, his large hands cupped her ass and he pulled her to him, flicking her clit with his tongue.
“Oh, Jesus.” She buried her fingers into his hair and clamped down on the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming the house down around her.
His stiff tongue pushed inside. Her walls trembled. She wouldn’t last. Not after waiting so long for this moment. Bucking like a wild thing, she fucked his tongue, back arched. He pinched her clit, and her legs shook. “I’m going to come. I’m going to come. Oh, God!” Her muscles contracted, and her body shook as she came. Sparks exploded behind her lids, and she tumbled over the edge. His strong hands on her hips were the only thing keeping her upright. 
He lowered her to the bed, circled her core with a finger and eased inside. The fire began to build once more. “Fuck, you’re tight.” He growled and captured her lips in his. The tangy taste of her juices tinted their kiss. “You taste delicious Linny.” He thrust a finger inside her and began a steady rhythm. “I’d like to fuck you till you scream my name, but for now this will have to do until I can get you alone in my apartment. Because the way I figure it, we have about thirty more minutes before the entire house is up to hear us.” His fingers curled, and he tilted them hitting a spot that made her gasp. “In the meantime, I want you to come for me.” 
Walls quivering her eyes drifted shut.
“No. Keep your eyes open. I want to see them when you come.” 
Gripping the sheets beneath her, she surged upward. 
He pushed deeper, pumped faster. 
Her orgasm slammed into her like a Mack truck. 
She opened her mouth to scream and he bent down taking the sound. They pulled apart for air. He buried his face into her neck. “I hate to eat and run, but we both know Dad would murder any man he saw leaving your room at four in the morning, me not excluded. Tonight you’re mine, make whatever excuses you need to.”
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Chapter Five

After Lachlan left, sleep wasn’t an option. The reality of the situation hit her like a sledgehammer, and panic began to set in. Would he balk when he found out she was a virgin? It was a big deal being someone’s first. Especially, when they’d waited as long as she had. I’m too close to let anything derail me now. I’ll keep it to myself. As the house came to life around her, she pondered how she was going to get away from the bachelorette party early. When she and Katie went out they closed places down, and as Maid of Honor, she had a duty to watch over her.
A rap came at the door. “You up Aislinn?”
“Yeah, come on in.”
The door swung in and Katie stepped inside, wrapped in a fluffy pink robe, with a strange expression on her face. “How did you sleep, or should I say not sleep?” Katie smirked.
“Oh, Jesus!” Aislinn covered her face. “You heard?”
“Thin walls.” Katie tapped on the wall, and walked over, sinking down onto the foot of the bed. “Lachlan, I assume?”
“That doesn’t freak you out?” Removing her hands from her face, she arched an eyebrow.
“Hey, we all need a little loving sometime.” Katie shrugged.
“Oh, you suck!” Aislinn tossed a pillow at her head. 
Katie batted it away and laughed. “Seriously, I like the thought of the two of you together. You guys work. Always have.”
Bolstered by her reaction, Aislinn spoke, “He wants me to meet him tonight.” She felt like a teenager girl set to rendezvous with the disobedient boy, her parents didn’t want her to see, so she had to sneak around. It was a role she’d never played. The secrecy added zing to an all ready explosive situation.
“All ready making demands on your time.” Katie huffed.
“You know I’m not going to bail on you. Tonight’s too important.”
“So, do them both. I’m sure he won’t mind being our DD tonight.” Her face grew thoughtful. “It’s a good idea, considering all the crazy ass girls we’re headed out with.”
Aislinn snickered. “It’s true. But that’s just mean.” Unlike most girls, who did dinners or bar hopping, they were headed to a local strip club that featured women. Tan guys with an abundance of muscles were so not their thing.
“There you go, problem solved. You can flirt all night, torture him, and then rock his world, preferably, not in the bedroom beside me, where I can hear it.”
“I’m so sorry.” Aislinn laughed.
“Text your man, and let him know about the change of plans, then we need to hit up the mall.”
“Weren’t we just there?”
“Yes, but I didn’t realize we need to get a’ you want to fuck me, but I look untouchable’ outfit.” 
Her jaw dropped.

Katie snorted. The things that came out of her sister’s mouth were unbelievable.
“Trust me, you’ll be thanking me tonight.”
“I’m just glad you choose to use your powers for good.”
Katie laughed. “Oh, I don’t always. How do you think I captured and kept Ryan?”
She laughed hard as Katie beamed.
“Stick with me you’ll have Lachlan eating out of the palm of your hands…oh wait, he all ready does.”
“You are so full of shit.”
“No, you’re just blind. We all were.” Katie shook her head. “Come on, let’s get breakfast. The bacon smells amazing, and I’m starving.”
“I’ll meet you out there in a minute. I’m going to hit the bathroom and freshen up.”
“Yeah, I can imagine.” Sarcasm dripped from her words, but she held her comments back as she rose from bed and out the door. 
Excitement rose in the pit of her belly. Tonight couldn’t come soon enough.
After a quick shower, she walked into the room.
“There she is. Did you sleep well, Honey?” Her mother asked.
Katie choked, and grabbed her glass, chugging down water.
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Katie you’re an accident waiting to happen since we entered the home stretch for your wedding. I’m half afraid to let you go anywhere alone.” Their father shook his head.
“Be nice Ben, it’s a big deal.” Her mother clicked her tongue scolding him, as only she would dare do. 
Six five with white hair, firm muscles from years of construction, and no tolerance for bullshit, he scared the bejesus out of most people. “Hmmm.” He took a vicious bite of his bacon.

Aislinn bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “I slept great Mom. It’s good to be back home.”
“We’ll be glad when you get back to Boston. It’s not the same without you here.” 
Her father’s words melted her. “I miss you guys too, just another month. Are you all coming out for the graduation?”
“Of course, we are.” Katie scoffed.
“I wasn’t sure about the time off.”
“We put in for this long time ago Linny. Don’t fret.” Her Father winked.

