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PROLOGUE

Parker and I slept together.”

The words fell with the force of a bomb. Ryker stared at the woman he loved in disbelief. With his best friend? Really? Shock froze him in place and he couldn’t move, could barely breathe.

This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t possibly have understood her correctly. She was lying, or this was a really bad joke—

“I’m in love with him,” she continued, as though completely unaware of the pain each word was driving into him. “And he loves me, too. We were going to tell you before, but …” Her words trailed away and she shrugged.

“But what?” he asked, his voice like a rake on gravel.

“But it’s hard to hurt someone you love.”

She moved closer until she stood within a hairbreadth of her abdomen touching his. Lifting her hands, she placed her palms on the bare skin of his chest. Ryker squeezed his eyes shut, his senses assaulted with her—the heat of her touch, the smell of her skin, the brush of her hair against him as it stirred in the breeze. The ceiling fan in the bedroom was a bare whir of sound.

“Parker put you up to this, didn’t he?” Ryker said. That was the only explanation. Natalie was too sweet and trusting. She’d believe anything Parker told her. God only knew what he’d said to seduce her and make her think he loved her.

Grasping her upper arms so tightly she gasped, he pushed her back so he could see her eyes.

“Tell me the truth,” he growled, trying to keep his temper in check. “He said whatever he had to in order to get you into bed. You love me. You want to be with me. Right?” He shook her slightly before he stopped himself. “Tell me!”

“N-no,” Natalie stammered, her eyes wide. “I just can’t keep up pretending with you, pretending that I don’t have feelings for Parker—”

“He wants you for himself,” Ryker interrupted, abruptly releasing her. Turning away, he shoved a hand through his hair. “I can’t believe it.”

It was unreal. Incomprehensible. Parker and he went back—way back—and had looked out for each other through street gangs, schoolyard bullies, drill sergeants, and enemy fire. Parker knew how much Ryker loved Natalie. He’d even talked to Parker about maybe proposing to her.

And he’d thought she was there, too—or at least, almost. She’d told him she loved him. They’d made love. She was like him—they came from the wrong side of the tracks, had a rough upbringing, and done what they could to help the ones they loved. Natalie had been the first woman to work her way past his wall of defenses to the man he was inside. He’d opened up to her, trusted her, fallen in love with her …

Then Parker had seduced her. That had to have been what had happened. He’d made her believe he loved her so she’d have sex with him. For Parker to have done something like that to someone as trusting and vulnerable as Natalie made Ryker’s blood boil. Parker had finally shown his true colors. It had just taken a woman to bring out what Ryker had always suspected was there—a narcissistic asshole blinded by his own wealth and privilege. It must’ve amused him, all these years, playing the savior for the charity case kid from the shitty side of town.

A little voice in the back of his head said, You know Parker’s not like that. He’s saved your life. He wouldn’t steal your girlfriend.

But the alternative to believing in Parker’s loyalty … was believing in Natalie’s disloyalty, and he couldn’t handle that.

He felt Natalie’s hands on his back, lightly stroking his skin, gentling him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You must hate me. I understand if you never want to see me again—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he interrupted her. The searing pain inside needed an outlet, but it couldn’t be Natalie. It was Parker. He was the one to blame. He’d betrayed their friendship. The thought of Parker with Natalie—

No. He couldn’t think about it, wouldn’t think about it. It didn’t matter what she’d done or been coerced into doing; Ryker couldn’t live without her. His every breath was for her. If she left him … he’d have nothing and no one. He needed her more than he cared about his broken pride or wounded psyche.

“I forgive you,” he rasped. “It’s you and me. Together. Nothing will come between us. Especially not Parker.”

Taking a deep breath, he turned around and took her in his arms, his lips finding hers in a searing kiss that melted his anger and turned his guts into a molten river of want.

She let him make love to her, their joining more desperate on his side than it had been before. As though his soul knew he was losing her, inch by inch.

* * *

Only a week later, his worst fears were realized.

Ryker didn’t announce his presence when he walked into Parker’s place. He hadn’t been able to reach Natalie for the past hour, though they were supposed to meet for dinner after he got off work. On a suspicion he didn’t want to dwell on, Ryker had come here.

He hadn’t spoken to Parker since Natalie had confessed. Unable to know for certain what he’d do if he saw Parker, Ryker had avoided him all week.

Now he stood, frozen in Parker’s bedroom doorway, aghast at the tableau in front of him.

Natalie, naked, her limbs entwined around Parker’s hips. The sounds of her gasps and moans filled the air, pouring into his ears like acid. The sheets were tangled around their legs and the sight of Parker pumping between her thighs sent fury raging through him.

With a roar, he attacked, grabbing Parker and hauling him off Natalie. Parker hit the wall with a thud and a grunt before falling to the floor.

Parker’s gaze met Ryker’s, and shock and confusion were followed quickly by horror.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Parker asked.

“Besides watching you fuck my girlfriend,” Ryker spat, “I’m here to kill you, asshole.”

He went for him, but Parker fought back, blocking Ryker’s right hook and retreating.

