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    Chapter One


    “Watch your feet,” Bianca told Edie as they approached enormous Buchanan Manor. She took her sister’s arm in hers, trying to help her up the tiered entryway with its big rock staircase. “Can you handle these steps? They’re kind of narrow—”


    “Christ, Bianca. I’ve got a limp, not a goddamn peg leg.” Edie shook off her sister’s clingy arm with annoyance. Bianca always did this. She treated Edie like she was made of glass instead of someone who had a bad knee. Most of the time she ignored it, but heading up to the big house, she was nervous as it was, and Bianca’s Florence Nightingale act was getting old. Most of the time, her limp wasn’t even that bad.


    Bianca gave Edie a wounded look and withdrew her hands. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to help. I know your leg gets tired.”


    “I can handle five steps,” Edie grumped, though she was already feeling guilty. She was in a bad mood and taking it out on Bianca. It wasn’t her sister’s fault that Edie was nervous and jittery tonight in the face of a big party. Edie wasn’t a fan of mingling or social events, and adding in the forbidding-looking Buchanan Manor just took things to the next level. The house was enormous and gothically creepy, despite the well-manicured gardens and the fleet of cars parked along the long circle drive that spoke of many other guests.


    But she wasn’t doing this because she wanted to party, Edie reminded herself. She was doing it for her friend Gretchen.


    Her knee flared with pain at the top of the steps, but she ignored it, because damn it, she wasn’t going to lean on perfect Bianca as they went in. Instead, she straightened her long oversized black tunic sweater, striped leggings, and her chunky necklace. It wasn’t all that dressy so she’d paired it with a colorful scarf in her wavy hair as a nod to a special occasion. Bianca, of course, looked like utter perfection with her smooth blonde waist-length hair and her navy boatneck top and matching fitted mermaid skirt. Bianca wore four-inch heels, because of course she had to look glamorous even though Edie was the one invited to the party. Edie herself was in orthopedic shoes. It was either that or her knee would give out midway through the night.


    Not that she was bitter about that kind of thing.


    Bianca’s long fingernails picked at Edie’s shoulder. “You have cat hair on you.”


    She pushed aside Bianca’s hands. “I always have cat hair on me. No one will care.”


    Bianca’s big, sad doe eyes fixed on her. “You know I care, Edie. What if there are cute, eligible men here?”


    She wanted to make a face at her beautiful sister. The moment Bianca had heard that Edie’s friend from college was marrying a billionaire, she’d clung to Edie, insisting that she go to the party because poor Edie’s foot would surely ache if she drove herself and what if she had to stand on her feet for too long? She’d need help back to the car if her leg gave out and Bianca, of course, would always selflessly be there for her sister.


    Right. Bianca was “selfless” all right, because she liked to be seen as the sweet, giving, angelic sister. Edie knew her sister was more interested in finding out the net worth of any guys at the party, even though she’d never say such a thing aloud. Bianca kept calculating thoughts to herself, because they weren’t ladylike. But Edie knew her transparent sister well. Bianca didn’t have to say a word and Edie could tell all the thoughts going through her lovely head.


    And if Edie was covered in cat hair, it didn’t matter because no one would ever look at Edie while Bianca was around anyhow.


    Except for maybe a cat.


    Edie rapped the brass knocker on the big wooden door of the manor house.


    “This is so elegant,” Bianca murmured, smoothing her hair. “So very Downton Abbey. You think they have servants?”


    “No, I’m sure Gretchen cleans seventeen bathrooms by herself,” Edie said sarcastically.


    “Seventeen bathrooms? Really?”


    “I’m guessing.” She eyed the windows of the manor house, what she could see from the entrance. How many rooms did this place have? The size of it rivaled freaking Buckingham Palace or something.


    But in the next moment, the enormous door opened and Gretchen peered out onto the steps. Her eyes widened behind black-rimmed nerd glasses and she lit up. “Ohmigod! Edie! You’re here!” She flung herself forward, wrapping her arms around Edie’s smaller frame. “It’s so good to see you! Was the drive long?”


    Edie pried herself out of Gretchen’s exuberant embrace, laughing. “About four hours. But of course, seeing you is worth it. How are you? How’s Igor?” She studied Gretchen. Her friend looked fabulous, her face glowing, her red hair bouncing around her shoulders like a fiery cloud. She wore a plain black dress, which didn’t surprise Edie. She and Gretchen were on the same wavelength when it came to “dressing up.”


    “Ha! Of course you’re asking about that little skin-bag the moment you get here.” She grinned and gave Edie a happy little shake, then tilted her head as she noticed Bianca. “Oh. You brought someone. Hi, Bianca.” Her tone changed, her happy smile growing a little more forced. “I didn’t know you were coming.”


    Edie winced. She loved Gretchen, but Gretchen didn’t like Bianca. “I needed someone to drive,” Edie said, making an excuse for her sister, who wanted to be at Gretchen’s party more than Edie did. “You know how long drives hurt my leg.”


    Gretchen blinked. “Of course. I’m just... We now have an odd number of guests.”


    “Oh, I don’t have to go to the dinner,” Bianca said in a soft, sweet voice. “I’ll be perfectly fine in the kitchen. Please don’t change your plans for me. I would just feel terrible.”


    “No, it’s okay, I guess. Just keep your mitts off of the scarred-up one. He’s mine and I’ll cut you if you even look at him sideways.”


    Bianca’s big eyes went wide. “Um.”


    “She’s joking,” Edie told her sister. “Aren’t you, Gretch?”


    “Sure. Joking.” Gretchen gave Bianca her most evil looking smile and waved them in. “Come on. You can meet the other guests.”


    Edie limped forward, eyeing the foyer as they walked in. Double staircase, lined with red carpet. She sincerely hoped she wasn’t going to have to go up that. “Nice house.”


    “Oh, it’s a beast,” Gretchen said easily. “Comes with the man, though, so I don’t mind it so much.” She shut the door behind Bianca and Edie and then paused. “So. Before we go in, I need to talk about my fiancé.”


    That sounded ominous. Edie kept her face carefully bland. She’d googled Hunter Buchanan on the Internet but hadn’t been able to find any pictures of him. Was he super old and Gretchen was marrying him because... money? It didn’t sound like something Gretchen would do, but Gretchen thrived on impulsive decisions and she was impossible to predict.


    “I’m sure he’ll be lovely,” Bianca said in a sweet voice.


    “Actually, he’s not,” Gretchen told her bluntly. “Which is what we need to talk about.” Her gaze fixed on the two women. “Hunter’s a bit shy. He doesn’t like it when people stare at him, because he’s got a lot of scars and he’s missing a few fingers. I’m telling you now so you’re not surprised later. And I’m also telling you because he’s camera shy and if you guys are hoping for some sort of singing-or-dancing-down-the-aisle bullshit, it’s not going to happen. In fact, if anyone suggests it, I will rip your tongue out.” She eyed Bianca. “I’m very protective of Hunter, and the only reason we’re having a big wedding is because I want it and because he wants to make me happy. If it was up to him, we’d bring someone here and get it done in an afternoon.”


    “I’m sure he’s fine-looking,” Bianca continued in her little-girl voice, but Edie put a hand on her arm to shut her up.


    “No staring,” Edie repeated. “Got it. As for the whole singing and dancing thing...” She gestured at her leg. “If they do that, they’re counting me out, too.”


    “Oh, right.” Gretchen brightened. “That makes you even more perfect for my motley wedding party.”


    “But—” Bianca began.


    Edie squeezed her arm again. One of the reasons that Bianca and Gretchen didn’t get along was that Bianca was convinced she could make everyone love her with a few sweet words, and Gretchen loathed fakeness. It would be best to keep the two apart and, not for the first time, she regretted bringing her younger sister. But she needed Bianca here, sadly. And she liked that she didn’t have to do this alone. “It’s your wedding, Gretchen. It’ll be exactly how you want.”


    Gretchen beamed at Edie. “I fully intend on being a bridezilla. I mean, why not, right? A friend of mine just had a big destination wedding and it was awesome, but I think I want to have things here so Hunter doesn’t feel quite so out of his element.”


    Edie glanced around at the big house as they walked down a long hall, thankfully not up a staircase. “You could certainly hold a lot of people here.”


    “Indeed,” said Bianca, who clearly didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut. “There’s a very gothic, old world look to this place that’s positively charming.” Her gaze fell to a Chinese vase on a nearby table and Edie could practically see the dollar signs tallying in Bianca’s eyes. “Have you considered renting it out for weddings?”


    “God, no,” Gretchen said, giving the sisters a horrified look. “I barely want to have my own here. Luckily the rose gardens are flat-out magnificent.”


    “Your cat?” Edie inquired again.


    Gretchen blinked, clearly distracted. “Oh, right. Sorry, I just have a lot on my mind today. Come on up to the bedroom. Igor’s probably commandeering the blankets.”


    “Oooh, the bedroom?” Bianca cooed. “We’d love to.”


    Gretchen changed direction, heading down an entirely different hall. This corridor had paintings lining one wall and heavily draped windows along the next. Artful end tables rested along the wall every few feet, and each one had a vase filled with roses of different varieties. “This is mine and Hunter’s private quarters,” Gretchen explained as they walked. She gestured at doors as they passed them. “That’s his gym, and over there is his office.” At the far end of the long, winding hall was a huge pair of double doors. “And the bedroom,” she said, heading for it.


    Edie’s leg was aching from all the walking, but she did want to see the cat. Most of the time, she liked cats more than people. When Gretchen opened the double doors to the room, she eyed it as she would for her own cats. There was a deluxe cat fort set up in one corner of the room, and a perch set against one of the massive windows, which made Edie happy. Curled up in the center of a massive bed was a beige wrinkly bag of flesh that stretched his long legs as Gretchen went and picked him up.


    “Iggy doesn’t mind it here, but he tends to get lost so I try to keep him confined to this room,” Gretchen explained. “The house is just too big, and this room’s practically a thousand square feet as it is.”


    Igor, Gretchen’s hairless sphinx cat, looked good, and Edie smiled. He’d been a rescue that Gretchen had taken on a few years ago because Edie already had too many cats, and at the time he’d been skinny and miserable, with a nasty skin infection. Now he was sassy and fat, and as Gretchen held him in her arms and rubbed his wrinkly head, Edie felt a happy pang of seeing a happy cat with a loving owner. She’d put the two together.


    “Can I pet him?” she asked as Bianca wandered past, admiring the room.


    “Of course,” Gretchen said, “But I’m not sure that he likes strangers, and he hasn’t seen you in years. I know he’s still getting used to Hunter.”


    Edie reached out and held her fingers close enough for Igor to sniff. The cat gave them a cursory whiff, then hissed and batted Edie’s hand away with his claws.


    Gretchen hauled him away from Edie with a wince. “Yeah, he’s not Mister Friendly.”


    “It’s okay,” Edie said with a laugh, wincing at the scratches the cat had left. “He probably smells my cats on me and that’s making him anxious.” She put her fingers to her mouth and sucked on the welts.


    “I’m so sorry—”


    “I’ve had worse in my line of work. No big deal.” Edie gave her a grin to ease her fears. “It’s a perfectly normal reaction to strange-smelling people invading his space. I’d love to see you and Hunter interacting with him, though. Maybe I could—”


    “No,” Gretchen said, depositing the cat back on the bed. “You’re not here to analyze us, Edie. You’re here as a guest. And speaking of, we should probably get back to them. Hunter’s going to wonder where we ran off to.” She smiled, her face softening at the mention of her fiancé.


    They left the room and Edie continued to suck on her fingers as Gretchen chatted on about the different wings of the house and the days the cleaning crew came by. Bianca’s big eyes were wide as she drank it all in (no doubt storing information for later use) and Edie was content to let them talk. Her knee was aching something fierce at this point. Four hours in the car in a bent position wasn’t good for it, and now walking around was making it worse. She needed a nice long soak and some Tiger Balm, but the night had barely started. This was why she wasn’t fun at parties.


    “Here,” Gretchen said as they turned a corner. “We’re in the red dining room. It’s just down this way. I—”


    “Actually,” Edie said, interrupting. She held up her bleeding fingers. “Can I run to the restroom and grab some Band-Aids? I’ll catch up with you guys.” It’d give her a chance to rest her knee before going in and enduring the rest of the evening.


    “You want me to go get it for you?” Gretchen asked. “I don’t mind—”


    “Oh, no, I can do it,” Edie said quickly, already hurrying down the hall. “I’ll just run to the restroom and catch up with you and Bianca.”


    “Go to the kitchen all the way down the hall,” Gretchen called after her. “I keep the Band-Aids in there.”


    Edie gave her a thumbs-up as she walked, footsteps determined, down the long hall. She didn’t glance backward until she heard Bianca’s and Gretchen’s voices recede. After a few more moments, she looked backward and sure enough, she was alone. Whew. She sat down on a settee against the wall and rubbed her knee, trying to ease the ache that throbbed under the scar tissue. Stupid knee. Stupid body that had to fail on her.


    Her fingers were no longer bleeding after a few minutes, but since she’d bailed for a Band-Aid, she might as well find one. Hauling herself back to her feet, she headed back down the hall again, looking for a door that might lead to a kitchen. One door at the end of the hall looked promising as it had no handle, but instead, swung on its hinge. That seemed like a kitchen door. Edie limped toward it.


    And then paused.


    There were voices coming from inside. Masculine voices.


    “So... what about Daphne?” one voice said.


    Edie heard the sound of what sounded like a bottle being opened, and then a pause. “Daphne’s not in the wedding.”


    “No?” the first man said. “Damn. I wanted to meet her. She’s hot.”


    “She’s a fucking mess,” said the other. “Rehab. Gretchen’s leaving her alone for now.”


    “Well then, what about the other bridesmaids?”


    A third voice came in, a deep baritone that was instantly recognizable. “Is pussy all you think about, Asher?”


    “Why you blaming me? Levi here started it.”


    “Everyone knows brides pick hot chicks for the wedding party.” That one was the one named Levi.


    “Yeah, but you haven’t met Gretchen, have you?” said the one she guessed must be Asher.


    “No, why?” said Levi. “She insecure?”


    “She’s weird,” said that abrupt baritone voice. “He’s trying to say her friends are probably fucking weird, too.”


    “Oh no,” Levi groaned. “Seriously?”


    “Probably cat ladies or some shit,” said the baritone voice again. “Cat ladies and astrologists. So your dick is just gonna have to wait for some other opportunity.”


    The other two voices laughed, and Edie brimmed with rage at the men. How dare they? From what Gretchen had told her, she and Hunter were insanely happy. And Gretchen was just picking her friends to be in the wedding with her, like any joyous bride-to-be. Did it matter if they were weird?


    Most of all, though, she resented that fucking cat-lady remark made by the guy with the baritone voice. Because fuck him. Just because girls happened to like cats didn’t mean they were hideous unlovable creatures. He was probably an ugly slob himself. Her nostrils flared with anger.


    “Come on,” said Levi. “You know the groomsmen always get to nail the bridesmaids.”


    “You’d probably rather keep your dick to yourself,” said Baritone. “Gretchen’s a pretty decent girl and she likes Hunter, so what the fuck else matters?”


    “Tits,” said another. “Tits matter.”


    “Shut the fuck up,” said Baritone with a laugh. “Or I’m gonna insist you hook up with the cat ladies. Just don’t get them too excited or you might end up with a hairball on your—”


    That was it. Edie shoved the door open and stormed through, ignoring the flare of pain her knee threw at her. She was good and pissy now. How fucking dare these assholes come into Gretchen’s house and judge her and her friends? They were her goddamn guests.


    The kitchen was utterly silent at her arrival.


    Three men lounged in the room, two leaning against the marble countertop island in the center of the kitchen, one at the fridge getting another beer. All three straightened at the sight of her.


    She gave them her most withering glare and limped forward.


    “Can I... help you?” the baritone rumbled, and she turned to give him the full fury of her cat-lady wrath. It was a shame that such an unpleasant man was so appealing-looking. Dark, short-cropped hair capped his head, a little too long to be a buzz cut, and a little too short to be anything else. His jaw was wide, his features too blunt to be handsome, but his eyes were an incredible shade of greenish-brown that were so vivid they practically glowed, and were framed by dark lashes. He smiled at her to make her easy, and his whole face lit up with that smile.


    He might have been appealing, but he was also a world-class jerk. She gave him another icy look that made the smile on his face disappear. “No, you cannot help me.”


    As she stormed past them and began to slam open drawers, she noticed out of the corner of her eyes that the men were exchanging looks. She suspected they knew she was a bridesmaid and that she had overheard them, and were probably now trying to figure out the best way to extricate themselves from the situation.


    She knew she came off as an abrasive, bossy bitch. She also didn’t care. Impressing these men? Not on her list of things to do that day.


    And they just didn’t know when to take a glare for an answer. “You here for the engagement dinner?” one asked as she rifled through a drawer.


    Edie looked up and gave him a nut-withering stare just as her fingers closed over a Band-Aid. With her prize in hand, she lifted her head high, straightened her cat-hair-covered clothing, and walked back out of the kitchen, taking care to hide her limp as much as possible.


    As the door closed behind her, she heard one of the men say, “What did I tell you? The bridesmaids are gonna be weird.”


    “Christ,” said another.


    Full of indignation, Edie limped back toward the red dining room, wrapping the Band-Aid around her finger and blistering the three men in her thoughts. Why did guys have to be such jerks the moment anyone’s back was turned? Also, who told those guys they were getting laid? Really. Being in the bridal party did not automatically make her someone’s date.


    It wasn’t too hard to find the red dining room again. After returning down the hall, Edie just listened for the low buzz of voices. She pushed the door open and gave Gretchen a smile as she slipped into the crowded room. Her friend looked excited and nervous all at once. She didn’t need to know about the horrible things the men in the kitchen were saying. This was her night and it was going to be an awesome one, damn it.


    “There you are,” Gretchen said, hurrying back over to Edie and taking her arm. “Come on. I want you to meet my Hunter.” She gave Edie’s arm a meaningful squeeze as she pulled her through the mingling people in the room. Off to one side, Bianca was talking with a man, a wineglass in her hand. Jeez, how long had Edie been gone that Bianca had already found someone to latch on to?


    “Hunter, this is my friend from college, Edie. She’s the one who gave me Igor.” She moved to Hunter’s side, releasing Edie’s arm, and gave her friend a challenging look.


    Edie could see why Gretchen was practically bristling. Hunter was... well, “unpleasant” to look upon would be the kindest way to put it. Deep, gouging scars bisected his face and made one corner of his mouth pull down in a ghastly fashion. Edie offered him her hand to shake, and noticed he was missing his little finger. No wonder Gretchen was so fiercely protective of him. People could be cruel when they perceived a deficiency. Edie and her leg sure knew about that. “It’s very nice to meet you,” she told him. “Gretchen speaks very highly of you.”


    “Oh?” he asked, voice rich and velvety. He looked over at Gretchen again, gaze heated, and Edie nearly swooned at how he looked at his fiancée. It was like he wanted to eat Gretchen up with a spoon. She wished a man would look at her like that, damn it.


    “You must have the patience of Job for putting up with Gretchen,” Edie teased.


    He gave her a stiff smile, his scarred mouth curving a little. “Not patience, just love for her.”


    Gretchen put her fingers to one side of her mouth and mock-whispered, “And I suck a mean cock.”


    Hunter’s face turned a blotchy red, which, Edie was sure, matched her own. “God, some people never change,” Edie commented.


    Gretchen just gave Edie a radiant look, clearly in love. “I hope you won’t mind that we did assigned seating tonight. I thought it’d be good to get everyone used to one another over the next year. Plus, I’m totally matchmaking.” She gave her friend an outrageous wink. “Lots of good bachelors here tonight, if you’re interested.”


    God, no. “I’m not,” Edie told her, and tried to keep the smile in her voice. “But I’m sure Bianca will be.”


    Gretchen wrinkled her nose. “Which is why I didn’t invite her. Oh well. She can sit with Cooper.”


    “Can you show me where I’ll be sitting?” Edie asked, because her knee was throbbing.


    “Of course,” Gretchen said, and stood on her tiptoes to give Hunter a kiss right on his scarred cheek. Then she turned to Edie and gestured at the lovely table.


    The long wooden dining table was set with seven seats on each side and one at each end of the table. Edie’s assigned seat was stuck somewhere in the middle of things, which made her cringe because if she had to get up for any reason, it’d be a mess. But she said nothing and sat down at her place, noting she was sandwiched between a “Magnus” and a “Reese.” She looked around for Bianca, but she was still in a corner, lost in conversation with a guy. Since there were both booze and bachelors here, she’d probably ignore Edie for the rest of the dinner.


    A sour-faced butler swung by and filled Edie’s wineglass. She thanked him and took a sip, feeling conspicuous as the only person seated at the table. Hopefully something would happen to rescue her soon.


    She shouldn’t have thrown the thought into the universe; no sooner did it cross her mind than the dining room doors swung open and the three men she’d run into over in the kitchen came in. The guy with the bright green-gold eyes met her gaze and gave her a challenging look as he sauntered into the room behind the other two, then took a swig from his beer. Ugh.


    “Are you guys all beer’d up?” Gretchen called. “Okay, let’s everyone take our seats, then. Look for your name card and please make yourself comfortable. Once we’re all in place, we can start with introductions.”


    Edie waited, watching as the others in the room shuffled around the table, looking for their names. She began to inwardly cringe as the guy with the green eyes moved around the table slowly and began to head in her direction. Keep on going, she thought. Keep on going. Karma surely couldn’t be that cruel—


    He pulled out the chair next to her and flashed her another grin. “Looks like we meet again.” He set his beer down on the table next to her.


    She picked up her wineglass and took another swig, ignoring him. This evening was rapidly going from bad to worse. As she watched, others sat, and she fixed her gaze on a pregnant woman who looked like Gretchen—had to be Gretchen’s younger sister Audrey—being helped into her chair by a handsome man with a rakish goatee. He gave her a kiss on top of her head and then moved to the far side of the table, sitting next to Edie. “Hey there, lady. Hope you don’t mind if I sit with you?”


    “Fine with me,” she said, forming a smile for him. At least there was one person she’d be able to talk with tonight. She’d just have to pointedly ignore the beer-drinking caveman on the other side of her.


    A moment later, everyone was seated... everyone except Gretchen and Bianca. Bianca blinked her big dark eyes and gave Gretchen a sad little smile. “I know I’m interloping on the party. I’ll just go wait in the kitchen or something. You guys have fun without me.”


    A few of the men made protesting sounds. Edie noticed that one man in particular got up, as if about to offer his chair.


    “Oh, stuff it, Bianca,” Gretchen said, her tone irritated. “Go sit in my place. I’ll come sit with my honeybun here.” She went to Hunter’s chair and promptly dropped into his lap.


    “All right,” Bianca said in a shy, kittenish voice. She gave everyone a tiny little smile and then sat in the spot at the very end of the table—next to two men who lit up at the sight of her. Yeah. Edie wondered how it was that Bianca hadn’t been invited to the party and was suddenly everyone’s favorite, whereas Edie was one of the freaking bridesmaids and she was stuck between a married guy blowing kisses at his wife and a beer-drinking jackass who was disappointed he wasn’t going to get tits.


    Just her lucky day. Maybe she could feign sickness and go hang out with Igor for a bit. She’d take a few scratches in exchange for the cat’s company. Cats didn’t lash out because of pettiness. Cats didn’t demand to see tits.


    Edie definitely preferred cats to people.


    With a little wiggle atop Hunter’s lap, Gretchen picked up a wineglass—either hers or Hunter’s—and tapped it with a fork. “Okay, everyone. We called you guys here today because we wanted to talk about the upcoming wedding. If you’re here and you have a vagina, you’re a bridesmaid.” She pointed her fork down the table. “Except for you, Bianca. You’re not invited unless we need another usher or some shit.”


    Bianca just gave a shy smile, but Edie noticed that one of the men looked aghast at Gretchen’s ballsy words. Edie just sipped her wine and tried to hide her smile. It wasn’t that she hated Bianca—Bianca was family. Of course Edie loved her. But she also kinda loved that Gretchen saw through Bianca’s bullshit and put her in her place.


    “So,” Gretchen said, gesturing with her fork. “Penises, you are groomsmen. And since Hunter and I are going to be super picky about how this wedding is run—”


    Audrey coughed into her hand. “Cough-bridezilla-cough.”


    Gretchen reached over and thwapped her pregnant sister on the head with her fork. “That’s right. Bridezilla. I don’t care. It’s my wedding, and we’re going to do things the way I want, or else I will make people miserable. And that includes dressing my cat up in a clown outfit and making people pose with him as punishment. Feel me?” She cast a baleful look down the table. “Okay, good. Now, since several of us are new to each other, why don’t we go around the table and introduce ourselves? I’ll start.” She hopped to her feet, and beamed down at Hunter. “I’m Gretchen. I met Hunter when he brought me here to his house under false pretenses and we boinked like rabbits until he decided to put a ring on it.”


    A few people choked on their drinks. Edie just grinned.


    Gretchen pointed at her fiancé with her fork. Hunter cleared his throat. “I’m Hunter, and I decided to put a ring on it.”


    “Good job, baby,” Gretchen said. She gestured at her sister. “Let’s go this way.”


    Audrey got to her feet slowly—not an easy trick considering the size of her belly. She pushed a few wisps of carrot-colored hair away from her freckled face and sighed. “I’m the long-suffering sister of the bride,” she said, and put the back of her hand to her forehead, eliciting a few chuckles from the group. “And Gretchen has asked me to be her matron of honor, which is both sweet and a little terrifying.” She grinned at her sister. “I couldn’t be happier for these two, though, and I feel like this wedding is going to be wonderful and a match made in heaven.”


    Someone made gagging noises, and the room erupted in laughter, including Audrey. Okay, so they had a group of clowns tonight. That could make things fun.


    Next went a man named Cooper, who introduced himself as Gretchen’s old boss and a college friend who Edie vaguely recognized. He talked about working with Gretchen, and her dedication to her work and to Hunter, and how lucky Hunter was, going on and on to the point that it got a little uncomfortable. Eventually he sat, and the next person stood up. Kat Geary was Gretchen’s literary agent, and her speech was short and funny. From there, things picked up. There was Chelsea, who was cute and bubbly and rambled on and on as if she were terrified of silence. There was Asher, a good-looking man who made a total bro-speech and was one of the guys who Edie had seen in the kitchen. He seemed nice enough in his spiel, which just convinced Edie that no one could ever really know what a man was thinking. Then, a tiny little woman with a big dark ponytail stood up and said her name was Greer, and she was a wedding planner as well as Gretchen’s friend. Next to Greer was Levi, who was one of Hunter’s biggest and oldest clients, and a good friend.


    Levi also stared at Bianca the entire time he talked.


    Bianca, of course, sat at the foot of the table and smiled prettily as everyone spoke, but when Levi gave his speech, she gazed up at him as if he were the only man in the world. Edie could pretty much see the hooks sinking into him. Poor man wouldn’t know what hit him.


    On the other side of the table, there was a geeky young woman named Taylor who seemed a little shy. Sebastian, who was rather abrupt and succinct and unfriendly, who seemed an odd choice for a bridal party. There was sweet dark-haired woman named Brontë who quoted Aristotle and mentioned that Gretchen had been in her wedding, and next to her was her husband, Logan, who was also one of the groomsmen. Then there was the man next to Edie, Magnus, who mentioned he made video games for a living and was sincerely happy for his friend Hunter. Edie did her best to keep in her feelings, even though she knew Magnus was a big fat liar. Now wasn’t the time. She wasn’t like Gretchen, to bluster and shock people with her words. Gretchen had a big mouth but she also had a big heart.


    Edie? Now, Edie had a cold, bitter heart and she liked to remember grudges.


    So when it was her time to stand up and make a toast, she awkwardly rose to her feet and lifted her glass. “I’m Edie King, and I’m an old friend of Gretchen’s. As for what I do?” She let her gaze deliberately swing around the room and landed on three people in particular. Asher. Levi. And then, Magnus. The three men drinking beer. “My profession is a feline behaviorist. I guess you could say that I’m what you call a cat lady.”


    Somewhere down the table, someone spit out his beer.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Magnus would give the cat lady credit—she had fucking stones the size of boulders. Sure, he still didn’t like her, but the way she’d archly delivered her set-down during the toastings? It was beautifully done, even if it was passive-aggressively aimed at him. Magnus enjoyed that sort of thing, and he enjoyed the way Levi got all flustered and Asher kept staring at his beer. They knew they’d been acting like dicks earlier in the kitchen with their sexist commentary, but Magnus tended to blow that sort of shit off. Levi was a dreamer who chased after anything with a skirt, and Asher, well, Asher had recently had his heart broken by his childhood sweetheart. So if he was desperately trying to score some bridesmaid pussy, Magnus couldn’t blame him.


    He was pretty sure the cat lady was having none of him, though. Which kind of made him laugh inside. Not that he was interested in the cat lady himself. She was cute enough, in that scholarly, boho-nerd sort of way. He was a man, and a man’s brain had a “fuck switch” every time he saw a woman. The fuck switch either went On or Off depending on how the woman looked, and his fuck switch was definitely on for the cat lady, because she had a nice pair of tits under that ugly dress-thing she was wearing, and a perfect heart-shaped little face that was marred by her perpetual scowl. Magnus’s dick’d do her, because his dick liked interesting things, and she was interesting. Magnus’s brain, not so much.


    As the evening wore on, the iciness from his dinner partner continued, and it destroyed even Magnus’s budding appreciation for her. Because when he was stuck between a married couple and a woman who ignored him?


    It made for a long fucking night. He was glad when the party finally ended and he was able to collect Levi and get the fuck out of dodge. He’d spent half the night sucking down beers and mentally trying out a few new concepts for The World, because his thoughts always turned to it.


    Both he and Levi made a living creating IPs—Intellectual Property—for video games. They’d become famous five years ago when an online computer game of theirs became so big that it was soon showing up in every toy store as merchandise and phrases like “Loot is for suckers” became part of the Internet consciousness. A big gaming company had noticed and had bought the rights to the game for two billion dollars, unheard of at the time. Then, Magnus and Levi had created a second IP and sold the rights to the concept for several hundred million.


    Now, he and Levi were working on the newest—The World. It was an alternate-reality type of game where you could choose the path in history for your countries, and the game would alter itself and the levels and classes for your characters based on the “historical” timeline. It was tricky to figure out, mechanics-wise, but Magnus loved a challenge.


    He handed his keys to Levi as they left Buchanan Manor. “You didn’t drink, right?”


    “My night to be sober,” his younger brother said. Normally he’d bitch and moan about the fact that he didn’t get to drink at a party, but tonight, he was strangely quiet. In fact, he was smiling.


    Magnus frowned at Levi. “You feeling okay?”


    To his surprise, Levi turned to him and threw an arm around Magnus’s shoulders. “What did you think of her?”


    “Who?”


    “The sister. The one who works with the cats.”


    The ice queen who had sat next to Magnus all night? “She’s cute enough, I guess. Might want to remove that Popsicle out of her ass first, though.”


    Levi looked confused. “You didn’t think she was warm and gracious?”


    “Fuck no. I mean, I get that she was cute, but damn, man, she was being stone cold the entire night. Didn’t talk to anyone.”


    “Are we... talking about the same girl? Bianca?”


    Who the hell was Bianca? Magnus had to think back, and he vaguely remembered a girl with big brown eyes, pale blonde hair, and a coquettish, tiny smile that he’d instantly found cloying, the same way he found most perfumes cloying. “Oh. That one. She’s a cat lady, too?”


    Levi laughed, the sound giddy. “She works with the cat lady. Something about her leg being bad, so Bianca helps take care of her. She’s so selfless.”


    “Great,” Magnus said flatly. “Good for her.”


    “No, bro, you don’t understand,” Levi said, moving in front of Magnus and putting his hands out in front of him. Okay, apparently Levi wanted to stop and have a conversation in the goddamn driveway.


    Magnus glared at his dramatic younger brother. “What don’t I understand?”


    Levi just grinned and clasped Magnus on the shoulders. “I’m in love.”


    Oh, here we fucking go again.


    Though only a year and a half separated Levi and Magnus, they were completely different, personality-wise. Magnus was the workhorse. If the best way to figure out something was to throw himself at it for sixteen hours a day, then that was what he’d do. Levi, however, was a dreamer. He was the one with his head in the clouds, who slept until noon, and didn’t hit a single fucking deadline that Magnus set for him.


    But when Levi came up with an idea, it was a fucking game changer. It was why Magnus put up with him despite carrying the majority of their “partnership” on his back.


    The most annoying thing about Levi’s dreaminess, though, was his ability to fall in love at the drop of a hat. Levi fell in love like some girls changed hair colors. Today, it was Bianca. In two weeks, it’d be Clarice, or the barista at the coffee shop with the cute nose ring. Or it’d be a fan who ran into him at a party and decided to show her gaming appreciation by kissing him in a dark corner all night.


    Levi was easy to impress, and he loved ladies.


    Magnus, well, Magnus worked.


    Levi also fell out of love as quickly as he fell in love, so most of the time it worked out for the best. Levi would be impossible for a few days, and then he’d inevitably get his heart broken—Levi also had a pattern of falling for unattainable girls. He’d mope over his lost love for a few days, and then he’d get back to work with a new passion for creation, and things would move along once more.


    Which was why Magnus just rolled his eyes as he got into the passenger side of the Maserati. Let Levi fall in love. He’d be done with what’s-her-name in a few days and ready to get back to work.


    And Magnus? Well, Magnus would just continue doing what he did. He’d wake up at six A.M., put in his sixteen hours, and keep on going. Because that was the only way to get anything done in their business. And hey, their business arrangement was a bit unorthodox, but it worked for them. And that was all that mattered, right?


    ***


    Three days later, Magnus went and knocked on the door to Levi’s suite. “It’s fucking two in the afternoon, bro. Are you ever coming out of there?”


    Impatient, he waited a few minutes, tapping his foot. When there was no answer from within the room, he lifted his hand to give another impatient knock—


    And Levi opened the door, a sullen light in his normally happy eyes, his sandy blond hair a mess. “What do you want?” he said in a subdued voice.


    “I want you to work on The World with me? You know, mapping out the AI of the Huns? Remember that part?”


    Levi’s mouth pulled down in a sad frown. “I can’t work when my heart is broken.”


    Magnus groaned. “Fuck. Not this again. Still stuck on this girl? She’s just a pretty face. Let it go.”


    “She’s not just a pretty face,” Levi protested. “She’s Bianca.”


    As if that explained it all.


    “Is she coming to map out the AI for the Huns for me, then?” Magnus asked, and Levi gave him a dirty look.


    “You don’t understand.”


    “I sure don’t—”


    “Bianca loves me, too, but there’s a problem.”


    “Of course there is.” Because there was always a problem when Levi fell in love. “This one married, too?”


    He gave Magnus an insulted glare. “Of course not. Bianca would be completely devoted to any man she was married to.”


    “Sure she would,” Magnus said, letting the sarcasm drip through his voice. Levi was such a dreamer when it came to women, unlike Magnus, who was a die-hard cynic. He knew how relationships with women went. They’d date a little, things would get a little more exclusive, and the next thing Magnus knew, he was having to check in if he wanted to scratch his ass and finding her toothbrush tucked next to his. Women didn’t believe in “casual.” They believed in first dates and then showed up with a bag of their things so they could lay claim on you. And that was not for him. He liked being able to do his own thing, and he sure didn’t like answering to anyone. The moment a woman started to get clingy, Magnus shut things down. He had Levi in his life, and trying to get his brother’s head out of his ass was a full-time relationship as it was.


    “You just don’t understand,” Levi said in a mournful voice. He raked a hand through his messy hair and then retreated back into his room. “I need her.”


    “Need her? For what?” He followed his brother into his room, amazed at how Levi managed to trash a two-thousand-square-foot room in the space of a few days. “You need to pull your shit together, man. And look at this pigsty. That’s unfair to the staff for you to be such a pig.” Just because they were rich now, Magnus hadn’t forgotten what it was like to pick up after himself. Levi, on the other hand...


    Levi turned and flopped onto his back on his big bed. “Like I said, I need her.”


    “For fucking what? Is she going to pitch in with the new project? Because I fucking need you to help me with this new IP.”


    “She’s my muse. I can’t work without her.”


    His muse? Fucking seriously? Magnus began picking up some of the laundry strewn all over the floor of his brother’s room and tossing it onto the bed—and onto Levi. “Fine. I give up. You’re clearly not going to work until you get this newest girl out of your head. So go fuck off and see her or something. Forget all about deadlines or anything. Jesus.”


    “That’s just it,” Levi said in a mournful voice. He didn’t even move a muscle when Magnus tossed an old towel on him. “I can’t see her. She won’t leave her sister’s side.”


    “Then she doesn’t want to date you,” Magnus said bluntly.


    “She does,” Levi said. “She just can’t leave her sister’s side. Her sister’s a workaholic, just like you.” Levi sat up slowly on the bed, his eyes wide. “She’s a workaholic like you. Magnus, this is perfect!” He rolled off the bed and sprang to his feet, crossing the filthy room to grasp his older brother by the arms. “Can you date Edie for me?”


    “What? What the fuck are you talking about?”


    “Can you date Edie for me?” Levi repeated, as if it were the most sensible suggestion in the world. “We get Edie occupied, and I can have Bianca. If Edie’s out with you, Bianca can be out with me. It’s the perfect solution.”


    Magnus shrugged his brother’s hands away. “The perfect solution... if you’re high on something. Why would I want to date Edie? She was a pit-viper at the damn dinner party the other night.”


    “I’m sure she has a softer side if you flirt with her,” Levi continued, undeterred. He grabbed a shirt off the floor and shrugged it on, then began to button it up. “That’s just what I need. I need a distraction for Edie. If you can keep her preoccupied, I can spend time with Bianca. Then we both get what we want.”


    His brother was flat-out crazy. Magnus crossed his arms. “You have a flaw in your plan.”


    Levi tilted his head, curious. “I do? Where?”


    “The fact that I don’t want to fucking date Edie!” Magnus roared. “Jesus Christ, man, pull your head out of your ass. Why would I want to date her? I don’t care how fucking cute she is if she’s a nightmare to be around.”


    But Levi gave Magnus a knowing look. “So you thought she was cute?”


    He groaned inwardly. “Yeah, I’d fuck her... if she kept her mouth shut. That doesn’t mean I want to date her. So what?”