Linny smiled. He always understood deep down a piece of her was afraid to be an inconvenience. A byproduct of losing her mother while being taken in and provided for, it was a major driving force behind everything she did.
“So, we haven’t seen Sean around.” Her Mom pinned her with a curious gaze.
“Thank God, can’t you see how uncomfortable his presence makes her mom?” Katie asked, running interference.”
“He’s too soft for our Linny. She needs someone stronger. Like Lachlan.”
“Oh, this is to perfect,” Katie muttered.
Aislinn nudged her with an elbow.
Her mother looked crestfallen. “Oh, I thought maybe there was something there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with someone else.”
“That’s because she wants to be left in peace Mom.”
“So, there is someone?” Her mother tilted her head, and her father narrowed her eyes.
Thanks a lot Katie. “Maybe? It’s a recent development, and we’re testing the waters,” Aislinn said.
“Can’t you tell us anything?” her mother asked.
“He’s from around here, and I can say with one hundred percent certainty you’ll like him.”
Katie laughed, as she turned, stabbed a strawberry and shoved it into her mouth. 
“You look hungry.”
“Keep your secrets Linny. Just bring him around before it gets too serious okay?” Her father smiled.
“Sure thing, Dad.”
The rest of the breakfast consisted of normal family banter and catching up. She agreed to meet back up in the living room in twenty minutes to hit the mall and the spa where Katie insisted they both be waxed and buffed until they shone.
Seated on her bed dressed in a pair of comfy black jeans and long-sleeved, beige, sweater, she texted Lachlan.
Hey Lach, I need a favor.
What do you need?
A chaperone.
Lol What?
The girls and I are headed to Pretty Pink Pussy for the bachelorette party, we need a DD.
I’ll do it, but I have a request.
She frowned. What’s that?
You let me buy you a lap dance….A private one.
Her cheeks flamed. She’d tipped the girls on stage, but never had one come to her. Knowing that he’d be watching made her pussy tingle. Done.
When do I need to be there?
Let’s say eight.
See you then.
“Well, I guess there’s no turning back now.” Not that I want to. “Time to finish getting dressed.” She grabbed her camel colored boots, slipped her feet inside, and laced them up.
Adding a little bit of concealer to mask the lack of sleep beneath her eyes, and a light dusting of bronzer she deemed herself ready. Grabbing her purse off the dresser, she walked out into the living room. 
Katie joined her a few minutes later. “Ready?” She raised an eyebrow.
“Yep.”
“Fantastic, let's head to the mall. It’ll be slow, so we should get in and out quick enough to make our appointment”
“You all ready made it?”
“Yeah, I didn’t want to give you the chance to back out. I can see how nervous you are. I just can’t figure out why.”
Aislinn scanned the house for their parents and nodded toward the front door.
“Okay, tell me in the car?” Katie asked.
“Definitely.”
They left the house and loaded up into Katie’s forest green sedan. “Okay, spill it.” Starting the car Katie pulled out the driveway.
“Fear of the unknown, I’ve never done it before,” Aislinn whispered.
“Well yeah, the two of you weren’t together. It’s always different with a new partner, but I’ve seen you two kiss, you’ll figure it out.”
“No…at all.”
“Wait—what?” Katie turned to look at her and then back to the road. “You’re a virgin?”
“Yes…how could I not be? The only person I ever dated was Sean, and his kisses alone turned me off.”
“Wow—I don’t’ know what to say. I always assumed your first time with him was bad, and you didn’t want to talk about it, so I never pushed you to.”
“I can’t tell Lach. He’ll get a case of nobleness.”
“Yeah, you’re right. But he could hurt you if he’s over exuberant. Tell him it’s been a long time, and you’re scared…it won’t be a total lie.”
“Do you think he’ll be upset?”
“At first. You know Lachlan, he doesn’t like to be taken by surprise.”
She winced. “I know, I thought the same thing.”
“On the plus side, he’s never been able to stay mad at you.”
“We’re about to put that theory to the test.”
When they pulled up to the mall, Katie was all business.
“We need to pull out the big guns for this one. Vickie’s just won’t cut it. It’s time for Fredericks.”
[image: image9.jpg]



Chapter Six

Karma was a bitch, and he must’ve screwed someone over royally to deserve this. He followed the women inside the strip club narrowing his eyes at the men who leered at them as they sat down in V.I.P. I don’t think so fellas, keep those hungry eyes fixed on the house entertainment. I’d hate to ruin my sister’s last night of freedom by fucking up some drunken asshole up in here, and getting tossed out. 
All of the girls were dime pieces, but it was his Linny that had him willing the clock to move swiftly. She wore an off the shoulder pink shirt with a deep V-neck, and a tiny black mini-skirt with four-inch heels. Across her chest was a pink-and-white sash that said Maid-of-Honor.
They were lead up the stairs onto a platform situated in a way that made all three platforms visible. The girls sat in a large, deep purple, velvet circle booth. 
He opted for a plush chair a few feet away.
The girls giggled as one of the waitresses brought them a bucket with a bottle of champagne in it.
“Can I get you anything, Sir?” The scantily clad brunette with cornflower blue eyes asked.
“Just water, I’m the girls DD.”
“In that case, how about a Soda on the house? We love it when our patrons are responsible.”
“Oh, Sweet. Can I get a Cola?”
“Coming right up.”
Pop. 
He glanced over to see the waitress fill up the champagne glasses. The girls cheered, and he shook his head. This was going to be one hell of a night. Music poured over the speakers. Bass pounded, traveling through the club to vibrate the floor. 
The girls clinked their glasses and settled in chattering. 
Aislinn caught his gaze and blew him a kiss. 
He rolled his eyes but couldn’t keep the smile off his face. He scanned the area unimpressed by the girls gyrating and twirling around the pole. He was too revved up about Linny to do much else but admire their skill and long to take her in the dark corner and make her come.
“Lap dances!”
His eyebrows shot up. Who knew Katie had in her? 
She waved a black credit card in the air. Looks like the future husband was footing the bill, cause the Doyle family sure as hell didn’t rate a black card. 
His waitress returned. “My name is Hannah, and I’ll be working the party tonight. If you need anything, just give me a wave, and I’ll be right over.”
“Thanks Hannah.” 
She nodded and moved over to the table. “What can I get you ladies?” Hannah asked.
“Lap dances!”
“We’ll be happy to accommodate that. I’ll get some of the girls over.”
A mocha skinned beauty with black hair streaked with honey-blonde highlights, and a curvy body that wouldn’t quit rubbed her chest against Linny’s. 
Even from here, he could tell Aislinn’s eyes were as round as saucers and glazed over with lust. I don’t know if I’m in heaven or hell. He took a sip of cola and shifted in his seat as his cock hardened. 
The dancer moved down Linny’s body, spreading her legs as she slid to the floor. 
That should be me, and I wouldn’t be coming up any time soon. The memory of her taste made him lick his lips. 
The dancer sensually rocked her body, squeezing Linny’s thighs as she made her way back up. Linny’s nipples poked out of the fabric.
Damn I want to take those into my mouth. Would she come that way? Tonight he’d find out everything there was to know about his chocolate dipped girlfriend. Girlfriend…it has a nice ring. Another conversation they would be having. Since the thought of another man, even breathing on her made him want to throw bows. The dance came to an end, and he cleared his throat. Time to take a walk. Rising from his chair, he left the V.I.P area and made his rounds. On his way back to the table, an arm shot out and wrapped around his bicep.
“Did that turn you on as much as it did me?” 
Linny’s husky voice made him hard again. Ruining the deflation, he’d managed during his walk. “Fuck yes. You and me are coming back here alone one day.” 
She pulled him into a darkened corner and devoured his lips. Her hands roamed his chest, massaging his pecks as she molded her body to his. 
The aggression made him growl. Their tongues battled for dominance, and he moved his hands down to cup her firm ass, pulling her against his cock. They parted. He rested his forehead against hers. “Damn Linny. Do you feel what you do for me baby? Watching you earlier had me ready to cream my fucking pants. I had to get up and walk away, and now you come on like a Mack truck. It’s taking everything in me to remember I’m a gentleman right now. All I want to do is throw you over my shoulder and walk out of here.”
 “If It was anyone else but Katie’s bachelorette party I’d let you,” she purred.  
He inhaled and exhaled slowly. “Tonight I’m putting my claim on every inch of your body Linny, believe that.” Forcing himself to step away, he gave her a slow look over.
“You have no clue how long I’ve waited to hear those words.”
“I’ll make sure it’s worth your while.”
“Oh, I have no doubt about that.”
They remained standing, gazes locked, until someone walked by them.
“All right, I’ m heading back,” he said.
“I’m going to stall for a bit before I return.” She ran a hand through her wild hair, smoothing it out with her fingers.
Nodding, he headed for the table going over everything he wanted to do to her.
Four excruciating hours later, they were carrying his highly intoxicated sister to her bedroom.
“You’re going to feel like shit tomorrow Katie-Did,” he whispered.
“No waaaaaaaaaaaay. Ise a pro.” 
Her slurred argument made him snort. “Okay, Princess.”
Linny opened the door and he walked in setting her on her side. 