“She said it’s over between you two,” Parker said. “You’ve got to accept that.”

“Fuck you,” Ryker growled, going after him again. This time he landed a good hit to Parker’s jaw and gut before Parker was able to retaliate with several blows to Ryker’s solar plexus, forcing him to pause to regain his breath.

“You’ve gotta stop,” Parker said, breathing hard. “It’s not worth this.”

Nothing Parker said could have enraged Ryker more, and he yelled as he attacked again, this time his fury such that Parker’s blows didn’t stop him. Blood flowed and his knuckles ached, but all he saw through the haze of red in his vision was Natalie’s body being desecrated by Parker’s.

“Stop! You’re going to kill him! Stop!”

Natalie’s words broke through the rage at last and Ryker went still, his chest heaving from exertion. Parker lay on the floor, blood staining the skin around his mouth and nose. His eyes were closed and he didn’t move.

“Oh God oh God oh God …” Natalie was murmuring over and over. She’d dropped to her knees and tenderly brushed back the hair from Parker’s face. “I think he’s just unconscious,” she said at last.

She lifted her gaze to Ryker’s, and he was stunned to see tears streaking her face.

“I can’t do this. I can’t watch you two tear each other apart,” she said.

“You have to choose,” Ryker said, his voice flat. “Him or me. You can’t have both.” Because now he knew. He knew by the look in her eyes that she hadn’t told him the truth.

“Why do you even want me?” she asked. “I slept with your best friend. You should hate me.” Her gaze was unflinching.

“I can’t hate you. I love you.”

Slowly, she got to her feet. “You shouldn’t,” she said. “For your own sake. I don’t understand how you could possibly still love me.”

“It doesn’t matter what you’ve done. I love you no matter what.”

“How can you expect me to believe that, Ryker?” she asked, incredulous. “I’m just supposed to trust you?”

She shoved her hands through her hair in exasperation, then crossed her arms over her breasts, making her petite frame look even smaller.

“Nothing you say or do is going to make me not love you,” he said. “You just have to accept that.”

She didn’t answer, just silently gathered her clothes and dressed. When she was done, she stood in front of him.

“Kiss me,” she said, and the look of despair in her eyes was heartbreaking.

He couldn’t resist her. Hope was too strong of a pull and he leaned down, sealing her lips with his.

At last, he lifted his head, his eyes lazy to open. When they did, he stumbled back in shock.

For it wasn’t Natalie in his arms, staring at him with a look of utter satisfaction on her face. It was Sage.

* * *

Ryker woke up with a start, sitting straight up in bed. He was covered in a sheen of cold sweat but he didn’t notice. All he could see inside his head was Natalie and Sage, the thin, sharp blade of betrayal cutting him deep.

He got up and went into the kitchen, forgoing any lights. He knew his way in the dark.

Ryker absently filled a glass with water and took a deep swallow, letting the night air cool his sweat-slicked skin. Even now, years later, he remembered the horror of that night and the morning that had followed. The police had called with news that Natalie’s car had been found in the river and they had sent in a recovery team to find the body.

The hole in his soul that Natalie had temporarily filled had been empty from that night on. Guilt, loss, regret … all of it overlaid with things he would’ve done differently if he’d had the chance. Natalie had been just like him—afraid to trust anyone, afraid to let anyone too close. He’d been so sure that fate had led them to each other … that he’d found the ethereal true love that he’d never before believed in.

Then she was gone.

He hadn’t spoken to Parker since that night until four months ago, when he’d walked into Parker’s office … and laid eyes on Sage.

Now he was on the brink of losing the woman he loved, again, to the same man who’d betrayed him all those years ago.

Ryker wasn’t going to let that happen. He wouldn’t lose Sage to Parker, and he’d do anything to keep history from repeating itself.


CHAPTER ONE

One Month Later

Parker’s dead.”

Ryker stared at me, seemingly uncomprehending. Not that I could blame him. I’d just arrived on his doorstep in the middle of the night, though it didn’t look like he’d been asleep.

“They came to my apartment,” I continued, my voice flat. “They took me and they killed him. They just … killed him.” I couldn’t continue. Tears poured from my eyes as I began to sob. I’d been numb before, the ordeal of being kidnapped necessitating a distance from the horror of what had happened in my apartment. Was Parker’s body there even now?

I couldn’t breathe. Ryker was talking to me but I couldn’t hear him and I still couldn’t breathe. My knees buckled and if he hadn’t had a hold of me, I would’ve crumpled to the floor.

“Sage! Listen to me …” Ryker implored, but I barely heard him.

Suddenly, I was torn from his grasp. A hand forced my chin up and I blinked open my eyes—

Parker.

I gasped, stumbling backward, but he caught me.

“I’m okay,” he said, his blue eyes boring into mine. “They didn’t kill me. I’m all right.”

My jaw was hanging open, my sobs abruptly cut off, and then I threw myself at him.

“Oh my God oh my God on my God,” I kept repeating, my arms circling his neck so tightly I had to be choking him. Not that he seemed to mind. “You’re here! You’re okay.” More tears, but this time of relief rather than heartbreak.