    “So... you can date her. Just get a few drinks into her. Compliment her hair. Build a common ground. You’ll have her eating out of the palm of your hand.” Levi slung an arm around Magnus’s shoulders again, as if the problem was solved. “It’s perfect. You can date her and I’ll keep Bianca distracted and we’ll both have a little bit of quiet time.”


    “No. Absolutely not.” Magnus shoved his brother’s arm off of his shoulders. “You know we have a deadline. Game Channel wants the new IP and game design in two months. That means we need to work our asses off, and that means you need to work on the goddamn Huns. They’re paying us a lot of money—”


    “Who cares about money? We’re already rich! I want love—”


    “You want a fucking punch in the mouth is what you want,” Magnus said. Jesus, why did his brother always go off his rocker over a woman at the worst possible times? Why couldn’t he just work like Magnus wanted him to? Was that so freaking hard? “This is a lot of money and it’s our reputation on the line.”


    Levi gave him a knowing look. “You want the money?”


    “Hell yes, I want the money.” It was five hundred million dollars. Of course he wanted it. He’d be stupid to throw it away. It wasn’t the amount of money or the fact that he needed it—they didn’t need it at all. It was the sheer satisfaction of knowing that someone would pay that much for their intellectual property. That was what drove Magnus.


    His brother crossed his arms over his chest. “I want Bianca,” Levi said stubbornly. “Do this for me, and I’ll work. I’ll even let you have all of the proceeds for this particular IP.”


    Magnus stared. It was several months of work—never mind all the work they’d already put in. And he was willing to do it for free as long as he got this girl? “You’re serious?”


    “I’m serious,” Levi agreed. “If you’ll date Edie to get her out of the picture, I’ll work on your game stuff when I’m not with Bianca. It’s a trade-off.”


    There had to be a catch. Magnus rubbed his jaw, thinking. “Edie and I didn’t get along at dinner. She’s not going to think I suddenly changed my mind and fell in love with her, Levi. This isn’t going to work.”


    But his brother grinned and hopped to his feet, dashing to his closet. He pulled out a pair of jeans and began to hop into them. “You let me figure out the details. As long as I get the setup, you can move in for the kill. Pretend to like her. Date her and keep her busy. Got it?”


    “I’m not fucking her just so you can bag her sister—”


    “No one said you had to fuck her,” Levi said, voice placating. “Can’t you just be my wingman on this?”


    “If I was your wingman, we’d double date.”


    “Can you be my absentee wingman?”


    “Can we work in the meantime? Please?”


    “We can,” Levi said. “I’m suddenly feeling inspired.”


    Well, thank God for that.


    ***


    The whole “dating Edie” thing didn’t come up for another few days, and Magnus was pretty sure his flighty brother had forgotten all about the beautiful but distant Bianca. Instead, Levi had devoted himself to working, sketching out the basic gameplay of the Huns, three other barbarian tribes, and a new twist that had Magnus convinced that his brother was a gaming genius. He was pleased at how the project was coming along...


    Which meant they were bound to have a snag, of course.


    The snag came later. Both Sullivan brothers were working in their shared office. The good thing about the four-story building they’d bought on Park Avenue was that they had plenty of room to stretch their legs. Still, they worked best when they bounced ideas off of each other, and so they shared an office, computers facing each other. While Magnus’s side of the room was controlled order, Levi’s desk was always an absolute mess. Even the maids were afraid to touch it.


    Magnus was just keying in a new troop unit when someone knocked at the door to their top-floor office. Usually they ignored it, preferring to work through distractions unless it was an emergency.


    Usually. This time, though, Levi jumped up and sprinted for the door, which made Magnus put aside his headphones and get up from his computer. He needed to stretch anyhow. “What’s going on?”


    “It’s here,” Levi called after him, noisily thumping down the stairs like an overgrown puppy.


    “What’s here?” Magnus yelled. When there was no answer, he threw his hands up in the air and followed his brother down the stairs.


    “Oh my god,” he heard Levi say, then laugh. “It’s hideous.”


    Well that wasn’t a good sign. Magnus hopped down the last two stairs and headed for the foyer. There, held by Levi’s assistant, was a large pet crate, with Levi hunched in front of it and grinning like a loon. Magnus’s steps slowed. “What’s this?”


    Levi turned and looked at his brother, delighted. He gestured at the cage. “This is our ticket to getting Edie and Bianca here.”


    A paw from deep inside the cage slashed out at the wire grate, and the creature inside gave a low hiss.


    Magnus’s eyes widened. He’d thought—well, hoped—that Levi was going to give up on this whole Bianca thing. “Yes, but why is there an animal here?”


    Levi stood up and grinned, rubbing his hands. He looked pleased with himself. “Because Edie is a cat behaviorist and Bianca’s her assistant. So I sent Jenna here”—he gestured at the retreating assistant—“to the shelter to find the most unpleasant cat she could.”


    “Why... would you do that?”


    Levi clapped Magnus on the shoulder. “Because we’re going to have Edie come here and fix it, of course.”


    A low growl emanated from the crate.


    “And what exactly are we supposed to do with it in the meantime?”


    Levi shrugged. “Dunno. You handle it. I’m going to call Bianca and set things up.” His brother dashed away, pulling out his phone, and left Magnus with the damn cat.


    Why were they going through with this ridiculous plan? He must have been completely insane. Magnus squatted in front of the cage and saw a bundle of fur huddled in the back, all gray tufted hair and stripes. Two eyes gleamed, and then it yowled and attempted to swat at him again through the cage.


    “Jesus,” Magnus said, and stood up again. Not only was he going to be stuck with pretending to like the cat lady, he was also stuck with Cujo the bobcat.


    The things one did for family. Or for a full share in a five-hundred-million-dollar project.


    ***


    “I have a new client for you,” Bianca said in her sweetest little-girl voice as she held out a piece of paper to Edie.


    Edie ignored her sister, screwing a post into a cat tree for her foster room. The cat tree had sixteen legs and three perches, and it was the most confusing thing she’d ever seen, but her new cat wanted someplace high to perch, and Edie was determined to give it to Oscar so he could relax a bit. Once he was settled in, she could work on getting him comfortable with her. As she worked, two other cats, Dopey and Doc, sat on the crinkling instructions, and Sneezy was curled up against the leg of her jeans as she sat on the floor.


    “Did you hear me?” Bianca said, her voice a bit louder.


    “I heard you,” Edie muttered. Bianca used her little-girl voice when she was trying to sweet talk people, and Edie had developed an immunity to it long ago. She shooed the cats off of the paper and unfolded the instructions to look at them again. “I’m busy.”


    “But... it’s work.” Bianca moved directly in front of Edie and waved the paper. “You need money, remember? We both need money. Especially if we’re going to get costumes for Gretchen and Hunter’s big engagement masquerade party.”


    Edie made a face at her sister’s back. “Don’t remind me.”


    “I won’t remind you again if we go to this job.”


    Edie took a look at the paper. House call. New cat, very aggressive. The appointment time was that afternoon. She handed the paper back to Bianca. “Can’t go today. I’m volunteering at the shelter on Tuesdays.”


    “Since when?”


    “Since they got shorthanded. They need more help.”


    “We need clients,” Bianca said, waving the paper again. “We—”


    “If you stick that in my face one more time, I’m going to cram it down your throat.”


    “We also need to pay the electric bill,” Bianca said. “And this person is going to want an ongoing consultation. I quoted him a thousand dollars up front and three hundred bucks each additional visit, and he said that was fine.”


    Edie paused in her contemplation of the world’s worst cat-tree instructions. A thousand bucks would go a long way to fixing their anemic bank account. Cat behavior therapy was fun, but it sucked for paying the bills. “Really? A thousand today?”


    “Yup.” Bianca looked pleased with herself. “Some rich guy with a new cat. Can’t we go check it out? You can go to the shelter later.”


    Edie blinked and took the paper from Bianca again. “He’s in New York City.”


    “He offered to pay us for drive time, too.”


    Edie’s eyes widened. “How much?”


    “Something like a hundred an hour? I’ll tell him we insist. It’ll cover gas, wear and tear, and our time.”


    That was fourteen hundred today. Eighteen hundred if they counted there and back. “I’m not sure. I—”


    “Great,” Bianca said sweetly. “I told him we’d be there in a few hours. You should fix your hair.”


    “What? Why?” Edie touched her two short braids, one behind each ear.


    Her sister gave her an exasperated sigh. “Because he’s rich, of course.”


    Typical Bianca. Edie gave Dopey’s head a rub as he walked past. “Guess we’re going out for the day.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    They drove the puttering car the hours it took to get into New York City proper, and then it seemed to take another hour to find a parking space. By the time they got out of the car, Edie’s knee was throbbing and she was starving. Bianca fixed her lipstick before they got out of the car, which made Edie curious. Then again, it was a rich guy, and Bianca was all about trying to snag herself a wealthy boyfriend. She’d harassed Edie about dressing up, and Edie’s only concession had been to take her hair out of her braids and throw an old blazer over her T-shirt, and the blazer was simply to hide the cat hair. Most clients didn’t care what she looked like as long as she could help them. They kept a box of work stuff in the back of the car, and Edie picked through it. Then, she stuffed toys, catnip, treats, and a few other items into a backpack and slung the pack over her shoulder. They walked down the side street, looking for the correct building. Edie limped behind Bianca as her sister consulted her phone’s GPS.


    “Here we go,” Bianca said sunnily.


    “Oh jeez,” said Edie, staring up at the townhouse. “It’s kind of swanky.” The building was on the corner of a rather elite-looking street, and that made Edie wonder if she should have changed out of a cat-hair-covered shirt after all. Hearing someone had oodles of money was different than seeing it.


    “Told ya,” Bianca said smugly, and hopped up the steps to the front door. Edie leaned heavily on the railing and followed her up.


    The door opened a moment later and a man appeared in the doorway. “Oh good,” said a familiar, smooth baritone voice. “You’re here.”


    Edie stared at the man in the doorway. It was that Magnus guy from the party. One of the jerks. The one who had made comments about cat ladies. “You’re fucking kidding me.”


    “Hi, Edie,” he said, extending his hand out. He gave her a polite smile that didn’t quite reach his face. “I’m glad you and your assistant could make it out today.”


    “I’m not staying here,” Edie began.


    “Yes, you are,” Bianca said, taking Edie by the arm and pulling her close despite her protests. Bianca gave Magnus a tiny little smile. “May we come inside?”


    Edie looked at her sister in horror, planting her feet. “Wait. You knew it was this guy? Why didn’t you fucking tell me? This is a setup, isn’t it?”


    Bianca gave Edie a hurt look, her lower lip quivering. “Of course not.”


    “Bullshit.” Edie glared at Magnus. “What the fuck is this game?”


    “This game,” he said in a cool voice, “is that I have a new cat and it is a nightmare. I can return it to the shelter and have them put it down, or I can call a cat behaviorist for help. Someone suggested you were the best in the area, and I thought I’d give it a try despite our past. Or shall I just take the animal back to the shelter right now?”


    Edie’s gut churned. He was hitting her right in her soft spot. Somewhere in there was a shelter cat who’d just been taken out of one scary environment and into another. If she turned and walked away, he might find another cat behaviorist... or he might just take it back to the shelter.


    She bit her lip, undecided. Then, scowling, she glared at Magnus. “If you’re a dick, I’m leaving.”


    “I won’t be a dick,” he told her, putting his hands in the air in the universal “I surrender” gesture. “I promise. I just want to help my cat, all right?”


    “All right,” she grumped, and ignored the happy look Bianca flashed Magnus.


    Edie stepped over the threshold into the house. Inside, she immediately began to assess it how a scared cat would, and she frowned at the sight. The floors were a chilly painted cement, the walls bare and hung with a few pieces of modern art. The furniture was minimalist and strange, with a beaded (beaded!) throw rug in front of a glass fireplace. A shattered vase was in one corner of the open room, next to a few hanging twiglike things that she assumed were more modern art. She rubbed her scarf hard against her neck as she walked in, trying to cover it in her scent.


    “Hey,” that annoying baritone voice said. “You okay? You’re limping.”


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m fine.”


    “Do you need to sit down? I—”


    “Do I look as if I need to sit down?” She bit out the words, glaring at him. Then she turned and glanced around. “Where did my sister go?”


    He shrugged. “She went to go discuss payment with my brother, I imagine.” Big arms crossed his chest. “You want to see Cujo?”


    “Cujo? Really?”


    “What’s wrong with Cujo?”


    “You’re setting up the cat to fail, that’s what. Giving him a undesirable moniker just reinforces the negativity in your eyes.” She tugged at her scarf again and limped into the kitchen. At least, she assumed it was the kitchen. It was set up more like an old-fashioned diner, with the long counter and barstools, and the fridge and appliances behind the bar.


    “Annnd for the millionth time, he’s a damn cat, so who cares what I call him?” Magnus said, following her. “He’s in my bedroom, by the way.”


    Well, that was a start at least. “Show me where that is.”


    “Right this way, your majesty,” Magnus said, doing a mocking little bow as he moved in front of her. He headed to the back of the building and then up a twisting staircase.


    Of course it was upstairs. There were always damn stairs. Edie ignored the throb of her knee and followed him as quickly as she could, not wanting to seem as if she needed help or was lagging behind. She didn’t want to be seen as “less” in his eyes, damn it. Not when he was so smirky and judgy already.


    Upstairs, the barren motif continued, and Edie wondered why someone would get such a big house to put hardly anything in it. Magnus strode down the hall toward a closed door, and then turned and gestured at it. “This is my room. Last chance now to back out.”


    “Why? Am I going to be bombarded with blow-up dolls or something?”


    “No, just one super pissed-off cat,” he said, his tone as sarcastic as hers. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


    Magnus opened the door and Edie stepped inside. It... wasn’t what she expected his room to look like. She knew he was into computers and his big shoulders and muscular build spoke of an athletic lifestyle. But again, he had the minimal room set up with hardly any furniture. There was a treadmill desk in one corner of the room, a big brass bed off to one side and some strange-looking scarves covering the window that trailed onto the floor. One was slightly destroyed, and the other puffed out at the bottom, a tail flicking underneath.


    That would be her charge.


    Edie slid off her shoes since the floor here was wood and they’d make a lot of unnecessary noise. Her stockinged feet wiggled and she stepped forward, eyeing the room. “This is a rather unfriendly place for a cat.”


    “Why’s that?” Magnus’s deep voice made her jump. She didn’t realize he was so close behind her.


    She gestured at all the empty air. “There’s no place for him to hide. Did you just move in or something? There’s no furniture.”


    “It’s called a minimalist look,” Magnus said, and he sounded as if she’d insulted his decorating. “The last owner of this place was an artist. We paid a lot of money to buy the place.”


    “I’d have paid more for some furniture,” Edie commented, studying the bed. “I would have thought he’d go under the bed, but—”


    “There’s storage under there. No room.”


    “Cats like having a secure place to hide, you know. He’s probably terrified.”


    “He’s a demon,” Magnus said in that grumpy voice. “You know he bit me?”


    “Were you trying to pick him up?”


    “How do you think I got him in here?”


    Her heart softened. Poor cat. “He’s scared. Don’t make any sudden movements, okay? I’m going to go say hello.” She slung her backpack off of her shoulder and set it next to her shoes, and then padded forward. Her bad knee throbbed as she knelt next to the curtain, but she ignored it. She sat down and crossed her legs, then tugged her scarf off and folded it neatly, then placed it near the curtain.


    A paw swiped out, and the low growl started.


    That was okay. She’d be patient and wait. Edie settled her back against the wall a few feet away and stretched her bad knee out, rubbing it.


    “You want a chair or something?” Magnus said, clearly uncomfortable standing around. He had his arms crossed over his chest again.


    “No, on the floor is good,” she said, her gaze on that huddled form behind the curtain. “It makes me less frightening. Where’s his litterbox?”


    Magnus was silent.


    She looked over at him again. “Well?”


    “Uh, I haven’t gotten one yet.”


    Seriously? What kind of cat owner was he? She looked around at the room again, and then her lips twitched. “That might explain why he took a shit on your bed, then.”


    “What?” Magnus barked, striding toward his bed and the white coverlet with a brown stain on the end.


    “Don’t raise your voice,” Edie said, keeping hers low and soothing. She set her hand on the floor and stretched her fingers between her scarf and the wall. “Dumbass.”


    “He crapped on my bed,” Magnus whispered. “That’s disgusting!”


    “He’s an animal,” she said, keeping her voice soft and sweet—kind of like Bianca’s fake tones. “That’s what he does when no outlet is provided for him.” The cat wasn’t moving, so she decided to keep waiting. She’d give him more time. Sometimes cats needed a lot of time, especially when the new environment was frightening. And hell, this one wasn’t even welcoming to people. “You might as well take a seat,” she murmured. “It might take him a bit to come out.”


    A clattering sound made her grit her teeth, and she looked over to see Magnus removing his shoes and then taking a seat on the floor across the room, mimicking her pose as she leaned against the wall. He looked... annoyed. Not concerned for his cat like any good pet owner. Strange man.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the curtain move a little, saw a nose stick out to sniff her scarf. Well, that was promising. Daring greatly, she kept her movements slow and peeled the curtain back, revealing the hissing occupant.


    The cat was utterly terrified, which broke Edie’s heart. Drool leaked from its mouth and it panted, a sure sign of anxiety and stress. The warning rumble continued in his throat, so Edie didn’t reach for him. She did, however, study the cat’s markings, the tufted ears, the size of him, and looked over at Magnus, frowning. “What made you pick this cat out of the shelter?”


    He shrugged. “Felt like having a cat.”


    Her brows drew together. “No, I mean, why this cat?”


    He shrugged again. “Why?”


    “Because it’s a Savannah cat.”


    “I don’t know what that means.”


    “You, sir, have picked out a breed that is half wildcat.” Her mouth curved into an amused smile. “Good luck with that.”


    ***


    Magnus couldn’t stop watching Edie. When she wasn’t sniping at him or lashing out with that forked tongue of hers, she was... interesting. He wanted to know more about why she limped. It was natural curiosity, being an athlete himself once upon a time. He’d had dozens of injuries when he’d played football, from a torn ligament to a sprained ankle to whatever his opponents could dish out. A knee that injured... something bad had happened to it or she’d been born that way. Either way, it was a curiosity, and he wanted to know what had happened. Maybe it was why she was so damn cranky all the damn time.


    That overarching crankiness was what made her so fascinating to watch right now. Her fingers were gentle as the cat reluctantly pushed its head out, and she extended them toward the cat. Not moving more than that. Just waiting. And he leaned back to watch her, because it was more riveting than anything he’d seen in a long time. Minutes passed as the cat sniffed her fingertips, sniffed her scarf again, and then moved forward a tiny bit. It crept forward, shoulders hunched, and kept slowly moving until it was near Edie’s leg. She gave it a cautious head skritch, and when the cat decided it liked that, it moved forward a bit more. Within the space of about twenty minutes, she had the cat resting on her lap and relaxing as she rubbed and petted it.


    “I think this is a young cat,” she said in a slow, sweet voice that was like liquid honey on the senses. He knew the voice was for the cat’s benefit, but his dick still responded to it. “She’s frightened, but she also wants love and attention.”


    “Isn’t that what we all want?” He joked back, and his voice must have been too loud, because the cat jolted, earning him an ugly look from Edie.


    “This sort of thing takes time, you know,” she murmured again, her hands gently stroking the alert ears, smoothing over striped fur. “You’re free to leave at any time.”


    “I’ll stick around,” he said, modulating his voice to match her sweetness. “It’s my cat, remember?” That, and he’d told Levi he’d keep Edie occupied for at least two hours so Levi could nail Bianca or at the very least, get her out of his system. “So what’s a Savannah cat?”


    “They’re a cat that’s part serval and part house cat. Yours looks like it’s probably an F2.” She touched the large ears and the stripes crossing them, then gestured at the ones on the cat’s muzzle. “The markings aren’t as crisp.”


    “And what’s an F2?”


    “Second generation, basically. Your cat probably has a granddaddy wildcat somewhere.”


    “Huh,” he said, since it all seemed a little technical for what looked like a stripey little cat to him. “So... do I feed her different things? Like gazelle?”


    Edie’s look was withering again, and he bit back a grin of amusement. He liked getting that rise out of her. Seeing that scorn quickly fly to her face. She was easy to tease. “You can feed the cat normal food,” she said. “Find out if Cujo here”—again with the withering look—“likes hard food or wet food. If she favors her teeth or seems picky or afraid to eat, try to get wet food into her so she doesn’t get dehydrated.”


    “I’ll send my assistant out for some,” he agreed. “And litter.”


    She shook her head, just a bit. “You’re not very prepared to have a new member of your home.”


    Yeah, that was probably because he hadn’t been anticipating having a damn cat. Fucking Levi and his schemes, all so he could bang the blonde with the tiny mouth. “I’ll be better prepared next time,” Magnus said. “So, what made you decide to become a cat expert?”


    Her long fingers stroked over an ear, and for some reason, Magnus found that small movement... arousing. Maybe it was how the cat responded, or the fact that she seemed to know just where to touch the cat to make it purr. Maybe it’d been too long since he’d had sex, because it was fucking sad if he was getting turned on watching Edie pet a cat. But the sight of those expert hands had him shifting in his seat and resisting the urge to adjust his crotch.


    “Why do you care?” she murmured in that dulcet voice, and he had to adjust his seating again.


    “Maybe I’m just passing the time with you. Trying to shoot the shit and all.”


    “You don’t have to shoot anything with me.” The cat leaned into her hand, much like his dick wanted to. Christ, his dick especially wanted to when that made Edie’s mouth curl into a soft, pleased little smile. How had he not noticed that her lips were full and plump, her upper lip slightly larger than her lower one? Her mouth was perfection, what so many women injected to try and get theirs to look like. Edie didn’t seem like the type to fuss over her appearance, which meant that those pillowy lips were probably all natural... and would feel amazing around his dick.


    And why he was suddenly thinking about his dick when she was around, he had no fucking idea, but now he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it. He shifted in his seat again, drawing up a knee to hide the fact that he was getting an erection.


    At his small movement, Cujo hissed and darted back under the curtain again, and Edie shot him an irritated look.


    “Sorry.”


    She gave her head a little shake, as if to say Whatever, and slowly, painfully got to her feet. When she was standing again, she leaned over and gave her knee a little rub, and as she did, her collar swung low, exposing her impressive cleavage to his gaze.


    Aw, damn. She had a rocking bod under all those clothes. Maybe Levi was trying to nail the wrong sister after all.


    But a moment later she straightened, and fixed an imperious look on him. “All right. I have a to-do list for you to handle over the next few days.”


    “What? A to-do list? Why?”


    She looked surprised. “Because it’s your cat, of course.” She gestured at his room. “This isn’t going to work at all, just so you know.”


    Forget his stupid dick. Now he was just getting annoyed. “What do you mean, ‘this’ isn’t going to work?” He mimicked her gesture, flinging his hand in the air.


    Edie gave him another one of those quelling looks. “He’s frightened—”


    “So now it’s a he?”


    “I don’t know what it is until I get a chance to lift his or her tail to see—”


    “I just find it a little ironic that when you get pissy, the cat’s a ‘he’ but when you’re all lovey-dovey on it, it’s a ‘she.’”


    He watched her small nostrils flare with irritation and he was fascinated despite himself. “Fine, we’ll go with ‘it’ then. I want it to stay in this room for the time being. Your house is enormous—”


    “Why thank you. I love it when ladies admire the size of my... house.”


    “Would you fucking shut up for two seconds?”


    He was getting under Miss Prickly’s skin, was he? Funny how entertaining that was. Magnus grinned and gestured that she continue.


    “As I was saying, dickface, don’t let it out into the rest of the house. Cats need a small area to become accustomed to before you expand their territory. Keep your door shut and keep Cujo in this room. Also,” she said, and gestured at his furniture. “You need to add some places for Cujo to hide. Get rid of the storage under the bed. Put a few cat trees in here with hiding spots. Even a few deep cardboard boxes placed in strategic areas will help. Right now Cujo has no place to hide and is feeling vulnerable. You need to give it safe places to retreat to.”


    “I don’t want all that shit in here. I like my room the way it is,” he told her, his irritation rising at her high-handed comments. “It’s minimalist.”


    “It’s ugly,” she said bluntly. “And it’s unwelcoming.”


    “I’m not trying to make you welcome,” he lashed back.


    “For the cat, you fool. And get that litterbox unless you want the cat to stake out your bed as the place to go to the bathroom.” Her bitter little smile at him became wicked. “Though I’m sure your bed is used to seeing pieces of shit.”


    Talking to her was like petting a scorpion. “Are you done here?”


    “That’s my consultation,” she said, voice cloyingly sweet. “Also, try to spend a few hours a day with Cujo. No sudden movements. Let the cat come to you. Pet only when Cujo seems to want it. Don’t reach for the face when you do, reach around the cat’s side because some cats get nervous when you go for the face.”


    “Anything else?” he asked sarcastically.


    “Yes. I’d like to be paid now.”


    ***


    A short time later, the check was handed to Bianca, who left with grumpy Edie. By that time, Magnus was grumpy as fuck, too, and his irritation was directed at his brother, Levi, who seemed to be over the moon at the moment. Levi had a blissful look on his face, and his hair was a mess, as if someone had been running her hands through it.


    Once the women were out of the house, Magnus turned to his brother. “Did you nail her? Can we be done with this shit now?”


    Levi linked his fingers behind his head and just gave his brother a happy smile. “She’s wonderful, isn’t she?”


    “Actually, she’s kind of a beat down,” Magnus said. “Edie, that is. Which is why I want to be done with this.”


    “We can’t,” Levi said. He yawned and padded to the kitchen and opened the door to the fridge. “I’ve barely gotten to know Bianca. Two hours wasn’t enough time with her.”


    “It was enough time to fuck her.”


    Levi gave his brother a tight-lipped stare. “Don’t talk about her like that.”


    Jesus. Not this again. “So... you didn’t fuck her.”


    “She’s not that kind of girl. We talked. I got to know her a bit more.” Levi picked up the milk and began to drink straight from the carton.


    Magnus stormed up to his brother and swiped the milk out of his hand. “First of all, don’t do that, because it’s disgusting. Second of all, this wasn’t about getting to know the girl. This was about getting her out of your system.”


    Levi didn’t even look hurt at Magnus’s pissy mood. He just gave his brother a beatific smile. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to get Bianca out of my system. She’s special.”


    “You say that about every girl you fall for.”


    “This one’s different.”


    “You also say that about every girl you fall for.” Magnus closed the milk carton and reached past his brother to put it back into the fridge. “Except instead of just getting this one out of your system, you’ve decided to be her friend, and meanwhile, I get stuck with a wildcat and a pissy cat whisperer.”


    “You should woo her,” Levi said.


    “The cat?”


    “The cat lady.”


    Magnus gritted his teeth through his smile. “I don’t want to woo anyone. I want to push forward on our goddamn project. You know, the one you promised to work on with me?”


    “And once Bianca and I are settled, I will.”


    Settled? What the fuck did that mean? Magnus fought his anger, since it was useless when it came to Levi. His younger brother had selective amnesia when it came to anything that didn’t pertain to his current interests. “How long do you think that’s going to be?”


    “I don’t know,” Levi said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I need to see her again outside of the house. Away from her sister.” He looked over at Magnus. “You should ask Edie out on a date.”


    “On a date,” Magnus repeated flatly. “Why would I do that?”


    “Because you want to work on The World and you can’t without me?”


    Magnus gritted his teeth. It wasn’t that he couldn’t work without Levi—it was that out of the two of them, Levi was the creative thinker. Magnus was the doer, the details man. He could get a lot done on his own, but without Levi’s ideas, he was rudderless. “You’re fucking killing me here, man.”


    Levi turned to his brother and put his hands on Magnus’s shoulders, his expression contrite. “I know. And I really am sorry. I promise once we get Bianca out from under Edie’s control, we’ll get back to working on the game. But for now... I really do think you need to ask Edie out on a date. Take her out for several hours so that’ll give me alone time with Bianca.”


    “She’s not twelve, you know. She can go out on her own without her sister being involved.”


    But Levi shook his head and patted Magnus on the shoulder as if he were a child. “Bianca’s very devoted. She won’t leave Edie if she thinks Edie needs help.”


    “Edie seems pretty capable, if you ask me. She’s got a limp. That’s it. It’s not as if she’s missing her arms and legs.” Even if she was, he was pretty sure Edie would still find a way to cut him down to size. “I’ve never met anyone more capable than her.”


    “Did you want that IP or not?”


    Magnus threw his hands up. “I give up. Fine. Fuck. Whatever. I’ll ask the cat lady out for a goddamn date. Just shut the hell up about Bianca, all right?” He stormed up the stairs, because if he saw Levi’s smug little smile, he was going to punch someone out. He automatically headed up to the fourth floor for the office, and then paused at the door. He couldn’t work—he was stuck until Levi sat down and worked out some of the basic kinks of the program with him. Damn it. Swearing, he jogged back down the stairs to his own room. Might as well run on his treadmill for a bit.


    When he opened the door to his room, though, he saw the cat taking another shit on his bed. It looked over at him and hissed furiously.


    Magnus hissed back at it. Damn cat. Damn brother. Damn Edie. Why was everyone determined to make him lose his mind? Why was he the only sane person in this circle? Why was it that he was the only one who wanted to work?


    Scratch that. Edie worked, too. At least they had that in common.


    He dragged his jeans off and tossed them into a corner, then pulled on workout shorts. As he climbed onto his treadmill and began to jog, he picked up his phone and voice-texted Jenna, the assistant. “I need several cardboard boxes, two cat trees, some wet cat food, and a litterbox. Tonight.” He looked over at his bed, now with two piles of shit on it, and added, “And a blanket.”


    At least five hundred million could buy a lot of damn blankets. He began to run, pumping up the treadmill to a breakneck speed. Maybe he’d buy one and smother Levi’s smug face with it.


    ***


    “What’s your day look like today?” Bianca said, frowning as a cat nudged her hand over breakfast two days later. “Can’t you make these cats behave?”


    “That is behaving,” Edie said, reaching out to pet Sleepy before pulling him down off the table. “I’m actually pretty impressed he’s so spry considering he’s missing a leg and has arthritis. Besides, you know downstairs is cat territory.” Their shared apartment was split into two territories—Bianca had the entire upstairs, and Edie claimed the downstairs. It suited them both just fine most of the time, because Bianca got the deluxe bathroom with the tub and Edie only had the guest bathroom with the teeny tiny shower. The kitchen was downstairs, though, and meals were always a bit contentious, because Edie’s seven cats tended to be underfoot.


    “I’d prefer for him to be less spry around meals,” Bianca said, tossing her hair. “It’s unsanitary.”


    No more unsanitary than Bianca constantly flinging her hair everywhere. “Cats are clean. It’s because you have cereal. He smells the milk.”


    “Forget the cat. We’ve been asked to go back to New York for another round of coaching with Cujo.” Bianca gave Edie her prettiest smile. “Get ready to make more money!”


    Edie blinked. “Really? Back to New York already? Magnus has barely had time to get the things I suggested.” She thought of his stark room and frowned. “Actually, I’d almost bet he didn’t get that stuff. He didn’t seem to care much. That’s so weird.”


    Bianca gave her a coy little smile. “I don’t think it’s so weird.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s clear the man was flirting with you.”


    Edie paused, spoon midway to her mouth. “You’re... kidding, right?”


    “Not kidding.”


    “He can’t stand me!”


    “Mmhmm.” Bianca gave her a knowing look.


    “I—no! Seriously. He hated every suggestion I gave him. Didn’t want to listen to any of it. I can assure you, the man does not like me.” It was weird to even think about it.


    “Oh, Edie, you’re so blind to these sorts of things,” Bianca said in a pitying voice. She arched an eyebrow at her sister. “Let’s analyze this, shall we? Here we have a man who you met at a party and sat next to all night—”


    “Neither of us speaking to the other, I should point out.”


    “—and a few days later, this man acquires a random cat he knows nothing about.” Bianca extended a finger, counting off. “This man immediately contacts you to come and work with his cat, even offering to pay extra so you’ll come despite the long drive.”


    “Oh, but—”


    “Did he leave the room while you were there?”


    “No, but—”


    “Did you notice that I disappeared? His brother kept me busy with questions about the business and our billing. You don’t think he was seriously that interested in it, do you?”


    This time, Edie had no excuse. She had wondered where her sister had run off to.


    “Did he ask about you when you two were alone? Things like what made you who you are? Personal things?”


    “Of course not,” Edie said, flustered. It was ridiculous to think about—


    So what made you decide to become a cat expert? Her brain reminded her using Magnus’s voice.


    Edie’s eyes widened. Surely not. “I... Uh, are you sure, Bianca?”


    “I think I know what it looks like when a man is trying to let a woman know he’s interested. And I’m pretty sure he was interested in you.” Her smile became encouraging. “It’s obvious he got the cat as a means to get closer to you.”


    That was so... strange. Edie thought back to the party at Gretchen’s house. She’d overheard their boorish male conversation in the kitchens, and both she and Magnus had been dismayed to see they were sitting together. They’d taken a seemingly instant dislike to each other, one that had carried through all night.


    And yet... everything Bianca pointed out had a grain of truth in it. Pieced together like that, Bianca’s suggestion made sense. It was a weird situation and there was no logical explanation for it, unless it was that Magnus really was trying to get Edie’s attention.


    But... why go for Edie when Bianca was right there? Edie knew she wasn’t the pretty sister. She wasn’t dog-ugly, of course, but she wasn’t as into hair and makeup as Bianca was. She wore jeans and T-shirts when Bianca wore skirts and blouses. Edie’s brown wavy hair was chopped at the shoulders and usually kept in two short braids tucked out of the way behind her ears. Bianca had perfect, smooth hair the color of champagne and cut in a heavy fringe across her forehead that made her big brown eyes look even bigger. They had the same heart-shaped face, but Bianca had a tiny, sweet mouth, whereas Edie just had a normal-sized one that was never sweet.


    And Bianca didn’t limp. She was graceful and delicate, unlike Edie.


    And Bianca wasn’t a raging bitch to everyone, unlike Edie.


    “I... Are you sure he doesn’t like you instead of me?” Edie asked, completely puzzled. She’d called the man dickface. She’d insulted his house, his looks, and shot down every friendly word he sent in her direction.


    “Please,” Bianca said daintily. “He barely spent two seconds in my presence. He was too busy focused on someone else.” Her mouth curved into another tiny, knowing smile. “And he asked you back today.”


    Edie squirmed in her seat. “We should tell him we’re busy.”


    “We”—Bianca emphasized the word—“should say nothing of the sort. I can drop you off at his house and—”


    “Wait, what?”


    “—and run a few errands in the city. Take some extra supplies to the cat shelters. Look for special-project cats you might need to save.” Bianca blinked wide, guileless eyes at her sister. “It’ll give you some time alone.”


    “Bianca, no,” Edie said. “If we go over there again, I—we—he’ll—”


    “He’ll what? Think you’re interested?” Again, Bianca gave her that coy smile. “Is that such a bad thing? He’s decent-looking, right?”


    “Decent enough,” Edie agreed. She thought of his bright greenish-gold eyes with the thick fringe of lashes, his blunt face that seemed to transform when he smiled. His big arms that indicated strength, and his powerful build. She felt her face getting hot. Dear lord, why was she even considering his attractiveness? She was as crazy as Bianca!


    “He’s got money,” Bianca pointed out. “And he likes cats enough to get one, and enough to not be scared off by the fact that you own lots of them. What other criteria do you need?”


    Wordlessly, Edie sloshed her spoon through her bowl of cereal. “I just... I don’t know. It’s been a long time since I’ve dated anyone.”


    “Six years,” Bianca pointed out. “Ever since the knee. You and Drake—”


    “Yes,” Edie snapped. “Thank you for that scintillating recap.” She didn’t like to be reminded of Drake. Fuck him. Fuck him a lot. He’d hurt the crap out of her when she was at her lowest. “You can see why I’m not eager to leap back into the pool.”


    “I think this guy is different,” Bianca said. “I also think you will absolutely turn into a crazy cat lady if you don’t at least try to date someone. One of your clients is an ideal candidate for a boyfriend, isn’t it? You already have a common bond.” She smiled brightly. “So should I tell his assistant you’ll go today?”


    Edie’s brows furrowed. “Wait. His assistant is the one who called? Doesn’t that seem a little weird to you? That his assistant is calling mine instead of him talking to me?”


    “You’re reading too much into it,” Bianca said, getting up from the breakfast table and putting her bowl in the sink. “That’s how these things work. Assistants contact assistants.”


    Maybe so. She’d have felt better if he’d called her up directly and said, Wanna go out? Then again, she’d have probably laughed in his face and hung up the phone, convinced it was a prank.


    Damn it, now Bianca had her talking as if this were a done deal and he was interested in Edie. “I’m still not convinced he likes me.”


    “You should wear this new lipstick I got,” Bianca said. “We have similar skin tones so it’ll probably look good on you, too. And wear a dress.”


    “Not wearing a dress,” Edie said.


    But... she might wear the lipstick. Maybe. She leaned down and scooped up Sleepy so he could drink the milk left in her cereal bowl.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    When Edie showed up on Magnus’s doorstep that afternoon, he was surprised.


    Not that she was alone; he knew Levi and Bianca had set up time to go out on a date right after Edie was dropped off. That wasn’t it. It was that she looked... different. Her shiny, shoulder-length brown hair was full of the same careless waves as before, her bangs swept off to one side. She was wearing a T-shirt under another blazer, jeans, and sneakers. Very casual.


    But her mouth—that sensual, pouty, heavenly mouth that had been in his dreams last night—was a bright, startling red that was just begging to be kissed.


    He couldn’t stop staring at it. With just that little bit of color, Edie’s features had changed from mediocre to utterly sensual. Her upper lip, god. He kept picturing it skimming along his dick, brushing against his lips. It was a mouth made for dick sucking, his buddies would say. And then Magnus would have punched them in the face for saying that about his girl.


    Except Edie wasn’t his girl. She was the damn cat lady.


    “Hi. Thanks for coming back,” Magnus said, opening the door to let her in.


    She limped into his house. “You asked for a consultant, right? Here I am.” She spread her arms and dropped them, and her cheeks colored a bright red for no reason whatsoever. She was... blushing? Why?