“Put the garbage can beside her, she might just need it.”
Linny did as he asked. “Ready?” she asked.
“M-hmm.”
They linked hands, and left the room with an already snoring Katie on the bed. Once the door shut behind them, it was game on. They loaded into his car, and he took control of the situation.
“You been teasing me all night with those sly glances and lap dances. Now, it’s my turn. Take your panties off.” He growled.
“W-what?”
“You heard me Linny.” Leaning over the console, he held out his hands. “Consider it my transport fee.”
She pushed up her coat, and he held his breath as she squirmed, retrieving his prize. Her hips lifted, and she bent over, sitting up with the delicate, white, scrap of lace hooked onto one of her fingers.
“Is there an outfit to match this under there?”
“You’ll just have to wait and see.” She winked. 
He held the lace up to his nose and inhaled. “I can smell how much you want me.”
Her body moved over the console. “I can see how much you want me.”
“Touché Linny.” He shoved the panties into his coat pocket, started the car, and pulled out of the drive. I’ll take the long way. “Spread your legs Linny, I can’t wait until we get to my place.”
Driving with one hand, he walked his fingers up her thighs. “Lift your skirt baby.”
“What if someone sees?”
“They won’t it’s too dark,” he promised.
She slid the material up, and he swore he felt her heat before he touched her slick lips. “Damn, you’re soaked for me, aren’t you?”
“Yes?” she whimpered. 
He trailed down her cleft, down to the apex where he circled her hot core. Done with the foreplay, he plunged inside.
“Oh!”
“You like that baby.” Thrusting in to her tight passage, he knew he’d have to go slow and open her up. “You’re so fucking tight baby. I can’t wait to be inside you.”
She gasped, clenching around him and he hissed. Her hips jerked forward, demanding more, and he picked up the pace. “You want it harder?”
“Yes, please! Faster!”
“Whatever baby wants…” he complied, and she cried out.
“Lachlan.”
“You know I love it when you say my name Linny.” Eyes glued to the streets he continued to work her over. “You ready for more?”
“Yes, I’m so close!” Her eyes were clenched shut, and her head lay back against the headrest. He added another finger to the dance. 
She clenched her thighs shut, clamped down on his fingers, and screamed. 
The shrill cry made his chests swell with pride along with his dick. “Come all over my fingers baby.” As her body jerked, and her pussy dripped, he pulled onto his street. Parking in front of his place, he removed his fingers and sucked them into his mouth. Her flavor coated his tongue and his mouth watered for more. “I don’t know if I want to eat you or fuck you first. I think I want to fuck you, then eat you so I can taste the way we combine.”
She moaned.
“You like the thought of that Linny?”
“God, yes.” 
Her breathy voice told him just how much. “Good, cause I want everything from you. Your sighs, cries, tears of pleasure and pain, I won’t be satisfied until I’ve wrung every bit of emotion out of your body.” Their gazes clashed. “Do you understand?”
“Y-yes.”
Pleased, he removed his keys, opened the door and walked around to the passenger side. Helping her out, he wrapped an arm around her waist and led her up to the door. “I’ll give you a tour later. Right now, all I can think about is being in between your thighs.” 
She gasped. 
He stopped in front of his door, bending down to capture her lips. She tasted of bubbly champagne and Linny. It was a heady taste that went to his head. His lids drifted shut, and he explored the cavern of her mouth with his tongue, expressing with his body what he couldn’t form in words. Not yet. His heart knew what his head wasn’t ready to accept. He pulled away with a final nip to her bottom lip and pulled the keys from his pockets.
His hands shook slightly as he put the key in the lock and turned. The minute she stepped over the threshold, he lifted her into his arms, kicked the door shut, locked it with his elbow, and strode to his room. Kneeling, he placed her on the edge of his bed. 
Her body trembled like a leaf in the wind.
“Honey, are you okay?”
“Y-yes, just nervous.”
“Then you’re thinking too much, Lay back.” He pressed his hand to her belly and pushed her back gently. “Feels like I been waiting an eternity to do this.” He stood, hooking his fingers in the sides of her skirt and tugged it down her shapely legs to the floor. He growled his approval at the trim bush revealed. He liked his woman natural but well groomed. “Sit up baby,” he whispered. She did as he requested, and he stood, removing her top and wolf whistled. A lacy white bra decorated with pearls offered her breasts up like a meal. He leaned in and sucked a pert nipple into her mouth.
“Lach!” Her arms buried in his hair and flexed. 
A sharp pain made his scalp tingle. He released her breast with a pop and licked a trail down her belly, stopping to nip her and there. She quivered and by the time he reached the apex of her legs, her body was tense.
“Lay back baby. I want my meal now and dessert after.”
She lay back. 
He spread her legs and buried his tongue deep inside her liquid heat. Fucking her with his tongue, he used his nose to stimulate her swollen clit.
“Lachlan!” Her body tensed and she gushed. 
He swallowed her down and pulled away, licking his lips. “Still as good as it was the very first time.” Eager to work his way inside, he replaced his tongue with two fingers.
Her pussy molded to them, and he moaned. “Honey, how long has it been since you were with someone?” He peered up at her, and she avoided his gaze. “Linny?”
“Never.” 
Her whispered confession hit him in the chest like a sledgehammer.
“Are you a virgin?”
“Yes?”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” He removed his hands.

She mewled. “Because I was afraid you’d do exactly what you’re doing know.” Her eyes swam with tears.
“Oh, I’m not stopping. If it’s even possible I want you more now.”
“You do?”
“Damn straight. But I need to be more careful, I could have torn you apart. Do you trust me?”
“Of course.”
“You need to be on top. You can control the penetration and the speed. Move to the center of the bed for me Linny.” He removed his clothes and met her in the middle of the bed. Capturing her lips, he kissed away the fear and rolled onto his back taking her with him. Her body relaxed, and he skimmed his hands down her back to her legs. Tugging at the back of her knees, he positioned her. They parted, breathing heavily.
“Scoot down baby. I want to feel that wet pussy on my cock. Get a feel for it.”
Lined up, she rocked. 
Her heat set him on fire.
“Oh, this feels so good.” Her hands rested in the center of his chest as she moved over him.
Watching her confidence grow as she used her body to blossom was better than any orgasm he’d ever achieved. “Trust me, it gets better.” He linked their hands, thrusting up to press into her nub.
“Oh God. I want feel you inside me Lach.”
“Then take me there.”

She peered down at him with fever bright eyes, gripped him, rose up on her legs and paused “What if I’m awful?”
“You could never be anything short of perfect because it’s you. We’ll get it right baby. There’s no time limit. Kiss me and claim me.” 
She bent over. 
His cock twitched where it rested just outside of the one place he wanted it most. Their lips locked and she impaled herself crying out. He swallowed her pain down, stilled and kissed her as the tears rolled down her face. “You okay baby?”
She nodded, sucking in a deep breath as she pulled away. 
He reached down between them and rubbed her clit. Honing in on her pleasure he chased away the orgasm that threatened to take him over. Her pussy was magical, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d fall under her spell before she got what he promised her. I can’t have that.
She moaned, and he knew he had her back.
“Lift up baby, the worst is over.” 
She did as he asked. “Oh, God!”
“That’s my girl.” 
She flexed her inner muscles.
“Shit! Keep that up and this party will be over before it begins.” He saw a devilish gleam appear in her eyes. 
She understood the power her pussy held now. She flexed, and he stroked her clit. Their movements synced, and she rode him faster. The wet slap of skin on skin filled the room, and his heart threatened to burst out of his rib cage. She leaned back. He jerked, pinching her clit between his fingers, bringing her to climax just before he exploded. They spasmed together, and he filled her to the brim.
Exhausted, she collapsed on top of him as they caught their breath. Sliding her to the side he eased out of her.