Parker held me just as close, his arms around my waist just this side of painfully tight. His face was buried in my neck and I savored the feel of him in a way I never had before … because I’d never been so close to losing him as I had come tonight.

The sound of Ryker clearing his throat brought me back to the here and now, and I pulled back, releasing Parker. He let me go, albeit reluctantly it seemed. An uncomfortable awareness settled over me as I stepped away to put some space between Parker and me. Ryker stood a few feet away, shirtless with a bandage covering the burn on his chest, watching us.

“So, um, how, uh, how did you get here?” I asked Parker, hurriedly swiping my wet cheeks. My voice was hoarse and I avoided both their gazes, instead sinking onto the couch. I glanced around hopefully for McClane, but remembered he was still recuperating at the vet’s.

“Ryker showed up just in time, before Leo and his men decided to finish me off,” Parker said.

Leo Shea. Crime boss, ruthless “businessman,” and the guy who’d not only tried to kill me but had decided to kill Parker, too. Lives meant nothing to him. Parker’s had been for expediency; mine was for revenge. Only luck in the former and the timely intervention of my father in the latter had thwarted Leo.

“And your apartment needs another cleanup job, by the way. I’ll call to get it done.”

Good to know. I wondered if whoever the CIA used for that sort of thing offered a discount for frequent customers.

“I knew they’d taken you,” Parker continued. “Ryker has weapons and ammunition, so we came here.”

He didn’t continue, but I could fill in the rest. They’d been on their way to rescue me. Well, at least they could agree on something at last.

And Ryker had ended up keeping Parker alive. I remembered now. Ryker had dropped me off at my place, then left to go to the police station, but had said he’d be back. Looked like his timing couldn’t have been better. He’d saved Parker, a man he supposedly hated.

Now the two men stood a few feet apart, both looking at me. The enormity of all that had happened during the past few days washed over me and I lifted a hand to rub my forehead. Ryker had said he wasn’t giving up on me, and Parker had told me he loved me. My headache seemed to grow exponentially, especially when images of Parker and me in my bed flashed through my mind.

“Let me get you an ice pack for your eye,” Ryker said, heading into the kitchen. He was back in moments, crouching down next to me and gently pressing an ice cold bundle to my eye.

“Thanks,” I murmured. The cold brought relief to my throbbing head. Leo had a mean right hook, but he’d paid for that and paid dearly.

A mobster and a bully—though that was probably redundant—Leo Shea had kidnapped me and nearly killed Parker. Leo would’ve killed me if not for the precipitous arrival of a most unlikely savior: my dad. Well, not just him, but lots of large, gun-toting men who’d taken care of Leo and his goons in a very permanent way. It seemed my dad had secrets I’d known nothing about.

But I would wait until later to think about that because I had more pressing problems at the moment—in the form of two large, alpha men staring at me as though waiting for something.

“So, um, what now?” I asked the room at large, because I honestly had no clue.

I was with two men. I’d slept with both of them, I loved both of them, but everyone knew two was company and three was a crowd. I just wasn’t sure at this point if I wouldn’t be the one tossed from the group.

“You’re exhausted,” Ryker said. “You need rest.”

Sleep. Yes, sleep sounded really, really good. My whole body hurt and my heart still ached from the beating it had taken over the past twenty-four hours. Before Leo had gotten involved and nearly killed Parker, I’d almost lost both him and Ryker to Viktor, a crazy Russian mafia guy who’d made me watch while he tortured them. I shuddered even now as images of them both—bleeding and bruised—flitted through my mind.

Taking my hand, Ryker pulled me to my feet to lead me from the room, but I put on the brakes.

“What about you?” I asked Parker. “Are you leaving?” The anxiety that thought produced had my stomach turning itself into knots.

He must’ve read my mind because he said, “Not if you don’t want me to.” He glanced at Ryker. “I’m sure Ryker won’t mind me camping out on his couch tonight.”

“That’s fine.”

Something passed between the two of them, but I was too tired to examine the tension in the air. Relieved that Parker wasn’t leaving had me nodding. “Good. Okay, then.”

I let Ryker lead me to his bedroom. He sat me down and removed my shoes. I shucked my jeans and climbed underneath the covers. Ryker had on a pair of sweat pants and joined me, turning off the bedside lamp before pulling me into his arms. I settled against his chest with a sigh that felt soul-deep, and was asleep in moments.

* * *

Screaming woke me, then I realized it was my own.

“Sage … hey, it’s okay; you’re okay …”

I was sitting straight up in bed and Ryker was next to me, his hand on my arm, his voice anxious as he tried to get through to me. He’d turned the light on, but apparently even that hadn’t been enough to break through to me.

“Viktor …” I gasped. Images from my nightmare were still vivid inside my head: images of him torturing and tormenting Parker and Ryker.

The door flew open.

“Sage …” Parker said, standing in the doorway. His face was drawn in lines of worry as he looked at me. Instinctively, I reached for him. His hand was instantly in mine as he sat beside me.