    He scratched his head. “You okay?”


    “Yep! Yep. Fine. Why do you ask?” Definitely blushing.


    “No reason.”


    She gave him a small smile and nodded, crossing her arms over her chest and glancing around. “So... where’s your brother today? I didn’t get to see him last time.”


    Shit. “Him? Oh. He’s out meeting with uh, consultants. For our latest project.” Yeah, right. Levi never met with consultants. They always wanted to know numbers and deadlines, and all Levi would do was give them concepts and sketch pictures of his ideas and daydream about story ideas. Magnus was the guy with the details, but Edie wouldn’t know that. Time to distract her. He gestured at the house. “You want to look around before we head up to see Cujo?”


    To his surprise, she smiled, showing perfect white teeth, and that sinful mouth seemed to draw all his attention. “Sure. You have a weird house. I admit I’m curious to see the rest of it.”


    He gave a joking little bow. “Then allow me to show you around.” He took a step backward and gestured at their surroundings. “This is the foyer.”


    She chuckled, the sound husky. It seemed to rasp right over his dick, asking for attention. “I knew that part.” She glanced around and shoved her hands into her jeans pockets, as if a little uncomfortable. “If you don’t mind me saying, your place looks a bit like a warehouse.”


    “That was actually the look we were going for.”


    “Really?” Edie seemed surprised.


    “Yeah, really,” he said, and was impressed she picked up on it. “This place was apparently built in the twenties, and some big, famous modern artist bought it in the nineties and completely gutted the place. I think it was originally five floors but he had the second floor removed so the ceilings could be higher.” He pointed up. “You can see a lot of the structure from the original floor is still in place, but the beams are bare now.”


    “Huh,” she said, sounding impressed.


    “He also took out the walls to everything he could, because he wanted it to be open space, like a warehouse. I think it was supposed to be a play on modern life and how we live at work or something.” Magnus shrugged. “That’s why the kitchen is right open to the living room and the stairs are all the way at the very back of the floor.”


    “It’s very... odd?” she said as they walked toward the kitchen area. “I don’t know that it feels all that welcoming. I don’t mean that to sound rude. I mean, the place is fascinating, but not really—”


    “Much like a home? Yeah. I thought the same thing when I saw it.”


    She gave him a funny look, that smile still curving her mouth. “Then why buy it?”


    “Two things—location and price.”


    Edie nodded thoughtfully, running her long fingers along the granite soda-shop countertop of the kitchen “table.” “It is a good location.”


    “Walking distance to all the important parts of New York,” he agreed.


    “So you got it cheap?”


    “Oh, hell no. It was ridiculously expensive.” He lifted his fingers and made a quote. “Because it was ‘art.’”


    She laughed again, shaking her head. “You wanted it to be expensive?”


    “It was right after we sold Warrior Shop.”


    Her brows drew together and she gave him a little headshake, indicating she didn’t understand.


    “Warrior Shop? The game?” He couldn’t believe she hadn’t heard of it. They were all over the Internet. Hell, there were pages and pages of memes devoted to their game. “‘Take an axe to it’? ‘Axe to grind’? The game with the big plastic swords? Haven’t you seen the shirts?”


    “I... guess I wasn’t paying attention. So it’s a game?”


    He snorted, a little pissed that she didn’t know just how big a deal Warrior Shop was. “Biggest online game in years. A computer company bought it for two billion dollars.”


    Her eyes got as big as saucers. “Two... billion dollars? For a game you made?”


    “Yep,” he said proudly. He was still damn proud of that little game. “Levi and I made it ourselves. Levi had the concepts, but I did all the muscle work. At first we tried to sell it to a few places. I’d been told all over town two years before that it was too basic. Too simple, wouldn’t make any money. We put it online, and it got popular. Then we sold movie rights. Then merchandising rights. Next thing I know, we’re seeing Warrior Shop T-shirts on street corners and backpacks. That’s when the big companies came calling. So I decided that when we sold it, I’d buy the most expensive place smack dab in NYC that I could find.”


    She tapped a finger on the countertop. “And this was it?”


    “This was it,” he agreed.


    “Couldn’t you have spent a little less and got someplace a little cozier?” she asked, still grinning with that beautiful red mouth of hers.


    “I could have, but that wouldn’t have proved my point nearly as well,” Magnus said, smiling back at her. “You want to see the other floors?”


    “I do,” she agreed, then gestured. “So this floor is the foyer, the living room, the kitchen, and I guess that wide open area with the pool table is the dining area?”


    “That’s it. Second floor is bedrooms, third floor is the entertainment room and the workout room, and the fourth floor is our offices.”


    “Sounds intriguing. Let’s go.”


    He paused as she limped past him. “It... it’s not going to bother your leg, is it?”


    She flashed him an annoyed look. “I’m not going to break. Do you have an elevator?”


    “Well, no—”


    “Then I’m going up the stairs, aren’t I?”


    She sure did get prickly when he asked about her knee. “I could always carry you,” he offered, mostly because he wanted to see her bristle.


    She shot him the finger and kept walking, which made him laugh.


    He showed her the fourth floor first, so they could get all the stair climbing out of the way in one swoop. She seemed interested in his office, admiring the view of the street and sidewalk below. She examined his desk and the neatness of his side of the room, and then gave him a knowing look at Levi’s messy side of the office. She gazed at the Warrior Shop posters framed on the walls and studied his idea board for The World, which right now was a wall covered with several historical world maps from different time periods, and concept art and ideas for different countries and peoples. She was less interested in the third floor, with the rec room full of movies, a projection screen and stadium seating, and the workout equipment on the other side of the floor. The second floor was their final stop, and he paused in front of his shut door. “I’ve kept Cujo in here since you were last here. She’s starting to come out a little, but she’s still skittish.”


    Edie nodded. “That’s normal for a frightened cat. Have you tried petting her? How is she reacting to you?”


    He rubbed his scalp. “Eh, we sort of ignore each other for the most part. Kind of like two cranky roommates.”


    She gave him a chiding look before opening the door.


    Magnus followed Edie inside, wondering if she was going to comment on the changes he’d made. Three cat trees of various sizes were scattered around the large room, and cardboard-box “houses” had been set up in strategic corners, each one lined with a soft blanket. In the far corner of the room were the food and water bowls, and in the opposite corner, the litter.


    Edie made a pleased noise in her throat and glanced back at him. “I see you did most of your homework. Most.”


    “Most? Are you kidding?” He gestured at his room. “This looks like cat heaven to me.”


    She chuckled again and slipped her shoes off as she entered his room, which always made him think of intimate things. “No, I’m sorry. You don’t get a gold star just yet. Especially not if I had to come back already.”


    “Huh?” He was distracted by those small, bare feet on his floor.


    “To help you with your cat?” She gave him a chiding look.


    Oh, right. “It’s not that I can’t handle her,” he commented, taking off his own shoes. “It’s that I want to get a professional opinion. I can pay for the best, after all.”


    She just gave him a thoughtful look and peeked into one of the cardboard boxes.


    Three boxes later, they were able to locate Cujo, who was lying on the scarf Edie had left there a few days ago. She sat near the box and began to make soft clucking noises, scratching her jeans to indicate she wanted to pet the cat. After a few moments, Cujo yawned, stretched, and came out to investigate.


    “Well, that’s a good sign,” Edie said, her voice in that low, soothing tone he was starting to associate with his cat. “Maybe you don’t need me after all.”


    “I don’t know about that,” Magnus said, since he had to keep her here and keep her distracted long enough for Levi to woo Bianca. “I’ve been sitting with her a little over the last day, but she’s still pretty skittish.” He’d been unable to convince Levi to work, so he’d retreated to his room to burn off some of his anger on his treadmill, and had instead sat down on the floor with his laptop and tried to work on a few problem files on his own. The cat had come out to investigate him, but they were still on uneasy terms.


    Even now, Cujo was rubbing her head against Edie’s hand, begging for petting. He snorted. “Traitor.”


    Edie just flashed him a grin, and that grin blew his socks off. Why was he so fascinated by this woman? She certainly wasn’t dressing to excite him. She wasn’t impressed by his house or his game, and half the time when they talked, they bickered. But there was something about her that filled him with... lust. Yeah, that was it. Pure, unadulterated lust. Because if Edie was this fiery outside of bed, he had to wonder what she’d be like inside it. She’d probably be demanding and bitch the entire time he went down on her, one pushy hand pressing on the back of his head while he licked her pussy and—


    Fuck, he had to stop thinking like that. Magnus rubbed a palm over his forehead.


    “Headache?”


    Wrong head. “Something like that.”


    She rubbed Cujo’s head for a bit longer, and the cat began to rub up against her leg, happy as a clam. Edie’s expression was utterly peaceful as she picked up the cat and put it in her lap. “She’s used to people,” she commented when the cat immediately curled up in her lap. “Maybe it’s just you she doesn’t like.”


    “Ha-ha,” he said sarcastically.


    “Cat’s got high standards,” she teased.


    Yep. She would definitely be pushy in bed. He liked that.


    Her hands moved over the cat’s back, then stroked down her sides. She paused, and then began to move her hands over the cat’s belly even as it hissed and scratched at her, then ran away.


    “Way to go. She clearly doesn’t like that.”


    “No, she didn’t,” Edie said thoughtfully. “And it’s definitely a she, so you’ll need a new name.” She got up from the floor, awkward and avoiding use of one leg.


    He was so distracted by watching her movements that he didn’t catch what she was saying. “New name? Why?”


    “Because she’s female,” Edie said, limping back toward him. “And pregnant.”


    His eyes widened in horror. “You’re shitting me.”


    “I’m not. My guess is that because she’s a Savannah cat, which is a pretty rare breed, she probably belonged to a breeder once. I’m thinking she was in heat, got out, and the owners couldn’t find her. You could always put up flyers to see if someone’s going to claim her. But I’m guessing that her kittens will be part alley cat, so that will have to be dealt with.” She tilted her head up at him. “Do I need to give you the spay-and-neuter pep talk?”


    “Isn’t it a little late for that?”


    She rolled her eyes. “After the fact, dummy. After she’s had the kittens, have her spayed.”


    “Right.” Shit. What was he going to do with kittens? He barely knew what to do with a cat. He was lucky Jenna had showed up to feed the damn thing. The urge to choke Levi was growing by the minute. He thought one cat was bad. Now he was about to have more.


    Edie looked up at him expectantly. “Other than that, continue to give her places to nest and hide. If she’s pregnant, she’s definitely going to need lots of hiding spots. More boxes, more blankets. You want to make her feel comfortable here. Keep her in your room, secure, until she has the kittens, or else you might find them in unexpected places.”


    “Mmm.”


    She moved toward him, her limp pronounced as she crossed the floor. Then, she stood in front of him and put her hands on her hips. “So, you want to tell me what this is about?”


    “About?” He noticed that when he gazed down at her, she just barely reached his chin.


    “Yes. You have a new cat you know nothing about, so you hire me. And while I’ve run into my share of horrible cats, this one isn’t. Has she crapped on your bed again?”


    “Once.” And not after he’d gotten her litter.


    “I’d ask if she was clawing up your furniture, but there’s nothing for her to claw. Which reminds me, you should probably get her a scratching post.” She tilted her head at him again. “So I guess that just makes me wonder why you want me here, Mr. Sullivan?”


    Magnus stared down at her. She was perceptive, he’d give her that. It was on the tip of his tongue to blurt out that Levi wanted to fuck Bianca, and that was why they were going through this whole song and dance. That Levi wouldn’t work until he got what he wanted, and so Magnus was stuck as well. Because a very big, very prestigious business deal was hanging on the line and his flake of a brother wouldn’t budge until he got his nut off.


    But he didn’t say any of that. Instead, he said, “Go out with me.”


    She looked shocked. “Are you serious?”


    All right, that wounded his ego a bit. Usually when he asked a girl out, they were pleased. He wasn’t fucking hideous and he had money. He sure didn’t warrant that level of disbelief. “What’s so terrible about that?”


    “You don’t even like me!”


    He liked parts of her. He liked it when she smiled, and he liked that she was clever. He liked that she was unafraid. And he really, really liked that bright red mouth of hers. Clearly it was time to do the hard press. “Sure I do. We just started off on the wrong foot.”


    “You mean like when I caught you all mocking my friend and her choices of bridesmaids?”


    “You mean the part where I said she’d have a cat lady in the mix? Huh.” He pretended to scratch his chin thoughtfully. “I wonder where I got that idea.”


    “Oh, fuck off,” she said, but she was smiling.


    “Let me share something with you, my little cat lady. Guys that get together? Talk shit about three things: sports, games, and chicks. None of it should be taken as gospel.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Except the sports.” After another moment, he added, “And maybe the gaming. But not the shit about the chicks. That’s just guys talking crap to other guys.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t believe you. This is a setup, isn’t it?”


    It was, but he didn’t want her to know that. “It’s not a setup,” he lied. “I like you. I do.” When she remained skeptical, he said, “If I didn’t like you, would I do this?”


    And he leaned forward, put his hands on the sides of her face, and pressed his mouth to those full, red lips.


    She stiffened underneath him, clearly surprised. Hell, that made two of them. Magnus hadn’t expected to kiss her. But when she’d pursed that pretty mouth in a sarcastic expression, he felt determined to prove her wrong. To show her that yes, he could like someone like her, and here was what he had to offer.


    So he kissed her.


    It was a quick kiss, his mouth simply pressing against hers for a moment, and Edie too startled to part her lips under his. Out of habit, his tongue grazed the seam of her mouth before he pulled away, and then they were both left blinking and staring at each other.


    “You kissed me,” she said softly, and she sounded shocked.


    “I know. I... kind of want to do it again.”


    “Okay.” She blinked up at him.


    Good enough. He pulled her close again and this time, when he pressed his mouth to hers, those lush lips parted for his tongue. He wanted to groan when he felt her tongue brush along his, a hot snake of desire ripping through him. Then her mouth opened wider for him and they were locked together, tongues melding as the kiss grew deeper and more passionate, and she was clinging to his shirt and he was holding her and slanting his mouth against hers over and over again, licking her like he would if he was between her legs and she had her thighs on his shoulders and—


    Magnus pulled away again, and Edie gazed up at him, completely dazed. “Go out on a date with me,” he pressed again. He released her.


    She wobbled and took a step backward to regain her balance. He almost reached out to catch her—almost—but he stopped himself. Edie hated being treated like she needed help. So he watched while she straightened her jacket and smoothed her hair, noticing her lipstick was smeared on that pretty, pretty mouth. He wanted to reach out and fix it with his fingers, but he was afraid if he touched her again, he’d grab her by the hips and fling her down on his bed.


    Date. That was what they needed. Just a date.


    “Date?” he asked again when she remained silent.


    Her fingers fluttered to her mouth. “I... I’ll think about it.”


    Magnus grinned, because that wasn’t a no. In his book, that was as good as a yes. “You do that.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    As Edie lay in bed that night, she stared up at the ceiling and kept thinking about that kiss.


    Cats climbed over her, trying to get comfortable on her crowded bed. There were cats on each side of her leg, one curled up by her head, and one currently kneading her breast and purring as she absently stroked its fur. Most of her cats tended to be elderly and sick, the last-resort cats at the shelter. She took them in and gave them a home and loved them, because no one else wanted them. She knew how that felt. She could relate to that.


    But today... someone wanted her. Someone had kissed her. Asked her out on a date.


    It seemed like forever since she’d been kissed, she thought, her hand brushing her mouth again. It still felt bruised from the intensity of his kiss.


    If I didn’t like you, would I do this?


    He wouldn’t have. There was no reason for him to kiss her otherwise. And it had been a good kiss. It had made her toes curl, and her long-dormant needs spring forth like a bear coming out of hibernation.


    She didn’t understand Magnus at all, but heaven help her, she wanted to accept that date. She was terrified to, though. Dating meant getting hurt. It meant opening yourself up to another person and complete and utter rejection.


    The last time she’d been rejected, it had been so ugly, so bone-deep that she still wore the scars. She was afraid to take another chance. After all, she thought as she scratched a whiskery chin. There were always cats.


    Damn. Bianca was right. She really was going to turn into the crazy cat lady.


    With a heavy sigh, she moved as carefully as possible in bed, trying not to displace the other occupants. She reached for her phone, ran her thumb across the screen to turn it on, and texted Gretchen.


    So... what do you know about Magnus Sullivan? He asked me out today.


    Gretchen’s answer came almost immediately despite the late hour. I know that I’m a GODDAMN GENIUS for sitting you two together. Name your first kid Gretchen for me, mmmkay?


    All right, Edie texted, But if it’s a boy, he’s gonna get picked on.


    Gretchen: Nah. I will buy my godchild the best kung-fu lessons possible.


    Edie: How did we get from “should I date this guy” to teaching my imaginary child kung fu?


    Gretchen: The power of imagination?


    Edie: Seriously, how well do you know him?


    Gretchen: I don’t know him at all, toots, but Hunter likes him enough to include him in the wedding. He sold him that kooky-as-shit art warehouse thing. Have you seen that place? It’s a monstrosity. An expensive one.


    Edie: I saw it.


    Gretchen: Damn girl, you move fast. Use protection.


    Edie: No, not like that! He got a cat. I’m working with it.


    Gretchen: Huh. He didn’t seem like the cat type to me.


    Edie: Right? But it’s a beautiful one. F2 Savannah cat if I don’t miss my guess.


    Gretchen: Blah blah blah. Is it naked like my Igor?


    Edie: No that’s a different breed, you ding-a-ling.


    Gretchen: Igor says hello by the way.


    Edie: Focus, please. Ask Hunter what Magnus is like.


    Gretchen: Girl, you do realize he is giving me the man-stare and saying he is “fine”? Men are not good with the whole “but is he considerate in bed” and “does he kiss well” questions. Just date him. You guys have to go down the aisle together anyway.


    Edie:... At your wedding, right?


    Gretchen: Bingo. But consider it practice for the real thing. :)


    Edie: I’m going to bed now. Thanks for being no help.


    Gretchen: Anytime! Give me deets. Especially the filthy ones.


    Edie: No deets. Night Gretchen.


    Gretchen: Night!


    Edie put the phone down, thinking. Should she go to Bianca and... talk? God, no. She shut the thought down the moment it crossed her mind. Bianca was... well, she thought every date was preparation for her future as a Trophy Wife. Despite being sisters, they had always had zilch in common. And even though Bianca was her assistant, sometimes Edie wondered if she even liked cats. She’d be no help. Bianca knew a lot about manipulating men, but when it came to simply dating one or having a conversation about normal things? She was no help.


    She stared at her phone a moment longer. She needed a sign that dating Magnus was the right thing. That it wasn’t going to break her spirit into a jillion pieces once more to go out with a guy. Sleepy, her elderly white cat with three legs, came up and head-butted the phone, wanting to be petted. It pushed the phone forward, smacking Edie in the chin.


    Well, that could have been a sign, she supposed. Steeling herself, Edie pulled up Magnus’s name, which she’d recently added to her contact list, and texted him.


    Okay, I’ll bite. Where are we going on our date?


    ***


    The text came across his phone at close to midnight, just when Magnus had climbed into bed. His phone buzzed on his nightstand and he picked it up, curious.


    Okay, I’ll bite. Where are we going on our date?


    Hot dog. He’d thought for sure that his kiss had scared her off. Magnus grinned to himself and contemplated his answer. Even as he did, Lady Cujo (as he was now calling her) jumped up on his bed. She mewed at him, and he automatically reached out to pet her, a little surprised when she allowed it, but pleased when she butted against his hand and demanded more. It was kinda cute. He petted her for a minute, and then picked up his phone again, studying the text. Then he answered.


    Magnus: Want to do the dinner-and-a-movie thing or is that too cliché for you?


    Edie: I guess we could do that. I just thought a guy like you would have more imagination.


    Magnus: A challenge, eh? I will accept. All right, be ready for a slightly more interesting date.


    Edie: Okay, where are we going?


    Magnus: I’ll surprise you.


    Edie: Shall I get Bianca to drive me down to NYC?


    Magnus: Sounds like a plan. Tomorrow?


    Edie: Can’t tomorrow, she texted back, which surprised him. How busy was a damn cat lady?


    Magnus: When, then?


    Edie: Day after tomorrow, maybe. I’ll let you know what my schedule looks like.


    For a moment, it pissed him off to have to wait on a cat lady, and he nearly texted her back with a similar comment, like “I’ll let you know what my schedule looks like, too.” But he worked for himself, and his schedule was always more or less open when he was in creative mode. Plus, the sooner he got Levi back on track, the better. So he texted her back with Fine, just let me know.


    Then he tossed his phone aside and curled up with Lady Cujo, wondering when his life had gone so off the rails that he was lying in bed petting a cat and waiting for a cat lady to make time in her schedule for him.


    Jesus. Even saying it back to himself sounded pathetic.


    ***


    “A zoo, huh?”


    “Come on,” Magnus said, gesturing at the lion enclosure. “I thought you’d like the zoo. These are your people.”


    She snorted, but there was a smile on her face. “I do things other than hang out with cats, you know.”


    He gave her a clearly skeptical look.


    She tilted her head, the two short braids flipping against her shoulders. “Okay, not much other than hang out with cats, but occasionally I have been known to be social when animals weren’t involved.”


    He chuckled at her playful tone and her mock-wounded expression.


    It was a weekday and the zoo wasn’t very crowded. The weather was overcast, a slight chill in the air. As a result, it felt almost like the two of them were alone in the big park. Which was rather nice, all things considered. It meant they could walk as slow as they wanted without making it seem as if Magnus was slowing down his normal stride for Edie’s limping gait. Not that he’d do that, because he knew she’d get pissed. But he found that he liked taking his time to admire his surroundings with her.


    Mostly, it gave him time to admire her, too.


    She was dressed low-key again, in jeans and a dark pullover sweater that had a few cat hairs on it that she kept picking at. Other than the braids, she had a dark knitted cap tucked over her head. And she was wearing that bright red lipstick again that had fascinated him so much before. Today she seemed very much like her own person—comfortable in her own skin and sexy in her own way. He was surprised that for a date she hadn’t dressed much differently than she would for work... and he liked that. He liked that she wasn’t trying to change into some sort of sexy vamp now that they were going out. She was still just... Edie.


    He’d gone casual as well, a plain knit sweater over jeans. Both items were extremely expensive and well coordinated, because his personal shopper had picked them out. Magnus liked to spend money to make sure that others knew he had money. It was a vanity of his, but he didn’t care. He also guessed at the way Edie’s expression hadn’t changed when she saw his clothing that she had no idea how much it cost. Which was also amusing in its own way. He suspected his socks probably cost more than her entire outfit.


    “I picked the zoo,” he said. “Sue me.”


    She wagged a finger at him, but she was still smiling. One hand held a small bag of popcorn that they’d gotten from a cart, and she nibbled on a piece, then offered him some.


    He took a large handful, chewed, and then shrugged. “It was either the zoo or a video gaming convention, and I picked this. Clearly I did not choose wisely.”


    Edie shrugged and threw a bit of popcorn at one of the nearby birds that hopped around on the trails between animal enclosures. “I would have gone to a gaming convention if you’d have asked nicely.”


    “So asking nicely is the key?”


    “The key to everything,” she said, a gleam in her eyes.


    “Then may I have a kiss if I ask nicely?”


    “You may...” When he leaned in, she shook her head, giving him a teasing smile. “Not.” And she walked away, tossing him a sassy look over her shoulder. “Not on the first date.”


    Magnus chuckled and followed after her. “I already kissed you once.”


    “That one you stole. That doesn’t count.”


    He just grinned.


    The zoo had been a good choice, he decided. At a gaming convention, there was always awkwardness between men and women. Half the women came dressed normally, and the other half came in costume, some skimpier than others. There were always the fanboys that ogled every woman, and then he had to deal with his own contingent of fans from Warrior Shop. But at the zoo? All they had to do was be themselves.


    And he found that Edie was pretty fun to be around, which surprised him... and yet, not. She had a wickedly sharp sense of humor, she gave no quarter, and she knew a lot about every species of cat that they saw. He watched her melting expression as they passed by the leopard cage and she saw a baby leopard being tongue-bathed by its mother. She had a soft heart when it came to animals.


    “I’m surprised you’re not climbing the fences trying to get in there and free the animals,” he told her, teasing.


    She laughed. “No, contrary to what you might think, a lot of zoos take good care of their animals. There’s always a few bad exceptions, but for the most part, the zoo employees care about what happens to them.”


    “So what made you decide to become a cat whisperer?” he asked her as they strolled toward the reptile house.


    “Cat behaviorist,” she corrected, scattering the last few bits of her popcorn for the birds that waited nearby and then ditching the bag. “And it seemed like a good second choice.”


    “Second choice?”


    A shadow passed over her face and her smile faded. Then she looked at him, shook her head, and kept walking.


    He held the door for the reptile house open for her, pondering whether or not he should push and ask what she meant by that. But they were still too new to each other, and this date was about getting her to fall for him. If it ended early, Levi’s date with Bianca would also end early, and they’d have to go through this shit again.


    No, this date was a one and done as far as he was concerned. He’d date Edie, have a pleasant enough time, and then Levi would settle down to work once more and they could get back to The World. Already they were overdue on the schedule Magnus had made for his brother. Neither one of them could afford to be distracted by woman troubles.


    Not even when the woman had a full, smiling red mouth and a sly tongue that loved to cut.


    Still, he found himself following her into the reptile house, watching the sway of her hips. It was an awkward movement, unique to her because of her limp, but he still found it sexual, because when she balanced her weight on one side, it made her hip cock out. The reptile house was dark inside and completely empty except for the two of them and the scaly inhabitants. And with the privacy, his thoughts turned to lustful ones as he watched her hip push out again in that exaggerated motion.


    “So what about you?” she said to him as he moved to her side.


    Distracted, he glanced down at her. “What about me what?”


    She nudged him with her elbow. “What made you decide to become a game programmer or maker or whatever it is you do?”


    “I wear a couple of different hats, actually. Designer, programmer, developer.” He shrugged. “I like to have my hand in everything so I know it’s done just the way I want it to be. As for how I decided to do it... I just did. Levi and I used to play computer games when we were kids, and we were constantly trying to hack the games to improve them. From there, I got a degree in programming and started to make a few of my own games on the sly. I’m good at making things happen, but Levi’s the creative one.”


    “Don’t sell yourself short. I’m sure you’re creative, too.”


    “Not quite like Levi. He’s able to take ideas and spin them out of nothing.”


    “I see. Was he the one who came up with the idea for Warrior Shop?”


    “Actually,” Magnus frowned, thinking. “That was me. Levi helped me figure out a lot of the parts, though. He’s integral to everything I work on, especially with The World.”


    “That’s the new game you’re developing, right? Did you come up with that concept or did he?”


    “I did.”


    “Mmmhmm. I think you might be less dependent on Levi than you think,” Edie said.


    She wasn’t getting it. Or maybe she was choosing not to understand. “Well, let’s take Bianca for example. Are you dependent on her?”


    “Yes,” she said flatly, and she didn’t sound pleased.


    He was surprised to hear that answer coming from her. She valued her independence so fiercely. “You are? Really?”


    “I can’t drive for long periods of time or my leg cramps up. Bianca drives me everywhere. She’s also my assistant.”


    “But she’s vital to your business as it is, right? Kind of how Levi is to mine.”


    Edie shrugged. She looked unhappy with the subject. Bad move, Magnus, he told himself. He didn’t want her to feel cornered or like she couldn’t talk, so it was time to distract her.


    “So,” Magnus said, pressing closer to her. Edie was sandwiched between a wall and a row of glass enclosures for the reptiles. “What if I ask you nicely again? Do I get a kiss?”


    Her brows drew together. “Let me get this straight. Seeing all these snakes and lizards made you horny?”


    “No,” he said, but grinned at her words. “Being alone in the dark with you made me horny. Plus, I’m a guy. It doesn’t take much to turn us on.” He leaned in closer, his nose practically in her hair. He could smell her shampoo—sweet and clean. “Is that a no, then?”


    Edie looked up at him thoughtfully.


    “What?”


    “Just thinking.”


    He arched an eyebrow and put his thumb to her chin, angling her face up to his. “Don’t strain anything.”


    She batted his hand away, but his tease brought a smile to her face again. “I was just wondering... why me?”


    “What do you mean?”


    She shrugged and looked away. “Why are you interested in me? There’s lots of girls out there for a guy like you, and I’d bet they’d be a lot nicer than I was. But you... you got a cat to ask me out, didn’t you?”


    Edie was astute, he’d give her that. “Of course not,” he said, keeping his words light. “I love Lady Cujo. She’s absolutely what I was missing in my life.”


    “Uh huh,” she said, smiling. “So I guess my question is... why me? We didn’t exactly click when we first met.”


    Because my brother’s an idiot and he’s in love with your sister? Because he won’t buckle down and go back to work until he bangs her, and that’s why I suddenly have a cat and a date with you? Except he couldn’t say any of that, because the fair Bianca seemed to be holding out on Levi, and if Edie found out what was happening, she’d blurt it all out to her sister, and then Levi wouldn’t get what he wanted in order to be creative, and then Magnus would be the one who suffered.


    It was all pretty damn exhausting, really. And no matter what he did, Magnus felt like he was the one getting the short end of the stick here.


    But Magnus could be charming when he needed to be. After all, he’d managed to squeeze two billion from a computer company for one single computer game. He could romance a cat lady.


    So he brushed a finger along the edge of Edie’s jaw. “Why not you?”


    “Seriously?” She pushed his hand away again. “How about giving me a non-bullshit answer?”


    Annnnd this wasn’t working. New tactic. “All right. Here’s some non-bullshit for you. You want to know why I like you? Because you can cut like a knife with that tongue. Because you don’t let me get away with anything. Because you have a pretty banging body, and because that mouth is incredibly fuckable. Because you’re smart, and the whole cat thing kind of intrigues me, despite myself. And your mouth is really damn sexy. How’s that?”


    Her lips curled in a faint smile. “Better,” she murmured, voice husky.


    “That, too,” he said. “That throaty thing you do with your voice. That’s on the list, too.”


    She chuckled, then looked up at him thoughtfully. “It’s been a while since I’ve dated. I’m not sure I’m ready for kissing yet. Especially in these circumstances.”


    He had to admit, he was a little disappointed to hear that. He was a guy, after all. His dick was already planning out when it could be inside her. “Circumstances? First date?”


    “I was thinking more like the reptile-house thing.”


    “We can go back outside?”


    She shook her head, smiling, and slid out from under his arm. “The first date thing, too.”


    “Fair enough. I can wait for date number two,” he said easily.


    “In the meantime, you can tell me about your cat.”


    “I sure wish that was a double entendre,” Magnus grumbled.


    Edie just laughed.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “So, did you kiss him?” Bianca asked as they got back in the car. Her sister checked her own appearance in the rearview mirror then glanced over at Edie with a critical eye. She made an approving noise. “You don’t look like you’ve been kissed. I hope you followed my advice?”


    “I did,” Edie agreed. “No kissing.” She buckled into the seatbelt and stretched her leg out as far as it would go against the floorboards. It ached from her walking at the zoo, but they’d taken it easy and it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been. Plus, she wouldn’t have complained about it for the world, not when she’d been enjoying herself so much. She’d just ice it when she got home.


    “Good. You don’t kiss on the first date,” Bianca told her, pulling out onto a side street and merging into traffic. “That’s the first rule of keeping a man interested. You play a bit harder to get.”


    Edie twisted her hands in her lap, thinking of Magnus. His playful, flirty green-gold eyes and that wide smile that seemed to make her insides warm when he looked at her. The way he’d loomed over her in the reptile house, trying to finagle a kiss from her. “I really, really wanted to kiss him, though.”


    “No,” Bianca said. “Not for at least a week or two. You know the rule. Men don’t buy the cow if they get the milk for free.”


    “But what if the cow really, really wants to be milked?”


    Bianca shot her a frosty glare. “No, Edie. Not unless you want to be dumped as soon as another milkshake brings him to the yard.”


    “Okay, now we’re just getting weird with the milk metaphors.”


    “Just trust me, all right?”


    “All right,” Edie grumped. “But now I’m hungry.”


    Bianca didn’t look over, her gaze fixed on the traffic, and Edie fell silent, watching the streets of New York move past. Bianca was probably right, she admitted. Her sister knew a lot more about dating than Edie did. Edie’s last relationship had come six years ago and it had ended with a whimper, so clearly she didn’t know so much about hooking a man. Maybe she did move too fast. Maybe the trick was that she needed to move slower. Or maybe she and Magnus should have just remained friends instead of trying to take things further.


    But she thought of his smiling mouth, his big body leaning in close to hers. A flush crept over her skin. No, she definitely wanted to see where things were going. Even if it baffled her as to why he was attracted to her, one thing was for certain: She was definitely attracted to him.


    “So did he ask you out again?” Bianca turned on her blinker and glanced over at Edie.


    “Yes. For this weekend. But I told him no.”


    Bianca’s eyes went wide. “You what? Why?”


    “Because I’m manning a table for the shelter at the Harvest Festival this weekend and I can’t cancel on them.”


    “Edie, dating a billionaire is far more important than saving a few cats nobody wants!”


    Her jaw set. “Not to me, it’s not. He’s just going to have to wait.”


    “Billionaires don’t wait!”


    “Then I guess he and I just aren’t meant to be.” She kept her voice casual, but even as she did, she thought of his green-gold eyes, that bright, unusual color, and the way they crinkled a bit around the edges when he grinned, really grinned. He could have anyone. The moment he smiled at a girl, panties would flutter to the ground. Never mind the size of his wallet. Why he was going through an elaborate setup to get to know her, she had no idea. Her knee began to ache, a dull, steady throb. “I doubt he’s seriously interested in me anyhow.”


    Bianca made an unhappy little noise in her throat but said nothing.


    ***


    When Edie had medicated her cats and was curled up in bed with a book, Bianca went up to her upstairs bathroom, quietly shut the door, and pulled out her phone. Today was one of those days that she hated living with her sister, because she had to be quiet and furtive. She turned on the shower to muffle things, and then called Levi.


    He picked up on the first ring, as if he was waiting for her call. “Bianca,” he breathed into the phone. “I missed you.”


    Of course he did. She studied her nails. The baby pink she’d painted them had chipped on one edge. Damn it. “I missed you, too,” she said automatically, since he expected it. Then she lowered her voice, taking on a sweeter edge. “I’m afraid I can’t see you this weekend, Levi. I’m so upset.” She gave a small sniff to punctuate the upset part.


    “No! What’s wrong? I— Is that your shower?”


    “I turned it on so Edie couldn’t hear us talk. She’ll get upset if she thinks I’m sneaking around behind her back. You know how she needs me.” Definitely chips in her polish. Drat. That was what she got for buying a cheap color. “I’m sorry, Levi.” She gave another sniff, just loud enough for him to hear.


    “What happened on their date?” Levi sounded upset. “Magnus knows he’s supposed to romance her! I’ll talk to him—”


    “No,” Bianca said quickly. “Maybe Edie just doesn’t like your brother. Maybe he’s being mean to her.”


    “Mean? Magnus slept with half the cheerleading team in college. He can charm the socks off of any woman he wants to. It sounds like he’s just not trying.”


    “Well, if you think that’s the case,” Bianca said slowly. Blaming Magnus would make it easier for her than if the problem was Edie. “Either way, we can’t get together this weekend. Edie’s volunteering at the local festival and she won’t go out with Magnus. I won’t be able to drive there to see you.” Her tone became babyish, because she knew he liked that. “And I miss you.”


    “God, I miss you too,” Levi said fervently. “If you can’t come to us, then maybe we can come to you.”


    “Oh, do you think so?” She put a note of false hope in her little-girl voice and picked at a fleck of fingernail polish. If they came to her and Edie, she wouldn’t have to make that ridiculously long car drive again for a bit, which was good. But she said, “I don’t want to put you out, Levi...”


    “Don’t you worry about a thing, sweet Bianca. You leave everything to me.”


    “O-okay.” She made her voice wobble and flicked the pink fingernail polish chips away.


    “We’ll be together soon.”


    “Good,” she told him. “I have to go. I’m thinking of you, of course, my sweet Levi.”


    “I’m always thinking of you, Bianca.”


    “Bye,” she said, and hung up before it could turn into a long, drawn-out session of good-byes. Then, humming, she pulled out a bottle of nail polish so she could fix her nails.


    If only everyone were as easy to manipulate as Levi.


    ***


    Edie cuddled the blind Persian cat in her arms. “He’s very sweet,” she told the lady nearby. “Wouldn’t harm a soul. All he wants is to be loved and have a safe environment.” She stroked the soft white fur of the cat. “Why don’t you pet him?”


    “Oh, I couldn’t,” the woman said, and began to retreat from the table. “I have two children at home and I’m not sure a blind cat is for us. Do you have any kittens?”


    “There are always kittens at the shelter,” Edie said brightly, trying not to judge the woman. She understood, she really did. Kittens always found a home. It was the elderly cats, the ones with issues, the ones that weren’t as cute and charming, that never seemed to find their forever home. Pressing a kiss to the blind cat’s head, she continued to pet it as the woman went to examine the cages full of kittens. The cat had relaxed in her arms and was responding to Edie’s attentions, a far cry from the terrified, trembling thing it had been this morning.


    And even though she really couldn’t fit another cat into her house, she was not going to let this baby go back to the shelter. She pressed another kiss to its fluffy, fluffy head.


    The Harvest Festival was full of people, with parents holding foam cups of apple cider, children eating candy apples, and people hauling red wagons filled with pumpkins and other crafts. Balloons dotted the air, tied to the wrists of costumed children. It was a cute festival, but Edie wasn’t sure it was the right place for setting up a cat-adoption booth. They’d gotten a few dollars in donations but most people weren’t interested in taking a cat home with them that day.


    “This is kind of a bust,” Edie told Peggy, who sat next to her in the booth.


    “Told you we should have dressed the cats in costumes,” Peggy said with a sniff.


    Edie bared her teeth and snarled at Peggy. You didn’t dress cats in costumes. Not when they were already terrified. She ignored the other woman’s idiocy and continued petting the Persian.


    Bianca got up from her folding chair gracefully, tucking her phone away. “Well, things are slow. I’m going to go do some shopping.”


    “Fine,” Edie said.


    “I’ll be back by...” Bianca glanced at her phone screen again. “Five.”


    “Go.” Edie’s mood was getting worse by the moment.