“Don’t go,” she whispered.
“I have another promise to fulfill.” He rolled her onto her back. Their gazes locked, and he moved down toward her center. She moved to clamp her legs together as realization dawned and he blocked the move with his broad shoulders.
“Remember I told you I was going to take everything.”
~* * *~
She watched him with wide eyes as he moved between her legs and lapped at her entrance. It was scandalous and sexy at the same time. Heat spread across her face. The intimate act made her want to turn her face away, but she was ensnared. 
A throaty moan vibrated against her, and he pulled away. “I like the way we taste together.” He licked his lips.

The fire inside her began to build again.
He grinned. “You want a taste?” Slipping a finger inside her, he circled her walls. Then he pulled them out, crawling up her body. He stretched out his hand, offering up his glistening fingers. 
Her tongue darted out to sample the tangy concoction. Ambrosia. After so long, they were a reality. It was more than she’d ever imagined in her head. Lachlan was an all consuming aura she wanted to crawl inside of and live. “Delicious.”
“There are so many things I want to show you Linny.” 
His face swam in her vision as he lowered his body and their lips met. Fresh tingles ran up her spine. A dull throb started in her pussy. Whimpering, she rocked against him. The soreness hadn’t set in yet. Maybe it was the shock? Instead of waiting around to find out, she was going to enjoy it while it lasted.
“Again?” He sounded pleased.
“Please.”
“All you ever have to do is ask.” Reaching down between them, he slid inside her, stoking the smoldering coals of desire back into a fire. “You’re so beautiful like this, engulfed by passion and full of me.”
Her walls trembled around his thick fingers.
“That’s it Linny, let go for me.” 
His husky voice tipped the scale. Her muscles locked, and she arched her back as she flew into the abyss.
When she came down, he lay propped beside her on his elbow. “You back with me?”
“Mm-hmm.” Her bones had liquefied. All she wanted to do was fall into a dreamless sleep. It took everything she had to keep her eyelids open.
“Come on, I ran a bath for you.”
“I don’t think I can move.”
Lachlan chuckled. “It’s okay. I don’t expect you to.” He lifted her into his arms.

With this action, she knew her heart was going to break into a million pieces. She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face into his throat. Breathing in the musky scent of her man, she closed her eyes. If only this moment could last forever.
“You okay, Linny?”
“Mmm?” She opened her eyes and their gazes locked.
“Hi beautiful.”
“Hi.” Suddenly shy, she glanced away.
“Are you blushing?” He smirked.
“No.”
“You’re adorable.”
“That’s not the word I was looking for,” she mumbled.
“But you are, and sexy, and endearing…everything rolled into one beautiful package.” Lachlan brushed her lips with his and lowered her into the warm water. 
His words, sounded serious, permanent…but she didn’t dare hope. Ask him. The little voice in her headed threatened to knock her down from the cloud she surfed. Not willing to ruin it, she pushed it aside. His eyes were soft and filled with emotions for her. In the end, if this moment was all they had it would have to be enough. 
“Scoot up.”
His words grounded her back into reality, and she pushed herself forward. 
He climbed in behind her and pulled her against his chest. “This will help cut down on the soreness.”
“Thank you, that’s thoughtful.”
“It’s the least I could do after the gift you’ve given me.” He pressed a kiss to her temple and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Now, let me wash you. Honor you, the same way you did me.”
“I didn’t know you were so noble.”
“Hell, neither did I. You do funny things to a man.”
“Only one,” she whispered
“I like the sound of that.” He grabbed a black washcloth off the side of the tub, lathered the cloth with soap, and ran it across her neck. 
The warm water and his firm touched relaxed her, easing the aches and pains. If I wake up and this has all just been a dream, I’m going to flip my shit. There was nothing sexual in his movement. She felt cherished, and well-taken care of. Odd. The role reversal wasn’t one she was used to.
“I can hear you’re thinking all the way over here.” 
His gruff voice tickled her ear. “Just thinking about how strange this is.”
“You and me?”
“Being taking care of.”
“We’ll have to change that.” He brought the warm washcloth around to soap her chest.

Her the ability to think fled.
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Chapter Seven

Lachlan glanced down at the woman he held close and wondered how it’d taken them so long to get here. They hadn’t talked about the future yet. It bothered him. He wanted his claim on her for all to see. This weekend wouldn’t be nearly enough time to delve into their potential. Amazing how you could miss what was right in front of you. She was worried about what their parents would think. He would have to convince them both this was right. His mom was a sucker for a romance, it was his dad he worried about. The man loved Aislinn dearly, and took his job to protect her seriously. If he didn’t do this right and correctly, he would be shot down. 
No pressure. He’d always been one for a challenge, and this was one he refused to lose.
The incessant beeping of an alarm pulled Lachlan from his sleep. His morning wood was nestled between a firm ass. Aislinn! His eyes popped open as memories from the night before flooded his brain. 
She moaned.
“I should get that.” He smiled down at her as her eyes fluttered open. “Morning beautiful.
“Morning.” A shy expression crossed her face.
“After everything that happened last night, you’re shy?”
“Yes.” She ducked her head.

He laughed, reaching over her to grab her phone. Turning off the alarm, he moved to lie beside her, propped up on an elbow. “Why in the hell are you getting up at six in the morning?” He wrinkled his brow.
“Because I have to be at the spa by eight.”
“Really?” He rolled his eyes.
She peered up at him. “Bridesmaid thing.”
“Aaaah.” Say something witty. He liked to think of himself as suave, but she made him tongue tied.
“I should probably start getting ready.”
“We have time.” Bending down, he captured her lips. 
Her protest died on her lips as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