“Oh God,” I breathed, my eyes slipping shut. Ryker’s hand slipped from my arm, but I grasped it, holding him tight.

No one said a word as I tried to gain control. Tremors shook me. Lord only knew how much therapy I was going to need in the future to move past what had happened, but tonight the only therapy I needed was holding each of my hands.

I lay back down on the bed, scooting until I was in the middle. Both Parker and Ryker were looking at me with their best poker faces.

“I’m tired,” I said, looking at them both expectantly. I had a hold of each of them so unless one of them tried to pull away, no one was going anywhere. An odd request? Absolutely. But I’d had a really rough few days and I figured if I wanted to get any rest tonight, my subconscious was going to be appeased only one way.

Neither man looked happy with the situation once they realized what I wanted, but they both complied, lying down on either side of me in identical, stiff positions. Ryker turned off the light and I closed my eyes. I could feel both of them pressed against my sides, the warmth of their skin heating the chill of mine. If I listened, I could hear them breathe, and that sound comforted me. A smile flitted across my face, and I relaxed.


CHAPTER TWO

There might be better ways to wake up than sandwiched between two half-naked men, but if there was, I couldn’t imagine what it would be.

Early morning light filtered through the window blinds as I blinked a few times and debated whether I wanted to move.

We were sleeping spoon-style, all three of us, my front pressed against Ryker’s back with Parker cradling me from behind, his arm slung over my waist. It was warm and cozy and I felt like I never wanted to move.

They were both here, whole and safe. Ryker’s chest rose and fell steadily and I could feel Parker’s breath stir my hair. The terror from my nightmare seemed a world away. I felt safe with both of them looming over me in the bed, and I memorized the feeling. I’d felt unsafe too often lately.

God, what day was it? I’d lost track with all that had happened. It wasn’t like I had to get up for work. Last I’d checked, I was unemployed, thanks to telling my boss—the man currently spooning me—that I’d quit.

Not that I’d had much of a choice. Once you sleep with your boss and tell him you love him, that’s pretty much a Point of No Return right there. Or maybe that point had been when I’d dated (and yes, slept with) his arch frenemy—the man I was currently spooning.

Being hunted by Russian mafia bosses and hit men would turn any girl’s life into a soap opera, right?

Right.

I frowned, not wanting to think about the current disastrous state of my life. At this moment in time, everything was perfect, and I didn’t want to face reality. Not yet.

Unfortunately, reality didn’t feel the same way about me, because no sooner had I thought that than Parker’s arm tightened around me. He snuggled closer, close enough for me to feel that his body was most assuredly not undergoing any lasting side effects from Viktor’s torture, but was most wholeheartedly embracing the morning.

Okay, so I was a red-blooded woman who’d maybe read one too many romance novels, but the thoughts that flashed through my head weren’t of a high standard at that moment. I cursed ethics and morals and all those things that kept me from pressing my lips to Ryker’s naked back and pushing my hips back into Parker’s.

Oh, for a bottle of tequila and an inadequate respect for propriety …

As though he’d heard my thoughts, Ryker stirred, turning onto his back. My hand fluttered for a moment, then settled softly on his chest. His dog tags were tangled about his neck and my gaze wandered over his chest and ab muscles to the white bandage covering the burn.

I thought I should probably get up before I did something colossally stupid. It seemed my hormones wanted to celebrate the fact that we were all alive and well, an urge I heartily seconded but one which I doubted the men would appreciate very much.

Squirming a little, I tried to ease out of the smidge of space I was wedged into without waking either of them.

“If you leave me in bed alone with another man, I’ll have to fire you.”

Parker’s murmured words in my ear made me smile in spite of myself.

“You can’t fire me. I already quit, remember?”

“Yes, but I was hoping you didn’t.”

“So much for wishing this didn’t really happen,” Ryker interrupted, cracking his eyes open and slanting a look at me.

“Pretend it’s the zombie apocalypse,” I suggested. “We’re huddling for warmth and survival.”

His lips twitched. Then his gaze fell to where Parker’s arm was around me, and even that tiny smile faded entirely.

Yep. Time to cut this short, since it looked like I was the only one already composing a letter to Penthouse Forum in my head.

I scooted down the mattress and got up before either of them could say anything else. Both sets of blue eyes followed me. Acutely aware that I wore only a T-shirt and panties, I scooted into the bathroom.

Squinting into the mirror, I grimaced. My eye was no longer swollen, but I looked like I’d been in a bar fight … and lost. Badly.

A long, hot shower later, I felt better. Of course, I had no clothes, so I wrapped myself in a towel and went in search of a T-shirt to borrow and my jeans. The bedroom was now deserted and I quickly grabbed what I needed, then went to find the men currently occupying my every thought.

I heard voices coming from the kitchen and paused where I stood in the hallway.

“… not the same type of person Natalie was,” Parker was saying. “I know you don’t want to hear about her, but I never lied to you.”

“Natalie was never the problem. You were,” Ryker retorted. “You think I didn’t know how you were manipulating her?”