    As she snuggled the cat in her arms, people passed by. No one stopped at their booth. Fine. Whatever. She’d make sure the cats felt loved today, and then she’d figure something out. Even as she thought of ways she could possibly squeeze a few more lonely cats into her tiny house, a shadow fell over the table. Edie looked up... and groaned. “You’re kidding me, right?”


    Magnus grabbed the chair Bianca had abandoned a short time ago, flipped it around, and straddled it, sitting next to her. “Nice to see you, too.”


    “Is this a setup?” The cat in her arms tensed, reacting to Edie’s body language, and she forced herself to relax, petting the long hair.


    “Of course not.” He grinned over at her and her heart gave a pathetic little flip in her breast. “You said you were busy, I happened to be not busy, and here I am.”


    She made an unhappy noise in her throat. “You have a hard time with rejection, don’t you?”


    “Nope.”


    “Yeah, you do. Try rolling it around on your tongue. Get used to it. Ree-jec-tee-onnn.” She exaggerated her mouth’s movements, and then clamped it shut when she noticed he was watching her lips with something other than detached interest. Okay, that wasn’t the reaction she wanted, but now that she got it, she couldn’t stop thinking about anything else. She remembered his mouth on hers, firm and decisive, and she wanted to kiss him again.


    Stupid Bianca and her stupid rules about not kissing.


    “So what is this?” he asked. “I’d say you were playing hard to get, but the cat on your lap tells me otherwise.”


    She jerked, startling the cat in her arms. It was like he knew what Bianca had been saying to her. Edie’s eyes narrowed. “I told you I was volunteering.”


    “Which is great. I can keep you company.” He scanned the busy festival. The only people even remotely near their booth were children sticking their fingers in the kitten cages. No one was approaching her end of the table with the elderly cats, even though she had a sign that said Adoption Fees Waived Today. Magnus leaned in closer to her. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your scowl is keeping people away.”


    Edie gave him a startled look. “What? It’s not me. It’s the fact that they’re elderly cats with issues.”


    “No?” He nodded at the white Persian in her arms. “That one looks fine.”


    “It’s eleven years old and it’s blind.”


    “Oh.” His mouth lifted in one of those huge grins. “Well that explains why it’s not intimidated by your scowl.”


    She bared her teeth at him.


    “Or that.”


    “People don’t want an old blind cat,” Edie said, ignoring his teasing. She pointed at the other two in cages. “That one has diabetes. And the other one only has three legs.”


    “So what happens if no one adopts them?”


    “They go back to the shelter and wait some more.” She stroked the sweet cat in her lap. “This one’s coming home with me, though. She gets too scared at the shelter.”


    “Don’t you already have a lot of cats?”


    “A few,” she said defensively. “There’s always room for one more.” There wasn’t, really, but she’d figure it out somehow.


    “You have a soft heart, don’t you?”


    She ignored his gentle, teasing words, focusing on the cat in her lap. “This cat was loved and cared for by someone for eleven years. Then, because of one small defect, she’s suddenly abandoned by those she loved as not good enough? Thrust into a new scary world where no one loves her and that’s full of frightening noises, and she can’t understand what’s going on because she can’t see? I’m not sending her back to that.”


    His gaze focused on her face. “Something tells me it all isn’t about the cat, is it?”


    Psychoanalysis? From him? Please. She gave him an irritated look.


    He ignored her withering expression and put his arms out. “Can I hold it?”


    “Do you even know how?”


    “It’s a cat, not a porcupine. I’m sure I can figure out the basics.”


    “You’ll let her get away.” She leveled him an unhappy look. “I can’t chase her down if you let her get away.”


    “She won’t go anywhere. And I’ve been practicing my cat mojo with Lady Cujo.” He winked at her. “Got her purring at the touch of my fingers.”


    “It’s a cat, not a hooker,” she sniped at him. “Don’t make it sound so lewd.”


    He clutched his chest with a mock-shocked look. “You’re just jealous that I’m talking about her and not you.”


    Edie rolled her eyes at him. “I’m not jealous of a cat.”


    “Then let me hold that one.”


    And because she couldn’t think of a good reason to deny him, and because Peggy was watching her closely, she lifted the cat toward him so he could take it.


    Magnus took the cat from her with gentle hands and cradled it against his chest, scratching its back idly. He gave her a triumphant look as if to say See? Which made her just shake her head, biting back a smile. Then he nodded at her. “Looks like you only gave me half the cat.”


    She looked down at her black sweater and groaned. White long-haired cat plus black sweater meant tons of cat hair. “It’s a look I’m used to,” she admitted, plucking at a few of the worst tufts. “And it’s a look you’d better get used to if you’re going to keep holding Purrletta.”


    “Purrletta?”


    “That’s what I’m going to name her.”


    “That’s a terrible damn name.” He leaned in to the cat. “She’s going to torture you with that name, isn’t she?”


    The cat simply lifted her chin and he obligingly scratched it as the cat settled into his lap as if she were born there.


    Traitor. Edie crossed her arms over her chest, half out of annoyance, and half to hide the cat hair on her sweater. “So what would you call her, then?”


    He thought for a moment. “You know who was a blind badass? Daredevil.”


    “It’s a girl cat.”


    “Lady Daredevil, then.”


    “It’s a white, fluffy girl cat,” she felt the need to point out.


    He just kept petting the cat’s head, and the cat seemed to be eating it up, the little minx. “Which is why they’ll never see her badassery coming.” He scratched the side of the cat’s face. “She’ll be like a ninja.”


    The thought of a blind, fluffy Persian having any kind of badassery or ninja moves made her lips twitch with amusement. “A ninja, huh?”


    Magnus looked over at her, and amusement was etched into his features. “No? She can be whatever she wants to be. Just don’t tell her otherwise.” He made a motion to cover the cat’s ears up.


    And Edie couldn’t help it—she laughed at that. “I’m starting to see where all your creativity comes from.”


    “I told you, I’m not the creative one. That’s Levi.”


    “And I told you, I’m not sure I believe that.” She gestured at him with the cat in his arms. “Any man that can make a ninja out of that cat is more creative than most people.”


    “Lady Daredevil just needs someone to believe in her,” he said, stroking the cat’s head. “So are you really going to take her home with you?”


    “Well, I’m certainly not sending her back to the shelter.”


    He nodded and handed her back carefully. “Can you get away for a bit? I thought we might grab a deep-fried chocolate bar and chat a bit.”


    She hesitated, glancing over at Peggy. At Peggy’s nod and beaming approval, Edie slipped the Persian cat back into her cage. “Only for a little bit, though. I’m needed to help man the booth.”


    “Of course,” Magnus said solemnly. “I know there are people completely lining up to rescue these poor cats.”


    “All right, all right,” she said testily. “No need to be a dick about it.” She grabbed her purse, gave her sweater a futile brush with her fingers, and then stepped out from the booth with him. “Deep-fried chocolate bars, huh?”


    “Yeah, I figure if you’re going to go for fair food, you might as well go all in.” Magnus rubbed his hands boyishly. “News is that they have funnel cake here, too.”


    “They do,” she agreed, and when he offered her his arm, she took it reluctantly. “This is feeling suspiciously like a date.”


    “Is that such a terrible thing?”


    “I told you I didn’t want to date you.”


    “No, you didn’t,” he said easily. She noticed he kept his steps slow to match her pace. “You told me you were unavailable today. You didn’t say anything about not wanting to date me.”


    “I should have clarified, then.”


    “Or you could stop lying to yourself,” he continued, as if she wasn’t protesting his presence with her. Instead, he pointed at a food truck parked along a nearby street. “You want to eat a deep-fried chocolate bar with me?”


    Damn it, she kind of did. Any time she mentioned something like that to Bianca, her sister gave a little sniff and commented about the calories, so Edie never tried it. “I guess,” she said, trying to sound reluctant.


    He just grinned at her with that boyish look again and led them to the truck. Little red-and-white-checked paper boats were handed to them as Magnus paid, and Edie gave her chocolate bar a curious look. It resembled a corn dog peppered with powdered sugar. The smell was entirely different. “This is ominous.”


    “This is delicious,” Magnus corrected, and took a huge bite out of his. Powdered sugar puffed and covered his face, and then his expression changed from pleased to startled.


    “What is it?” she asked, curious.


    He worked his mouth for a minute, then murmured, “I fhink it glued my teefh together.”


    Edie giggled and took a smaller bite. Sure enough, the concoction was chocolaty and gluey, and her teeth felt like they were molding together, too. But ooh, it was good. She licked her fingers and swallowed, then grimaced. “Drink?”


    Magnus nodded and they went to the next truck to get a drink. A few moments later, they both had cider, and when they finished their chocolate bars, Magnus insisted on caramel apples. That was how the afternoon went—they visited food truck to food truck, trying a little bit of everything and laughing as they did.


    ***


    In his pocket, Magnus’s phone vibrated with an incoming text. He ignored it, focused on the bright-eyed woman at his side sipping a cup of hot cider. Even though her clothes were covered in cat hair, she looked good enough to eat, the apples of her cheeks bright with the chill of the weather, her mouth naturally pink and smiling. She’d gone bite for bite with him on every disgusting thing they could get from the vendor trucks, from Scotch eggs to turkey legs to corn on the cob to funnel cakes, candy, and now a drink. She wasn’t prissy about any of it, and when they’d played a few of the midway games, she’d heckled him fiercely when he lost.


    Even though he’d been reluctant as hell to participate in Levi’s stupid mind games today, the moment he’d seen Edie at the booth, a scowl on her face as people walked past, her arms full of long-haired cat, he’d been irresistibly drawn toward her again.


    Levi’s instructions were for Magnus to distract her for a few hours. Then, Levi swore he’d work on at least the Huns. Maybe the scripts for Hyksos invaders. Maybe. Magnus knew he was being taken for a ride by his lovesick brother, but what were his options? Levi was the creative mind. Magnus needed him. So he had to dance to his brother’s tune, no matter how irritating it was.


    “I’m going to run to the restroom,” Edie said, pointing at one nearby. “Can you hold my drink?”


    Magnus nodded absently and took the cider from her, watching her move as she blended into the crowd. Well, not blended exactly. Her movements set her apart, as always. He watched her until she disappeared, then juggled the drinks in his arms, freeing a hand. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the screen.


    I need more time with Bianca tonight. Can you stall?


    Could he stall? What the fuck was he supposed to do? Kidnap Edie and play charades? Drag her kicking and screaming to an all-day movie marathon? Even as he was filled with irritation for his brother, he actually didn’t hate the idea of spending more time with Edie. Her constant verbal jabs kept his mind going, and their sparring was fun... and a bit arousing. He liked that she never backed down.


    Maybe he could figure out a way to get a few more hours in with Edie after all.


    ***


    As they walked and ate, they admired local vendor stalls, from knitted hats to handmade puppets. The Harvest Festival was more of a craft fair put on by Edie’s small town every fall, and so there wasn’t much exciting other than food and homemade goods. But Edie enjoyed herself just the same. And as they wandered, any time she showed an interest in something... Magnus automatically bought it. By the time the sun began to set, she was wearing a ridiculous hat, hand warmers, had a jar of homemade pickle jelly, three kinds of bath soaps, a puppet, and a stomachache from all the junk food.


    She’d also had a wonderful time. It was so relaxing to just be silly and think about nothing but what was in the next food cart. She also loved that Magnus was willing to try anything, and she’d dared him on more than one occasion to eat something that sounded completely toxic. By the time they got back to the shelter booth, Edie was laughing and tired. Her leg throbbed like the dickens and she was wiped but she’d had fun despite herself.


    Her guilt resurfaced when she saw Peggy’s truck pulled up by the booth, and Peggy putting away the last of the cages. She hurried forward, releasing Magnus’s arm (that she might have been clutching all afternoon) and rushed to help her put away the last few. “I’m so sorry! I should have been here to help!”


    “No, it’s perfectly all right,” Peggy said with a pat on Edie’s shoulder. She brightened. “Actually, while you were gone, we managed to adopt all of the cats except one!”


    “You... did?” Edie was dumbfounded. “Really?”


    “Yep! It was wonderful.”


    Magnus leaned in behind Edie. “It’s because you weren’t scowling at everyone,” he mock-whispered.


    She elbowed him and focused on Peggy. “So which cat is left?”


    “The Persian,” Peggy said, smiling. She pulled out the cage and hefted it for Edie to see. Sure enough, there was that sad, smooshed face surrounded by all that white fur. “Back to the shelter with her.”


    Edie suppressed a shudder at that poor, sweet cat returning to those cold metal cages. “Actually I want to take her home with me—”


    “I’ll take her,” Magnus said, interrupting Edie.


    “You will?” Peggy’s face lit up as if she’d been given a gift. “Truly?”


    Edie frowned at him. “You already have one cat you barely know how to handle, dude. I’m not sure a second one will be the answer. You—”


    “You can come by and help her settle in,” Magnus said, grinning. He reached over and plucked the Persian cat’s cage out of Peggy’s hands.


    “But... what about your other cat? You can’t just throw them together!”


    “I’ll keep Lady Daredevil in the office until they’re ready to interact.” He wiggled a finger at the cage. “I know you said you always have room for another, but I’m guessing your sister will bitch, right?”


    He had a point. “Well...”


    “And you don’t want her to go back to the shelter, right?”


    Edie licked her lips, hesitating. She didn’t want the cat to go back to the shelter, no. But she couldn’t help but feel like there was an ulterior motive here. Like if she gave in, things were going to suddenly go out of control. “I guess not.”


    “Then I’ll take her home with me,” Magnus said. “I like her.”


    “If you’re sure... Getting a cat is a big commitment,” Edie said. “And this is number two in a week. I just don’t know—”


    “I need to go,” Peggy said. “You two figure it out.” She shut the tailgate of her truck and moved to the front. “Thanks for volunteering, Edie.”


    “Sure,” Edie said lamely, and then Peggy drove off. Now it was just her and Magnus and the cat. She glanced around awkwardly, watching vendors pack up their booths and people heading back to their cars. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Bianca anywhere, have you?”


    “Nope,” he said, looking rather pleased at that. “You need a ride home?”


    “I’ll just text her,” Edie said, pulling out her phone.


    “Before you do, you wanna come to my place?” Magnus held up the cage and gave her his most winning smile. “Help me tuck Lady Daredevil into her new house?”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Did a gorgeous man just ask her to have an adult sleepover? Edie hesitated. “It’s a bit of a long drive.”


    “A few hours. Not so bad when you have good company.” When she arched a brow, he held up the cat cage. “I refer to feline company, of course.”


    “Of course,” she said, smiling. He was hard to resist when he was like this, all playfulness and fun. “But I really can’t. It’ll be too late at night to drive back—”


    “Then stay at my place,” Magnus offered. “Like I said, you can help me settle the cat in, and you can check on Lady Cujo.”


    “And have a sleepover in your bed?” she mocked. “I don’t think so.”


    “You can sleep on the couch.”


    “I saw your couch. It’s shaped like a pair of lips.”


    “Then I’ll sleep on the couch. Come on. Just as friends.” His expression didn’t seem to be that of a lecherous seducer. “We’ll settle the cats in, have a couple of beers, play some video games, and shoot the shit. Think of it as a sleepover, minus the hair braiding. Don’t girls like those sorts of things?”


    It was the most ridiculous thing she’d heard of. She shouldn’t go. She really shouldn’t... but at the same time, she wanted to make sure the cats settled in well. This would just be an extension of her job, wouldn’t it? As a good cat behaviorist?


    Oh, who was she kidding? A hot guy with forkloads of money was asking her to come hang out for the evening. Even in a platonic sense, it was a date. And she kind of hated herself for being so weak, but she wanted to go.


    But still¸ Edie hesitated. She reached through the cage and scratched at Lady Daredevil’s ear. “I don’t have a change of clothes.”


    “You can sleep in something of mine.”


    “I have to be back at my house at noon.” The cats would need their meds and it was an easy out for her.


    “I’ll have my driver come and pick you up first thing in the morning. Any other excuses?”


    He made it sound so innocent, but she knew Bianca would have a fit. This wouldn’t work with Bianca’s utterly careful plan on how to manipulate a man. And that decided it for Edie. Because it had been so nice to be so utterly carefree for a few hours that afternoon that she wanted it to continue on into the night. “All right.”


    “Excellent,” Magnus said, and gave her another one of those face-splitting grins.


    “Let me text my sister before we go,” Edie said. She pulled out her phone and quickly sent Bianca a message. Hey. Going with a friend to a movie & to play some cards. Back super late, don’t wait up. XOXO.


    So it was a tiny white lie. It wouldn’t hurt anything. Once Bianca heard cards she’d run for the hills. She hated Edie’s friends and thought they were boring.


    Bianca’s response was immediate and brief. K.


    Whew. No questions asked. All right. She was really doing this, then. Edie gave Magnus a nervous smile. “Good to go. Where’s your car?”


    He gestured. “Driver should be somewhere over there.”


    “Driver, huh?” She looked askance at Magnus as he moved to walk next to her, cat between them. The poor thing gave a confused meow and settled at the back of the cage. “You made a driver wait on you while you went and had fun at the festival?”


    Magnus shrugged. “He’s paid to wait on me. Paid really well, I might add. And he could have had a corn dog if he wanted one.” Magnus paused and held out the cage. “Can you hold this for a moment?”


    She took it and watched silently as Magnus texted for a moment, scanned the parking lot, and then texted again. Then he took the cat back from Edie and they both stood there awkwardly while they waited on the car.


    It pulled up a moment later, a black sedan with tinted windows. A driver got out and, as he did, Magnus offered him the cat carrier. “Put this in the passenger seat, please.”


    “Of course, Mr. Sullivan,” the driver said. He barely glanced at Edie, and gave her a nod, then opened the door for her.


    She wondered if he saw Magnus take a lot of women home. Then she decided it didn’t matter, because this was about the cats more than anything else. Right? Right. So she got in the back of the car and winced as she slid over, the action hurting her knee.


    The back seat was more cramped than she cared for. A normal person could fold their legs and have plenty of room, but Edie needed to stretch her leg, especially after today. Even as she sat, her muscles screamed. She clenched her hands tightly in her lap, determined to ignore it as Magnus slid into the back seat next to her.


    Moments passed, the car pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, and all was silent except for the occasional confused yowl of Lady Daredevil. After what felt like an eternity, the driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “I’m going to shut the partition and give you privacy, if that’s all right.”


    “Thank you, Reynolds,” Magnus said, and wagged his eyebrows at Edie.


    She didn’t laugh. She was too busy resisting the urge to slam her leg straight out and massage her knee.


    He must have noticed her tension. A frown creased his face. “You okay?”


    She nodded tightly. “Just tired.” Edie forced a smile to her face. “I had a good time, though. And I think you’re really going to like the cat. She’s such a sweetheart, I—”


    “Edie,” Magnus said in a low voice, and goose bumps flicked over her skin. “You’re pale. Is it your knee?”


    She tried to shrug it off, and then winced. Damn it, she hated feeling like an invalid. “I just need to stretch it a bit, that’s all.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?” He leaned back and then patted his knee. “Put your leg up here.” At her hesitation, he gave her an exasperated look. “I’m not going to fondle your damn knee, Edie. I’m just trying to help you out.”


    Reluctant, she slowly stretched her leg and placed it over his knee. The muscles were screaming in protest, and her breath hissed out from between her teeth.


    “Does rubbing it help?” he asked.


    “A little. I should—” she leaned in to massage her leg.


    He batted her hand away and placed his big one on her knee, rubbing gently. Pain flared, and then slowly began to ebb. She leaned against the car seat sideways, some of her tension easing. Edie closed her eyes. “Mmm, thank you.”


    “Feel better?” His hand kept moving over her knee, gently kneading the overworked muscles around her old injury.


    “Much, thank you.” The touch of his hand on her leg was soothing. Relaxing. She’d forgotten how nice it was to be touched by someone else like that.


    “So,” Magnus said, sliding his fingers along the side of her knee. “Can I be nosy?”


    “As long as you keep rubbing, yes.”


    “How’d you hurt your knee?”


    Of course he’d ask. It was obvious that she’d injured it—that was clear in every step she took. He was bound to be curious. “Skiing accident. I T-boned into a tree. My leg went one way and I went the other. I nearly severed it in the fall.”


    “Sounds nasty.”


    “It was.” She kept her eyes closed, her tone light. Even now, though, she could still see the tree rushing up on her, the slam of the wood and the intense pain. Drake screaming her name. Ambulances. Surgeries. Recovery. Drake finding that they had a lot less in common now that she was a couch potato on a crutch and couldn’t jog or mountain climb or run marathons or any of the things they used to enjoy doing together. She dropped all of her college classes in kinesiology and focused on animal behavior instead, since she couldn’t become a personal trainer or a phys-ed teacher, not when it was painful to walk. She’d started collecting cats, instead.


    And she’d started letting Bianca do all the difficult shit for her. Bianca, whose goal in life was to become a Trophy Wife, and who didn’t like to plan further than what colors would be “in” for fall.


    “Don’t like to talk about it?”


    “Not much,” she admitted. “I had three reconstructive surgeries and the thing still hurts me every damn day. If I think about it too much, I feel like it takes over my life.”


    “I get that,” Magnus said, but his fingers kept massaging. “I won’t pry.”


    “Thanks,” she said softly, relaxing under his touch. A yawn escaped her and she grimaced. “I might have to keep my leg in your lap for the next few hours while we drive back.”


    “I don’t mind,” he said. “Why don’t you relax and take a quick nap or something?”


    Edie gave him a suspicious look, but when he pulled out his phone and began to flip through it, his other hand rubbing her stretched-out leg as if it were the most normal thing in the world, she closed her eyes again.


    The next thing she knew, Magnus was patting her leg. “We’re here. Wake up.”


    She started awake with a jerk, running a surreptitious hand along her mouth to make sure she wasn’t drooling. “Did I sleep the whole time?”


    “You did,” Magnus said. “Which was okay. You must have been pretty damn tired.”


    “I’m so sorry,” Edie said, sliding out of the car after him awkwardly. “I usually never sleep in the car. I—”


    “It’s fine,” Magnus said, offering her a hand as he stepped out onto the curb. “You almost kicked me in the balls twice, but no harm no foul.”


    She smothered a laugh at that, and took his hand to get to her feet. The sidewalk still had people on it despite the late hour, and the city was lit up so brightly that it was a wonder she’d slept at all. She rubbed her eyes as Magnus took the cat carrier and headed for the door to his place.


    “Hold her while I unlock?” he asked, and Edie took the cage. She watched as he undid the locks and then typed in the alarm code, disabling it. Then he took the cat from her and ushered her into his strange house once more. She was starting to get used to the stark appearance of the place, which was kind of amusing, Edie thought as she stepped inside and set down her purse.


    “Why don’t you put on a pot of coffee while I take Lady Daredevil here up to the fourth floor and get her settled into my office?”


    “All right,” Edie said. “Don’t forget cat litter and food for her. She’s probably hungry and needs to use the bathroom.”


    “Got it,” Magnus said, his voice disappearing as he clomped up the stairs. “Be right back.”


    She crossed the massive room to the kitchen area, poking around in cabinets and looking for coffee mugs. Unlike everything else in the house, the mugs were a nice normal shape, and she set up the pot of coffee. And then because she was nosy and he still wasn’t back, she continued to poke around, examining the contents of the fridge and pantry. Lots of chips in the pantry, lots of sodas, and the fridge was empty of everything but beer, leftovers, and condiments. Typical guys.


    She poured two mugs and waited, sitting at one of the counter stools. Just as she was taking her first sip of coffee, Magnus came jogging down the stairs. She appreciated the way he moved. It was kind of funny to think about admiring the way someone took the stairs, but Magnus went down them like an athlete, hands clenched as if he were about to do a set of reps, body flexing.


    Yeah, she could pretty much watch that for hours.


    He bounded down the last steps and crossed the big, open floor toward her. “Got the coffee?”


    She held up the mug she was drinking from.


    “Excellent.” He rubbed his hands together and moved toward her. As he did, she set the mug on the bar next to her and he sat down on the stool beside her own. He picked up his cup, chugged it, and then set it down with a flourish. “Good coffee.”


    Edie blinked at him. “How would you know? You barely tasted it.”


    Magnus just grinned and tipped the mug back to finish his drink. “I’m not one for lounging around and savoring. I prefer to get shit done and done fast.”


    “Maybe that’s why you’re single,” she couldn’t resist jibing back.


    His eyes widened, and then he gave her a speculative look. “Only with coffee, Edie. Only with coffee.”


    Annnnd now she couldn’t finish her coffee. Blushing, she put it aside. “So how is Lady Daredevil settling in?”


    He gestured at the stairs, all energy. “You want to go up and see her? I got the litter and the food set up, but she seems scared.”


    Edie nodded. She slid off her stool and went around the long bar to take her mug to the sink.


    They headed up the four sets of stairs to Magnus’s office, and Edie’s leg protested the entire time. By the time they got to the top of the stairs, her knee was throbbing a reminder that she wasn’t supposed to do those kinds of things to it, and she tried to hide her limp as they walked, remembering his ease as he went up and down the stairs. It sucked to be her sometimes.


    The office was just as she remembered it, all sterile neatness on Magnus’s side, and all chaos on Levi’s. Papers were strewn about on Levi’s desk and the small garbage can under his desk overflowed with more wadded notes. Other than the two desks and a file cabinet, there wasn’t much to recommend this room as a haven for a frightened blind cat.


    “Perhaps we should have started with a smaller room, like with your bathroom,” Edie commented, searching the room for Lady Daredevil. She found her huddled by the file cabinet, pressed against the wall. She moved closer and squatted, ignoring the screaming pain in her knee, and clucked gently at the cat, outstretching her fingers.


    “Can we just stick her in with Lady Cujo?” Magnus asked, coming up behind her.


    “Not right away,” Edie told him. “Cats are territorial so they’d fight, and I imagine Lady D here is having to go through enough trauma at the moment.”


    “Should we move her, then?”


    Edie nodded. “Why don’t you sit here and hold her so she can learn your scent and I can move the litter and the food into your bathroom?”


    “Why don’t I move the litter and you comfort the cat?”


    She frowned. “Because she’s supposed to learn your scent if she’s going to be your cat. Scent’s very important to a blind cat. I...” Her voice died as he began to strip his shirt off. She got to her feet, staring. “Wh-what are you doing?”


    “You can wear my scent,” he said, shrugging his button up shirt off and handing it to her. That left him in nothing but a tight-fitting tank top that showed off sculpted muscles.


    Oh dear sweet lord. Wasn’t the man supposed to be a video game nerd? How was it that he was built like this? She tried not to stare, even as she clutched the shirt he handed her.


    “You need help putting that on?” he teased. “I’d be happy to help you with your clothes.”


    “Huh? No, I’m cool.” She shrugged it on over her own shirt, and immediately the scent of his aftershave enveloped her. Oh, damn. He smelled so good.


    This was so unfair.


    “You look good in my things,” he said with a grin, reaching out and straightening the collar. The action brought him close to her, and she gazed up into his handsome face. His fingers brushed against her neck, and for a moment, she thought he was going to lean in and kiss her. Press his lips to hers and claim her mouth...


    Nope. He winked and sauntered away, and she watched his tight ass as he left the room.


    So, so unfair. Wrapping his shirt around her body, she moved to sit next to Lady Daredevil again. The cat hunched its body and gave a small hiss, and it took Edie a few minutes to calm her down again, then eventually pulled her back into her lap.


    By the time Magnus returned to the office, Edie was curled up on the floor with the cat tucked against her front, purring and relaxed. He’d taken longer than she’d thought. “Everything okay?”


    “Just setting up things for our newest resident,” he said, and she couldn’t help but watch as he moved forward to take the cat from her. He cradled the fluffy Persian in one arm and offered his free hand to her to help her up from the floor, and Edie was surprised at how easily he hefted her up.


    “Thanks,” she murmured, and dusted some of the stray cat hair off her clothes as she followed behind him. Down the stairs and into his room, and when he opened the door, she was surprised (and pleased) to see Lady Cujo curled up on his bed, as if she owned the place. “I see someone’s made herself at home.”


    “Yep,” said Magnus as he headed for the adjoining bathroom. “So far, so good. We’ll get this one settled in, too, don’t you worry.”


    She followed him into the bathroom, well aware at how intimate the moment felt. Bathrooms were private sorts of rooms, because you knew how organized or clean a man was by the state of his towels and the ring around his bathtub. Magnus, she was happy to see, had a clean, claw-footed tub with a nice fluffy cream-colored towel hanging from a hook nearby. Inspection: passed. Not that she was inspecting him, of course.


    There was a thick, shaggy bath rug on the tile floor, and in one corner next to the toilet, he’d set up the cat litter. On the other side, food and water bowls were laid out. Against the opposite wall, Magnus set up several boxes with additional towels for the cat to hang out in.


    Magnus sat down on the floor and curled his legs underneath him, still cradling the cat in his arms. Since he looked as if he was settling in, Edie sat down, too, stretching out her bad leg.


    They hung out in silence for a bit, watching as Magnus set down the cat and Lady Daredevil explored tentatively. She moved a couple of feet, then returned to Magnus and rubbed her head against his leg, demanding more attention. Edie’s heart gave a little squeeze when he chuckled and picked up the cat, pulling her back into his lap and petting her again. “She’s a little monster for attention, isn’t she?”


    “She probably hasn’t had any in a long time,” Edie said softly.


    He scratched under the cat’s fuzzy chin. “Don’t say things like that. You’ll break my manly heart.”


    “It’s just the reality of shelter cats. Some zoom out the door right away and some never find another home. They’re too old, or not cute enough, or they’re unfriendly when someone shows up to adopt a cat, and it’s a death sentence for them.”


    “And so you try to rescue them?” he asked.


    “Just because they’re flawed doesn’t mean they don’t deserve love.”


    “No one ever debated that,” Magnus said. His fingers rubbed one side of the cat’s whiskers and Lady D closed her eyes, clearly in bliss. “I think I’m pretty good at this cat-owner thing.”


    “You definitely seem to have the magic touch,” Edie said, and then blushed at how that sounded.


    “Just a matter of giving a lady the right kind of attention,” he murmured, his focus on the cat. “It’s all about making her feel comfortable with you. Once she knows what your intentions are, you can touch her however you want, wherever you want.” He ran a finger along one of the cat’s tufted ears.


    “I have a feeling we’re no longer talking about cats,” Edie said dryly.


    “Cats, ladies, the same rules apply. Everyone wants love and safety... and lots of the right stroking.”


    She snorted.


    “You’re uncomfortable, aren’t you?” he said, glancing up at Edie as he scratched the cat’s head.


    “Oh, please.”


    “No, you are. Your cheeks are bright red.”


    “It’s because you’re making innuendos while petting a cat.”


    “She doesn’t mind,” he said, rubbing Lady D’s head. “She knows it’s harmless talk. You, on the other hand...”


    “Me what?” Her arms crossed over her chest and with horror, she realized she was still wearing his shirt.


    “You’re all flustered.”


    “I am not!”


    “You are,” he said smugly. Then, in a lower voice, he added, “I like making you flustered, you know.”


    Her mouth went dry.


    The room got quiet between them, the tension thickening in an almost palpable way. Edie’s body tensed, her pulse pounding, and she clutched at the collar of his shirt, feeling strangely vulnerable.


    “I’d like to kiss you again,” Magnus said in a soft voice. “Put my mouth on those pretty, plump lips of yours and kiss you until you’re begging for more.”


    Heat scorched her cheeks, and she sucked in a breath. She couldn’t look at him, at those brilliant green eyes that seemed to see what she looked like without her clothing on. All she could do was sit and silently picture him leaning over her, kissing her. Soft, and then hard, his lips brushing against her own. Her thighs clamped together tightly.


    “I can’t.”


    “But you want to,” Magnus continued in that husky, seductive voice. “Don’t you?”


    Her nipples pricked in response and she shivered. “I... I can’t kiss you yet, Magnus.”


    “Why is that?”


    Because Bianca knows men, and she says if I have a shot in hell at keeping you interested, I’ll play hard to get. But she couldn’t tell him that, of course. In fact, she could think of nothing to say to that, nothing that sounded clever, composed, or in control. So she mutely glared at the cat, unwilling to look Magnus in the eye. “I should call Bianca.”


    Magnus straightened, the seductive look leaving his face, and her heart pounded in brief disappointment. “Don’t call her. She’s fine.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because she’s a grown adult?” He gave her a speculative look. “Or is this just an excuse to run away?”


    “I’m not running away!”


    “You are absolutely running away. Tell me, is it the fearsome cat that scares you, or her soft-hearted owner?”


    Even though she was growing more annoyed with Magnus by the minute, she couldn’t help but smile at that assessment. “I’m not running away. I need to get up and stretch my leg anyhow. All this sitting on hard floors isn’t good for it.”


    “I’ll join you,” Magnus said. He gave the cat one final scratch behind the ears and then gently set her on the floor. “She should probably get used to her surroundings without us here, huh?”


    “Sure,” Edie said, a little distracted by his nearness. Okay, a lot.


    “You want to head up to the game room? We could watch TV or kick back and play a few games.”


    She considered him for a moment. “We can game,” she said, because she was curious to see him in his “element” a bit more. Every time they had a conversation, it seemed to focus on cats and her. She wanted to learn more about him, for purely platonic reasons, of course.


    They exited the bathroom, shutting the door behind them, and as they entered Magnus’s big bedroom, Lady Cujo greeted them with a loud meow from the bed. Both of them stopped to pet the cat, and Edie noticed that she seemed to be flourishing in her new home. She looked healthy and content, and Magnus gave her an affectionate ear rub. “She sleeps with me now,” he commented. “She’s totally a cover hog. I’m even teaching her to play fetch.”


    And because that gave her stupid cat-lady heart a little squeeze of delight, she just made a humphing noise in her throat. “She’s not a dog.”


    But he grinned at her, all proud anyhow.


    Edie’s knee groaned a protest as they went up the stairs for what felt like the umpteenth time that evening. Stairs never bothered her six years ago, but now that her knee was crap, she noticed them unfailingly, and hated every damn step.


    If Magnus noticed she was lagging behind him, he didn’t comment. He was right that the seating in the game room was excellent, though. Large leather loungers had been set up in front of the projection screen, and as she made herself comfortable in one of the chairs, Magnus went to the wall and touched a panel, and the entertainment center opened up, revealing console systems of every make and model she could imagine, all neatly arranged with the appropriate controls and remotes. Even more impressive was the selection of games—Magnus seemed to have every game that had come out in the last ten years, most of them still shrink-wrapped and in their cases. He explained to her that they got a lot of games from companies trying to woo ideas from him, and got more at conventions, but they also tended to buy games simply to see how the mechanics worked. Research, he explained, and offered to let her pick the game.


    Since she didn’t know much about games other than what was on her phone at the moment, she picked a title that had an interesting sounding title—Tomb Treasures of Arkandiz. It was apparently a platformer, which meant nothing to her, and they spent several minutes playing before Edie’s character died by falling into a pit.


    To Edie’s surprise, Magnus didn’t heckle her. Instead, he began to play his turn and jumped his character into the exact same pit. When he did it several more times, Edie asked him curiously what he was doing. His response? He was seeing how the game responded to different iterations of the same scenario.


    Which was interesting for a game designer, she supposed, but boring to watch. She ended up handing him her control and watched him play, running different characters through the same paths over and over again with the same results, and watching his fascinated, intent expression as he did so. Every once in a while, he’d make a little grunt of interest, as if the game did something unexpected, but for the most part, she just watched him.


    And watching Magnus for hours on end? No hardship. No hardship at all. As he played, there was an intent little crease between his brows, and she noticed that he tended to subconsciously clench his jaw as he played through some of the harder levels. His arms flexed as he moved the controller, and he’d talk through some of the game mechanics as he played, gaze glued to the screen. And while she didn’t understand most of it, she liked that he took the time to try and explain things to her.


    Somewhere on levels 4–8 of Tomb Treasures of Arkandiz, Magnus looked over at her. His expression softened. “You’re tired, aren’t you?”


    “Oh no, I’m fine,” she said, and yawned despite herself.


    “Come on, sleepy. Let’s get you to bed.” He shut off the game and moved to her chair. To her surprise, he lifted her into his arms and began to carry her, and when Edie protested, he shut her down. “You don’t think I saw that you were slowing down? Your knee has to be killing you. I can carry you down to my room.”


    She clung to his neck as he carried her out of the room and down the stairs, a little unnerved at not having her feet on the ground. “Where are you going to sleep?”


    “I can sleep on the sofa downstairs. No big deal. I’m a guy. I’ve totally slept on worse before. But you had a long day. You need your... sleep.”


    She relaxed against him reluctantly. “I would have punched your face if you’d said beauty sleep.”


    “Which is exactly why I didn’t say it,” he said, and she could hear the laugh in his voice.


    “Good man.”


    “I’m glad you think so.”


    And of course, that made her blush again.


    When they got to his room, he set her down gently and she sat on the edge of the bed, petting Lady Cujo as he dug out some workout clothes for her to sleep in. He deposited them to her, grabbed a set for himself, and then leaned in. “Do I get a goodnight kiss?”


    “You can have a goodnight fist.” She shook one at him. “In the face.”


    “Can’t blame a man for trying,” he said, unaffected by her grumpiness. Then with a wave and a wink, he left the room, shutting the door behind him.


    Edie gazed around the unfamiliar surroundings. She contemplated snooping through his things, but another yawn rocked through her. Exhaustion overruled everything else, and she changed into his clothing, neatly folding hers and setting them on a nightstand. His shirt and workout pants hung on her like bags, but they were soft and comfy. She crawled under the blankets and lay back, gazing up at the strange ceiling. Even his sheets and blankets smelled like him. His bed was like one big heavenly pillow, too. No wonder the cat loved it.


    As she drifted off to sleep, she wondered if it was odd that she was going to sleep—oh-so platonically—in a man’s clothes and in his bed with his cat at her feet. A man who she was pretty sure she despised a week ago.


    Edie woke up some time later, disoriented. The clock on the bedside table showed it was four thirty in the morning, too early for anyone to be up. But even as she relaxed again, she heard footsteps creaking on the stairs. Curious, she tiptoed out of bed and earned a protesting mew from Lady Cujo, who’d taken over one of the pillows. She opened the door, but there was no one in the narrow hallway. The faint sound of music came from upstairs, and Edie tiptoed up the steps, curious.