He tilted his head to the side deepening their connection. He ate at her mouth like a starved man. Their chests pressed together, and her beaded nipples made him moan. “I think we should take this into the bathroom.” He panted.
“We’re supposed to bet getting ready.”
“We’ll get dirty, and then we’ll get clean.” Rolling from the bed, he scooped her up into his arms and walked to the bathroom.
“Careful, I could get used to you carrying me.” She sighed. 
A happy sound that pleased him. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go Linny.”
“Sweet talker.”
“God’s honest truth. Now that I have you in my arms, I’m not letting you go any time soon.”
“Lachlan—?” Doubt and fear crept in to her eyes.
“I mean it. I’ve always been a man who knows what he wants. You know that.”
“Yes.” 
He nudged the bathroom door open with his elbow and carried her in. “Enough talk for now, we were supposed to be getting dirty.” He set her on top of the white counter and moved to the glass stall beside her to turn on the shower. Testing the water with his wrist, he pulled the lever to start the shower before he returned his attention to her naked form. She was thick in all the right places. Her hourglass shape beckoned, and he stalked back to her, spreading her legs wide so he could move between them.
“Oh…” 
Her breathy cry made him growl. “Those needy sounds of yours are driving me crazy.” Massaging her thighs, he leaned in and traced her full lips before he delved inside her mouth. Twining their tongues, he crept up her legs until he brushed the insides of her thighs. The moisture he found made his cock twitch. He caressed her center and she jerked, shoving her hips toward him.
“You’re all ready for me aren’t you baby?” Circling her swollen clit, he leaned in to nip her neck. “If I didn’t think Katie would kill me I’d leave my mark here.” His tongue caressed her pulse point. “For the entire world to see. You’re mine now Aislinn, and I don’t share my things.”
“Y-yours?”
“Yes. Let’s call of the ruse and make it official.”
“I-I don’t know if—?” 
He bit down into her neck. 
“Oh!”
Easing his fingers inside her slick entrance, he pumped fast. 
Her body arched up a she rocked with him.
“That’s it Linny. Fuck my fingers with your tight pussy. You’re so tight and wet. I can’t wait to bury myself deep inside you.”
“Yes!” Her walls flexed, and he tilted his angle, hitting the spot he’d learned made her turn to Jello. 
She leaned her had back, clamped her legs around his hands, and came in a rush of liquid.
The vice grip of her thighs eased, and he retrieved his hand, slipping his fingers into his mouth. “You have the sweetest pussy I’ve ever tasted Linny. I think I’m addicted.” He took her hand and helped her down and into the shower. Positioning her body to rest against the back wall, he grinned. “Now it’s time to get clean.” He wanted nothing more than to bury himself deep inside her, but he knew it was too soon. Holding her body to his, he guided them beneath the spray letting the warm water fall onto them as he kissed her. He skimmed her back, massaging lightly as he made his way down to her butt. Kneading the curve of her ass, he savored her moans and sighs. 
They pulled apart, and she rested against him, limp and sated. “After this, I don’t even think I need the spa.”
He chuckled. “Katie would kill us both if you didn’t show.”
“Truth.”
“What about you?” Sliding her hands down the sides of his arm, she batted her lashes. “You deserve a little release.” She slipped her hand between them, grasped his stiff cock and stroked.
He groaned. “Linny.”
“Shhh. I want to taste you.” Kneeling down in front of him, she clutched his thighs. Her tongue flicked out to swirl around his head. She swallowed him in one gulp, sucked him down, and bobbed her head. 
The twist of her wrist combined with the suction made him curl his toes. Thrusting into her mouth, he buried his fingers in her hair. Humming, she deep throated him, and his cock twitched. The muscles in his back tightened, and his sack grew heavy. A few more strokes and he spilled down her throat. Drained, he leaned against the wall.

She gained her feet. A pleased smile curved her lips upward. “How about we get clean?”
~*  *  *~
They left Lachlan’s house in a daze. Had last night actually happened? Her achy muscles and sore pussy said it had. When they pulled up to the curb she paused, unsure what to say. “See you at the dress rehearsal tonight?”
“You don’t think I’m going to let you get away with that do you?” He leaned in, sank his fingers into her hair, and pulled her across the console to meet him in the middle. Tracing the outside of her lips, his tongue plunged inside.

Lachlan drugged her with his skillful sweeps. She lowered her lids, moaning as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Tilting her head to the side, she sought more contact. The console dug into her side, but all she cared about was him. Their chest pressed together. Her hardened nipples strained against the fabric of her shirt and pressed into his muscular chest. By the time they moved apart, her chest heaved, and her body hummed.
“Now that…” He panted. “…Is more like it.”
Heat spread across her face.
“I meant what I said Aislinn, you’re mine.”
“I’m not property,” she mumbled. Not about to let any man, Lachlan including, run her.
“No, but you’re mine just the same. Hey, it’s an equal opportunity ownership. I’m yours the same way. So, we’re both clear on where we stand.”
“Where’s that exactly?”
“Together.”
Her stomach fluttered. She’d waited so long to hear these words she was afraid to believe them.
“Am I assuming too much?” Emotions fled from his face, and he moved away to sit back in his seat.
“No. No. You were right. I Just…” She shook her head and shrugged. “…It’s overwhelming.”
“We can go as slow as you need. There’s no rush.” Lachlan reached out and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Look at me.” 
She raised her gaze to his. 
“Now, that we’re both on the same page, I don’t want to do anything to derail that.”
“Okay.” The words were whispered with hard to push out of her throat. All of this was new and it made her feel off kilter. It wasn’t’ a feeling she was familiar with or liked. “I should go in, so I can get dressed.”
Lachlan nodded. 
Unbuckling her seatbelt, she opened the door, grabbed her purse and walked away with a small wave.
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Chapter Eight

Aislinn sat beside Lachlan at the table, silently counting down the minutes until she could escape. Abby had been starring a hole through her the entire night, and after an hour-long rehearsal, and thirty plus minutes of dinner…she was over it.
“I’d like to propose a toast.” The perky blonde lifted her wine glass in the air.
Aislinn mentally counted to ten. 
“Cupid’s arrow has hit more than Katie and Ryan. It’s moved on to Aislinn and Lachlan. Congrats to both happy couples!”
Bitch!
Her mother gasped and her father’s eyes narrowed into slits and fixed on Lachlan’s face 
She swallowed to moisten the area that suddenly felt like a desert, in her mouth. Lachlan squeezed her leg under the table. The gesture did nothing to comfort her as their father’s gray eyes were flashing with barely concealed anger. There was nothing he hated more than liars, and Abby had just made them out to be exactly that.
“We didn’t want to steal baby sister’s thunder, so we were keeping it under wraps until they were on their way to the honeymoon.” He offered an apologetic, boyish grin. It charmed the others at the table, but one glance at her father, showed he was unmoved.
Katie held up her wine glass.“Solange! To two of the people I love most in the world!”
“Here, here,” Ryan seconded.
Cheers and wolf whistles circled around the table, breaking the silence that’d fallen. 
The self satisfied smirk on Abby’s face told Aislinn the woman knew what she’d done. Karma’s a bitch, bitch. You’ll get yours. I just hope I’m there to witness it.”
Her father leaned over the table. “We will be having a lengthy conversation about this tonight. So don’t plan on running off to that apartment of yours, Lach.”
“Yes sir,” Lachlan mumbled.
The set of his jaw said this chat would not be a pleasant experience. Her mother looked hurt and slightly confused. They shared everything. Hearing this from Abby first had to smart. Imagining herself yanking Abby bald, Aislinn took a healthy swallow of white wine. Thankfully, the rest of dinner was much less eventful. Pasting a smile on her face, she happily said her goodbyes, twenty grueling minutes later. Nerves made her stomach gurgle as they made their way out toward Katie’s car. The moment they’d separated from the others she spoke.
“I can’t believe the nerve of that wench! Is she really that jealous of you being with him she’d risk ruining her own brother’s rehearsal dinner? Crazy bitch!” Katie scowled.
“Did you see Dad’s face? He’s so pissed!” Aislinn sighed.
“Because Abby made it sound like you’d guys have been dating for months!” Katie rolled her eyes. “Once you bring him up to speed, it’ll all blow over.”
“I wish I felt as sure as you sound.”
Reaching the sedan, they piled into the car, and Katie turned the engine over. “You guys aren’t teenagers.”
“I know. But I hate disappointing him.” Glancing out the window as they backed out of the parking lot, Aislinn watched the country club disappear from view as they headed down the road.
Katie flashed her a sympathetic look. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.’
“This is the night before your wedding. I’m supposed to be comforting you.”
Katie snorted. “Are you kidding me? I’m ready to race down the aisle with my veil flapping behind me. Not even a hint of cold feet going on over here.” Aislinn laughed.
“Is it awful that I can see that scene playing out in my head?”
“Nah.” Katie shook her head.
“Thank you. You always know what to say to make me feel better no matter what.” Aislinn smiled.
“Ditto babe. I could not have gotten through this whole wedding planning thing without you.”
“I always have your back Jack.”
“Maybe I can return the favor soon.”
“Katie!”
“Well, I’m just saying.” She shrugged.