“What are you talking about?” Parker asked. “I didn’t manipulate her. It was her idea. She said she had feelings for me, that she didn’t love you anymore.”

“She thought I would hate her for sleeping with you,” Ryker argued. “But I loved her. I wasn’t going to let her go just because she made a dumb mistake with you.”

“It wasn’t a mistake, and I wasn’t going to be a part of her games any longer. I thought our friendship was worth more than a woman. She tore us apart, Ryker.”

I winced at the leashed anger in Parker’s voice.

“Bullshit. You betrayed me and our friendship. Don’t blame Natalie.”

“I wanted you to see that she wasn’t who you thought she was,” Parker argued.

“So is that what you’re doing with Sage?” Ryker asked, also angry. “Using her to teach me a lesson?”

I sucked in a breath, shocked. That wasn’t true, was it? Parker wouldn’t do that. He cared about me. Maybe he didn’t love me, but he cared on some level.

“Of course not—”

I breathed out a sigh of relief.

“—but we need to decide what’s going to happen from here,” Parker finished.

“It’s not up to us,” Ryker said. “Sage is calling the shots.”

“And what are you going to do if she picks me?” Parker said. “You going to go apeshit?”

“Who says she’s going to pick you?” Ryker shot back. “That’s just like you, thinking you must be the one she wants. You’ve had the opportunity to be with Sage for over a year. I find it a little too coincidental that you wait until now to decide she’s someone worth having.”

“That’s not true,” Parker denied. “As usual, you’re jumping to the absolutely wrong conclusion.”

I decided I’d had enough of them arguing, and my eavesdropping. I stepped into the kitchen.

Both men fell silent. I looked from one to the other.

“I was really glad last night that you two seemed to have patched things up,” I said. “But I’m not like Natalie. I’m not going to break something that’s finally been repaired.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Ryker asked.

Parker remained silent, his gaze shrewd as he studied me, and I wondered if he knew what I was going to say before I said it.

“It means I’m breaking up … with both of you.”

Hard words to say, and the frightened woman inside who’d needed both of them to sleep last night looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. I ignored her.

“Ryker,” I began, walking toward him and resting my palm on his chest. “This has been an amazing few months with you. I’ve had a lot of fun and you … you’ve come to mean a lot to me. I wish you nothing but the best.” Stretching up on tiptoe, I pressed a chaste kiss to his mouth, then turned to Parker.

“I’ve worked for you for quite a while, and I loved it. I respect and admire you, and will always cherish the time that we had.” Tears were starting to clog my throat, but I swallowed them down. Repeating the same kiss with Parker that I’d given Ryker, I moved away from them both.

“Sage, don’t do this—” Parker began, but I held up my hand to stop him.

“You two were best friends, in a way that should never have been broken. You were idiots to let a woman come between you then, and I’ll be damned if I let history repeat itself.”

A car honked outside.

“That’s my ride,” I said. I’d called my dad after my shower and asked him to send a car for me. He’d asked no questions. “So, I guess … I’ll see you around.”

Their faces were unreadable, and I memorized the way they looked, standing there together. Two formidable men with testosterone nearly seeping from their pores, their jaws shadowed with stubble, bruises and scars from the recent ordeals we’d been through marking their bare arms and knuckles. Even Parker seemed to have lost his veneer of sophistication; his edges were more raw than I was accustomed to.

The doorway seemed a long way away and it blurred as I hurried toward it. I swiped my cheeks, wondering how I’d managed to fall in love with two men … then lose them both.

I went out the door to the waiting car and climbed in the back.

“Where to, Miss Sage?” Shultz, my family’s driver, asked.

“Take me home, please,” I managed. “Real home. Not my apartment.” I felt a sudden need to see my mother and hear her reassure me that everything would be okay.

And maybe it would be. Someday.

* * *

“Any plans today?” my mother asked as I poured myself a cup of coffee. It had been two weeks since I’d come home, and most of that time had been spent padding morosely around the house from one room to another. I couldn’t seem to find peace of mind. Every place I went, I couldn’t escape the images of Parker and Ryker inside my head. My bedroom was the worst. It was where Parker and I had first made love. I’d torn off the sheets and thrown them away the first night I’d been home, unable to face sleeping in them, imagining I could still smell him—smell us—on the fabric.

“Um, I dunno,” I muttered. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Well, I just thought it would be nice if you got dressed today,” she said mildly. “Maybe do your hair? I could make an appointment at the spa for you.”

Okay, so I’d been too depressed to worry much about my appearance. I was without a job and without a boyfriend, two states of being that I thought were worth a bit of self-pity.

“It’s not like I smell,” I said defensively. At least, I didn’t think I smelled. I sniffed cautiously.

“Of course not, dear,” she said. “But you can’t go on like this. You have to pick yourself up and move on.”

I sat in a heap at the kitchen table, head in my hands. My robe hung open over my pajamas, even though it was after noon.

“I know; you’re right,” I said with a sigh. “It’s just … hard.” I missed them. Both of them. I’d come clean with my mom the day I’d arrived, a sobbing mess with a nasty black eye. She’d held me and soothed my tears and listened.