    On the fourth floor, she peeked in and saw Magnus at work at his desk, heavy-metal music blaring as he typed furiously. He stared at his screen for a moment, paused, typed something else, and then buried his head in his hands in frustration. His shoulders moved, and she heard him sigh heavily.


    Seemed like all was not well. For a moment, Edie thought about going to him to give him a pat on the back and an encouraging word or two.


    And... then what? She was acutely aware of her appearance, wearing his sweatpants and her hair mussed with sleep. Her knee throbbed a reminder that she wasn’t as fit as she used to be. She was cranky, unpleasant, and above all, a cat lady. Magnus was gorgeous. He could do better than her.


    So she quietly went down the stairs again and returned to bed, troubled by her thoughts.


    Since when had she completely lost confidence in herself?


    How was it that she had no idea how to get it back?

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Edie left early the next morning with a list of instructions for him to introduce the cats that involved room switching, sharing scents, and feeding with doors cracked. Over time, she explained to him between yawns, the cats would grow used to each other’s scent and then he could introduce them without fear.


    He paid attention. Sort of. He mostly watched Edie and her sleepy expression, imagining that was what she’d look like when she was heavy-lidded with arousal. She’d have that same sleepy, soft expression when he was between her legs, licking her clit.


    After imagining that, it made it hard to concentrate on cats. He should have gotten a fucking medal for retaining control as well as he did. Magnus even managed to be pleasant as he handed her off to his driver with a cheery good-bye and sent her with a travel cup of coffee (branded with the Warrior Shop logo). It was clear Edie didn’t do early mornings, and she yawned and gave him another wave before disappearing into the car.


    Magnus returned to work, still stuck on The World. He had several of the civilizations mapped out, but the AI wasn’t as clever as he wanted it to be. There just weren’t enough concepts in the game to hinder kingdom growth and, as it was, things spun out of control quickly in his simulations. Levi was theoretically working on barbarian invaders and Huns, but without the curbing influences of those, one kingdom (and one player) could run roughshod over all the others with very little tweaking, and it left the game hugely unbalanced. He was missing something. The entire concept just wasn’t working.


    Fuck this. He hated that he needed his brother. His brother, who was a complete and utter flake.


    His brother, who was nowhere to be found. Frustrated, Magnus grabbed his phone and sent Levi a text.


    Magnus: Where are you?


    The answer came a few minutes later. Wow, when did you become my mom?


    Magnus: Fuck off, man. You know we have deadlines. Are you coming home to work soon?


    Levi: Not yet. I have a bit more time with Bianca before Edie returns home and ruins things.


    Edie ruining things? Edie was ten times more willing to work than Levi was. She ran herself ragged trying to make the lives of her cats easier. Please tell me you fucked Bianca so we can get back to work.


    Levi: I’m offended you’d say such a thing. Bianca’s not like that.


    Magnus: You were with her all night. What the hell did you do?


    Levi: We went and gazed at the stars and had a midnight picnic. It was magical.


    Magnus: Jesus Christ. This needs to stop, Levi.


    Levi: Can you see Edie again on Tuesday? Bianca wants to go to the symphony.


    Magnus: The symphony? We have to fucking work. I’m getting emails from companies that are scheduling out their projects for 2018 and want to know where we’re at. I need your help on this shit.


    Levi: I’m creatively blocked, Magnus. All my creativity is going to Bianca.


    Magnus wanted to throw his phone across the goddamn room. He forced himself to put it down gently, walked away for ten minutes and did deep-breathing exercises, and then returned to his phone. I’m not happy with this shit, Levi. Not happy with all this pretending and running around. Edie’s going to be hurt.


    Levi: Edie’s not a nice person! What does it matter if she’s hurt?


    And Magnus had to put his phone down and walk away again. For some reason, Levi’s words about Edie pissed him off even more than his flakiness. Was Edie occasionally unpleasant to people? Sure. She was also fiercely protective of those she felt were weaker or couldn’t take care of themselves. He remembered the way she’d so gently cradled the cat, ignoring the fact that her knee was bothering her. She never put herself first. He wondered how much of her partnership with Bianca was Edie running the show and how much was Bianca letting Edie think she was running the show.


    Edie doesn’t deserve to be hurt by these stupid games you’re playing, Levi, he sent back, imagining how Edie would react to the fact that Magnus was spending so much time with her because his job was to keep her preoccupied while her sister snuck around.


    She’d glare at him furiously, shooting murder with her eyes. She’d probably wield that razor-sharp tongue and tear him to pieces... in public. In private, he suspected she’d lick her wounds quietly and bury her soft heart a little deeper.


    Edie’d been hurt in the past. And Magnus would be damned if he was going to hurt her again in the future. This shit ends now, Magnus sent to Levi. It’s unfair to Edie.


    What do you care? You don’t even like her.


    He tossed aside his phone. He couldn’t talk to Levi when he was like this. He’d just have to talk to Edie instead. Break the news to her gently and hope she wouldn’t be too hurt.


    ***


    “No, teaching the cat to use the toilet is not recommended,” Edie tried to explain to Mrs. Silvestri gently.


    “They show it on the infomercials,” the frail old woman said. “I’ve seen it! The cat just gets up on the toilet and does his business. It’s all very polite.”


    “I know,” Edie said, trying to keep her voice patient. Mrs. Silvestri was at least ninety and as frail as a leaf. “But trust me when I say it’s best if cats use a litterbox.”


    “I’m too old to bend over and clean up a little box,” Mrs. Silvestri said, determined. “He will just have to learn to potty in the potty. That’s what I hired you to do.”


    Edie kept the polite smile on her face, watching as Bianca slid out of the room, likely retreating to the car so Edie could deal with the cranky woman herself. Which was fine—it was easier to work without Bianca’s hovering. “I’m sure we can come up with a setup that works for both you and Skittles,” she said to Mrs. Silvestri. “Let’s see what we can do.”


    Some time later, Edie emerged from the old woman’s tiny townhouse, satisfied. She’d shown Mrs. Silvestri a few ways to keep Skittles from climbing the drapes, and she’d managed to talk her into putting the litter in a box in a corner of the laundry room that had steps going up to it. That way the cat could reach the litter without too much effort, and Mrs. Silvestri wouldn’t have to bend over to clean it. It was a solution that worked for everyone.


    Except Bianca, of course. Edie got into the passenger seat and shut the door. “I didn’t charge her.”


    “Why not?” Bianca frowned. “She took up two hours of your time.”


    “She also hired me just to show her cat how to use the toilet, and I’m not going to do that,” Edie said tightly. “Plus, you saw her place. I doubt she had two nickels to rub together to pay for a cat behaviorist. Let her keep the money for cat litter.”


    “We barely have two nickels to rub together,” Bianca said bluntly, swiping her finger over her phone’s screen. A bell chimed, the tinkling sound of a game.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Playing Warrior Shop,” Bianca said. She put her phone down and smiled at Edie. “Ready to go?”


    “Sure.” Edie glanced down at Bianca’s now-locked phone. “I didn’t think you were into games like that.”


    “I’m really not,” Bianca said, a mysterious smile on her mouth. “But I’m intrigued by that one.” She shrugged. “Besides, there’s not a lot to do when you go on calls.”


    “You know, you don’t have to go with me,” Edie said, tentatively broaching the subject. She knew Bianca hated house calls and it made Edie uncomfortable to have her sister hovering, waiting. “I can always call you for a ride or take public transportation or—”


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Bianca said, giving Edie a hurt look. “You need my help.”


    “Of course I do,” Edie said, and that was the end of that. If Bianca needed to feel useful by driving Edie around, then who was Edie to complain? Bianca selflessly devoted her time to Edie’s business, and she wasn’t paid nearly as well as a real assistant, so Edie should have felt lucky that she had her sister’s assistance.


    Emphasis on “should have.”


    Two additional client visits later, they headed home for the day. As they did, they stopped to get the mail. Mixed among the bills was a decorative invitation addressed to Edie. She opened it and read it, trying to ignore Bianca’s nosy interest. “There’s a costume engagement party at Buchanan Manor this weekend. Masks must be worn or will be provided to guests. Please show up in costume. A donation to charity is requested in lieu of gifts. Open bar. Yadda yadda.” Edie sighed. “I guess I can’t bail out if I’m in the bridal party, huh?”


    Bianca looked at the invitation longingly. “Does it say if you can bring a guest?”


    Edie looked over the invite again. “Says Edie and one guest,” she lied, and was happy to see Bianca’s face immediately brighten. “You should be the one in the bridal party,” Edie commented. “You’re the one who actually likes this stuff.”


    “Yes, but you’re her friend,” Bianca said. “She doesn’t like me.”


    “Of course she does,” Edie lied, not wanting to hurt Bianca’s feelings. “Anyhow, maybe I can call and cancel. I’m not sure we have the extra money for costumes. Sneezy needs his asthma inhaler this month, and you know how expensive that is.”


    Bianca gave her an exasperated look as they headed for the door to their apartment. “Don’t you call and cancel. I’m sure I can get us costumes between now and then.”


    “Oh?”


    “I have a connection at a costume shop,” Bianca told her.


    “Too bad you don’t have a connection at a pharmacy,” Edie muttered. But it was fine, really. She could dress up as something benign that hopefully wouldn’t require too much walking.


    And maybe... maybe Magnus would be there. Edie blushed at the thought, then hated herself for it. She really had no business mooning over him. None whatsoever.


    But she still retreated to her room, gave her cats their obligatory attention and petting, and then curled up on the couch. Immediately one went for her shoulders and another for her lap. She pulled out her phone and texted Gretchen.


    Edie: Thanks for the invite to the party. What are you going as so we don’t wear the same thing?


    Ha! came the reply almost immediately. I am going as Ursula the Sea Witch. Don’t steal my costume, whore.


    Edie: Pfft, won’t be a problem. I’ll come as a crab.


    Gretchen: Don’t come as a crab! That’s not sexy! Unless it’s a sexy crab.


    Edie: No such thing. PS—I’m bringing Bianca, okay?


    Gretchen: Damn you and your codependent ways. Fine. Whatever. Just keep her and her gold-digging hands away from my man. There’s plenty of other billionaires going to be there that night.


    Which brought Edie to the question she’d been trying to tiptoe closer to. Is everyone in the wedding party going to be there?


    Not everyone, sent Gretchen, along with a frowny face.


    Edie’s heart thumped in her chest. Oh?


    Gretchen: Yeah, Brontë and Logan are overseas for some business thingie. Bron started to give me details but I stopped caring about halfway through. Needless to say, they’ll be in Germany? Sweden? Something over there.


    Edie: Oh. Anyone... else?


    Gretchen: Girl, just come right out and ask it! Magnus and his brother RSVP’d. You can tap that ass when you get here.


    Edie: I’m not sure if I hate you or I love you.


    Gretchen: I get that a lot. It’s both.


    Edie texted Gretchen a smiley face and then put down her phone, thinking. Her heart fluttered with excitement at the thought of Magnus being at the costume party. Would he pay attention to her? Or ignore her like the last awkward party they went to together?


    And at what point was Bianca going to let her kiss the damn man?


    ***


    Edie: So how are Lady C and Lady D this week?


    Magnus: They’re good. Thanks for asking.


    Edie: Great! Glad to hear that. Are they still in separate rooms?


    Magnus: I’ve been switching them out like you suggested. Today they were in a room together for the first time. No fighting, either. They are doing fine.


    Edie: Wonderful! I’m so glad. Please let me know if you have trouble with either one.


    Magnus: Will do.


    Edie: Thanks for letting me sleep over the other night. Sorry I had to displace you.


    Magnus: No problem.


    Edie: Okay, see you around.


    Magnus: Bye.


    Edie stared down at her phone, confused and a little pissed. Magnus had been fun to hang out with last weekend. He’d flirted with her to the point that she thought she’d break Bianca’s rule and kiss him. Hell, she’d break all the rules and climb him like a jungle gym. She’d spent the night in the man’s bed. They’d had a moment, damn it. They’d had several of them, or so she’d thought.


    But that text conversation? That was all business. Cold, impersonal, and he made her feel a little stupid for trying so hard.


    She’d thought they were friends. Was she completely off about that? Maybe she’d read him wrong all this time.


    Well... fuck him. She wasn’t going to be the one who reached out all the time. Let him give it a shot. If he wanted to be friends with Edie, he was going to have to try a little.


    ***


    Magnus felt like a dick as he reviewed Edie’s friendly texts. He’d blown her off deliberately. It wasn’t her—it was the entire situation with Levi and Bianca and the stupid games they were playing. They were setting Edie up as a clueless pawn and himself as an evil mastermind, and he was fucking tired of that shit. If Levi wanted to see Bianca, he could ask her out like a goddamn adult, not ask Magnus to distract Edie so he could sneak off.


    It was childish, and he was going to have no part in it. Edie deserved better, and she deserved someone who wanted to go out with her because she was warm and funny and had a soft heart when it came to animals, and the most incredible, kissable mouth.


    Not someone who was dating her simply to distract her. He’d gotten a glimpse inside Edie’s mind in the last week or two. She was like a piece of dark chocolate that came in those candy boxes—bitter and brittle on the outside, and filled with sweetness within.


    She deserved someone who would appreciate that sweetness. Not these stupid games Levi and Bianca were determined to play.


    He tossed aside his phone in frustration, enjoying the clatter it made on his desk. He was alone in the office, and that made him even more frustrated. True to form, Levi was sulking and avoiding work.


    Fuck him. Fuck everything about this. Magnus threw up his hands and went to the workout room to blow off some steam.


    ***


    “Please, please tell me you’re not going to wear that outfit,” Bianca said to Edie, chasing after her sister with a makeup brush. “Look. I still have glitter and a long dress! We can make you a princess, too!” She blinked big, pleading eyes at her older sister.


    Edie shook her sword at Bianca. “Arr. I’m going to be a pirate.”


    “Pirates aren’t sexy! You want to be sexy tonight, don’t you?”


    “I can be a sexy pirate.”


    “Not with a peg leg, you can’t.”


    “It’s the perfect solution,” Edie said, tapping her sword against the peg her knee was propped up on. “With this thing I can sit in the corner and be in character, and no one’s going to expect me to dance or be social or anything.” She flipped down the eyepatch over one eye. “You can be the hot one.”


    “But... but...”


    “No buts. I’d just trip over that dress you got me anyhow.” Apparently Bianca had thought that Edie could wear a glittery green slinky mermaid costume, complete with red wig and seashell bra. And while it would have been hilarious to be the mermaid to Gretchen’s Ursula, it also would have meant a lot of attention and a lot of walking and mingling, and that was not her idea of fun. So she’d hit up a thrift store and made her own costume out of a ragged black asymmetrical skirt, a few plastic Halloween props, and a red-and-white striped blouse that hung off of one shoulder and was probably from the eighties’ Flashdance era. A retro pirate was still a pirate, after all.


    “Can’t we at least glitter up your cheekbones?” Bianca asked, holding up her makeup brush.


    She resisted the urge to slap the brush out of Bianca’s hand. “No glitter.” When Bianca tried to glitter her face anyhow, she jerked away. “Fuck off with the glitter! Seriously!”


    “Don’t you want to be sexy? There’s going to be a lot of hot guys there tonight.”


    “Then they can look at your glittery tits all they want,” she said, gesturing at Bianca’s impressive cleavage. “And I’m going to sit in a corner and drink.”


    “Party pooper,” Bianca said with a pout. “Magnus will be there.”


    “Good for him.” All the more reason she didn’t want to go. “He can look at your glittery tits, too.”


    “I thought you liked Magnus,” Bianca said, her eyes going wide.


    “Nope. He’s a dick.”


    Bianca gave her a narrow-eyed look. “What did he say to you?”


    “Nothing at all, actually. And we’re going to be late to the party if you don’t finish tarting up your boobs,” Edie said. She really did not want to talk about her dating life—or lack thereof—to perfect Bianca. “Now come on. We need to get decent parking because those cobblestones are going to be hell on a peg leg.”


    “You’re the worst,” Bianca said dramatically. “The worst.”


    “I know. But you’re my sister so you’re stuck with me.”


    ***


    A short time later, Bianca was glittered up, her smooth hair curled to perfection, and Edie submitted to a bit of lip gloss—no more!—and the sisters were on their way. They spent a few hours in the car and then pulled up to Buchanan Manor, the long, winding driveway lined with limos and expensive cars.


    And Edie’s stomach sank a little at the sight of the crowds. She hated parties. And even though the manor house was lit up with glowing lights dotting the walkways and white strings of additional lights hanging from above, she couldn’t muster enthusiasm for the party. Just the sight of the people crowding at the door made her stomach clench unhappily.


    Bianca made a happy squeal of excitement. “Look at all the lights on the grounds! It’s so beautiful.”


    “It is,” Edie agreed unenthusiastically.


    Parking ended up being easier than they thought—Hunter and Gretchen had valets handling all the cars. Of course they did. Money was no object for Hunter, and Gretchen was all too happy to spend some of it on his behalf. They handed off the keys to their car and headed up the long, light-festooned walkway to the doors of the manor, and with each step, Edie regretted the peg leg a little more. The padding she’d put in the knee already felt as if it were non-existent, and it was already hurting. Figured. All the more reason to find a nice, quiet corner and hide for the rest of the evening.


    Two men in tuxedos and wearing headsets waited at the doors, checking invitations. Edie passed hers over and waited. “I already cleared with Gretchen that my sister Bianca could attend.”


    The man ran his pen down the list, then nodded. “I see her name listed here. Do both of you have masks?”


    They received their masks, and then the doors opened and they were enveloped by the party.


    Inside the house, the manor was packed from wall to wall with people. Colorful banners of teal and white streamed through the bannisters of the double staircase, and flowers overflowed on every surface. Maids walked past with trays of food and waiters passed out stemmed drinks. Everywhere there were people in elegant costumes and plain black masks.


    And... here she was, dressed as a pirate. Well, so much for subtlety. At least Bianca would blend in.


    “Yeah, this party looks wild,” Edie said. “I’m going to go find me a nice bench to hide out on. I’ll text you when I’m ready to go, okay?”


    “Don’t text too soon,” Bianca said excitedly. She gave Edie a quick hug and then wandered off into the party.


    Edie wiped off leftover glitter from Bianca’s hug and began to weave her way through the crowd. She’d find Gretchen, say her greetings, claim a bench, and play games on her phone until it was time to leave. Yep, a life of excitement.


    A half hour later, she’d greeted Gretchen, who looked utterly fabulous in her costume and was glowing with excitement. She’d spoken for a few minutes with Hunter, who made a dashing figure as the Phantom of the Opera, his mask covering almost all of his scars. The poor man looked almost as uncomfortable as she was, stoically enduring out of love for his fiancée. That was sweet, Edie decided. She chatted with them for several minutes, said hello to a few other bridesmaids, and when her knee protested a bit too long, made her excuses and went off to find that bench she’d been promising herself.


    She skirted the edges of the party, taking a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and sipping it as she hugged the curtains. There was a small side-hall nearby and a Restrooms sign posted on the wall, with an arrow for party guests. As Edie leaned against the wall, Gretchen strolled past, all purple and tentacles, talking with another bridesmaid. Her literary agent, Edie vaguely remembered. Kat.


    “If we start rehearsals now, we can have an amazing dance number as we come down the aisle,” Kat was saying, and Edie stiffened, pushing closer to the curtains so no one would see her.


    She could hear Gretchen’s groan. “Absolutely not, Kat. Even if Hunter would agree to something like that—and he won’t—it’d be unfair to Edie.”


    Kat gave a gusty sigh of disappointment. “She’s the bitchy one with the bad leg and the clingy sister, right?”


    “That’d be her.”


    Kat shook her head, her brown ponytail bobbing. She was dressed in a green schoolgirl costume that looked like something from an anime. “It’s a shame that her injury has made her so bitter and unpleasant.”


    Gretchen just laughed. “Uh, you do not know Edie very well, do you? Her flawlessness was born to her. She can cut a basic bitch down to size from across a room. It has nothing to do with her leg. She’s always been like that.” She gave a small sigh. “And that’s why I adore her.”


    From her hiding spot, Edie smiled to herself. It wasn’t the first time people had assumed she’d become a bitch because of her leg injury. It wasn’t the case. She’d always been impatient with others and quick to judge. Having the leg injury just made her slightly less patient with stupidity than normal. And she was about to tell Kat she could go fuck herself, but stopped.


    This was Gretchen’s night. Even she wasn’t enough of a bitch to destroy the engagement party by throwing down with one of the other bridesmaids over an offhand comment. She downed her champagne, set the glass on a nearby rose-covered table, and decided to find someplace else to hide.


    Buchanan Manor had a lovely set of terraced patios covered with potted plants of all kinds and a few artistic stone benches. Several sets of doors to one of the larger party halls had been opened to allow guests to explore the patio, and more of the small, sparkly lights strung overhead glimmered, creating a lovely effect outside. There was a chill in the air, though, and so the patio wasn’t very populated... which suited Edie just fine. She suspected her pirate costume was warmer than a lot of the other costumes. Other than Gretchen and her very-pregnant sister, most of the women were dressed in skimpy costumes that required a bit of a silky dress and not much else. She’d seen a slutty-looking Cookie Monster stroll past and it made her wonder how someone thought that was appropriate for an engagement party. When you were sexy, though, you could get away with a lot, Edie supposed. She sat down on a bench between two potted evergreens and removed her peg leg, then rubbed her knee. Six years ago, she’d have probably been dressed as a slutty Cookie Monster herself, she thought wistfully. Nah. She’d probably have been a slutty Oscar the Grouch. That was more her style.


    Someone in bright blue and yellow walked past one of the windows, and her attention automatically turned there, attracted by the colors. A man was dressed as a football player, his ass encased in tight shiny pants, pads highlighting muscular thighs that needed no additional definition. His calves were sculpted perfection, and his butt was like two perfect globes of muscle that flexed when he shifted his weight. The blue and gold of his costume was ridiculously bright, but he carried it well enough. She studied the broad back and the massive shoulder pads as the man in the helmet talked with a pretty blonde slutty Strawberry Shortcake. The back of the jersey read WARRIOR across the shoulders and 01 as the number.


    She stared at the jersey, not comprehending, as the pink-masked Strawberry Slutcake leaned forward and grabbed the football player’s athletic supporter. Well, damn. The party hadn’t been going on for long and already the football player was scoring. Ha.


    Edie’s eyes widened in horror as the football player turned slightly and she could clearly see a familiar profile and a pair of green-gold eyes. Shit. That was Magnus with his junk being cupped by another woman.


    No wonder he hadn’t responded to her texts. He had something better already waiting for him.


    Fuck him. Time to leave. Ignoring the stab of hurt, Edie jerked up from the stone bench she sat on. As she did, her peg leg clattered to the cobblestones.


    Strawberry Shortcake turned and looked right at her.


    So did Magnus.


    Edie froze in place, unable to move. She watched as recognition moved over Magnus’s face and he pulled his helmet off, revealing buzzed hair and two black streaks of paint under his gorgeous eyes. He looked shocked to see her standing there. As she hesitated, Strawberry Shortcake stepped closer to Magnus. Intimately closer.


    And that got Edie moving. Her jaw clenched. She shot him the bird—Shortcake, too—and then turned and limped down the stairs and into the nighttime gardens, leaving her peg leg behind like some sort of wackadoo Cinderella.


    “Edie,” Magnus called behind her. “Wait up.”


    “Fuck you,” she called after him, hurrying as fast as her leg would carry her. The gardens weren’t lit, but ahead she could make out a thick hedge and headed for that. If the gardens offered any sort of protection for an aching heart, she’d take them.


    There was no way in hell she was going back into that party. Not after she’d thrown herself at Magnus for the last few weeks.


    It was clear he didn’t want her.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Fuck, fuck, fuck. This party was going from bad to worse. Magnus tossed aside his helmet and jogged down the stairs, trying to see where Edie had gone. For a woman with a bad leg, she’d sure disappeared into the bushes fast. He paused, scanning the dark grounds of the expansive gardens.


    As he did, the blonde who’d blatantly fondled him a few moments ago came up from behind him and looped an arm around his waist. “Where are you going, babe? We were just starting to have fun.”


    He pried her arms off of him, fighting the surge of irritation at her forwardness. Before meeting Edie, he probably wouldn’t have given a shit about the blonde. He’d have taken her upstairs, fucked her like she wanted, and then never called her again. If he did that now, though, Edie would know. Edie would care.


    She’d be upset.


    And for some reason, that tore at him. It mattered that Edie would be hurt. Hell, she was probably already thinking the worst of him after he’d shut her down in her text messages earlier that week. She wouldn’t understand, and because Bianca and Levi weren’t going to confess their little games, she’d be hurt. She’d think the problem was her.


    He didn’t want her to think that. He didn’t know why, but it bothered him.


    So he plowed after her, into the bushes. Behind him, Strawberry Shortcake gave a huff of irritation, but she didn’t follow. Good.


    The hedges in the massive garden seemed to be blocking his sight unless he went deeper in and left the party behind. Fuck the party anyhow. “Edie?” He called out as he stormed through the gardens, looking for a striped top and a woman with an awkward gait.


    No answer. Of course not. He continued forward, moving around circular hedges and thorn bushes that grabbed at his clothing, swearing when he ran into a decorative fountain because he wasn’t paying attention to anything but the dark shapes at the edges of his vision. The big manor house was a distant square full of lights when he heard rustling in the nearby bushes. “Edie?” he called again.


    Someone emerged from behind a hedge up ahead. Magnus slowed his steps cautiously. It was a man, and he could barely make out a tuxedo of some kind. Behind him, a smaller figure appeared, and for a heart-pounding moment, he thought it was Edie. But then the man looped an arm around the woman’s shoulders as she tried to straighten her clothing and Magnus realized the woman ahead was much smaller.


    Not Edie, then. He’d interrupted a tryst. “Have you two seen Edie?”


    “Magnus, that you?” the man said, stepping forward. He pulled off his mask.


    Magnus groaned inwardly. Asher, the prick.


    Asher gave him a broad, almost sinister smile. “What brings you out here?” He slapped the woman with him on the ass and she jolted, scurrying ahead of them, still fixing the buttons on her costume.


    Ugh. Not only was Asher the last person he wanted to see, but Asher was apparently drunk and in one of his nasty moods. “I’m looking for someone,” Magnus said abruptly, turning away.


    Asher laughed. “Oh, that’s right. I heard you were nailing the gimpy bridesmaid. The foul-mouthed one. Let me tell you, she must suck a mean dick for you to look past all that.”


    Magnus’s fists clenched. He knew Asher was a miserable bastard despite his smiles, that he was normally a good guy but he’d turned cynical and bitter after his fiancée had left him. There were reasons to his boorishness, Magnus knew. He didn’t blame the guy... fully. But he needed to shut his fucking mouth. “Go away, Asher.”


    Asher just stumbled toward him, clearly drunk. He tried to loop an arm around Magnus’s shoulders, but the football pads were in the way, so he settled for giving Magnus an awkward pat on the arm instead. “It’s okay, man. You’re just taking one for the team—”


    That was a little too close to home. With a roar of fury, Magnus rounded on Asher and decked the man in the face.


    Asher went sprawling to the ground. Pain shot up Magnus’s arm, but it was welcome, because it meant he’d connected with Asher’s fucking smug face.


    “Oh my god,” a woman squealed. “Asher!” The tiny woman ran forward and began to help Asher up. Even as she did, Asher put his fingers to his mouth and gave Magnus a cynical smile. “Maybe she’s not so good at—”


    Fists clenched, Magnus lunged for him again—only to be pulled back by a new pair of hands.


    “No, Magnus,” Edie said in a soft voice. “It’s okay, seriously.”


    “Yeah, Magnus,” Asher said, wiping blood away from his face. “It’s cool.”


    Seething, Magnus glared at Asher for a moment longer before looking down into Edie’s worried face. In the moonlight, she was beautiful, her hand on his arm, stroking him. She was worried, her features pinched, and her luscious mouth was pulled down in an unhappy frown. She didn’t look over at Asher, though. She just looked up at Magnus with those big eyes and stroked his arm. His hand throbbed, a reminder of what he’d just done, but it didn’t seem to matter. All that mattered was defending Edie, who had no way to defend herself from people like Asher.


    He wanted to be the one to protect her. To keep her safe.


    “It’s okay,” she told him softly. “Really.”


    He sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to calm down. “Get the fuck out of here, Asher,” Magnus told him without opening his eyes. “Or I might do something I’d regret later.”


    “Like punching a buddy?” Asher said caustically, but from the sound of it, he was getting up.


    “I said something I’d regret later,” Magnus told him in a cold voice. “I don’t regret that.” Edie’s hand continued to pet his arm, his only anchor to sanity.


    “Fuck you,” Asher said.


    The gardens grew silent. When Magnus calmed and finally opened his eyes, Asher was gone. He looked over his shoulder and saw Asher retreating with his lady friend. Edie was still at his side, petting his arm, and the look on her face was one of concern.


    He glanced down at where she was touching him. “How come you’re stroking my arm?”


    Her hands snatched away. “Seems to work for cats.” Her tone sounded a little embarrassed, though it was too dark to see if she was blushing or not. “Are you all right?”


    He was, and he wasn’t. He was because she was here now, at his side, and he was still pissed that she had to hear Asher’s bitter words and assume the worst, that he was taking one for the team. Because wasn’t that what he was doing for Bianca and Levi when they wanted to get together? Sacrificing his own free time so Levi could flirt? He hated himself a little for going along with it. Edie would be devastated if she found out the truth. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”


    “I’m not,” she said, her voice light. “It’s not every day I see a man get punched because he called me a gimp.”


    “Asher has... issues.”


    “No shit.” Her voice was full of amusement.


    Her laughing voice made him feel a little better. “You’re not a gimp.”


    “I know,” Edie said.


    “I’m also not taking one for the team.”


    “I know that, too. I saw the blonde you were with.”


    He shook his head. “I’m not with her. I don’t want her. Not in the slightest.” As he gazed down at her vulnerable face, it struck him that the only one he really wanted was... Edie. And it had nothing to do with Levi or Bianca or anyone else. He wanted Edie because he wanted to kiss her for his own reasons. He wanted to grab her and strip her naked and touch her all over because he wanted to see her reactions, to hear her soft sighs, to kiss her demanding mouth because it was Edie, not because anyone was making him.


    And at that realization, he grinned to himself. Fuck Levi. He wouldn’t play his games anymore because now, for Magnus? It wasn’t a game. It was all about Edie. “I’m not taking one for the team,” he stated again.


    Her look grew amused. “So why did you punch him, Magnus?”


    “Because I don’t like the thought of someone hurting you.”


    Edie’s expression changed. She gazed up at him thoughtfully, as if considering something.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    “I’ve decided to say ‘fuck it’ to the rules.” With that, she grabbed him by the front of his shirt and hauled him down to her for a kiss.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Magnus was more than a little stunned at Edie’s kiss. He was unmoving, shocked as her sweet, full lips pressed against his for a moment. Then his brain—and okay, his dick—kicked in. His arms went around her and his mouth parted against hers, and he kissed her back, like he’d been wanting to for what felt like forever. He took control of the kiss, demanding that Edie’s lips part under his. When they did, he gave her the full-court press, using tongue and technique to show her just how good kissing him could be. He could feel her tremble against him, and his arms tightened around her, wanting to protect her from the world.


    She was his, goddamn it. Let anyone just try and fucking hurt her again.


    His mouth devoured hers, his tongue stroking against her tongue before moving to skim along those sinful lips of hers. God, he loved her fucking mouth. Sweet and full and pouty from his kisses. He pulled away for a moment, just so he could admire the wet gleam of moonlight on those lips, and she gave him a dazed expression.


    “W-why are we stopping?”


    He leaned down and kissed her again, hard, fierce. Then, he forced himself to pull away. “Because there’s a party,” he said softly, unable to help himself from touching her. His hand went to her face and he rubbed his thumb along her full, wet lower lip. His cock surged in response, imagining how she’d look with those lips wrapped around it. And fuck, he was regretting the tight pants of his damn costume, because everyone was going to see every inch of how he felt about Edie. “And you probably want to go back to it, right?”


    She gave her head a little shake. “Fuck the party. I want you.” And she nipped at his thumb with her teeth, a sultry look in her eyes.


    He groaned at that, unable to look away. “I’m about two seconds away from dragging you behind a bush and fucking the daylights out of you.”


    She nipped his thumb again. “One. Two.”


    Goddamn. This woman would be the death of him. “I don’t have a condom on me.”


    “Then pull out before you come.” Her tongue swiped at the pad of his thumb. “Just make it good for me first.”


    “Oh, I’ll make it good for you,” he whispered, leaning close. His hand left her waist and moved to her ass, clenching it hard. “I’m going to lick your pussy so hard you’re not going to be able to walk straight.”


    “That’s not much of a threat for a girl like me, Magnus,” she teased. Her hand moved down the front of his chest, then landed at his waist.


    “Then I’ll lick your pussy so hard that I won’t be able to walk straight,” he told her.


    She trembled in his arms. “Where should we go? I need you now. Right now.” Her hand squeezed his ass. “God, your butt is amazing. I want this naked and on top of me.”


    He groaned and captured her mouth again. “Farther into the bushes. Come on.”


    Taking her hand in his, he pulled her forward, need surging through him. More than anything, he wanted to toss her to the ground and start rutting on her like an animal, because his adrenaline was pumping so fiercely and he suspected that Edie would get off on that roughness. After all, she’d kissed him right after he’d punched a man for her. But the ground was damp and cold, and the last thing he wanted to do was to get Edie wet. He wanted this to be all about her pleasure. He thought about being the one on the ground and Edie above him, riding him, and forced himself to discard the delicious idea. He didn’t know how her knee would handle that. This first time, it needed to be incredible for both of them. So he kept stalking farther into the gardens, farther away from the party, until he found just what he wanted.


    There, up ahead, there was a large solitary flat-topped rock that was about waist-high for Edie, slightly lower for him. As he approached it, he saw a big bronze sundial was set atop the rock as a decoration. Releasing Edie’s hand, Magnus grabbed it and hefted. It was heavy, but not attached to the rock itself. With a fierce toss, he threw it aside onto the ground, swept the rock with his palm, and then turned to Edie.


    “That was... impressive,” she murmured, her voice all breathless and sweet. She moved toward the rock and then looked at it uncertainly, so he took her by the waist and hefted her up on it. She weighed almost nothing, and for a moment, he was acutely aware of her fragility. She didn’t seem fragile usually, because she was too busy spitting fire at him. But here in the dark, with her silent? He was aware of the delicacy of her bones, her small form.


    He vowed to make this the best damn sex she’d ever had. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, baby.”


    Edie chuckled, the sound throaty and sweet. “Are we alone here?” Her feet swung atop the rock and for a moment, she looked uncertain.


    “Alone enough,” he said. “No one’s going to come out this far.” And he stepped forward, pressing his weight between her legs and tilting his head up to kiss her. From this vantage point, she was taller than him, but not by much. It actually put her breasts at the perfect height, and oh, he had plans for those tits.


    She bent in to kiss him, her mouth brushing against his, and he tugged her closer, pulling her forward on the rock until her body was flush with his. He kept kissing her, his mouth coaxing hers with deep, teasing licks, and his hand went to cup the back of her neck. She moaned against his mouth at that, and he nearly came undone in his pants at the sexy sound. He kissed her harder, and his hand moved from her neck to her bare shoulder, that strange shirt exposing the creamy slope of one breast for him. It wouldn’t take much to tug the collar down and expose her breast for his mouth, and the thought tantalized him. He broke off the kiss with several smaller ones, then dragged his fingers down her bare shoulder. “I want to see you, Edie. I want to put my mouth on those pretty tits of yours.”


    She shuddered against him, but her hand went to her shirt, and she tugged it down for him. It was fucking sexy as hell to see, and when her strapless bra was exposed, he took the initiative, peeling it back and revealing one taut nipple. “Fuck, that’s pretty,” he told her softly, and enjoyed that she trembled to hear the words. She was so fucking responsive already. It made his dick hard as a rock just to see. “These breasts are gorgeous,” he told her, and it was the truth. The breast now exposed to his gaze was full and rounded, with a small, hard tip, the peak a rosy, dusky shade. He leaned in and kissed her shoulder, then began to kiss his way down to her breast, making sure to lavish attention to every inch of skin in between. He cupped her breast in his hand, plumping it, and she shivered against him again. He cupped the underside and lifted her breast so the nipple jutted out, utter mouthwatering perfection. And Magnus put his mouth on the tip, stroking his tongue over the pebbled tip.


    She sucked in a breath. Her hands moved, went to his hair, and as he tongued and licked her nipple, he could feel her body arching and shivering against him. He lapped at the tip, then swirled around it with his tongue, seeing which movements got the best response out of her. She seemed to like it especially when he dragged his tongue slowly over it, so he did that over and over again, then sucked hard.


    Edie gave a small cry, her fingers clenching at the sides of his head. He felt her hips move on the rock, as if subconsciously rocking against him. Fuck, that was sweet. He continued to nibble and suck at that delicious breast, and his other hand went under her skirt, seeking her pussy. He found the crotch of her panties, and groaned to find it soaking wet with arousal. “God, you’re wet for me, aren’t you?”


    A little gasping moan was her response.


    He gently bit at her nipple, and her hips pushed against the hand cupping her sex. He looked up at her and she had that sleepy-eyed, oh-so-fuckable look on her face, just like he’d imagined. His cock ached from needing her. “I want to get these panties off you,” he told her. “Take them off. I want you bare for me.” He pushed a finger against her folds, finding her clit through the damp fabric. “Want you ready for me.”


    She nodded and hitched up her skirt on both sides, then tilted her weight onto one side, then the other, shimmying her panties down. She tugged them off her legs and then looked around, confused. “I don’t have any place to put them.”


    He grabbed them out of her hand and threw them into the bushes.


    She gave a startled cry and pounded a fist on his shoulder pad. “I need those!”


    Magnus gave her a wicked look. “Not tonight, you don’t.”


    Her eyes went heavy-lidded again and her gaze focused on his mouth once more.


    Then they were kissing again, drawn together by the heat between them. Wild, passionate, hot kisses that were a clash of tongue and lip, and she made soft little noises of pleasure in her throat at each thrust of his tongue into her mouth that drove him mad. His hand cupped her breast again, unable to stop touching it, touching her, and when she arched against his palm, he wanted more. “Let me lick your pussy,” he murmured between kisses. “Right here. Right now.”