Aislinn snickered.
They parked in front of the house and for the first time since she’d made the announcement she planned to leave the state, she dreaded going inside.
“Come on. It won’t be that awful, really.” Katie unbuckled her seatbelt. “Besides, I can see Lach’s car in the driveway. We might need to rescue him.”

Hurrying from the car up to the door, they entered the house, and turned to enter the kitchen.
The vibe was tense. Her parents sat on one side of the table with Lachlan on the other. Her father’s forehead was furrowed. They all looked up when the girls walked in.
“Katie, we’d like to be alone with Lachlan and Aislinn.”
She hesitated.
“It’s okay,” Aislinn whispered.
Katie nodded, turned and disappeared through the door. 
Aislinn sat next to Lachlan. It feels like I’m on trial.
“I want to know how long this has been going on. Where you under my roof with this hanky panky beneath our noses?”
“No! It’s nothing like that Dad!” Lachlan held up his hands. “This is recent, like days recent. It’s why we haven’t said anything. Abby caught us out and…”
“The green-eyed monster got her,” their mother finished, her soft voice full of compassion.
“Exactly! We would never sneak around behind your backs like that. But we can’t tell you what we don’t know.” Lachlan shook his head.
“If this didn’t work out, we wanted to spare you the awkwardness. Plus, telling Abby and Sean sort of killed two birds with one stone.”
“I told you, she didn’t want anything to do with him,” her father muttered.
“Well. I was only trying to help.” 
Her mother’s mumbles made her laugh. Their familiar banter felt comforting suddenly. “I know Mom. I understood why you were doing it.” Aislinn smiled.
“What’s going on between you is your business. But you need to remember at the end of the day, we’ll always be family. So we won’t be taking sides.” Her father stared at them both.
“We know Dad,” Lachlan said.
“Are you—disappointed?” Aislinn whispered.
“Honey, no! All Daddy and I want is to see all our children happy. If that happens to be together…so be it.” Her mother smiled.
“Now, I think we’ve all had enough excitement for one night. I think we should wrap things up and head to bed.” Her father gave them a stern look that said, no funny business.
“Yes, sir.” They replied.
“Good…Good night Lach, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Night Dad.”
Her parents stood from the table and headed to their room.
“Well, that went better than I thought it would,” Lachlan said.
“Right.”
“I’d love to kiss you, but I’m afraid Dad would burst in here like Rambo.”
Aislinn laughed. “You never know with him.”
“Exactly why I’m going to place a chaste kiss on your lips and haul ass out of here.” Kissing her quickly he stood. “Walk me to the door?”
“Of course.” They walked out of the kitchen into the living room, and she glanced up at him and smiled. “We weathered our first storm.”
“We did, didn’t we?” He grinned. “Think we have what it takes for the long run?”
“Yes.”
“Me too.” They reached the door, and he traced her face with his fingertips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Epilogue