“I know it is,” she said now, sitting in the chair next to me at the table. “But the Sage I know is a fighter. You’ve mourned; now it’s time to pick up and move on.”

I knew my mom was just trying to help. She’d never kick me out if I wanted to stay, and lord only knew there was plenty of room for three people in their six thousand-plus square-foot home in the exclusive Chicago suburb of Lake Forest for three people. Well, five I guess, though Schultz—my dad’s driver—and Rita—the cook—didn’t actually sleep here.

“I guess I could go to the spa,” I said. No sense jumping right on into a job search. Easing back into life sounded way better anyway. Even if I’d been the one doing the breaking up, I deserved a spa day, right?

“Good idea.” Mom beamed as though I’d been the one to suggest it in the first place.

Six hours, one manicure, one pedicure, a massage, a haircut, and a facial later and I was feeling more like my old self. I decided it was time to confront my father.

I went to his study, knocking on the door before pushing it open. As I’d expected, he was behind his desk going through a stack of papers. My dad was a workaholic, but since he was at home rather than being at the office for twelve hours a day, Mom didn’t complain. He glanced up.

“Sweetheart! Good to see you up and around. How was the spa?”

“It was fine,” I said, settling into a chair opposite his desk.

“So what can I do for you today?” he asked.

I gave him a look. “Really? You really don’t know why I’m in here?”

Giving me a small smile, he said, “I assumed we’d have this conversation at some point, yes. You’re telling me that time is now.”

“Who were those guys, Dad?” I asked, referring to the men with guns who’d accompanied him to free me from Leo Shea’s clutches.

“They work for me.”

“You employ men for the sole purpose of killing people?” I asked, incredulous.

Dad snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. They’re security for my business. Most of them are former military. Men who have incredible skills that can sometimes go unappreciated in a civilian occupation. They’re not just guns-for-hire.”

“And why do you need that kind of security?” I asked.

My father sighed. “Sage, I realize you don’t know a lot about how I run my business, but it’s not easy being the largest liquor distributor in Chicago. I worked hard to get where I am, and people don’t always play by the rules in business.”

“Do you?”

He gave a slight shrug. “I do my best. I don’t ship anything illegal, but that doesn’t stop some people from wanting to infringe on my territory, or try to put me out of business entirely.”

“Has it always been this way?” I asked. “Was I just oblivious growing up?”

“You don’t remember—you were too little—but it started when someone threatened you and your mom,” he said. “Your mother was driving you home from the pediatrician one day when she had car trouble. This was before cell phones. A man stopped, supposedly to help her. Instead he threatened her, told her what would happen if I didn’t do what this rival … company … wanted me to do. It scared her. And me.

“I decided then that I had two choices,” he continued. “I could capitulate, do what they wanted and forever be at the mercy of a man who wouldn’t hesitate to hurt me or my family. Or I could fight back. I chose the latter.”

“What happened to the man?” I asked.

“I made him understand that messing with me was a bad idea,” he replied evenly.

I decided I didn’t want to know the details.

“I never thanked you for coming for me,” I said, changing the subject. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up.” Somehow I doubted I’d have survived the night with Leo.

“I’m glad I was in a position and had the resources to get you out of there,” he said. “And no thanks is required. You’re my daughter.”

A moment of understanding passed between us. Although my dad was not much of a demonstrative man, I could appreciate what he wasn’t saying.

“So now that you’ve quit your job, what are you going to do?” he asked.

It was my turn to shrug. “I don’t know. Thought I’d try the museum again.” Though without any kind of an “in” there, I didn’t think my chances of landing a job were that good.

“You can come work for me,” he offered.

I raised an eyebrow. “Work for you? Doing what?”

“Learning the business,” he said. “You’re our only child. I’d like to leave you my business and keep it in the family rather than eventually sell it.”

I thought about this. I’d learned a lot at KLP over the past couple of years, especially by working for Parker. I liked business, and knowing I’d be working on a company that my father had started and grown from the ground up made it personal. A little flame of interest and eagerness lit in my belly.

“Is this a temporary thing or permanent?” I didn’t want to get all excited about a new career if Dad just wanted to give me something to do to distract me from my heartbreak.

“It’s whatever you want it to be.”

Fair enough. “Okay,” I said. “What do I do?”

My father was beaming. “You’ll work downtown at the main office,” he said. “I’ll have Charlie start training you and you can shadow him.”

Charlie was my dad’s second-in-command and had been working for him forever.

“I’m usually in the office a couple days a week,” he continued. “I can teach you more then. So when do you want to start?”

“Monday, I guess,” I said. That would give me the weekend to get back to my apartment and back to real life. The thought of going back home wasn’t as depressing as it had been before, and the thought of a new job in a new career perked me up.

“Wonderful. I’ll make it happen.”

I stood, rounding the desk to give my dad a hug and kiss on the cheek.