    She moaned, and he could feel the little shudder of arousal rippling through her. In contrast with the soft sounds she was making, though, her body grew stiff. “Will someone see?” she asked in a shy voice.


    “No one’s out here but us,” he said, and sucked on that sinful upper lip for a moment, until she weakened against him. “I’ll put my head under your skirt and no one will see anything but legs and shoulders. My face and my tongue will be buried between those sweet thighs of yours.”


    Edie gave another soft little moan. Then she nodded, kissing him one more time.


    Reluctantly, he tugged her blouse up over her gorgeous little breast, because he knew she was concerned about someone seeing. “Feels like a shame to hide this,” he murmured as he did, and she made another one of those soft, breathless noises that told him that his words aroused her as much as his touch did. “Lean back for me,” he told her.


    She did, but only halfway, propping up on her elbows so her body wasn’t entirely flat and so she could watch him. And fuck, that was a turn-on, too, that she wanted to see what he was doing, even if it was just the bob of his head under her skirt. He suspected his cat lady had a bit of a dirty side to her.


    “Let’s see what we have hiding underneath here,” Magnus said, putting his hands on her thighs and hitching up her skirt. The costume fell to mid-calf on one side of her dress, the other hitched up to her thigh. As he pulled the skirts back, he saw her bad knee, a mass of scar tissue and dimpled surgical scars over her flesh. He ignored it, because he wasn’t sure how she’d take a thorough inspection, and instead kissed his way up her thigh before flipping her skirt over his head and going for the main course.


    Underneath her skirt, he could make out the scent of her arousal, and it made his mouth water before he’d even put his lips to her. He felt her body stiffen again; the tension was in the muscles of her thighs, the way she seemed to clench everything as she breathed. His nose brushed against the curls of her mound, and he pressed his tongue against her skin, tasting her. He felt her suck in, and it encouraged him to do more. His tongue pressed harder, and a burst of sweet slickness flavored his tongue. “God, you taste good.”


    She shuddered again, and her hand pressed against the back of his head through the skirts, just like he’d fantasized. “Keep going.”


    “Oh, I plan on it,” he told her, and buried his face against her flesh, tasting. He explored her with his mouth since he couldn’t with his eyes. The folds of her pussy were wet with her juices, and her clit poked out against his tongue every time he swept his mouth over her. The well of her sex was swollen with arousal, and as he thrust his tongue against it, she squirmed.


    “Please,” she moaned. “Oh yes, Magnus.”


    “You like my mouth on that sweet pussy of yours, Edie?” He breathed between licks. He stroked his tongue from core to clit, lapping up her taste.


    “Oh god, yes.”


    “Then tell me what you want. Show me.”


    Her hand pressed down on the back of his head again as he moved toward her clit. “Right there,” she told him in a soft voice. “Suck me there.”


    “Yeah?” he murmured, moving to the spot. He swiped his tongue over her clit again and then took the small nub into his mouth, sucking like she’d demanded. There was nothing sexier than a woman that knew what she wanted in bed.


    Edie whimpered, a sexy little sound, and her hips began to rise against his face as he licked and sucked at her clit, giving her what she wanted. His hands gripped her hips, anchoring her in place so she couldn’t get away from his ministrations, and as he lapped and flicked his tongue, alternately sucking, her movements grew more and more frantic, her whimpers escalating. “Oh, please. Oh, Magnus. Yes. Right there,” she whispered when his tongue rubbed against the side of her clit. “God, right there. Oh. Oh! I’m going to come. Oh, god, don’t stop! Oh! Oh, god,” she cried out, and her knees raised into the air even as he felt the orgasm rock through her. “Oh,” she whimpered again, the sound so fucking sexy it made his dick throb with every utterance. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” And with every little noise she made, he flicked his tongue again, milking the orgasm so it seemed to last forever.


    And then her whimpers turned into a soft, drawn-out sigh, and he felt her sag against the rock, her body going boneless. He gave her one last swipe of his tongue, enjoying the quivers that moved through her body. He licked his lips and pulled his head free from her skirt, and felt a surge of satisfaction at the sight of her. Edie was flat on her back, her nipples poking through the fabric of her blouse. One hand was pressed to her forehead, shiny with sweat, and her hair was mussed. She had a dazed look of sheer pleasure on her face.


    Fucking gorgeous. He dragged her hips to the edge of the rock, keeping her skirts hitched up around her thighs, and freed his cock from the lacings of his football leggings. The cup he’d worn as part of the costume was constricting the hell out of him, to an almost painful degree, and when he ripped it off and his cock sprang loose, he let go a sigh of relief. Then, he stepped forward and pressed the length of his cock against her wet folds, rubbing it along her sex to lubricate himself in case she wasn’t quite yet wet enough to take him. “I’m going to fuck you now, Edie,” he told her. “Put your legs around me.”


    Her knees lifted and he felt her calves press against the backs of his legs. Her lips parted, her face intent as she watched him. Waiting for him. Now, he decided that there was a look on Edie’s face that he liked better than that sleepy, fuck-me look. The one when she was getting fucked. With that thought surging through his mind, he sank his cock deep into her.


    The first moment was pure fucking bliss. She gave another one of those sexy whimpers, and he felt her all around him, so tight, her pussy clenching him like a fist. And bare. God, he was bare inside her. It was the fucking danger zone, but he’d revel in it for a few moments regardless. He closed his eyes, every nerve ending in his dick screaming for release, and concentrated on Edie.


    Every woman fucked different than the last. Magnus had figured that out in college, when the girlfriend he was positive he’d been bringing to screaming orgasms told her best buddy she was faking, and the news got back to him. Once his ego had sufficiently recovered, he started to pay attention to how the woman below him responded to his touch. Some were so into their own head that dirty talk and a few touches would make them come like rockets. Some needed constant touching and lots of heavy pounding to get close to an orgasm. Some didn’t come without lots and lots of pussy-eating and encouragement. A lot of them didn’t come from vaginal penetration at all, and those were the hardest clues to pick up, because a lot of women would just fake so as not to insult her partner. So he closed his eyes and mentally waited for Edie’s signals, his cock buried deep inside her. Right about now, she’d either encourage him for more, or subtly give off the “hurry up and get off me” signals. He shifted his hips, pushing his cock deeper inside her.


    Edie gave a small sigh. “You feel so good. So deep.” Her muscles twitched, and when he pulled back and pushed deep again, she gave another one of those lovely little sighs and tightened her legs around him. That was definitely a “keep going” signal, so Magnus began to pump into her slowly. Too fast, and she’d expect him to be done right away. Slow told her that he was going to take his time at this next part, and to settle in and enjoy the ride.


    As he shuttled his cock in and out of her, he watched her closely, waiting for the hint of another building orgasm. Edie was languid at first, running her hands all over the front of his uniform as he thrust into her and whispered filthy things. But as his thrusts grew with intensity, so did her reactions. Her fingers dug into his clothing, and her sighs turned into those frenzied whispers he enjoyed so much. By the time he got to ball-slapping, pounding thrusts, she was writhing underneath him, her whimpers a constant stream of noise from her throat. “Please,” she panted with each thrust. “Please. Magnus. Please.”


    His release was building, his sac tightening and drawing up against his body. Every instinct in his mind screamed to bury deep inside her, but he forced himself to slide out of her with his last thrust, lest he lose control.


    “No,” Edie whimpered, clinging to him. “Nooo, I’m so close.”


    That drove him over the edge. Hand gripping his cock, he rubbed the head of it against her sex and came, mind blazing with orgasm. Semen painted lines across her skirt, her thighs, her pussy. All the while, she was making those little gasping noises that were arousal mixed with disappointment.


    Her hand pounded on his chest. “Don’t forget about me!”


    He laughed, the sound breathless with his own orgasm. “Never.” Magnus dragged his fingers through his cum and then rubbed her clit with his slick fingers until she was shrieking her next orgasm in his ear, bellowing his name.


    They remained there, panting and breathless, for a few moments. He shoved his cock back into his pants, grimacing at the stickiness of it, and re-laced himself up. “Maybe I shouldn’t have thrown away your panties,” he told her. “We could probably use them right about now to clean you up.”


    She propped up on her elbows again, a rat’s nest of tangled hair on the back of her head, and gazed down at her spread thighs, still painted with his semen, her skirts hiked up. Then, she mock-scowled at him. “You, sir, are a very messy man.”


    “You liked it,” he said with a wink.


    “That’s beside the point,” she told him, her voice all prim again. “Find me some grass to clean off with.”


    Several handfuls of grass later, they found Edie’s panties again and managed to clean up her costume as much as possible. He helped Edie down from the stone, feeling a masculine burst of pleasure when she clung to him for support, weak-kneed. “You okay?” he asked her.


    “Just a little wobbly.”


    He could practically hear the blush in her voice. Damn. That was sexy. As he watched her try to finger-comb her hair into a semblance of decency and straightened her eyepatch, he pulled her against him, feeling her soft breasts press against his chest—and his damn shoulder pads. He wanted to be out of this costume and naked in bed with her, making her produce all those sexy whimpers again. “Come home with me tonight, Edie. I’ve got condoms back at my place.”


    “I can’t.”


    He stiffened, surprised at her refusal. He’d thought she wanted what they’d just done as much as he had. Was she embarrassed now? Had she not come? He was pretty sure neither of her orgasms were faked, but—


    As if she could read his thoughts, Edie patted his arm. “It’s not you, Magnus. It’s Sneezy. And Chunk,” she added after a moment. “And actually, it’s all my cats. I need to give two of them their medicine, and feed the others. I can’t leave them on their own and Bianca won’t give them their meds because she’s afraid to get scratched.”


    Magnus relaxed. If that was the only problem, it was easy to solve. “Can I come to your place, then?”


    “Hell yes,” she said, and grabbed a fistful of his jersey and pulled him down for another fierce kiss. “We can get condoms on the way home.”


    “What about your sister? Did she drive you tonight or did you come alone?” He dragged his hand through her hair, mentally picturing grabbing a handful of it as he fucked her from behind.


    She grimaced. “Ugh. Yeah, I’m with Bianca. Let me text her an excuse of some kind. She probably won’t check her phone for forever anyhow, but at least she won’t worry.” She patted her skirts and then blanched. “Shit. My phone was in my peg leg.”


    “Your what?”


    “Just come with me,” Edie said, and grabbed him by the hand. “I think I left it on the porch.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Next time, Edie decided, she’d go with a princess costume like Bianca had demanded, if it included a purse. Finding her missing peg leg was a chore, but with Magnus’s help, it wasn’t so bad. A short time later, Edie found her peg leg, still intact and still with her phone inside. Time to text Bianca. She decided that a headache was the best excuse. Got migraine. Gretchen got me a cab. Heading home. Stay out as long as you like. Enjoy yourself! I’m going home to sleep. XO.


    It was the perfect excuse, really—Bianca was too afraid of Gretchen to double check on things, so her alibi was ironclad. She put her phone away and turned to Magnus, who was texting as well. “Ready to go?” she asked, feeling a little uncertain at the sight of him with his phone in his hand. Maybe he’d changed his mind and was sending out an SOS so he wouldn’t have to go home with her?


    But then he put his phone away and pulled her against him. She suspected he’d have kissed her, but he was wearing his dumb helmet again. “Just ditching my brother. I’m all yours for the evening.”


    “Then let’s blow this joint,” she teased, feeling lighthearted and, okay, a little giddy. She didn’t even care that her knee ached. Fuck the knee. She’d just had incredible sex on top of a sundial (or at least its rocky stand) and with a gorgeous, sexy man.


    And they were going home to have sex again. This had definitely turned out to be her night. Edie put her hand in his and they cut through a few back rooms at the party, avoiding conversations, and made their way out the front to where the valets were waiting.


    “Leaving already, Mr. Sullivan?” one asked as he approached with Edie.


    “Already,” Magnus agreed, not expanding on the subject. “Got my car nearby?”


    “We were very careful with it,” the valet agreed enthusiastically, and Edie wondered about it until she saw the damn car.


    A Maserati. Jeez. She eyed it with a bit of trepidation. At least there wouldn’t be a driver to sit in the front seat and judge them as they went back to her tiny townhouse full of cats. “I sure hope the interior’s roomy,” she commented to Magnus.


    For a moment, the look on his face was stricken. “Shit.”


    “It’s fine,” Edie said quickly. “Just drive fast.”


    He laughed. “Now that, I can do.”


    They made it back to Edie’s place in record time, zooming down the highways at high speed. The interior of the Maserati was actually pretty comfortable, but she was in a hurry to get home with Magnus, just in case he changed his mind about wanting to be with her at the last minute. All of this felt surreal. Like if she blinked her eyes or snapped her fingers, she’d wake up and this gorgeous guy who had an incredible dick and wanted to be with her would disappear and she’d be Cat Lady Edie again.


    Which was not such a bad person to be, of course, but it was lonely.


    They’d stopped at a corner store and Edie had waited in the car while Magnus bought condoms, and then went to Edie’s little townhouse she shared with Bianca. As they pulled up at the front, Magnus frowned at the sight of it. “Stairs? With your knee?”


    “I lived here before I hurt my knee. After I did, I had Bianca move in with me,” she explained. “It helps cut back on rent expenses. She has the upstairs and I take the downstairs.”


    “You should have gotten someplace more suited for your leg,” he told her as they got out of the car.


    “Well, I kept checking my wallet, and a ton of money never appeared, so I made due with what I had,” Edie snapped at him. “Can we just go inside already or did you want to judge my parking space and how far it is from the door, too?”


    Magnus chuckled and moved to her side, pulling her stiff body against him. “Sorry if I’m being all alpha male on you. I just don’t like the thought of you being shut off from part of your own house.” He leaned in and kissed her nose. “It makes me feel protective of you.”


    It was hard to stay mad at a man when he kissed your nose and told you he wanted to take care of you. Edie gave him another grumpy look and wriggled out of his arms. “Come on. I’ll let you meet my cats.”


    Edie was a little embarrassed to let Magnus into her house. The place was neat enough, but it showed signs of age, with worn carpets and popcorn ceilings. Edie’s portion of the townhouse was tiny, too, with a small entryway that led right to the small corridor off the stairs that served as a living room and kitchen. Tucked under the stairs was Edie’s small bathroom, and her bedroom—originally meant to be an office—was in the back of the townhouse. Her furniture was clearly cat-loved, from the sofa that was clawed up on both arms and the scratching posts dotting the tiny living room. There was cat hair on the throw blankets, and her poor, sweet cats were curled up on every available comfortable surface. There were also covered litterboxes in several strategic corners of the room, and even though she scooped them out twice a day, she still cringed to see Magnus’s gaze scan her small townhouse. His gaze landed on the stairs, though, and the gate at the base that kept the cats from going to Bianca’s part of the house. “I take it that’s Bianca’s section?”


    She nodded and moved forward, her hands fluffing a pillow on the couch and shooing away Tripod, one of her three-legged adoptees. “That’s hers, yeah. I know this is a little cramped and crazy-cat-lady-ish but I didn’t have much of a choice. Each of these cats came to me when there were no other options for them. I took them in and loved them when no one else would.” She picked up Chunk and rubbed one of her missing ears. “They’re all here because they have medical issues, or they’re old, or they’re ugly and they wouldn’t get adopted because there’s always a cute kitten instead. So they come to me.”


    He said nothing, only studied her face. “How many do you have?”


    “Seven.” So she was a bit defensive about the number. So what.


    “In this tiny townhouse?” He glanced around, frowning.


    “Well, I keep asking the cats to work but they’re terrible at holding down a job,” she said sarcastically.


    His mouth tugged into a smile. “I’m not judging you, just the size of your living quarters. You need more room.”


    “It’s on the list,” she said, keeping her voice light. “Right after ‘making a lot more money,’ I’ll get right on that second part.”


    “You’re upset,” he said, pulling her against him and rubbing her arms gently. “Don’t be. I just wish you had more room because I imagine this is hard on you.”


    She shrugged. “It’d be harder for me to see one of my cats put down, so I make do.” Even as she spoke, Tripod leapt back up on the couch and head-butted her, asking to be petted. She obliged, and to her surprise, Magnus petted the cat, too. “I should feed them and give them their medicine before we move on to other things or they’re going to sit outside the door and meow at us.” She felt awkward bringing up sex. What if he wasn’t interested in more?


    He chuckled. “I don’t know if I’d like that much of an audience for our performance.”


    A blush crept over her face. “Probably not.” Okay, so maybe he was interested in more after all. Of course he was. He was a man. Weren’t they always interested in sex?


    She went to the pantry and got out the cat meds, then cans of food. First up was medicine, and like an assembly line, she gave out diabetes medication, gave Sneezy her inhaler, and Tripod her infection meds. Edie then doled out wet food according to cats. The diet food went to Chunk, the elderly cat chow went to Tripod, and so on it went. Magnus said nothing as she fed the cats, just watched her as she moved through the furry little bodies and gave a petting here and there. When everyone was fed, she put spoons in the sink and turned to Magnus. “Well, can I get you a drink? Or a snack? While I’m feeding everyone?”


    That predatory grin spread over his face, one that made her heart flutter. He’d been sitting at her dining room table while she fed the cats, but he got up and approached her. “Are you adopting me to take care of, Edie? I thought you only went after the old and infirm.”


    “Don’t forget, I go after the ones that are too unpleasant for anyone else to adopt,” she said, brushing her fingers over a grass stain on the front of his jersey. It gave her a scorching memory of just a few hours earlier, him rubbing his cum off of her thighs with a handful of grass as she lay spread before him as if on an altar.


    Tonight definitely had been one of her more memorable nights.


    “Do you think I’m unpleasant?” Magnus asked, moving forward and bracing his hands on the kitchen counter on either side of her, pinning her in.


    Her heart fluttered at how near his face was to hers, that kissable grin just begging for her mouth on it. “You forget,” she teased. “I have a soft spot in my heart for surly creatures. I find that most of them can be tamed with the right amount of petting.”


    His eyebrows waggled at her. “So you’re taking me home to... pet me?”


    “Maybe a little bit of stroking,” she said breathlessly. “It would depend on what you responded to.”


    “I’d definitely respond to stroking,” he told her, moving in so close that his lips brushed against hers. “Most definitely.”


    “Then you’ve come to the right place,” Edie said, and kissed him.


    His mouth was just as heavenly as she remembered, his lips soft and his tongue possessive. He kissed her as if he wanted to devour her. There were no soft, gentle kisses from Magnus. He kissed as if she were something to be conquered, and his open-mouth, tongue-sweeping kisses made her weak in the knees. She sagged against the counter as his mouth claimed hers, stroke after stroke of his tongue reminding her that she still had no panties and oh, god, she was so damn wet for him still. Her hands went to his shoulders—and banged into the ridiculously huge shoulder pads.


    Magnus made a small growl in his throat. “Bedroom? I need to get out of this uniform before I kill someone.”


    Giggling, she pointed at the door to her room.


    “Hold on,” he told her, and swept her up into his arms.


    She clung to his neck as he opened the door to her room and pushed inside. At his growl of frustration, she knew what he was thinking. Her room had a slanted ceiling, as it was tucked under the staircase, and was barely tall enough for him. In addition, her room was so tiny that her full-sized bed barely fit between the two walls.


    “Please tell me that Bianca’s room is as small as yours?” Magnus asked, irritation in his voice.


    “The bigger room does me no good if it’s upstairs, does it?” Edie told him as he set her down on the bed.


    “You’re letting your sister take advantage of you—”


    “And how is that any different than you and your brother?” she asked, indignant. “He farts around all day and won’t work while you’re tearing your hair out. Now go on and tell me that I need to be sterner to my sister.”


    “Farts around, huh?” Magnus’s lips twitched. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that Bianca works hard all day long?”


    “At least she works!” Edie retorted.


    He leaned in, teeth bared. “Are you trying to piss me off so I’ll lose my temper and fuck you hard and dirty?”


    “Well, no,” Edie said in a shaky voice, pinned by those gorgeous eyes. “But now that you mention it, that sounds pretty damn good.”


    Magnus pressed his mouth to hers and gave her another searing kiss, then pulled back. His gaze hot on her, he straightened and began to pull his jersey off. She watched in fascination as he tore his clothing off his body, his arms hitting her slanted ceiling when he raised them over his head. Gone went the jersey, onto her floor. Next went the shoulder pads, and then his undershirt. Then Magnus was topless in front of her, and he rubbed a hand across his chest, as if bringing attention to the fact that his pectorals were utterly perfect.


    “You sure don’t look like a computer nerd,” Edie murmured, her mouth practically watering at the sight.


    He gave her one of those cocky grins. “I like to work out when I’m stumped. I’ve been working out a lot lately.”


    “I can tell,” she murmured appreciatively, then gestured at the pants. “Take it all off. I want to see everything.”


    “Bossy woman,” he said, but his hands went to his laces and he began to undo them with quick, decisive movements. When he stripped down to nothing but pads, underwear, and an athletic supporter that could barely hold his erection, her mouth definitely watered. He kicked his shoes off and pulled the rest of the clothing off in quick motions. Clearly the time for fucking around had passed; it was time to just fuck.


    When he stood naked in front of her, he put his hands on his hips, his cock jutting. And, okay, it was a damn impressive cock—thick, with a heavy crown and a big pair of, erm, balls. It felt weird to point out that he had the biggest set of balls she’d ever seen, but really, he was magnificently formed. He also wasn’t moving. “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation?” Edie asked.


    “Edie’s pussy requests the honor of my presence in roughly thirty seconds?” Magnus said, grinning. “And no, I was waiting for you to get naked. I want to see all of you.”


    “Oh.” Of course he was. Feeling a little awkward, she tugged her top over her head and tossed it onto the floor. Her bra went next, and then her skirt and shoes. Her panties were still MIA from their earlier interlude in the gardens, and Edie was a little thrown off when she saw black streaks on the insides of her thighs. “What’s this from?”


    He leaned forward and touched one of the streaks, then laughed and touched one of the nearly-rubbed off streaks of black paint under his eyes that had been part of his costume.


    A hot blush scorched Edie’s face. How had she not noticed that he’d rubbed them off on her thighs? Dear lord. “Next time, maybe you should be an astronaut,” Edie said primly. “Girls won’t grab your junk then.”


    He rolled his eyes as he climbed forward onto the bed and over her. “Are we going back to that?”


    “Seeing as how we never discussed it? Yes, yes we are.”


    “I didn’t even know who that girl was. She just started talking to me and then grabbed my dick. I told her to fuck off. The only one I want grabbing my dick is currently under me,” he said, giving her a long, thoughtful look. “And she has a pretty banging body, I must say.”


    “All except the knee,” Edie said lightly, feeling a little tense. It wasn’t a pretty reconstruction. Hell, she was lucky it was functional, even if it was hideous in full light.


    “I don’t mind the knee,” Magnus said, leaning in to drag his mouth along hers. “Least now I know when we play sexy games, I can always catch you.”


    “That is a horrible thing to say,” she told him, but she laughed anyhow.


    “Maybe I say horrible things just to make you smile,” he said between kisses, and pressed her back on the bed. His body covered hers, chest on hers, thighs between her own, his cock pressing against her sex. His hands sought hers and he linked his fingers with Edie’s, and gave her another kiss. “Maybe I like that under that tough exterior is a woman with the backbone of a noodle and a heart of gold.”


    “Bullshit,” she said softly.


    “Truth,” he said, propping up on his elbows. He rocked his hips against hers and she groaned as his cock pressed against her core. “You forget, Edie,” he whispered into her ear. “I’ve been inside you. And I know just how soft... and wet... and delicious you are.”


    She moaned at his words.


    “Now, wait right here,” he told her, nipping at her jaw. “And I’m going to get those condoms and then I’m going to come back and fuck the hell out of you, just like you want.”


    “Hurry.”


    He gave her a boyish grin and then flung himself off the bed with such haste that she laughed again, and he disappeared into the living room. A moment later he returned with the condoms they’d brought in and tore open the box. He unwrapped one condom and then rolled it on his length while Edie watched, breathless. Then when it was on, he looked up at her, gave her another scorching look that made her toes curl, and prowled back toward the bed once more. “This isn’t going to be a long, drawn-out fuck, I’m afraid.”


    “No?” she whispered.


    “Nope. I need you too much. We’ll do one later,” he said, crawling over her and pushing her thighs apart. “I need to be inside you.”


    “I need you inside me, too—”


    He shifted his hips and with one thrust, he was deep within her. Edie whimpered.


    Magnus groaned. “God, that sound you make when my cock’s in you—”


    “Sorry—”


    “Don’t be sorry,” he said, mouth claiming hers again before declaring, “It’s fucking sexy as hell. I love wringing those throaty little whimpers from you.”


    “You’re pretty good at getting them from me,” she agreed breathlessly, and gave another whimper when he pumped into her again. Her legs rose and she dug her calves into the backs of his thighs, needing more.


    He kissed her again, hard, possessive. “So, Edie,” he murmured between thrusts. “I have to know. You ever come from just a good hard pussy pounding before?”


    His filthy words made her tremble. “I, um... I don’t think I’ve ever tried it. I usually need, you know, other stuff—”


    “Yeah?” he murmured, kissing her throat.


    “Yeah.” God, his mouth. His big muscular body over hers, his weight between her thighs. God. Just... god.


    “I bet I can make you come without any of the fancy shit,” he said as he licked along the side of her throat. “Nothing but you, me, and my dick deep inside you.”


    “That... sounds like a challenge.”


    He chuckled against her skin. “You know me. I like a challenge.” And he thrust again, so hard it made her toes curl.


    It turned out Edie liked a challenge, too.


    It also turned out that indeed, all she needed was his cock deep inside her to come. Repeatedly.


    ***


    Edie woke up several hours later with a pleasant ache between her legs, a man’s thigh tangled with her own, and the iron bar of a cock pressing against her backside. Sometime during the night, Magnus had stolen her pillow and most of the blankets, but somehow, that was all right with her. She curled up against his broad chest, feeling warm and, okay, well-fucked. Oblivious to her snuggling, Magnus snored on, and Edie started to drift back to sleep.


    A knock at the door woke her up. “Edie?”


    Shit. Bianca. She clutched at the blankets and stared in horror at her door. “Y-yes?”


    Magnus mumbled something and rolled over, still caught up in sleep, and Edie pressed a hand to his mouth, silencing him.


    Bianca rattled the doorknob to Edie’s room. Thank god. It was locked.


    “What?” Edie yelled at her sister, trying to seem more like her normal grumpy self. “What do you want?”


    “I’m just checking on you to see if you’re okay,” Bianca called through the door. “You left the party early.”


    “I told you, I have a migraine,” Edie yelled back. “You’re not helping it!”


    “Now I have one,” Magnus whispered against her hand. “Can you not scream in my ear?”


    She pressed a finger to his lips but shifted in the bed so she wasn’t yelling in his face. “I’m fine, really. I’m just going to sleep for a bit longer.” Edie looked down at Magnus, who was gazing up at her with those sleepy green-gold eyes. God, he was pretty first thing in the morning. As if he could follow the train of her thoughts, he pulled her against him, dragging her forward until her breasts were in his face. Then, he took a nipple between his lips and began to suck. A strangled noise escaped Edie.


    “You want some headache meds or something?” Bianca asked through the door. “I can run to the store and get you some chicken-noodle soup if you want. Or if you want a heating pad, I can give you mine. Or—”


    “I’ll give you heat,” Magnus murmured against her breast.


    “I’m fine,” Edie barked again. There was a wobble in her voice, thanks to the damn man nibbling on her breast and making her crazy. Her fingers went to his mouth again to shush him, and he began to suck on her finger, his own sliding between her legs to her pussy.


    Oh Jesus. This man did not play fair.


    “I’m, uh, just going to sleep for a few more hours,” Edie called out as Magnus began to finger her clit. She bit down on her lip, stifling the whimper that threatened to escape.


    His mouth released her finger and went back to her breast, and her eyes nearly rolled back in her head from the pleasure. Magnus pushed her back on the bed and began to kiss his way down her belly, all the while his fingers sliding through the slick folds of her sex. The man was an absolute hornball in the morning, it seemed... and she couldn’t complain a bit. Not when she was the recipient of these things.


    “The party was good, by the way,” Bianca called out. “It went on until way late last night. I swear, I think Gretchen and Hunter know every billionaire in New York State.”


    “T-that’s nice,” she replied as Magnus parted her folds with his fingers and exposed her clit, then gave her a wicked look before his mouth descended on her. Edie’s back arched and she bit down on one of her knuckles, trying to stifle her cries.


    Oblivious to things, Bianca went on about the party and some of the dresses, and a few of the people she’d met last night, and the toast that Brontë had given that involved a quote from a philosopher and wasn’t Gretchen’s friend Cooper just the nicest man? He owned a series of coffee shops that he was partnering with Hunter on, and on and on she went while Magnus threw Edie’s legs over his shoulders and proceeded to eat her out, oblivious to her sister’s rambling on the other side of the door. Edie grabbed her pillow and pushed it over her own face, muffling her whimpers lest Bianca realize she wasn’t alone in her room.


    “Did you know one of the neighbors has a Maserati?” Bianca called through the door. “It’s parked in our space. I had to park down a few spaces. I—”


    “I don’t care,” Edie screamed into the pillow, even as the first wave of orgasm ripped through her. Oh god, how was Magnus so damn good with his mouth? “Go away, Bianca!”


    “Fine,” Bianca said in her hurt little-girl voice. “I’ll just... you know, go to the store and get some soup. Bye.”


    “Bye,” Edie choked out as Magnus thrust his tongue into her core, making her legs tense and quiver as the orgasm went on and on. A moment later, Magnus climbed on top of her, looking smugly pleased with himself, mouth gleaming wetly. He pressed a kiss to her mouth that tasted of her own musk, and she was such a limp noodle from pleasure that she didn’t even care.


    “You always taste so damn good,” Magnus whispered as he reached over her and pulled a condom off her nightstand.


    “Lucky me,” she whispered back, unable to stop staring at him like some sort of besotted idiot.


    He just grinned at her as he rolled the condom on, and then pushed into her again a moment later. Edie’s arms automatically went around his neck, her legs around his waist, and he began to thrust into her again, one hand on her shoulder to brace her body against his. “There’s a gaming convention in two days,” he murmured into her ear between thrusts. “I want you to come with me.” Thrust. “Levi and I are doing a panel about Warrior Shop and upcoming projects.” Thrust thrust. “Got a big room and a big bed and you’d look fucking amazing in it.” Thrust.


    She bit down on his shoulder as he hammered into her. He was trying to have a conversation now? Really? When she was having trouble thinking? “Can’t... leave... cats,” she breathed between his pounding thrusts. Another orgasm was building—how the hell did he manage to do that every damn time? He was totally going to ruin her.


    “I’ll send my assistant to come and feed them and give them their meds,” he told her. He dragged one leg onto his shoulder, adjusted his hips, and then began to saw into her with deeper, surer strokes that made her eyes want to cross in her head. Oh sweet Jesus, that was even better than before.


    “B-B-Bianca,” she managed.


    “Tell her I need you,” he said, grinding his hips against hers.


    Her heart fluttered.


    “For my cats. Overnight stay. Lots of money. She won’t care.”


    Right. His cats. The excited flutter in her heart died.


    But somewhere between her next orgasm and his, Edie agreed to it anyhow.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    FanBoy Con was being held in Boston that year, Magnus told her, so it wasn’t such a long drive. He arrived to pick her up in his limo, and dropped off his assistant Jenna to stay at the house a few days and handle Edie’s cats. Edie was a little worried to leave them, but Jenna had grown up on a farm, she explained, and was fine with giving animals medication. So she’d listened attentively and took notes as Edie went over each cat and their medications, and promised to call with any questions. Magnus had set Jenna up with a nearby hotel to sleep at and Edie passed off her key. Bianca wasn’t even upset at being left behind at a four-day ‘work’ trip, Edie realized. She was busy planning a shopping trip with a few of her buddies.


    Good thing she didn’t know this was a date.


    The only ones who would miss her were the cats, and even they wouldn’t care that much. It should have been a relief, but instead, it just felt... weird.


    She had no idea what to expect as far as the convention went, so she was more than a little shocked to see throngs of people in costume wandering around the hotel. She was even more shocked when women dressed up in some sort of skimpy costume squealed and approached Magnus. “We’re such big fans of Warrior Shop! Can you sign my boobs?”


    To her surprise, Magnus blushed and looked over at Edie, distinctly uncomfortable. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea right now, ladies. I’d be happy to sign a copy of your programs, though.”


    The women looked over at Edie, sized her up, and then dismissed her. “We’ll catch you after your panel,” they said in flirty voices, then wandered away, arms linked.


    Well, if that wasn’t a way for someone’s ego to be cut down to size, she didn’t know what was. Edie gave Magnus a curious look. “Do you get a lot of requests to sign body parts?”


    His blush got a bit redder. “There’s an explanation, really.” His hand went to the small of her back and he steered her forward, toward the check-in desk.


    “I’d love to hear it.”


    The explanation had to wait until Magnus had finished checking in. Their suite was on the third floor of the hotel, so the porter brought their bags after them and they headed to the elevator. Immediately, Edie was dismayed to see that the elevator had a long line.


    “Shall we just take the stairs?” the porter asked.


    “Nope,” Magnus said, and draped an arm around Edie’s neck possessively.


    That made her feel a little better. She elbowed him, leaning in against his big body. “So. Boob signings?”


    “Yeah, when we made the game, Levi wanted a callback to let people know that it was us who had made the game, you know? So, uh, we programmed ourselves in there.”


    She laughed, because he looked so utterly chagrined at having to admit it. “You programmed yourselves in?”


    “It’s called Warrior Shop, right? So it’s this big fantasy world where you have to work your way through things as a gladiator, and you can fight other people or team up with them, and you can buy everything from weapons to minions, to whatever. So uh, all of the shopkeepers look like either me or Levi. It was kind of a joke at first, but now I regret it.”


    She giggled at his acute discomfort. “Show me.”


    He groaned and pulled out his phone, flipping through a few apps, and then clicked on something and handed her the screen. A loading graphic splashed across the phone screen, along with the big Warrior Shop logo. A moment later, a help screen appeared: Did You Know That You Can Purchase Additional Minions in the In-App Store? a barbarian that looked suspiciously like Magnus asked, his arms crossed. It was Magnus, she realized, but a slightly exaggerated version of him. He bulged with overgrown muscles, and he wore a codpiece that made her howl with laughter.


    “All right, all right,” Magnus said, tugging his phone back from her. “Enough laughing at my expense. Some ladies like my codpiece.”


    “I don’t see how,” she teased. “You look like you’re about to put someone’s eye out with that thing.”


    “Very funny,” he said, but he kissed the top of her head in front of everyone and she felt any apprehension she had disappear.


    Magnus’s suite was impressive, with a fully stocked mini-bar, a tiny kitchen, and a living room area in addition to a massive bedroom and posh bathroom that was probably bigger than Edie’s portion of her townhouse. There was also a convention goody bag and a big bouquet of flowers on a nearby table, welcoming Magnus to the convention. All in all, Edie was impressed. In the gaming world, Magnus was apparently a big deal. She felt pride for him, but also a little trepidation, because if all the girls here at the convention were like the ones below, was he going to regret having her along?


    As she explored, Magnus thumped into one of the chairs and furiously texted. Edie unpacked her small bag, put on a knee-brace under her jeans (since it looked like this convention would involve a lot of walking) and changed into the Warrior Shop T-shirt that had been in the welcome bag as a show of solidarity. She braided her hair into two small pigtails and then sat on the bed, watching Magnus as his frown grew more and more thunderous.


    “Something wrong?” she asked eventually.


    He glanced up, some of the glare he was shooting at the phone slipping away. “Just my fucking brother. He’s not here yet. He should have been here before us but he says he’s still a few hours out. Our panel’s at five and I’m going to kick his ass if he doesn’t show up on time.”


    She frowned. Levi seemed a bit... unreliable. “Can you do the panel without him?”


    “He’s one half of the Warrior Shop creators. People are going to be looking for him.” Magnus rubbed a hand over his face, clearly frustrated. “He’s the ideas guy. I’m just the business guy.”


    Edie doubted that very much, but she didn’t argue. “Anything I can do to help?”


    “No.” Tension oozed from his voice.


    “What if I shoved my breasts in your face and then gave you a blow job?”


    He glanced over at her and grinned. “I admit, it wouldn’t help, but I’d still enjoy it.”


    At least he was smiling now. Edie toyed with one of her short braids. “How about we raincheck that until later and we go check out the convention for a bit?’


    “Or we could do that,” he agreed, pocketing his phone and extending his hand to her. She got up from the bed and took it, and smiled when he leaned down to kiss her again. She could get used to all this attention.


    ***


    And people thought cat ladies were weird, Edie mused as she watched a “knight” with purple hair fight a man dressed as a pink unicorn in a duel to the death. So far today? She’d seen a lot of weird. She and Magnus had strolled through the convention, admiring booths and seeing the sights. Magnus explained that it wasn’t an official gaming convention, but there was still a big “gamer presence” here at the con, and every time they passed a crowded booth, they paused to see what the fuss was about. Whenever it was video-game related, she could practically see the wheels in Magnus’s head turning. It was interesting to watch him, knowing that he was seeing what others found interesting about games and mentally stowing away that information for later.


    There was food, of course—Edie’s favorite—and at one booth, Magnus had bought her a pair of cat ears to wear on her head. It had made him smile despite his constant frowns as he checked his phone, so she’d agreed to it. Magnus had been approached several times by more fans, all of whom he gave autographs to (thankfully not on body parts) and answered questions for. Inevitably, someone would ask about Levi, and Magnus had to make excuses for his brother. He was running late. He’d had car trouble. He was sick. Each time Magnus gave an answer, he delivered it with a smile, but his hand tightened on hers, and she knew he was stewing at the fact that Levi wasn’t here.


    Then it was time for Magnus’s panel. The enormous room was packed, but Edie managed to find a seat in the audience between a Brony and a Sailor Scout. From her vantage point, she watched the men on the panel discuss Warrior Shop, its infamous buyout for two billion dollars, and what the Sullivan brothers had planned for the future. Magnus quickly had the panelists—and the audience—won over with his charisma and humor, and when he deflected questions about his upcoming projects, it was good natured.