The ceremony had gone off without a hitch. A traditional Catholic affair in the cathedral they’d all grown up in. His sister, Katie had been stunning in a ball gown and a train as long as the church aisle. He’d never truly thought of her as a grown up until that moment she said I do, and started a new family of her own. It was bittersweet. 
Now, he held Aislinn in his arms as they swayed to the classic Sinatra song being played by a live band. She would go home the day after next. The thought made his stomach drop. A whole month apart and then she would be back in Boston where she belonged.
“You’re quiet,” she whispered.
“Thinking about you leaving.”
“The month will fly by.”
“Mhm-mmm.”
She laughed. “So I was thinking—when I come back maybe I can just—stay with you for awhile.”
“Are you serious?”
She bit her bottom lip and peered up at him with eyes as wide as a saucers. “Yes?”
He dipped her as the song ended, and devoured her mouth, placing every iota of emotion he could into their kiss. Silently, he vowed to do whatever it took to make this work. Lifting her into an upright position, he held her close. “I think the secret is out,” he whispered into her ear.
“Good, it was never one I wanted to keep.”
“I think I’m falling in love with you Aislinn.”
“All ready there Lachlan.”
His heart raced.
Lost in the emotion filled jewels she called eyes, he led her around the dance floor savoring the last of the time they had, as he looked forward to their future together
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Chapter One
Summer, 2001
Cool night air caressed her bare arms, and Savannah shivered. Questioning her outfit of choice, she stepped closer to Clark. The sleeveless, plum-colored dress with the gold, Egyptian pattern, empire waist, and flaring skirt had been fierce in the heat of the day. But with the sun gone down, it was freezing.
“Cold?” Clark asked in his soothing baritone.
“A little.”
“Here.” He shrugged out of his lightweight, brown leather jacket and helped her slide her arms inside the too-long sleeves. His chivalry melted her like chocolate candy in the sun. If she wasn’t already head over strappy-heeled sandals for him, she’d be falling.
Now I just need to tell him. When her childhood best friend Clark and his identical twin Carey had opted to attend the community college for their first two years alongside her, she’d been ecstatic. They’d been the Three Musketeers since diapers. Separating would have ripped her heart out before she jumped into the biggest adventure of her life. Freshman year felt like a continuance of high school. Yet, somewhere between the start of sophomore year and now…things had shifted.
She saw Clark in a brand new light. When he’d asked her to go to the carnival and Carey had bowed out, she saw the opportunity she’d been waiting for.
His scent permeated the jacket, and she pulled it closer, inhaling. Sandalwood and worn leather. “Such a gentleman.”
“’Course, Vannah. Couldn’t let you freeze to death. Our parents would kill me.” They took a step forward, as the group ahead of them entered the funhouse.
“So what’s after this?” she asked.
“Tunnel of Love and then head back to the dorms?” He inclined his head toward her.
“Sounds good.” If you still want to talk to me after what I plan on pulling in the tunnel.
“You okay? You seem far away.” He cocked an eyebrow, dipping his head to meet her gaze. His hair fell across his forehead and into his eyes. Concern darkened his blue-green eyes to a beautiful turquoise. 
She longed to push the silken strands back and tuck it behind the ears that curved slightly at the tips.
He brushed the locks back impatiently, breaking the spell he’d held her under.
“Yeah, just hoping there are no clowns inside.”
“Still afraid of clowns?” He smirked.
“Yes, they’re creepy. It should never be socially accepted to hide your true identity under makeup, and constantly perform odd rituals.”
“Rituals?” His lips twitched with repressed laughter.
“Yes, seltzer bottles of water, pies in the face. It’s like clowns have a chloroform rag at the ready, waiting for the moment you let your guard down and turn your back.” Crossing her arms under her chest, she huffed.
“I think you’ve been reading too much Stephen King.” He shook his head.
“Mock me all you want. If we get into that place and a clown comes after me I’m screaming that bitch down.”
He laughed, shaking his head. “I could just see that too.” His gaze focused on something behind her. “Looks like we’ll find out soon. It’s our turn.”
Her heart smacked against her ribs, and her stomach plummeted into her shoes. She didn’t feel right. Everything in her screamed “go back”. Clark moved forward and she hesitated.
“Vannah?” He frowned, concern etched all over his face.
I can’t wuss out. He loves fun houses.
“I’m ready.” She gave a shaky smile, forced one foot in front of the other, and followed him up the stairs.
“Step right in to the house of a million faces,” said the ride worker in black jeans and a black t-shirt. 
Clark wrapped an arm around Savannah’s waist and squeezed.
At least something good is coming out of this. Smoke obscured her vision as they walked inside a dimly-lit hallway. A jack-in-the-box sprung out near the end, and she screamed.
“Wound tight, are we?” Amusement colored Clark’s voice.
“Shut up.”
They continued into a large room with multiple mirrors surrounding them.
“Which way?” he asked.
“Left?”
“You got it.”
They turned and found themselves at a dead end. A strange sense of urgency hit her.
“Let’s hurry up and find our way out of here, please.” She tugged him to the right. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, her skin prickled with fear. As they found the proper passage, she glanced over her shoulder to see a stern-faced clown with dead eyes. 
His garish white face was highlighted with bright red lips and red and blue circles around the eyes. Bright orange hair stuck out from underneath a dingy red hat.
Vannah’s breath caught in her throat, and she urged Clark to go faster, almost stumbling in her haste to get away.
“Whoa. Calm down.” Normally his voice soothed but tonight the effect was lost on her.
“Clown. I saw a clown.” They passed through a glow-in-the dark room and out into the night. Once they cleared the doorframe, her psyche sang with joy. Bending over, she gulped down air as he rubbed her back.
“Hey, we can head home now if you want.”
Yes! “No, I’d like to go to the Tunnel if you don’t mind. It’s always been my favorite ride.”
“It would be.”
She peered up at him and smiled. 
The light from the carnival rides sliced through the night and highlighted his beautiful face. With a father from Spain and a blonde mother with green eyes, he was born to be gorgeous. He had a thin, muscular frame covered in olive-colored skin, a strong jaw, and chocolate brown hair that fell into his beautiful eyes just so.
“What’s wrong with being a romantic?” She elbowed him in the side.
“Nothing if you’re an English major.” The amusement in his tone softened his words.
“Whatever, Mr. Undeclared.” She straightened up to her full five feet eleven inches. “Let’s head over to the Tunnel.”
They walked the thirty feet in comfortable silence. The Tunnel looked deserted. Giant swan-shaped boats were lined up with no other carnival goers or ride operators in sight. There was something ominous in the stillness.
“Looks like you’re the only one who likes this thing,” he said.
“Yeah.” She scanned the area. “Maybe it’s closed? We can just leave.”
As soon as the words left her lips, a man appeared in a Vaudeville outfit. A straw hat set on top of his head. The red-and-white pinstriped sports jacket, white button-up, red bowtie, and white pants were straight out of the nineteen fifties. “Step right up to the Tunnel of Love, folks.”
It should have been charming. Instead, it made her skin crawl. She tugged her borrowed jacket closer to ward off the coldness that threatened to seep into her bones. Clark ushered her over to the boat, holding her hand as she stepped down into the vehicle that bobbed in the water.
“Enjoy your ride.” 
There was a strange look in the operator’s eyes she couldn’t quite place. Watching him over her shoulder as the Swan began to drift into the darkened passageway, a frown turned down the corners of her lips. “Did he seem strange to you?” She turned her gaze to Clark.
“We are at a carnival.”
“Yeah, that’s true.” She smiled.
Ducking down to eye level, he stared. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“There was actually something I wanted to tell you.” She toyed with the ring on her finger, spun it around to disperse negative energy as she trained her gaze on her lap.
“What’s up? You know you can tell me anything. That’s what best friends are for.” Their boat bumped the one in front of them. “Pile up in the Tunnel of Love.”
She laughed, but her heart wasn’t in it. The apprehension from earlier returned.
“What were you going to say?” he redirected the conversation.
“That…” She glanced up at him and froze when she caught a glimpse of a shape in the darkness. The clown from earlier was right behind him. Her throat seemed to swell and her tongue felt thick and clumsy as she opened her mouth to warn him.
“Cl—”
A cloth covered her mouth. Her scream ended before it began. The sweet, chemical smell assaulted her senses, and she knew no more. 
~*  *  *  *~
Her eyes fluttered open and she was met with an intense darkness. She swallowed in an attempt to moisten the Sahara Desert of her mouth. Her head pounded. A humming filled her ear, and the gentle rocking motion told her it was a vehicle of some sort. She tried to move her limbs and couldn’t.
They’d bound her.
Panic set in. She rolled, made contact with something solid, and returned to her former position. Her head spun and her stomach churned. A grunt spilled into the air.
“Clark?” Her voice was scratchy. The whispered word was painful.
“Yeah. I’m here.” He sounded weak.
She did her best to look in the direction his voice had come from but ropes restrained her. “Are you okay?”
“I think so…What happened?”
“We-we’ve been kidnapped.” She wiggled her wrists, trying to loosen the rope. “We have to get out of here. There’s no way they plan on letting us go. Neither of us comes from a wealthy family, so it can’t be a ransom situation.” A heartbeat passed. “Clark?”
“We can get out of here. My dad’s helped design cars for years. Somewhere in here, there should be a release latch. Look over my shoulder. Do you see anything giving off light?”
She focused on his words, scanned the area, and caught a tiny spot with a green hue. “Yes.”