“Thanks, Dad,” I said. And I didn’t just mean the job. He’d worked hard to provide for me and my mother, and it seemed he’d had to do some dangerous things along the way. I was grateful for it, and for him.

“None of that now,” he said, shooing me off as his ears turned pink. “Go love on your mother. Lord knows she’s been worried enough for you these past few weeks.”

My mom helped me pack up my things and rode with me back to my apartment, taking along some food and stowing it in my refrigerator, chattering to me as she did so.

“… love those throw pillows on your sofa,” she was saying as I glanced around the apartment. Parker had said they’d do another cleanup job, and they had. Nothing was out of place, and those were definitely new throw pillows. I didn’t want to think of what had happened to the old ones.

I let my mom putter around for a bit, then she kissed and hugged me good-bye and went on her way. It felt good to be home, and I felt more like myself.

But Monday morning, someone else will be getting Parker’s coffee.

The thought sent a pang of jealousy and regret through me. I’d done the right thing. I had.

I’d opened my cabinet to reach for my cookie jar when I remembered. I’d thrown it at Parker and broken it.

Shit.

I was crying again and didn’t even have my cookie jar full of M&Ms to make me feel better. What I did have was a bottle of wine and a television.

Two hours, a bottle of wine, a box of tissues, and The Notebook later and I was ready to give up on life and love. It was about this time that my cell rang. It was Megan.

“Yeah,” I answered, still sniffling.

“I know what you’re doing,” she said.

“What am doing?” I asked, morose.

“You’re moping. You quit your job—something you might have mentioned to me, by the way—and broke up with Ryker. How many bottles of wine have you gone through?”

“One,” I mumbled, tipping up my glass to swallow the last bit. I figured hey, at least I’d used a glass.

“I suppose it could be worse,” she sighed. “You could be passed out on your bathroom floor, hugging the toilet.”

Yeah, I’d already done that at my parents’ house. Thank God they hadn’t heard me heaving and bawling at the same time. The house was too big for that.

“You’re at your apartment, right?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then I’m coming over and I’m bringing food,” she said. “Pizza and ice cream. Any requests?”

“More wine.”

“You don’t need more wine.” Megan dismissed my suggestion. “I meant, vanilla or chocolate?”

“Why is that even a question?”

“True. Chocolate it is. I’ll be there in an hour.”

I didn’t move from where I lay on my stomach on the couch, watching whatever had come on after the depressing movie from hell. Eventually, there was a knock on my door.

“A Friday night after a breakup should not be spent alone,” Megan said, breezing past me. The scent of pizza wafted behind her and I followed her into my kitchen.

“It’s been a couple of weeks,” I said. “I’m fine.”

She stowed the ice cream in the freezer and gave me a look. “Yeah, you look fine.”

Okay, I couldn’t argue with that sarcasm. I probably looked like hell after my crying jag.

“I got extra cheese,” she said, opening the box. “Let’s eat.”

Three dripping slices later I felt moderately better. Megan had changed the channel to some comedy show (“Why are you watching Lifetime?” she’d complained. “That’s television to slit your wrists to.”), and we were sprawled on my couch. I eyed the pizza, considering another slice.

“So what happened?” she asked. “Quitting your job is a pretty big deal. And I thought you and Ryker were doing good.”

“We were. Right up until I slept with Parker.”

Megan’s mouth dropped open in a little O of surprise and her eyes widened. I had the brief satisfaction of knowing I’d rendered her speechless. Of course, that didn’t last for long.

“You slept with Parker?” she asked, her voice high and squeaky. “When … how …?”

“It was after that guy that Viktor hired came after me,” I explained. “Parker showed up at my parents’ house and I’d been worried for him, and he’d thought something terrible had happened to me and well …” I shrugged. “I thought it was a huge deal and would change everything—he said it changed everything—but then he must’ve had second thoughts because of Ryker, because when he showed up the next day—”

“Ryker showed up at your parents’ house, the morning after you slept with his ex-best friend,” she interrupted. I nodded. “Did you tell him?”

“No, but he knows I have feelings for Parker,” I said. “He told me he wasn’t going to give up like he did last time. Then Parker told me he loved me, and then it all went to hell.”

Megan shook her head. “Damn. You were right. We really do need wine.”

That got a laugh out of me, and she grinned.

“So let me get this straight,” she said. “You have two men, each of whom say they’re in love with you, and you broke up with them both, even going so far as to quit your job.”

I nodded. “They’re friends again, I think, and if I’d chosen one, I’d have just made them hate each other again. I didn’t want to do that.”

“It’s not your fault they both fell in love with you,” Megan argued. “I happen to think you’re pretty awesome.”

I smiled weakly.

“But I do think you’re being ridiculous, tossing them both aside,” she continued. “You’re going to throw away your chance at love because they can’t put aside their egos enough to still be friends no matter who you choose?”

I shook my head. “I already feel as though I’m living in a soap opera. I don’t want to be a part of their drama.”

“So you can just turn off your feelings?” Megan persisted. “And you’re never going to see either of them again?”

My face crumpled and she muttered a curse as she hugged me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry again,” she said anxiously.