    They asked questions about Warrior Shop, the ideas behind it, the creativity, the coding, and Magnus talked for what felt like hours, discussing how he and Levi had coded it while in college, then shopped it around to investors, and when that failed, they’d put it up on the Internet themselves by maxing out their credit cards to pay for everything.


    Occasionally a creativity question would come up, concepts about the game, the story behind the characters, and Magnus would deflect those questions with a smile. “My brother, Levi, could answer those if he were here, but unfortunately he’s stuck in traffic.”


    And each time he avoided a question, Edie gave a little wince of sympathy. Where was Levi? Why was he hanging Magnus out to dry when he should have been here assisting him? Why was it that Magnus always had to cover for his brother?


    When the panel was over, Magnus and the others got a standing ovation, but Edie’s heart hurt for Magnus. She could see the lines of tension on his face and knew they had to do with his brother. Why couldn’t Levi be reliable and devoted... like Bianca?


    Then again, Bianca was sometimes devoted to the point of smothering, so maybe there was a happy medium somewhere out there.


    Ignoring the ache in her knee, Edie headed for the stage and waited for Magnus to finish greeting people. She smiled brightly at him when his attention fixed on her. “That was a great talk.”


    “I’m glad you liked it,” he told her, grabbing her arm and pulling her along behind him. “Come with me. We’re going to go back to our room.”


    “Oh, okay,” she said, perplexed, and then Magnus was dragging her behind him through the crowds at high speed. Her knee protested the quick movements after hours of walking, but she suspected Magnus was lost in thought at the moment and had forgotten about her old injury. He was always super careful of her during sex, so it wasn’t like him to be thoughtless. She did her best to keep up, stumbling after him.


    They crossed the large convention floor and rounded the corner to the nearest elevator. The line to go upstairs stretched around the corner. Magnus considered it, then shook his head. “This way,” he said, dragging Edie along again. “There’s another elevator down here—”


    He stopped short, nearly running into Levi, who was pulling a carry-on behind him. Three costumed girls surrounded him. At the sight of his brother, Levi’s face lit up. “Hey, bro!” His gaze moved along to Edie, holding hands with Magnus, and his smile faded a bit. In fact, he looked downright unhappy to see Edie with Magnus, which stung. “Hi, Edie.”


    “Levi,” Magnus said, his voice utterly pleasant and so out of character for how he was acting. “Glad to see you could make it.”


    “Oh man,” Levi said, throwing his hands up dramatically. “These ladies will tell you, traffic is a beast out there. I’ve been stuck for hours—”


    “I’m sure,” Magnus said, cutting him off. “Edie and I were just leaving.”


    Levi tilted his head. “Why’s she here anyhow?”


    Magnus’s eyes narrowed. “She’s a consultant for a game I’m thinking about creating. One with cats.”


    “She is?”


    Edie looked up at Magnus in surprise. She was? Why wasn’t he telling his brother she was here with him as his date?


    “We can talk about it later,” Magnus said to Levi. “We’re going upstairs. We need to rest.” He started to head for the stairs, and for the first time, Edie protested. “I can’t,” she told him. “The stairs will kill me.”


    Magnus’s expression softened as he looked down at her. “I’m being thoughtless, aren’t I? Are you okay? Do you need to sit down for a moment?”


    “Oh, shit,” Levi said, then gestured toward the lobby. “That’s right. You want me to get a wheelchair for you, Edie?”


    “I don’t need a fucking wheelchair,” she told him, irritated.


    He gave her an abashed look. “Gee, I’m sorry. I was just trying to be helpful.”


    The other girls gave her a horrified look, as if she were the one out of line. Fuck that. She threw her hands up. She wasn’t an invalid. She just had a bad goddamn knee and had spent too much time on it today. “I am going to go wait in line for the elevator,” she told Magnus. “I’ll see you up at the room. Why don’t you and Levi go have a talk somewhere?”


    He moved forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll be up shortly.”


    She nodded, and the brothers left. She noticed that as Magnus moved away, Levi was giving them another one of those strange looks. She shot him the bird, because if he thought his brother could do better than a girl like her, he could go fuck himself. She was just as normal as the last girl. Maybe a bit bitchier, but it was because people like Levi tried to offer her a wheelchair and everyone else acted like she was the jerk for being offended.


    Everyone but Magnus, that is. Brownie points in his direction for that, at least.


    Eventually it was Edie’s turn for the elevator, and she went up to their room, grabbed a drink from the minibar, and filled the bathtub with scorching hot water. Icing her knee would probably be better for it, but fuck it. She was going to hurt in the morning anyhow. Might as well enjoy a hot bath and a drink. As the tub filled, she downed her tiny bottle of alcohol and grabbed two more, because she was feeling good.


    Within ten minutes, she was toasted. The bubble bath was heavenly, the tub a luxury she never got to enjoy at home since the tub was upstairs with Bianca. And she was having a great damn time, because being in the big, bubbled tub reminded her of the scene from Pretty Woman. It was a similar situation, wasn’t it? Big sexy guy with ridiculous amounts of money got a great hotel room and his broke-ass booty call got to enjoy the bathroom. Of course, in Pretty Woman, the hotel wasn’t full of nerds in costumes, and Edie wasn’t a hooker, but those were semantics.


    She could still belt out a Prince song just like Julia Roberts.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Magnus was in an absolutely shitty mood when he returned to the hotel room. The worst thing about conventions was that he had to constantly be in “on” mode. He couldn’t be rude to a fan who stopped him for an autograph, because they didn’t know that his brother had bailed on him or that Levi had insulted his girlfriend and Magnus had dragged her all over the convention without thinking about her knee. They didn’t know Magnus was weeks behind on his projected schedule and that all he wanted to do was go upstairs and fuck Edie until she screamed his name. They didn’t know he’d signed thirty autographs five minutes beforehand. A fan wouldn’t know any of that, so he did his best to be gracious and friendly, because he remembered what it was like to be shut down without being heard.


    But today wasn’t his best day for a con. It had started out promising enough. He had Edie to himself for a few days, with no cats and no juggling of schedules. He’d been looking forward to hanging around the conference with her, seeing what fans were excited about, hearing feedback from peers and fans both, and getting his head back into the game. Nothing was better for the creative juices than a long weekend surrounded by other people buzzing from the same geeky vibe. He’d hoped the conference would recharge Levi’s interest, too.


    He should have known better. Levi had been full of excuses from the start, and when he’d not shown up for the panel, Magnus was fucking embarrassed. Levi was one half of Sullivan Games. He was a representative of who they were. And he’d flaked out because, as he’d texted Magnus, he wanted to sleep late. And he was a billionaire now, so he could do that, couldn’t he?


    Levi just didn’t fucking get it. It infuriated Magnus, which was why he’d lit into Levi the moment he’d gotten his brother away from the entourage of fans he’d surrounded himself with. They’d sat down in a quiet booth at the hotel restaurant, and Magnus had hoped they could hash out a schedule for the weekend if nothing else. But instead, Levi kept trying to turn the tables on Magnus.


    Why are you here with Edie? he’d asked, as if it were more important than Levi disappointing him again. Bianca doesn’t know.


    I don’t give a fuck about Bianca, Magnus had told him.


    But... you’re just supposed to lead Edie around. Make her think you like her. You’re not supposed to sleep with her.


    At which point, Magnus had been so infuriated that he’d gotten up, thrown money on the table to pay for the bill, and stormed away. His mood had gotten blacker every moment that he had to stand and wait for the goddamn elevator, so he’d hauled ass up the stairs instead, mentally kicking himself for suggesting it to Edie earlier. She’d been so incredibly indignant at Levi’s boneheaded suggestion, that he knew her feelings had to be hurt. She always covered with a few choice words, but he knew his Edie was a marshmallow on the inside.


    He’d just have to make it up to her.


    He seemed to be making up for Levi’s failings a lot lately.


    Magnus paused at the top of the stairs, realizing he’d thought of her as “his Edie.” When had that happened? He thought back.... The gardens at Buchanan Manor. She’d flipped up her eye patch and thrown her arms around him to kiss him, and he’d been claimed just as surely as she’d claimed those cats of hers. The thought of it made him smile.


    Even if his weekend was fucking shit and his brother was ruining their new project, at least he had Edie. Magnus put his hand on the door handle to the room and paused.


    Something inside was wailing. His heart stuttered in his chest as he pushed the door open. Was Edie crying? Was she so upset that she’d been sobbing all this time? But as the wail trilled up to a higher note and started to make smacking noises, he realized it was... singing.


    Sort of.


    Splashing accompanied the wailing, followed by more smacking noises. This he had to see for himself. Magnus headed for the bathroom and pushed open the door.


    And laughed.


    Edie was in the bathtub, bubbles up to her breasts. She still had her hair in her braids, and her cat ears were on her head. Tiny empty bottles from the mini-bar lined the edge of the tub, and she picked up a handful of bubbles and tossed it into the air, still singing that screechy song.


    It was so fucking adorable that he thought his chest would burst. “You need a refill, cat lady?”


    She looked over at him and gave him a dopey smile. “Actually, yes. I’m having a Pretty Woman moment. You want to join me in the tub? Wait.” She paused, tilting her head. “I don’t know if that was in the movie or not. Never mind.” She waved a hand at him, dismissing him, and suds flew everywhere.


    He chuckled. “How come you’re drunk?”


    “Because I was mad earlier and there was no one to get mad at.” She stuck out her lower lip and then sank down into the bubbles again. “But now I’m not mad, I’m just drunk. Oh, but your brother’s still a huge douche.”


    He shook his head and sat down on the edge of the tub. “Don’t remind me.”


    “I won’t,” she said merrily. “But I just thought you should know. I don’t like the way he treats you.”


    Was she mad on his behalf, then? Not over the wheelchair comment? “I don’t like the way he treats me, either. I don’t know what to do with him, but we’re partners. I can’t move ahead without him.”


    She snorted, the sound so exaggerated it came across as horse-like. “Some partner. My vibrator gets more done than he does.”


    Magnus’s eyes widened. “You’re very drunk, aren’t you?”


    “So?” she said defensively. “I thought I’d have a good time myself if you were going to stay downstairs and sign boobs.”


    “I didn’t sign boobs. I promise.” Not that he wasn’t asked. “I told everyone that my girlfriend was with me and she didn’t like that sort of thing.”


    “Everyone but Levi,” she pointed out. “To him, I’m just your cat-lady consultant.”


    He inwardly winced. So she’d picked up on that and was stewing over it, was she? “It’s a different scenario with Levi.”


    “Different how?”


    “Different enough that I probably shouldn’t try to explain it to a drunk woman.” He leaned forward and tweaked one of her short braids. “And I’m sorry if it hurt your feelings. That was never my intention at all.”


    “Apology accepted,” she told him with a brilliant smile, then launched herself at him, throwing her arms around his neck. “Let’s have sex now.”


    He helped her get to her feet, noticing how she was favoring her bad leg. “No sex right now. You’re drunk and I’m way too sober.”


    “Then get drunk with me,” she told him. “It’s fun.” She gave him a hopeful look. “How about that blow job we mentioned earlier?”


    Magnus grabbed a nearby towel and wrapped it around her. “How about we get you sober first?”


    “Fair enough,” she agreed, and clung to his neck, all of her weight leaning on him. “Carry me?”


    He laughed again, but he hauled her into his arms, careful of her knee. “You are way too drunk. Let’s get you to bed.” He carried her out of the bathroom and into the suite, then toweled her off while she drunkenly spouted nonsense. Then, still naked, he tucked her into bed.


    She curled up amidst the pillows and then patted the empty mattress next to her. “Come snuggle?”


    It was hard to resist her when she looked that cute. He got into bed next to her and lay down. She immediately put her arms around him and tucked her head into the crook of his shoulder, and then yawned right in his face.


    And he didn’t even mind it.


    Within moments, she was sacked out, her breathing deep and even. He didn’t move, just stroked her back. The day had been shit, but when Edie made him smile and curled up against him, things didn’t seem so bad. It was a shame she lived so far away, or he’d insist she sleep over every night, her arms locked around his waist as if she were afraid to let go. He... kind of liked that. He felt as if he were always chasing Levi, making demands of his brother. It felt weirdly relaxing to be with Edie and realize neither one of them made demands of the other.


    It was nice. It was something he wanted every day. Without upsetting Edie’s sleeping form, Magnus reached over and grabbed his phone from the nightstand. He swiped his thumb over the screen and began to text with one hand, the other gently stroking her hair.


    Hey, man, he sent to Hunter. You’re the real estate guru. Tell one of your guys that I’m in the market for a new apartment. Good neighborhood. Something with a view of the park, maybe. It needs to either be on the first floor or have at least two elevators.


    The response pinged back on his phone almost immediately. Two elevators? Should I even ask?


    Just in case one goes down, Magnus sent back. Basically stairs are a no-go for the new place. He didn’t want Edie to ever have to worry about being able to access the place. All one floor.


    Hunter: Do you care what it looks like? Art style? Price?


    Magnus glanced down at the woman sleeping against him, thinking about what she’d want. Then, he answered, No art style. Something that’s only a few mil, I think. Ten to twenty should be sufficient. He didn’t want Edie freaking out over the price too much. After a moment’s thought, he added, Make sure it’s cat-friendly.


    Hunter: Cat... friendly? Was that auto-correct? Did you mean cab?


    Magnus: No, I meant cat. Like meow meow. I want something with several rooms, too. And space for litter boxes.


    Hunter: I see.


    Magnus: I know it’s weird, man. Just put in my request.


    Hunter: I have to ask. Are you... adopting several cats?


    Magnus: Just one cat lady.


    Hunter: I see. If you hear a shriek of “I told you so” in the air, that was Gretchen.


    Magnus: Ha. Just let me know what you find. The sooner the better.


    Hunter: I’m sure I can get something lined up for you this week. I’ll get my best guy on it.


    Magnus: Thanks, man. And tell Gretchen I want this to be a surprise for Edie.


    Hunter: She won’t say a thing.


    Feeling rather satisfied with himself, Magnus switched out of text mode and went to download a few of the new games he’d seen at the con this afternoon. Might as well take the time to check on the competition while Edie slept.


    ***


    When Edie awoke, it was dark in the hotel room. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, and checked the clock. Three in the morning. Whoops. She glanced around, but the bed was empty. “Magnus?”


    The faint sound of music caught her ears and Edie got out of bed. She was naked, so she threw on one of the soft complimentary bathrobes the hotel had left for them. Cracking the door to the bedroom, she peered out into the living area of the suite.


    Magnus sat at a desk, headphones on, music blaring so loudly through them that she could make out the tinny strains of guitars. His laptop was lit up and he was typing furiously. As she hesitated in the doorway, he cursed and hammered on the backspace key. Then, he rubbed his face and stared at his screen, clearly frustrated.


    Was this a thing for Magnus? This was the second time she’d caught him working late at night... and nearly tearing his hair out in the process. Did the man ever rest? He had ridiculous amounts of money, but he was driven to somehow produce a new game instead of resting on his laurels. She padded toward him and touched his arm to get his attention.


    Magnus looked up at Edie, then pulled out his earbuds. The music blasted a bit louder. “Did I wake you up?”


    “Nope,” she told him. “Your rage was utterly quiet.” She gestured at the screen, which looked like nothing but lines of code. “What’s all this?”


    He pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her. “Just more fucking coding. I was looking at a few other games and noticed they’re all extensively using multiplayer co-operative play, and I’m wondering if that’s something we can do while still in an app versus a console game without breaking the entire system. But the problem I have is the same one I’ve been having—the different nations get over-powerful too quickly.” He raked a hand over his short hair again, rubbing through the bristles. “It’s not working. There’s something wrong with the concept and it’s inherently flawed. I just can’t get it to work. I need Levi.”


    “Bullshit,” Edie told him. “You just think you need Levi.”


    “No, I really do,” he protested, arms tightening around her waist. “He’s the creative genius. I’m just the grunt.”


    “And I still say that’s bullshit,” Edie protested. “You’re smart as hell and you’re just as creative as him. You can do it without him. You’re just stuck in a mental rut and need to work your way out of it.”


    “Which is why I need Levi,” he repeated.


    She pressed her hands to both sides of his face. “You don’t. You can figure this out on your own. Just spitball a bit with me.”


    He shot her an irritated look, but she ignored it and gestured for him to continue.


    With a heavy sigh, Magnus began to speak. “Okay. So the point is that you start out at the beginning of your civilization. You’re randomly tossed into a fantasy continent, which is one server, or you can elect to become part of an existing country on the world server. From there, you start out as a small warrior and move up in the ranks. You fight other people for spots, and quests in-game can give you loot or temporary bonuses that work against other players. As you build up, you rise in the ranks of your kingdom and you can displace existing NPCs—”


    “Wait, what’s an NPC?”


    “Non-player character. Basically the computer.” He looked a bit irritated that she interrupted, and shook his head as if to clear it before continuing. “The NPCs or other players can build armies and take over neighboring kingdoms or band together to take out a rival. The problem is that there’s nothing stopping a player from playing for a day or two and then completely steamrolling the other players because he’s put in a bit more time or got a lucky loot drop. And once one player conquers the territory, there’s not a lot stopping him from completely unbalancing the game. It’s almost like I need something that will strip them of loot or...” His eyes widened. “Oh my god. Armor decay. Weapon decay. That could work.”


    “Whatever you say, baby.” Sounded like gibberish to her.


    “Maybe I need to add another level—instead of man versus man, I could add man versus environment as well.” He reached around her and began typing notes into the computer. “So not only will they have to deal with other players, but the environment will be against them as well. There can be rust for metal items, and wear and tear, and—”


    “Weather?” Edie offered helpfully.


    “Weather is good,” he agreed, typing furiously. “Anything that slows the game down without making it feel like a cheat. We could do world events and give bonuses to those who participate and also randomly penalize those who are exposed, like hurricanes on a coastal country. Or...” He looked at her, and then grabbed her shoulders excitedly. “The black plague!”


    “I never heard a man so excited to say those three words.”


    Magnus gave her a wild smile, and laughed delightedly. “Holy fuck. Plague! Natural disasters! Perfect!”


    “Sounds like it,” she said drily. “Should I leave you to your computing?”


    He ignored her, typing away around her for a few minutes longer. She waited patiently, watching as he worked furiously, his eyes narrow with focus. The man was flinging words onto the page with a fury, typing as if she wasn’t even in his lap. She settled in for the long haul when he suddenly thumped one of the keys and then threw himself back in his chair. He tilted his head back and dropped his hands from the keyboard, and the look on his face was almost orgasmic, which amused Edie to no end.


    “So, good stuff?” she asked.


    “So many fucking ideas. Jesus. It’s perfect. It’s like, I don’t even need Huns as a diversion. We can treat them like another nation instead of as an outside element. I don’t need Levi after all. It’s fucking perfect.” He looked up and his gaze fixed on her. “You’re perfect.”


    “I did nothing,” she protested, and wiggled on his lap. “All I did was ask you to throw some words at me. You came up with it all on your own. You just needed someone to bounce ideas off of.”


    He wiggled his eyebrows at her and his look became distinctly lascivious. His thighs flexed under her and she bounced in his lap. “Speaking of bouncing...”


    “Mmm.” Her hand went to his shirt and she began to unbutton it slowly. “You feeling frisky now?”


    “I feel revived,” he admitted, and he tugged the belt of her robe free. “Relieved and happy and utterly fucking stoked.” He pushed the robe back, revealing her breasts, and cupped them. “And I’ve been neglecting you, haven’t I? Sounds like I need to make it up to you.”


    “I’m down with that,” she agreed, pushing her breasts against his hands. His touch always made shivers race through her body. “You may proceed.”


    “May I?” He pulled her against him and hauled out of the chair, carrying her. She wrapped her legs around him, loving how strong he was. Magnus always made her feel dainty and girly, especially in bed. He threw her down on the bed and his eyes gleamed as he gazed down at her. “I think you should sit on my face.”


    Her lips parted in shock. “I what?”


    “You heard me,” he said, bending over her and biting at one of her nipples. “I think it’d be sexy as hell. Don’t you?”


    She had to admit to herself, the thought of straddling Magnus’s face and letting him lick her until she came was making her extremely aroused. “I just... I...” Her breath escaped her.


    “I bet you’d like it,” he murmured enticingly. His mouth tugged at her nipple before kissing down her belly, then paused just above her pussy. “I like the thought of those thighs of yours against my ears. Your pussy in my face, and me sticking my tongue so deep inside you that you come all around it.” He moved up and flicked his tongue against her belly button.


    Edie moaned.


    “That’s not a no,” he told her in a sultry voice. “And you should be rewarded for your genius.” He took her by the arms and dragged her to an upright position, kissing her mouth again. “Come and clutch the headboard, babe, so I can shove my face between your legs.”


    She trembled again, but she was going to do it, wasn’t she? It felt incredibly intimate and yet.... sounded so delicious. She nodded and got to her feet, watching as he laid flat on the center of the bed, and then patted the top of his chest. “Come here.”


    She went, shedding her robe on the floor.


    Edie’s thighs trembled as she moved forward, and her hands clutched the headboard for support as she moved next to him on her knees. This was so awkward. She looked over at him, not sure where to begin. As if in answer to her silent plea, he patted her thigh. “Spread these for me.”


    She did as he asked, feeling vulnerable and exposed as his head slid between her parted legs.


    He grinned up at her and then his hands went to the tops of her thighs, holding her from underneath, and he began to tug her downward, toward his mouth.


    She closed her eyes, determined to not feel weird about this, but to just feel. Magnus had seen her naked. He’d licked every inch of her. This shouldn’t feel any more intimate than anything else... and yet it did.


    Her breath sucked in as his mouth touched her flesh. Her knee started to protest bearing her weight, but she ignored it because his lips were lightly exploring her folds and licking every inch of her. She wanted to squirm, but she remained completely still, holding her breath, as his tongue brushed over her. Oh god, he was lapping her like he would an ice cream, and it was maddening and so fucking sexy at the same time. She made a small whimper in her throat, and he groaned at the sound of it.


    And she felt his groan right against her core, a moment before his tongue speared deep into her. Edie whimpered again, arousal overtaking any awkwardness. Her knee throbbed, the ache increasing, but she wanted to ignore the damn thing.


    “Damn, you taste sweet,” he murmured. “I could lick you for hours on end. In fact, I just might.”


    Her knee cramped a protest and this time when she whimpered, it was a mixture of pain and pleasure. “I—I can’t do this, Magnus—”


    “No, baby, you’re doing great,” he murmured, holding her thighs tighter as he licked up against her clit. “I’ve got you—”


    “It’s my knee.” She straightened and hauled off of him, getting to her feet with a wince. “Ow. Fuck. I hate my knee!” She hopped around and flexed her leg, trying to work out the kinks.


    “It’s okay,” he told her from his spot on the bed.


    “It’s not okay.” Edie bit her lip, hating that her old injury was wrecking sex. “I want to, I just—”


    “I know,” he said, getting up and cupping her face in his hands. He kissed her gently. “Seriously, though, it’s all right. We’ll try again with a bit of a twist.”


    She gave him a suspicious look. “How?”


    He winked. “Sixty-nine, of course. You can lay on top of me, and I get a bit of an added bonus that way.”


    Edie narrowed her eyes at him. “Convenient.”


    “Isn’t it?” The look he gave her was boyish. “I admit it, there’s no downside to it. I get to lick the hell out of you and get my cock in that pretty mouth of yours.” His fingers grazed her lower lip. “Because damn, you have the prettiest mouth. It was made for fucking.”


    His words made desire ripple through her again. She nodded. She’d follow anywhere this man led in bed, because he could wring orgasm after incredible orgasm from her.


    Magnus kissed her again, then took her hand and led her back to the bed. This time, he pulled off his loose shirt and undid his pants, stripping naked in a matter of moments. As he dropped his pants, the length of his cock caught her attention, hard, erect, and the head already glazed with pre-cum. And she was suddenly excited about the thought of taking him in her mouth while he did the same to her. She’d never done it before, but she loved giving head, and she loved receiving it, too. Seemed like a win-win all around.


    She moved forward and her hand went to his cock, wrapping her fingers around his length. He groaned and pushed against her hand, kissing her mouth again.


    “Trust me?” he murmured against her mouth.


    She nodded. “Want you.” And she gave his cock a small squeeze, then ran her thumb over the head, picking up a bead of slickness. She brought it to her mouth and licked it off, enjoying the heat in his gaze.


    “On the bed,” he growled. “Now. I want that pussy in my mouth.”


    Her knees went weak. Okay, she was a sucker for the dirty talk. She sat on the edge of the bed and watched as he went around the other side and laid down flat. His cock jutted into the air and she leaned over to take him into her hand again, unable to resist the sight of it, so blatant and obscene and utterly fucking sexy.


    “Come here, Edie.” He patted his chest. “I want your hips right here.” Then he pointed at his cock. “And your mouth right there.”


    “Any other commands?” She teased even as she crawled forward on the bed, mindful of her bad knee.


    “Nope. I will be completely content if I get those two things.”


    Even as she moved, he pulled at her, hauling her legs over his chest as if she weighed nothing. She lost her balance and sprawled against him, her face near his cock and settling against his thighs. She almost protested, but then his arms gripped her hips and she felt his mouth nuzzle her pussy. “Mmm, right there,” he murmured, sounding so pleased as his tongue gave her a long, slick swipe that made her shudder.


    She propped up on her elbows, adjusting her body. His cock was so big that it brushed against her face, and she leaned on one arm as she took him into her hand with the other, then put her lips to the head.


    As soon as she did, his tongue stroked over her clit and she heard him groan. “Right there, baby.”


    A whimper escaped her—she seemed to make all kinds of needy noises when he touched her—and she licked the head of him over and over again, teasing him with her tongue like he was to her.


    “How do you like it, baby? Want to stop?” His tongue circled her core, the tip pushing inward, and she felt the urge to buck against it, moaning. “Or you want to keep going?”


    Her entire body felt as if it were quaking with need. “Keep going,” she breathed. “Feels good.”


    “Take me in your mouth,” he commanded.


    She did, feeding his cock in between her lips. Her tongue dragged along his length, and she licked and nibbled every inch of him, and all the while he licked her folds and teased her clit, thrusting his tongue against her core every now and then. Edie took him deep and began to suck, hollowing her cheeks.


    Magnus groaned. “Fuck, that’s good.”


    She felt something new press against her core—his finger. His tongue teased her clit even as he began to stroke a finger in and out of her, and Edie began to make soft, needy sounds all over again. His length filled her mouth, and he started to pump against her tongue, her lips moving over him, even as his finger worked in and out of her.


    An orgasm began to build, her leg muscles tightening. She moaned around his cock, and he responded by thrusting into her mouth deeper, the head butting against the back of her throat. She tried to suck him in again, but she was getting distracted by her burgeoning orgasm, and a moment later, it crested. Edie cried out as he continued to lick her clit and thrust into her with his finger. She lost her grip on his cock and whimpered through the waves of the orgasm. When she recovered her breath, she began to kiss and lick his length, still quivering as he thrust his finger into her, sending aftershocks through her body.


    “I’m going to come,” he warned her, thrusting against her lips.


    “Do it,” she encouraged, pressing her lips to him and kissing the soft, scorching-hot skin over his cock. “I want to taste it.”


    He groaned, and she felt the first hot spatter of cum against her mouth. Hot jets of it splashed across her hands and face. He murmured her name, and she felt his entire body shudder under hers, felt the tremor of his orgasm as it ripped through him. It felt oddly intimate, even if she was a bit sticky now.


    Magnus heaved a long breath, then patted her ass. “Can I keep you?”


    And she laughed, because even though she was tired and her knee hurt, and despite everything else, she was having a wonderful time. They got up, cleaned up, took a quick shower together, and a few minutes later, returned to bed together, both naked. Magnus pulled her against him, his body smelling like soap and clean skin. He nuzzled her neck and wrapped his arms around her. “Get some sleep. I’ve got a long day of coding tomorrow, and there’s more of the convention you’ll probably want to see.”


    “Mmm.” More Bronies and cat girls and people looking at her weird when she didn’t get their gamer jokes. “Or... I could stay in the room with you, and whenever you take a break, we can cuddle?”


    “If by cuddle, you mean sixty-nine again, I am all for that.”


    Okay, that was kind of what she had meant. She giggled at the thought. Magnus was turning her into the world’s raunchiest cat lady. How Bianca would be shocked.


    Then, she decided, she didn’t give a shit what Bianca thought. Content, she burrowed against Magnus’s side and went to sleep.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The rest of the stay passed in a blur. Magnus was in a coding frenzy, the ideas pouring out of him faster than he could write the basics down. It would be months and months of work, he told her, but he seemed utterly happy about it. Things were moving for him again, and moving without Levi, and she’d never seen him so pleased with his work. And she was a little proud that she was the catalyst for it.


    For herself? She went down to the convention a few more times, but it wasn’t her sort of thing, and her knee didn’t care for all the walking, so she ended up hanging out in the room with Magnus. She read a book on her phone, watched a few movies, and just snuggled with him in bed while he worked, and it was pretty much perfect.


    The only thing she missed were her cats. If she’d had a few of them curled up in bed with them? Heaven. Magnus called his assistant and checked on his two “ladies” and she’d talked to Jenna about her cats, too, because she was weird like that.


    Bianca sent her a few inquisitive little texts, but she ignored those. Oh, Edie wasn’t totally heartless. She sent a chirpy Having fun! Busy! XO text to shut her up, but she didn’t want to have Bianca and the real world intruding on their little interlude.


    Soon enough, she’d have to go back to her tiny townhouse and her tiny life. Right now, it was just her and Magnus in a happy bubble, and she wanted to enjoy it.


    Eventually, though, the con ended, and they checked out and drove back to Edie’s townhouse. For some reason, she felt vaguely sad to see the car pull up in front of her place. She looked over at Magnus and gave him a smile. “Thanks for inviting me. I had a lot of fun.”


    She opened the door to get out, only to be dragged backward. “Is that all I get?” he teased. “No good-bye kiss?”


    And of course she smiled and kissed him. The kiss turned into a make-out session, and the next thing she knew, she was clinging to his shirt, dazed, as he tongued the hell out of her mouth. Then he gave her a lazy, satisfied smile, and one last, soft kiss. “I’m going to miss you this week.”


    She melted a little at that. “I’m going to miss you, too.”


    “Say hi to Spanky for me.”


    Edie giggled. “There isn’t a cat named Spanky.”


    “There should be. It’s a great cat name.”


    “Then name one of yours Spanky!”


    He pretended to consider it. “Lady Spanky just doesn’t have the right ring to it.”


    Edie rolled her eyes. “You are the worst, you know that?”


    “Naw, baby. I’m the best and you love it.” He kissed her again. “I’m probably going to be in a work bubble for the next few days, though. You want to come stay at my place with me?”


    “I wish I could,” she said wistfully. “The cats need me, though, and I have a few clients to visit this week.” Business was light, but she had her repeat customers and she didn’t want to disappoint them. “Maybe this next weekend?”


    “Just text me,” he told her.


    “I will.” Reluctantly, she left his embrace, and the car.


    It was hard not to feel a little down after leaving Magnus behind, but the moment she opened the door, a chorus of meows greeted her. “Hi, babies!” Edie set down her bag and moved to the couch, petting heads and scratching backs as the cats clustered near. They looked good, she was pleased to see, and as Tripod jumped into her lap, she felt relaxed and happy. The only thing missing was Magnus, who’d just driven away. But she’d see him again this weekend. Hopefully. Edie closed her eyes and petted the cats, relaxing and thinking of the wonderful time she’d just had.


    Footsteps thumped down the stairs and inwardly, she winced.


    “You’re home,” Bianca said, voice accusing.


    Edie cracked open an eye. “I am. Did you miss me?”


    “Of course.” Her sister wore a hurt look. “I worried about you.”


    “Why?” She stroked her hand along Tripod’s back. “I was fine.”


    “Because Magnus has a lot of stairs and you were at the house by yourself. Of course I’d worry. What if your knee gave out on you? I’d never forgive myself.”


    Now Bianca was making her feel bad. Edie hated lying—she’d told Bianca that she was staying with Magnus’s cats while he went to the convention—but she wasn’t sure how her sister would take the news. “I can handle a few sets of stairs, Bianca. No big deal. I’m not completely incompetent.”


    “Of course not.” Bianca sounded offended that Edie would think it. “Excuse me if I worry about my sister after not seeing you for a few days. I’ll just... leave you alone.”


    Edie sighed. At this point, she was probably supposed to apologize to Bianca for being bitchy and soothe her hurt feelings. But she didn’t feel like it. Being with Magnus had been nice, because he’d accommodated her knee without making her feel like she was broken. Bianca always made her feel like... less. And she hadn’t realized it until just now. “Can we do this later? I’m kind of tired and I’d just like to snuggle with the cats for now, if that’s all right.”


    “Sorry if I’m bothering you.” Bianca turned and headed back up the stairs. “I’ll just go upstairs by myself, then. Like I have been for the last few days.”


    Edie rolled her eyes.


    ***


    Bianca nibbled on a delicately painted fingernail. She didn’t like this. Not at all. Why was Edie blowing her off? Edie normally needed her. She needed Bianca to drive, and to help her with the business. She relied on Bianca and couldn’t get things done without her. Edie leaving for four days and not even asking Bianca to take care of the cats?


    It made her unsettled and unhappy. Of course she was concerned about Edie. Her sister tended to overextend herself when it came to helping people and their cats, to the point that she usually had to ice her knee at the end of the day. She always put herself last and needed someone like Bianca to think about her. Because that was who Bianca was—a selfless, devoted sister and assistant.


    She frowned at her reflection in the mirror and smoothed her hair, then put on a bit of lip gloss. Her eyes looked tired today, so she carefully put on a pair of fake lashes, added some mascara, and fluttered in the mirror. Better. Now prepared, she shut the door to her room and turned to her computer, then dialed Levi on Skype.


    He answered right away. “Bianca! I’ve missed you.”


    She gave him a tiny, coquettish smile. “I’ve missed you, too.” Actually, she hadn’t. Levi was clingy to the point of being irritating, and he wanted sex all the time, and Bianca was a firm believer in not putting out unless there was a ring on her finger. The only redeeming thing in his favor at the moment was that he had a lot of money. Then again, she’d met a lovely man named Cooper at Gretchen’s engagement party, and while he wasn’t the greatest to look at, he owned a chain of coffee shops and seemed content to worship her from afar, which was better than Levi’s grating handsiness and constant texting.


    “You’re so beautiful,” Levi said dreamily, staring into the screen. “I can’t think of anything but you.”


    “Thank you,” she told him politely. Then she bit her lip in dramatic fashion and set out the bait. “Levi... I’m troubled. I don’t know who else to turn to.”


    His eyes widened. “What do you need?”


    “I’m just... troubled about my sister. Has Magnus said anything about the time she spent at your place?”


    Levi tilted his head like a dog, curious. “What do you mean? She was at the convention this week.”


    “Convention?” Bianca kept the prettily confused look on her face, even though she wanted to seethe. Someone was lying to her. Her! After everything she’d done for her sister. She selflessly looked after Edie and drove her everywhere. It felt a bit like betrayal, but she squashed that feeling down. “What convention?”


    “She was with Magnus at FanBoy Con this last week. Wearing cat ears and everything. He said he hired her as a consultant for a new project.” Levi shook his head. “They were holding hands. He’s really got her fooled.”


    Bianca gasped. “He’s still stringing her along? That’s... that’s not called for. He’s only supposed to distract her while we go out.” And since she wasn’t all that interested in Levi at the moment, deceit wasn’t necessary. “Doesn’t he realize he doesn’t have to do it all the time?”


    “Magnus likes to go whole hog when it comes to projects,” Levi said ruefully. “You should see how much he’s hounding me to work on this new game. Just the other day—”


    She held a hand up, indicating that he should be quiet, and he did. “Levi, sweetie, don’t you think this is cruel? Edie’s my sister. She’s fragile. She’s going to be devastated when she finds out all this is a lie.” She fluttered her lashes and then shook her head sadly. “You’re going to have to tell your brother to back off for now. We don’t want my sister getting too badly hurt. Her last boyfriend...” she trailed off, then changed tactics. No need to talk about that. “I am Edie’s caretaker, Levi. If she suffers, it affects me. It hurts me. Do you understand?”


    “I do! I’ll tell Magnus to back off. But what about us?”


    “We’ll figure something out.” She gave him a sad smile. “I don’t like the thought of our happiness at my sister’s expense.”


    “I’ll fix this,” Levi swore.


    “Thanks, sugar,” Bianca said. She blew him a kiss and then cut off the Skype chat. Oooh, Cooper was on. Maybe she’d say hello to him.


    ***


    Magnus pulled up to Buchanan Manor in his Maserati. He’d been expecting to have a private conversation with his friend, hopefully about a new cat-friendly apartment he could ensconce Edie into. But when he parked, he noticed that there were several other cars lining the long, curving driveway, and all of them were shiny with wax and read like the auto section of the Robb Report: Tesla, Lamborghini, Mercedes-Benz, and his brother’s Aston Martin were all parked. Okay, so there was a meeting here today.


    What the hell was Levi doing here, though? Unless it was something to do with the wedding? Surely it hadn’t been called off? He pocketed his keys and headed to the door. The butler let him inside, and into the mazelike house.


    The other men were waiting in Hunter’s stark office. He knew from dealing with Hunter in the past that the man preferred to do most of his work from his home office, though he knew Hunter had an office in the city as well. As he entered the room, he saw the other men in the room were the other groomsmen, with the exception of Reese and Logan. Asher, Cooper, Sebastian, and his brother, who sat in the back with his arms crossed, a sullen expression on his face.


    Magnus took a seat with the others, feeling a bit like a guilty schoolboy. The grim look on Hunter’s face didn’t help. “Hello, boys,” Magnus said, keeping his tone easy. “Surprised to see all of you here.”


    Asher didn’t make eye contact with Magnus, but that didn’t surprise him. Sebastian glanced over, but he seemed preoccupied. Only Cooper gave Magnus a friendly smile. Everyone else looked too damn uncomfortable.


    “Good, you’re here,” Hunter said, tone curt. He folded his hands on his desk. “I asked you all to come here today because you are all good friends and business associates of mine. I’ve asked you to be in my wedding. I trust all of you. And you know that Gretchen is the woman I love and intend to marry, and she has her heart set on a big wedding with lots of pomp and circumstance. And because I can’t refuse her anything, I’m going to give her the big wedding she wants. Which is what brings me to today’s meeting.” He dragged a hand over one cheek, as if rubbing a scar. Then, he glared at them. “Quit sticking your dicks in the bridesmaids.”