“Good, scoot over here. I don’t want them to hear us. What you’re seeing should be the trunk release mechanism. It could be a lever, handle, or cord.”
“I want you to direct me to it.” She fought to keep her rapid breathing under control, but the darkness felt suffocating. Steady, won’t be any good to him passed out. Shock had begun to wear off and in its place, terror had taken a foothold. “Okay.” Her voice shook, but she held it together by the grace of God and the will to survive that got people through when all they wanted to do was break down. Since the area was impossible to see, she guess-timated where his body lay. “Scoot back.” She heard the whisper of cloth. “I think you need to scoot up.” More rustling then a thud.
“Oww. This is as far as I can go.” He wiggled, blocking the glow. “Okay… I got it. Next time this car stops or slows, we’re getting out. Come as close to me as you can get.”
She rolled over to him, pressed her body to his. Time passed. Minutes, hours, there was no way to tell really. The driver applied the brakes.
“Ready?” Clark asked.
“Yes.” She nodded.
The car came to a complete stop. A click sounded. He pulled the handle. Be ready. Her muscles tensed. The trunk popped. She sat up, pushed it open with her body, and found herself tumbling. He’d shoved her forward and out the car with the momentum of his body. The ground rushed up to meet her and she curled into a ball, rolling to the side.
She landed onto a hard surface. Her body took the brunt of the fall but the side of her face struck. The world spun. Beating back the dizziness, she struggled to assimilate. The squeal of tires mingled with the sound of yelling and feet pounding over pavement. The smell of burned rubber seared her nostrils.
Her vision wavered and came back in focus. 
An older gentleman with white hair and kind brown eyes knelt in front of her. “Miss, are you all right?”
“Clark, where’s Clark?”
“There was someone else in there with you?”
“Oh, God.”
“We’re calling the police now, ma’am. Help’s on the way.”
Leaning over, she vomited. Tears streamed down her face. She knew with a certainty that broke the foundation of her world in two that she’d never see Clark Carr again, and it was all her fault.
~*  *  *  *~
Present Day
Carey woke with a sick feeling in his stomach. It was the anniversary of the day Clark disappeared. He always got drunk the night before. The one time I opt out of doing something with my twin and everything goes to shit. I can’t help but wonder if having three people there would’ve deterred the kidnappers. Not that I’ll ever know.
He usually avoided torturing himself with what-ifs but today was its own special brand of hell. His thoughts drifted to Savannah and a sudden urge for a hair from the dog that bit him hit. A shot of Jack wouldn’t hurt anyone. Who cared that it was—he glanced at the alarm clock beside his bed—seven in the morning? The pain wouldn’t have been so bad had it been shared. Unfortunately, his pseudo sister could barely look him in the eye. She felt so guilty about it. Henceforth, the permanent split of what had once been the Three Musketeers.
It’d been like losing two parts of himself, instead of one. She was a big shot F.B.I. agent now over at Quantico, but she would be at the grave this year, same as always. It was the one time a year he knew he would see her, though they never talked, just stood at the grave, sometimes not even together. She looked good on the outside, tall, lithe, and put together. Still, he guessed she never really healed, because he didn’t hear about her having any male suitors, or female for that matter.
She lived for her job profiling. Pot meet Kettle. It wasn’t as if he had much going on outside of his gig as a cop. Never thought the name Carey Carr would be synonymous with Protect and Serve—I was usually the one raising the hell. He sat up with a groan, forced his weary body from the bed, and stumbled to the bathroom. When he walked through the door, he did a double-take. Clark stood by the shower stall in the exact same outfit he’d last seen him in—brown boots, jeans, white undershirt, brown, blue and white-plaid button up and a brown leather jacket.
“Damn—I might have to leave whiskey alone if it’s going to make me hallucinate.”
“I’m not a hallucination, Carey.”
“Isn’t that what they all say?” He shook his head. “This shit it too fricking weird for me. Turn your head, Imaginary Clark. I gotta drain the lizard.”
“Why? It looks exactly the same as what I have.”
“Nice to know even in my head you’re still a smartass.” Carey shook his head, freed his dick from his boxer briefs, and aimed into the toilet.
“Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?” Imaginary Clark asked.
“Pretty obvious. Half a bottle of whiskey mixed with guilt and some anniversary angst.”
“Why haven’t I shown up before?”
“I don’t know? Can you ask me this when my head doesn’t feel like it’s being ripped apart by a jackhammer?”
Clark sighed. “Come on, Carey, you’re better than this.”
“Hey! You don’t get to come in here on your ghost cloud and judge me. Life without you is the hardest shit I’ve ever done, especially since Van split. Fuck…I’m talking to myself!” He snorted.
“You’re really not.”
This time Carey ignored Clark, flushed, moved to the shower, and turned the spray on as hot as he could stand it. He pulled down his boxers, kicked them toward the hamper, and stepped inside the basin. With his head under the water, he clenched his eyes tight and prayed to God when he left the stall Ghost Clark would be gone.
I know I don’t talk to you like I should, but please take this away. I can’t. Ten minutes and a good scrub-down later, Carey felt like a new man. The hangover was tolerable, and the smell of alcohol had run down the drain. It was time to get something in his stomach. He stepped out of the shower and sighed. No Clark. Toweling dry, he padded into his room, slipped on a pair of comfy black sweats, a plain black T-shirt, and migrated to the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and jumped when Clark appeared to his right.
“I’m sorry, I really hate to do this to you, but it’s important.”
“Damnit!”
“Please, believe it’s me. You want me to Swayze something?” The refrigerator door jerked out of his hand and closed.
Carey’s hand shook. Afraid to believe, he hesitated. “Clark?”
“Yes. I’m really here, and you need to pay attention because this is about Savannah.”
Carey took a shaky breath and nodded. “Okay, this is happening.”
“You believe me now?” Clark leaned closer.
“That or I’m completely insane which isn’t likely to just happen overnight.” He clung to the logic in his response. When all logical answers failed, it was time to think outside the box. Extending a shaky hand, he touched Clark’s arm and jumped. “You’re solid!” 
“Jeez. Nice to see your own deductive reasoning outweighs my mad ghost skills.”
Carey smirked. “I don’t want to get sappy, but I’ve missed you, asshole.” His voice broke and he cleared his throat to dislodge the lump that choked him. He threw an arm around his brother, hugging his body to him as tears escaped his eyes. 
Clark’s body was whole, albeit cooler than normal, as he returned the hug. “I would’ve come sooner if I could’ve, I swear. It doesn’t work that way.”
“I’m just glad you’re here now.” Pulling back, Carey wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. Clark’s words from earlier registered, bursting his bubble of joy. “You said this was about Vannah?”
“Yes, she’s in danger.”
“Hate to break it to you, little brother, but that’s kind of in her job description.”
“Younger by one minute, ass, and not this kind of danger…They’re back.” His whispered tone was full of apprehension. 
Why would a ghost be scared? “Who?”
“The killers who took us want to finish what they started.”
“Over my dead fucking body!” Carey balled his hand into a fist.
“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” Clark whispered, a look of relief on his face.
“Tell me what I need to do.” 
“First, speak to her.”
“Easier said than done, Clark.” He ran a hand through his hair and blew out air.
“What happened between you two?”
“I don’t know. Things got fucked up quick. Maybe seeing your face when she looked at me was too much? She pulled away, went inside her own head, and never really came back out. Next thing I know, she’s switching schools, her major, and avoiding me like the plague. I tried to contact her for a while, and then I just…” Carey shrugged. “I figured if she needed me to back off to be okay, then that’s what I’d do. It hurt like a bitch though. I won’t lie.”
“That doesn’t sound like her.” Clark looked crestfallen.
Carey’s heart bled for him. Poor guy comes back and everything is upside down.
“That carefree girl who wanted to teach impressionable young minds and heal the world one person at a time is long gone, Clark. I’m sorry.”
Clark ducked his head and nodded. “No, I knew she wouldn’t be the same. I just hoped…”
“I know. “ Carey sniffed, as he sucked back tears. Time for a safer topic. “You said the people that did this to you are back?”
“Yes, they’ve been at this game a long time. There have been more victims than anyone can imagine.”
“Why? What’s their motive?” The senseless violence people inflicted on others sickened and confused him. You have an issue, so you take it out on an innocent victim?
“I don’t know. I’m not told everything. I do know you need to stay close to Savannah. It’s a matter of life or death. She needs someone to watch her back at all times, and you’re the only one I trust to do that.”
“I hate to break it to you but she runs with the big dogs. The F.B.I. I’m a lowly police sergeant in Dale.”
“It’s not going to matter.” Clark shook his head. “They’ll bring this fight to your doorstep.”
“What do you mean?” Goosebumps broke out over Carey. Silence stretched between them. “Clark?”
Clark’s demeanor changed. The spark left his eyes and his shoulders slumped. “You’ll see. I have to go now.”
“Are you kidding me? Right now?”
“Get in touch with Vannah. It’s important.” Clark’s form wavered.
“Don’t you leave me with that half-cocked answer!”
“This isn’t on my terms—” Clark disappeared in mid-sentence.
“Fuck!” Turning, he slammed his fist into the wall. Pain radiated up his fingers. He hugged the injured hand to his chest.
Did that really just happen? If I were smart, I’d cook myself breakfast and forget the whole thing. The idea sounded good. If there were as remote chance Clark had been here, he’d do what he asked. Despite everything, he still cared about Savannah, and he would do anything for his brother.
Looks like I’m in for a trip down memory lane. Whether Savannah wants it or not. 