I sniffed. “It’s okay. I just can’t think of it like that or I … I …” My throat closed up and I couldn’t say anything else, but I think she knew what I meant.

It took a minute, but I swallowed everything down and swiped at my eyes. Clearing my throat, I sat back on the couch. “Sorry about that,” I said.

“Don’t apologize. I’m the shitty friend who made you cry.”

I laughed a little. “No, you’re just saying what’s true. I miss them. A lot. But what was I supposed to do? Make them compete over me?” I shook my head.

“Tell me the truth,” she said. “If you had to pick one of them, could you?”

I thought about her question, his face floating behind my eyes, and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I could. But I can’t, so I won’t. It’d be wrong and make them fight again. It’s over.”

Megan seemed to accept this, though she looked sad for me. I appreciated the sympathy though I felt I hardly deserved it.

“So where are you going to work now?” she asked, and I was grateful for the change of subject.

“I’m going to try working for my dad,” I said, “in the business. I start Monday.”

“I didn’t know you were interested in business,” she said. “I thought you wanted to work at a museum.”

I shrugged. “I minored in business in college, just as a kind of backup plan. Dad offered and it seemed like a good idea. I guess I’ll see how I like it.” I hesitated. “What about my old job? Has Parker … hired anyone yet to replace me?” I tried to pretend I didn’t care what the answer was, but I don’t think I fooled Megan, who shook her head.

“No. I think he’s trying to pretend you’re going to come back,” she said. “They’ve had temps in there and he’s been going through them like mad. The last one left in tears in the middle of the day. I heard HR was going to lay into him because the agency is refusing to send over more people.”

“You’re not serious,” I said. Parker wasn’t that bad. I mean, he’d never made me cry or anything. At least, not about work stuff.

“I think he’s being a total ass,” she said with a shrug. “And he’ll probably keep being an ass until he realizes you’re not coming back.”

Well, that was food for thought, and I couldn’t help the small niggle of satisfaction that he hadn’t replaced me already. Not real big of me, but it was what it was.

We chatted for a little while longer, with Megan obviously trying hard to keep things light and cheer me up, before she left a little after eleven. I gave her a long hug when she left, glad I had a friend like her to talk to.

Too many memories of Parker and Ryker assailed me when I stepped into my bedroom: the horror of believing Parker would be murdered as he lay next to me, to echoes of Ryker and me making love under the sheets.

Would Ryker and I have worked out if I hadn’t already had feelings for Parker? I didn’t know. What I did know was that I couldn’t be involved with him while I was still in love with Parker. And I couldn’t be in a relationship with Parker, knowing it would cause another rift between the two men.

* * *

I was nervous Monday as I dressed for work. My dad didn’t have a lot of employees in the main office, maybe a couple of dozen, and I couldn’t help wondering if they’d resent the boss’s daughter coming into the business in a blatant display of nepotism.

Wanting to look professional, I wore a black pencil skirt that hit just below my knees with a white button down shirt and a gray cardigan. I fastened a thin red belt around my waist and added matching red heels.

I didn’t have to wear my hair up for a change, so I pulled it back in a low, loose ponytail. A chunky statement necklace and my purse and I was ready to go.

The bus took me on the same route, but I didn’t get off at my usual stop. A pang hit me as I saw the Starbucks where I’d always bought Parker’s breakfast, but I shoved the feeling aside.

Two stops later and I exited. My father’s office was one block down. Another Starbucks was located on this corner, so I ducked inside for a quick grande gingerbread latte, nonfat and no foam.

“Hold the whip?” the barista asked as he wrote on the side of the cup.

“No. Extra whip.” Time to break in a new Starbucks, I thought with a sigh. My old Starbucks barista would laugh outright at someone asking me that.

He gave me a wry look, the judgy little thing, but I ignored it, handing him some money to cover the bill.

I’d visited my dad’s office a hundred times over the years, but today was different, as evidenced by how the receptionist, Carrie, greeted me.

“Good morning, Miss Muccino,” she said with a smile.

I stopped in my tracks. “Carrie, you’ve known me for five years. Call me Sage.”

She laughed. “Okay, if you insist. I just didn’t want to start your first day on the wrong foot.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m not pretentious and certainly not going to have people calling me Miss Muccino,” I said, grinning at her. “Sage will do just fine.”

“Charlie’s waiting for you,” she said, getting up from her desk. “But first let me show you your office.”

“I get an office?”

She laughed. “Of course you do! I thought your father was going to burst with pride when he was in here Friday, tell us you were going to start working with him. Had the decorator in over the weekend to put in just the right furniture and drapes.”

I was touched and had to clear my throat a couple of times. I’d had no idea it would mean so much to my father if I came to work for him. He’d never pressured me to join the family business, not batting an eye when I’d wanted to study art and art history, merely suggesting a minor in business “never hurt anybody.”

“Here it is!” Carrie said, proudly opening the door to an office larger than I’d thought it would be.

The walls were a warm mocha, the desk and credenza wooden with graceful lines and a deep walnut finish.
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