    Sebastian snorted.


    Asher just grinned.


    Magnus said nothing, but his fists clenched at his side. Is that what this was about?


    Hunter spoke again. “One of the women is dropping from the bridal party, and my wife-to-be is extremely upset. Gretchen has been frantic all day, and I told her I’d take care of it.”


    “Guilty as charged,” Asher said. “I’m fucking Greer, and I’m not going to stop. And no, it’s none of your business.” He adjusted his cufflinks, and then added, “I’ll talk to her. I didn’t know she was threatening to drop out of the wedding.”


    Magnus’s eyebrows rose. He vaguely remembered the small, plain woman that he’d seen Asher with in the gardens at the party. Was that Greer? If so, poor woman. Asher had hang-ups by the dozen and he was a good man to party with, but a lousy relationship, Magnus would imagine. The man struggled with lots of demons.


    “Greer’s not the one threatening to drop,” Hunter said drily. “Though now I see we have another problem. Chelsea is the one wanting to leave the wedding.”


    “What?” Sebastian stiffened, his body becoming alert. His cold expression flicked with surprise. “Chelsea?”


    “Et tu, Brute?” Hunter said, voice gruff. “Both of you, either make those women happy or break it off cleanly so Gretchen’s plans aren’t spoiled. Understand?”


    “If you’ll excuse me, I have to make a phone call,” Sebastian said, rising to his feet in a fluid motion. He gave Hunter a stiff nod and disappeared out of the room.


    “Anyone else have any confessions to make?”


    Asher crossed his arms and looked over at Magnus.


    “Edie’s mine,” Magnus said simply.


    Hunter nodded. He looked over at Asher again. “Keep your goddamn dick in your pants. Greer’s a nice girl and deserves better than your sorry ass.”


    “Wow,” Asher drawled. “What happened to brotherhood and friendship and all that bullshit you were spouting a moment ago?”


    “Brotherhood is one thing,” Hunter said. “But now you’re making my woman unhappy, and I can’t have that.”


    “I can handle Greer,” Asher said, getting to his feet. “Don’t you fucking worry about her.” He looked over at Magnus, then at Hunter. “You’re not going to lecture him?”


    Hunter lifted one scarred eyebrow and eyed Magnus. “Do I need to?”


    “Nope,” Magnus said.


    “All right, then.”


    Asher threw his hands up and stormed out of the room.


    “How is it everyone’s fucking a bridesmaid but me?” Levi asked.


    “I’m not,” Cooper said.


    “That was all I had,” Hunter said, rifling through a few papers on his desk. “Thank you for coming today, men. Oh, and please send your tuxedo measurements to Gretchen’s wedding assistant.”


    The remaining men stood.


    “A word with you, Magnus,” Hunter said as they turned to leave. Levi gave Magnus a questioning look, but Magnus waved his brother on. After a few moments, he was alone in the room with Hunter and sat back down in his chair. Hunter pulled out a few papers and offered them to Magnus. “I’ve sent an email of listings to your personal inbox. These two just came open and are going to come off the market fast. There’s also a pop artist looking at these particular places, but I wanted to give you first dibs if you have time this afternoon.”


    Magnus looked at the apartment listings and grinned at his friend. “When can we go?”


    “First,” Hunter said. “Do we need to talk about Edie? The dicks-out-of-bridesmaids warning wasn’t for you per se, but now that you mention it, I should warn you that if you break Edie’s heart, Gretchen is going to come after you with a carving knife. She’s very protective of her friends, Edie especially.”


    “I don’t plan on hurting Edie,” Magnus said, a little offended at the conversation. No wonder the others had stormed out. This felt a bit like being chided by his father, and Hunter was a friend and peer, not his dad. “She’s an adult, and I’m an adult, and we’re going to handle whatever happens like adults.”


    “Fair enough,” Hunter said. “Shall we take your car?”


    ***


    Two days later, Magnus had signed the preliminary paperwork for a lovely little apartment in a Park Slope townhouse. The entire first floor of the townhouse had been redone as a private apartment, and with sixteen-hundred square feet, large rooms, and a spacious bathroom to call her own, he suspected Edie would love it. There were lots of nooks and crannies and several windows that would be perfect for cat perches. He paid a cash retainer on the place to ensure he could move in right away, and once he had the keys in hand, he texted Edie.


    Magnus: When can I see you again? I have a surprise for you.


    Oh boy, she sent back almost immediately. I have two more client visits today and Bianca won’t get off my ass lately. What if I meet you tomorrow around lunch? Can you send your driver to come get me? I’ll need to be back in time for medication and feedings.


    Magnus: Whatever’s most convenient for you, he told her. But don’t delay too much. I need you in my bed.


    Edie: Is this a booty call, Magnus Sullivan? Because your technique needs work.


    Magnus: You weren’t saying that when you were whimpering like a puppy last weekend.


    Edie: Okay, okay. Fine. You win. Tomorrow.


    Wear something easy to tear off, he told her.


    Edie: One Velcro dress coming up!


    ***


    She didn’t wear Velcro, of course, but Edie was wearing a dress when he saw her. She smiled at him in greeting, the long skirt blowing around her legs, a dark sweater thrown over her shoulders. Her hair was in her two little braids and she beamed at the sight of him.


    Magnus pulled her into his arms and gave her a long, intense kiss. He’d missed her during the last few days.


    “Let’s go up and see your cats,” she said, smiling. “I’ve missed them.”


    “Not me?”


    She just laughed. “I always miss you.”


    He tugged her toward the car instead. “Actually, I want to give you your present first.”


    “Or we can do that,” she agreed. “Is it breathing? Because while I love cats, I really can’t squeeze another into the place, and a dog would upset the delicate ecosystem in my townhouse.”


    “Better than a cat,” he told her, getting into the back seat of the car with her. He passed the driver the address and settled into his seat, then pulled Edie’s slim body against him so he could touch her again. Touching Edie was quickly becoming an addiction for him.


    She turned to him with excited eyes. “How is your game coming?”


    “Incredible,” he told her, and for the next few minutes, he bored her with detail after detail of the game that was unfolding into something spectacular at every level. It was like now that he was past the one thing blocking him, all the other chips were falling into place. He could practically see scenarios in his head and couldn’t work out his plans fast enough.


    Best of all? He didn’t even need Levi.


    Which was good, because after the meeting at Hunter’s house? The brothers had a blowout fight. Levi had told him to back off of Edie because he was taking things too far. Magnus, already furious at his brother’s laziness, fired him from The World project and told him to go fuck himself. Now, they weren’t speaking and things at the art house were more than a bit tense.


    And Magnus found that he... didn’t care. Levi would get over it, and he could choose to work with Magnus, or he could go spend his money. Either way, Magnus was fine with it. He was tired of being held back because Levi didn’t feel like working, or Levi was fascinated by a girl. This time, Magnus was flying solo... and he was enjoying the hell out of it.


    When they pulled up in front of the townhouse, Edie gave him a curious look. “What’s here?”


    “I’ll show you,” he said, feeling a burst of excitement. He wanted to do this for Edie, wanted to see the awe on her face when she saw the apartment he’d gotten just for her. He’d deliberately held back on buying a place that was a little more ridiculous (and more his wavelength) out of respect for her feelings. In the future, when they officially moved in together, it’d be something entirely different, he told himself. Maybe that wouldn’t be so far off. Then they could just install Bianca in the Park Slope house... and he’d make sure they got an upscale place all the way across the city. Then Bianca could be Levi’s problem.


    Edie’s brow crinkled as they walked up the four steps and Magnus produced a key for the door. He pushed it open, and then gestured. “After you.”


    She tilted her head at him, curious, then walked inside. He flipped on a light switch as she did, and waited for her reaction.


    The apartment was cleaned from floor to ceiling, and the walls had been recently painted. The windows leading out to the tiny back patio were open, letting sunlight stream in. One wall was an empty bookshelf, and a small nook in the back led to the kitchen and the bedroom. Edie stepped farther inside, studied the place, and looked at him.


    “Are you moving?”


    “Not exactly,” Magnus said, grinning. “I bought this place for you.”


    Her eyes went wide. “You... what?”


    “I want you to be closer to me. I know you can’t move in with me because the place is all wrong for you and your knee. And with Levi there, things would just be really awkward for all three of us. And I know you can’t leave your cats, but you want someplace away from Bianca. I thought this would be the perfect solution.” He gestured. “It’s one floor, central to all public transportation, has lots of cat-friendly spaces, and room for your boyfriend, who has entirely too much money to spend and doesn’t want to have to go back and forth four hours when he wants to hold you.”


    A smile slowly spread across her face. She took a few steps into the apartment and ran her fingers along one of the shelves. “It’s a really great apartment,” she agreed, a wistful note in her voice. “You’ve thought of everything. I can’t even be upset about the money, because I know it’s not much to you.”


    “It’s not,” he agreed, glad they weren’t going to argue about it.


    “But I can’t take it.”


    He frowned. “Why not?”


    She gazed out one of the windows, and he heard her give a heavy sigh. “This place is so perfect.” She looked back at him, a rueful smile on her face. “You’re so perfect, too. But Bianca will have a fit.”


    Bianca? Was she serious? “All the people who give a fuck about Bianca, raise your hand.” He made an exaggerated show of glancing around the empty apartment, and then looked over at Edie.


    With an apologetic look at him, she raised her hand.


    Magnus made an exasperated noise. “Seriously?”


    “Seriously,” she agreed. “I’m so sorry. I know it isn’t what you want to hear. It isn’t what I want to tell you, either. But... I owe Bianca. I really do. She’s been so good to me, taking care of me since I hurt my knee.”


    “Forcing you to depend on her, you mean.”


    Edie shook her head. “No, it’s not like that.”


    “It’s exactly like that. Your relationship with your sister is as needy and codependent as mine is with Levi,” he exclaimed. “Only thing is, I’m starting to figure that out about Levi, and you’re still defending Bianca. You don’t need her. You can live somewhere where you can have free rein of the house instead of the small portion that you can manage with your bad knee. You can take public transportation instead of waiting for her to drive you somewhere. You can have your own life.”


    “I know,” Edie said, and she wrung her hands, looking distressed and unhappy. “And I want that. I want this place, and I want you, but I... can’t yet. For the last few years, Bianca has made her entire life about me. Helping me recover. Helping me with my business. Being at my side day and night if I needed her. She would view this as an utter betrayal, and I can’t do that to her.”


    “So you’re choosing your sister over me?”


    “Of course not,” Edie said, moving toward him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. “I’m just choosing to ease her into things instead of surprising her overnight. Give me time to let her know we’re dating and we’re serious? Maybe she’ll get the hint and start exploring things on her own. You know if I move three hours away, she can’t be my assistant anymore.”


    Good, he thought, but didn’t say it aloud. He wanted her disentangled from Bianca and her scheming. The less she knew about his part in their stupid games, the better. Because he’d started out willing to be duplicitous in order to get what he wanted...


    Now? He wanted nothing but Edie, and he wasn’t about to let anyone stand in the way of that. Magnus put his arms around her and rested his chin atop her head. “So what do you propose I do with a cat-friendly sixteen-hundred-square-foot flat in Park Slope?”


    “Move in?”


    Magnus considered that. It wasn’t a bad idea after all.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “So what do you think of this color?” Gretchen asked, picking through a ring of swatches and then holding up one in particular. “This is called Venetian Mustard.”


    “I think I will punch you in the face if you make me wear that color,” Edie said, dabbing her mouth with her napkin.


    Gretchen beamed at her. “See, this is why I wanted to meet with you over colors instead of Chelsea or Greer. They’d just tell me that they loved it and whatever makes me happy, they love, too. They’re too nice.”


    “So you needed a bitch to give you a real opinion?”


    “Exactly,” Gretchen agreed, and held out her glass for the waiter, rattling the ice. “This mojito isn’t going to refill itself, you know.”


    Edie sipped her cosmopolitan, reaching out to brush her fingers over the mustard-yellow swatch of fabric. Taffeta. Shudder. She shook her head again. “Absolutely not that color. Not if you value our friendship.”


    “You know I do,” she sang out, pleased.


    The two friends were having lunch at a small bistro near Hunter’s office. Gretchen had insisted on meeting in person instead of picking out colors online, and it had been a while since Edie had had lunch with her friend. Bianca hadn’t minded the drive, claiming she had shopping to do in the city, so here she was, having lunch with Gretchen and trying not to daydream about that wonderful little apartment Magnus was moving into even as she lunched.


    Well, not little, she admitted to herself. Maybe little by Magnus’s standards, but sixteen hundred square feet was pleasant by New York City standards.


    The waiter dropped off new drinks for both Edie and Gretchen, and they flipped through the ring of fabric samples for a few minutes, trying to decide on good color combinations. Gretchen had decided that she wanted a main color and a contrasting color, and their tastes were wildly different. And since Edie had been recruited for her opinions, she made sure that Gretchen knew them. As Edie batted away Gretchen’s newest suggestion of teal and pink, Gretchen took another swig of her drink. “All this bridal shit is beating me down and the wedding’s still a damn year away. By the time I finally go down the aisle, all you bitches are going to be knocked up. Did you know that Sebastian and Chelsea are hooking up? And Asher and Greer are fucking.” She shook her head. “I am either the world’s most fantastic matchmaker or you ladies are harder up than I thought. Speaking of, how are things with Magnus?


    Edie blushed. “Going well.”


    “Ooooh,” Gretchen purred, leaning forward with interest. “Look at that completely awkward stare on your face. Things must be going well indeed. Didn’t he adopt a cat to be around you?”


    “Two, actually,” Edie said, feeling warm at the thought. Magnus came across as this total alpha businessman, but he was really a big softy, wasn’t he? She loved that. Then, the sad twinge that had been plaguing her for days set in. “He asked me to move in with him. Sort of. He bought a place in Park Slope that he wanted me to move into so we could be closer and I’d have room for my cats.”


    “Aw! That is so totally adorable and utterly controlling of him,” Gretchen teased. “Sounds like something Hunter would do. So when is the moving day?”


    Edie stared down at her drink. “I can’t. I have Bianca to think about.”


    Gretchen’s eyes widened. “Why, are you guys in a threesome?”


    “What? No!”


    “Oh, good. Cause that’s kinda fucked up considering she’s your sister.” She sucked on her mixing straw for a moment, then gave Edie a curious look. “So why’s she stopping you guys from moving in together?”


    Edie rubbed her forehead. Gretchen wouldn’t understand, either. She couldn’t stand Bianca, who she viewed as a moocher and a waste of oxygen. No one knew Bianca like Edie did. Selfless Bianca, who’d given up all her free time to tenderly care for Edie as her leg recovered, to drive her to endless hours of physical therapy and went to the store when Edie hurt too much to walk. Bianca, who had stuck by her side like glue ever since the accident. She wouldn’t repay that by ditching her sister the moment she fell in love...


    She blinked, startled at the realization. She was in love?


    Of course she was. It made sense. Magnus was perfect for her in every way she could imagine. He was thoughtful, funny, loved cats, didn’t mind Edie’s bitchy moments (and there were a lot of them), didn’t make her feel like an invalid, and gave her great orgasms. It didn’t hurt that the guy was her every girly fantasy wrapped into one smoking-hot package.


    She was really damn lucky. She—


    “Edie?”


    The familiar male voice made her stomach clench with dread. She looked up in surprise as a tanned, perfectly sculpted man with pale blond hair and a crisp white smile approached their table.


    “Oh, shit,” Gretchen said. “Drake. You want me to scare him away?”


    Edie’s ex. Damn it. “No, it’s all right.” She forced a smile to her face as her ex from six years ago approached their table. “Hi, Drake. You look well.” She was proud of herself for how calm and unaffected her voice sounded. Truth was, she still hurt from Drake’s retreat all those years ago. He’d caused her endless amounts of mental anguish when he dumped her after the accident with her leg. She’d thought it was her disability, her limp, that caused him to dump her.


    Now, looking at his overly careful appearance, she figured he was just a jerk.


    “Thanks,” he said, flashing her another over-whitened grin. “New workout regimen. CrossFit.”


    “Gee, Edie,” Gretchen mocked. “You look fabulous, too.”


    Drake flushed. “I... Of course you do. I was just, you know, trying to help. CrossFit is great. You should try it some time. I can hook you up with a trainer—”


    “Why, so she can make her goddamn knee fall off entirely?” Gretchen snapped.


    “It’s okay,” Edie interrupted, watching Drake’s expression turn deer-in-headlights. “I’ll pass, Drake, but thank you for thinking of me. What brings you to this part of town?” It was a good question to ask, so she’d never lunch in this direction again.


    “I’m meeting a personal-training client,” Drake told her. His smile faltered a little. “How... how’s Bianca?”


    Edie kept the smile on her face, though the warning bells went off in her head. “Bianca’s doing just fine. She’s working as my assistant now.”


    “For the cat thing? That’s so cute. I can’t believe you make money doing that.”


    Her smile grew tight. “Yes, the cat ‘thing.’”


    “Ah.” An awkward silence fell, then he glanced around again. “So, um. I know that we parted because I was selfish.”


    “We did.” She sounded so calm. That was good.


    “I regret that. I really do.”


    Edie softened a bit. Drake was a good guy. Just a bit... thoughtless. “Thanks. That means a lot to me.”


    “I just want you to know that she never returned my calls... after.”


    She processed this for a moment. Surely it sounded worse than it really was. “After?”


    “After... you know. The skiing thing.” He looked uncomfortable. “We ended it.”


    Ended it? Drake and Bianca had something that ended? Her entire body went cold. “Thanks,” she said automatically, voice hard. “You should leave now.”


    “But I—”


    “Jesus Christ, you fucking idiot,” Gretchen said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Can you just go already? We’re trying to have lunch here and you’re trying to absolve your guilty conscience and neither one of us gives a shit.”


    “Oh. All right.” Drake looked at Edie again. “I’m sorry. It was good to see you again. I just... Yeah. Good to see you.”


    “Good to see you, too,” she said woodenly, not able to meet his gaze. She felt frozen in place. She didn’t look up as he left, staring at her glass. She felt sick. Her knee throbbed in response, and she just wanted to run away.


    “He’s gone,” Gretchen whispered in a low voice. “Did he just admit what I think he did?”


    “Yeah,” Edie said. She... didn’t know what to think. She felt helpless. Utterly betrayed. Furious. Hurt. Her sister had been fucking Drake behind her back? And all this time, no one had said anything to her? For six long years?


    Instead, Bianca had become incredibly devoted. She’d given up her free time, her friends, and her own personal space so she could wait on Edie. She’d turned Edie into her life. And all Edie could think was, What a lucky person I am to have such a wonderful sister in my life. A sister who’s so devoted. I can’t hurt her.


    What a fucking, colossal joke.


    All this time, she thought it was her knee. She thought that Drake, poor, stupid, sport-obsessed Drake couldn’t stand to have a girlfriend that limped and could no longer rock climb or run marathons. Had he just been waiting for an excuse to get rid of her and be with Bianca?


    Of course Bianca had turned devoted and clingy. Edie imagined the guilt was killing her. She slammed back her drink, chugging it down.


    Gretchen gave her a worried look. “You okay, Eeeds?”


    “I’m not sure,” Edie admitted. “But I think I’m going to go, if it’s okay with you?”


    “Of course,” Gretchen said. “I’ll pay for the bill. You just go ahead and leave if you need to. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”


    Edie nodded, and the two women hugged. She murmured her thank-you to Gretchen, who patted her on the back sympathetically. Then, even though she was twenty blocks away from the Park Slope apartment, she headed there.


    She couldn’t go home.


    Not home to Bianca, who would gush over Edie, get her an ice pack, and yammer about how she needed to be more careful with herself. As if Bianca cared. She’d always known Bianca was a little selfish from time to time, but her devotion to Edie after her accident just seemed to be contradictory to those selfish leanings. That Bianca had a good heart despite things.


    Utter horseshit.


    In a daze, she walked.


    At some point, she realized that she’d made it to the apartment. She watched as movers lifted a sofa up the doorway steps and into the apartment, along with furniture. Edie stood near a tree and watched, her hands in her pockets. She didn’t go in. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to talk to anyone yet.


    She was still processing.


    Edie wasn’t sure how long she stood there, watching movers unload furniture into the new apartment. All she could see was Drake and Bianca. Her then-boyfriend Drake, sleeping with her younger sister. Bianca, who fluttered her hands over her hair, gave men a coquettish smile, and then wrapped them around her finger. Bianca, who swore she didn’t sleep with her boyfriends unless things were committed.


    Of course she didn’t. She was too busy fucking Edie’s boyfriend.


    It wasn’t Drake’s betrayal that hurt. She’d long since gotten over Drake, and now was thankful that things had ended. If she’d been with Drake, she’d have never met Magnus, after all. But Bianca’s betrayal? That fucking ripped her apart. Bianca was her sister. She was the person Edie trusted the most in the world, the person Edie leaned on more than anyone else. She’d always thought Bianca would have her back. Wasn’t that what sisters did?


    Apparently not.


    She imagined Bianca’s face when she found out that Edie knew. She’d be stricken at first, of course, and then she’d try to figure out how to fix things. How to make Edie feel somehow guilty for accusing Bianca. Because that’s what Bianca’s “unselfish” martyrdom was all about, of course. It wasn’t about helping Edie or devotion for her sister—it was about making Bianca feel better about what she’d done.


    The thought made her ill. Edie bent over and threw up in the bushes, vomiting until her drinks and her lunch came up.


    “Edie?”


    Of course someone would discover her puking in the bushes. She wiped her mouth, feeling pathetic even as a warm, broad hand touched her back.


    “Babe? You okay?”


    Magnus. She turned and looked at him, a baseball cap on his head, sweat on his brow. He wore an old T-shirt with a Warrior Shop logo, and jeans. A box of computer equipment was at his feet. She’d bothered him while he was moving. Shit. It was on the tip of her tongue to say that she was fine, to make an excuse as to why he’d found her barfing in the street, to make some sarcastic comment to deflect the fact that she felt hollow inside.


    But this was Magnus, and she trusted him. She didn’t have to be defensive or abrasive, because he’d understand. Tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t think I’m okay, no.”


    Concern flashed across his face. “Do you want me to get the car? Do you need to go to the hospital?” His hand stroked over her brow, taking her temperature.


    “No. That’s not it. I just...” She gave a small shake of her head. “I just found out Bianca was fucking my ex when I had my accident and that’s why he broke up with me.”


    A cold look settled on his expressive features. “Do I need to go break his face or Bianca’s?”


    “You just need to hold me,” she said in a tiny voice.


    Big arms wrapped around her and Edie felt her face smushed against his chest. It wasn’t the most gentle hug, but it was the most welcoming one she’d ever had, and the tears began to flow. A sob choked her throat. She felt so incredibly... stupid. How had she never seen this?


    “Come with me,” Magnus said in a gentle voice. He steered her toward his new apartment, and as they walked, she saw through her tears that the movers were staring at them with confused expressions. She buried her face against him, hating that someone other than Magnus was seeing her cry. As if he could sense her thoughts, he gestured. “Why don’t you guys wrap up what you’re doing at the moment and take the rest of the day off? I’ll pay whatever’s needed to handle things. I just need some alone time here.”


    He steered Edie toward a plastic-covered couch and sat down with her, and then pulled her into his lap, cradling her in his arms. She sniffed and kept her face pressed against his neck as he stroked her back. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not doing so good at keeping things together.”


    “You don’t have to keep things together,” he told her, rubbing a hand up and down her spine. “Just tell me what happened.”


    So she did, telling him about the lunch and running into Drake, and her ex’s careful words. She told him how it all made sense—how Bianca had suddenly turned from self-centered little sister into selfless nursemaid, and how Edie had thought it was curious but she was too happy and relieved to have her sister at her side to care. She told him about Drake’s distance as Edie healed, and she’d stupidly thought it was her and her injury that were the problems. And as she talked, he held her and listened, his hands moving over her in gentle, comforting motions as she cried.


    “I just feel so dumb,” she told him when the story was done. One hand swiped across her face, wiping away tears. “Like it was all before my face, and I was too wrapped up in my own misery to see it. I should have known. My sister’s a user. People like that don’t just change overnight.”


    “Hey,” he murmured. “It’s me you’re talking to here. You think I don’t know how siblings work? I’m the one who keeps giving Levi a chance even when I know it’s dumb. It’s just that... he’s family. I want him to want more for himself, even if he doesn’t. So I totally understand.”


    That was one of the nice things about Magnus, she realized. That was one reason they clicked so well—they both understood what it was like to deal with a frustrating sibling. They both had fucked-up, strangely codependent relationships with their siblings that didn’t make sense to the outside world but somehow did in their minds. They both knew what it was to depend on that other person and be completely and utterly let down by them. Magnus and Levi were just like Edie and Bianca in so many ways.


    Magnus got why she was so upset. More than betrayal, it was the realization that it had been so easy to lean on that other person, to let them take over part of her life, and now that was being wrenched away. Magnus would get that. He would totally know how she was feeling, because he’d been there himself.


    Magnus understood her. Edie’s heart brimmed full of love, and she cuddled against him, comforted despite the horrible day. Somehow, in Magnus’s strong arms, it didn’t feel so very bad. It was still awful, but it hurt less knowing she had him.


    “I think you’re the only person I can completely trust,” Edie said softly, clutching at his shirt. “I thought Bianca always had my back, but I guess I was wrong. I’m so glad I have you instead.”


    Underneath her, she felt Magnus tense. Felt his hand stop stroking her back. After a long moment, he said, “Shit.”


    That... was a surprising response to her confessing that she was glad to have him. Edie sat up and wiped her face, staring at him. Magnus’s green eyes were troubled, the frown line between his brows appearing. “What?”


    He gazed at her for a long moment, then gave a small shake of his head. “I really fucking hate your sister.”


    Was that all it was? “Well, that makes two of us at the moment,” Edie said, preparing to settle back in against his chest. But his hand stopped her, and as she looked into his unhappy face, her stomach gave a gurgle of fear. “What is it?”


    “We need to talk,” he said, voice soft. “This has gone on long enough.”


    “What’s gone on long enough?” She felt like vomiting again, but clamped her jaw, determined to hear this. “What is it?”


    He studied her for a long moment, the green-gold brilliance of his eyes heartbreaking. Then, Magnus said gently, “Didn’t you ever wonder why I hired you in the first place?”


    Edie’s heart squeezed painfully. “Because you got a cat, right?” She hated how pathetically desperate her voice sounded.


    “Did I seem like a guy who wanted a cat? I mean, I like Lady C now, but when you first came over, didn’t it all strike you as weird?”


    It had, but she’d ignored those warning signs. “What are you trying to say?”


    “Levi had our assistant pick out the cat at the shelter. See, he met Bianca at the same dinner party we met at. And he wanted to start seeing Bianca, but she wouldn’t agree to it unless you were busy with something, because she didn’t want to abandon you.” He closed his eyes and gave a small shake of his head. “And because I needed Levi to work with me, I agreed to keep you occupied so they could spend time together.”


    She flung herself off of his lap, horrified. “You what?” This was a nightmare. A horrible, awful nightmare that she couldn’t quite wake up from.


    “I’m telling you this because I don’t like their games,” he said, face expressionless. “Because I feel like we need the truth between us and I’m tired of the lies and the half truths. When we first started spending time together, that wasn’t because I wanted to. I know it sounds awful, and that’s why I want you to hear it from me instead of one of their lying mouths.”


    Edie slid away from him and put her hands to her forehead. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t. “I don’t understand.”


    “It changed, Edie. I changed. Because at first, I was spending time with you to humor Levi, to try and get him to work on the game with me. But at some point, I started to have feelings for you, and—”


    “And what?” she cried. “It made it all better because now you didn’t think I was a bitch? So it was okay to lie to my face and pretend to like me when you thought I was a mean, awful person? Really?”


    “No—”


    “Yes!” She shook her head at him. “How can you possibly think that is okay? I am a person! I have feelings, too! Pretending that you wanted to go out with me is not okay on any level, Magnus!”


    “It hasn’t been pretending. Not for some time.”


    “How am I supposed to know that? How am I supposed to believe a word that you say? You’re just as big a liar as Bianca is.” She bounded to her feet, ignoring the sharp stab of pain that shot up her bad leg. “I can’t stay here. I have to leave—”


    “No, Edie,” Magnus said, coming after her. He reached for her, and when she jerked away, stopped. “I love you. Seriously. That’s all me. I want you to move in with me. I don’t care that we’ll have nine cats and sixteen-hundred square feet. We’ll find a bigger place that meets our needs and we’ll be happy together, just you and me. Just stay, and let’s talk this through.”


    She shook her head. “I can’t deal with this. Not right now. Maybe not ever.”


    “Edie—”


    “Fuck off,” she said, and then she was out the door, and down the street, and she didn’t stop running until she found a taxi. In a haze of pain and misery, she looked at the driver. “Buchanan Manor, please.”


    And then she burst into more noisy tears.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Gretchen Petty was a good friend.


    She didn’t ask questions when Edie stood on her doorstep, utterly miserable, knee swollen, tears running down her face, vomit on her shirt. She just folded her arms around her friend and ushered her inside. After Edie had taken a nice long bath and changed into Gretchen’s pajamas, Gretchen ordered a pizza and slowly coaxed the story out of Edie. Of Bianca’s betrayal, followed up by the fact that Magnus had been lying to her, too. Gretchen was appropriately horrified, and insisted that Edie stay with her until things were sorted out.


    “But my cats,” Edie protested. “They need medication and Bianca won’t take care of them, and—” Fresh tears erupted.


    Gretchen patted Edie’s good knee. “Give me your house key and a list of their meds and I’ll handle it.”


    Edie gave up the keys without protest.


    Hours later, Edie woke up from a nap to find that Gretchen had arrived with one of Hunter’s new assistants named Darcy. Between the two of them, they’d rounded up all seven of Edie’s cats, brought bags of cat food and litter, and proceeded to set up the largest room in the guest wing for Edie. Gretchen had also packed up Edie’s clothing so she’d have something to wear and not have to worry about returning home.


    Edie cried some more, because she had such a good friend in Gretchen. She was the only person who had kept her word at all.


    As she settled her cats into the new, unfamiliar surroundings, Edie ignored her phone. It had been ringing off the hook all afternoon, and vibrating with incoming texts. Gretchen had reported that Bianca was beside herself, weeping and full of excuses, and followed Gretchen around the apartment until Gretchen threatened to deck her. It seemed that someone had let Bianca in on what was happening, and her sister was upset that Edie knew the truth.


    Good, Edie thought cruelly. Let her stew. Let her know how it feels for a change.


    Magnus had been calling, too, but she ignored those. Instead of the rage she felt at her sister, there was just a dull ache where Magnus had betrayed her, a dull ache right where her heart should have been. She wasn’t as angry at Magnus as she was at Bianca. Her anger at Bianca was mostly anger at herself—she should have known better. Bianca had always been selfish and controlling growing up. Her change-about should have made Edie question things. Instead, she’d simply allowed Bianca to slowly take over her life.


    Magnus’s betrayal she’d never seen coming. Maybe that was why it made her just want to cry instead of punch things. Maybe because she so desperately wanted to believe the words he’d been saying—I love you—and she just couldn’t.


    If everyone lies to you, how can you possibly know what the truth is? Edie had no answer for that. And as she hugged Chunk’s ragged fur against her, she let the tears flow.


    Because she’d let herself fall for Magnus. She’d let herself believe in love again.


    That probably made her the stupidest one of all.


    “You want something to eat?” Gretchen asked as Darcy left, carrying out the empty pizza box. “You hardly touched the pepperoni deluxe, and I know it’s your favorite.”


    Edie held Chunk close, feeling the elderly cat tremble in fear out of her new surroundings. “I’m fine. I’m not hungry.”


    “Most people pork up when they have a breakup,” Gretchen told her. “If you want to have ice-cream sundaes and a pork-rind pig-out fest, I’m your girl. You just let me know.”


    “I know,” Edie said softly. “Thank you.”


    “All right. Just text me if you need me. I’m a wing away but it might as well be miles in this place.”


    “I’ll text.”


    “Okay,” Gretchen said. “Leaving now. For real.”


    “Bye.”


    “This is me leaving,” Gretchen echoed again, stepping slowly to the door. “This is me checking to see if you want anything else before I leave. Anything at all.”


    A ghost of a smile touched Edie’s face. “I’m good. I promise.”


    Gretchen sighed. “All righty, then. See you in the morning.” She closed the door, and Edie pressed a kiss to Chunk’s soft head. Alone with her thoughts at last.


    A knock sounded at the door. Gretchen again? “I’m fine,” Edie yelled. “Seriously, Gretch.”


    The door opened and to Edie’s surprise, Hunter glanced in. “Is this a bad time?” His voice was deep, gravelly, almost raspy, as if not used often. His face was a bit fearsome in the shadows, and his mouth was pulled down heavily in one corner. No, Edie realized, it was scarring that made it seem as if he were permanently angry.


    She sat up, and Chunk leapt away. “No, of course not. This is your house. Thank you for letting me stay here.”


    He nodded and opened the door a bit farther, but didn’t come inside. Instead, he glanced around the room, at the cats hiding in corners, shivering in their carriers, and she knew at least one was hiding under the bed. Cats never did well in a new environment, and hers would need a little time to adjust. He looked around, then back at Edie.


    “You’re very dear to Gretchen,” he said in that strange, low voice. “I just want you to know that if you need anything, all you have to do is ask. My resources are at your disposal.”


    Fresh tears threatened again. She knew Hunter was a recluse based off of Gretchen’s comments, knew that he hated to be around people unless he absolutely had to. For him to come and offer this was touching. “I appreciate it.”


    He gave her a stiff nod, then shut the door. She heard his footsteps down the hall as he walked away.


    Edie lay back down on the bed again, grabbing a pillow and hugging it. On the nearby table, her phone buzzed with an incoming text.


    She ignored it and closed her eyes, willing herself to fall asleep.


    Didn’t work.


    ***


    Magnus was ready to kill someone, starting with his brother, Levi. No, he decided, Bianca would go first.


    Both of them were completely useless when it came to finding Edie. All Bianca did was sob and ask what it meant for her, and Magnus wanted to wring her pretty neck. She wasn’t concerned about her sister as much as she was concerned about herself, and that just increased his rage. Levi was also equally useless. It seemed that the fair Bianca had dumped him and now he was inconsolable.


    Misery loved company, but this was ridiculous.


    In the meantime, he’d texted Edie a ridiculous number of times, called her just as many, but she wasn’t answering. Bianca wasn’t answering his calls, either, so he’d taken to driving around the city, in the hopes that he’d catch a glimpse of a woman with a unique gait and two short brown braids that she wore tucked behind each ear. When it got dark, he decided to give up and headed back to his new place, just in case she changed her mind and came home.


    He considered it “their” home, even if she wouldn’t live there. He’d bought it thinking of her, and he saw her in every room, every piece of new furniture picked out with the thought of pleasing Edie. Now all of that might be for nothing, and the thought made him feel hollow inside. No, fuck that. He wasn’t going to allow that to happen. Magnus was a doer. It was Levi who was the emotional one, the dreamer. Magnus got shit done. If getting Edie back was something that needed to happen, well, he’d get that shit done, too.


    He was just pulling up to his new Park Slope place when his phone dinged with an incoming text. Nearly jumping the curb in his haste to answer, Magnus parked the car and flicked his phone on.


    Hunter. Damn it. His momentary disappointment gave way to relief when he read the text. Edie is here, with Gretchen. She has her cats with her and will be our guest for a few days as she settles in.


    Thank god. Magnus tilted his head back with relief, eyes closed. As long as she was safe and with friends, that was all that mattered. He immediately dialed Hunter. “She’s there? She’s safe?” he asked the moment the phone picked up on the other end.


    “Yes and yes,” Hunter said.


    “Thank you,” Magnus breathed. “Thank you for being there for her.” He felt so fucking guilty that he was part of this nonsense. That he’d allowed himself to get swept up in Levi’s stupid games. Edie was right; it was an awful thing to do. He just hadn’t given any thought to how Edie would feel about being manipulated because he hadn’t cared as long as he’d gotten what he wanted out of things.


    And the moment that had changed, he was trapped. He could have left things as they were, gone on with his new life with Edie, had her move in with him, and hope she never found out the truth. But then wouldn’t he have been just as bad as Bianca? He suspected that the secrecy hurt much worse than the betrayal.


    And that was why he’d had to tell her the truth, even if the timing was shit. Because everything needed to be out on the table.


    “I’m afraid you can’t see her,” Hunter said.


    “What?”


    “Gretchen won’t allow it. Not while Edie’s this emotional. She needs time to adjust to everything she’s been told recently.”


    “Fuck that—”


    “I just wanted to let you know as a friend.” Hunter’s voice was completely emotionless, as if they were discussing business. “My security staff has been apprised of the situation and both you and Levi are forbidden from the grounds until further notice.”


    “Some friend—”


    “I am your friend,” Hunter stated. “That hasn’t changed. But Edie is Gretchen’s friend and she is in greater need of a friend and a stable environment at the moment, would you not agree?”


    His jaw set. “She’d want to see me.”


    “I’ll let her decide that for herself.”


    “She won’t answer my calls.”


    “Gretchen told me she has gone to bed for the night.”


    Magnus wanted to bite out that Gretchen could fucking go wake her up, but he knew the fastest way to get Hunter pissed was to disparage his fiancée. And he understood that. Hunter was utterly protective of Gretchen like Magnus was of Edie. Except they weren’t letting him protect his woman. He couldn’t get to her.


    He gritted his teeth, frustrated. “I’ll be there in the morning. Tell Edie.”


    ***


    Edie picked at her oatmeal, her appetite non-existent. It wasn’t that the food was awful—Gretchen was a terrific cook and this was one of the recipes from the cookbook she was putting together. It was that her stomach felt as unhappy and depressed as the rest of her. It was torture trying to get anything down, even though she knew she should eat. It was just... difficult. Eating felt like one of those functions you did when life moved at its regular pace, and for Edie, life had pretty much ground to an abrupt halt.


    So she sipped her coffee and moved her spoon through her oatmeal, and tried to feign interest in the conversation Hunter and Gretchen were having over breakfast. Even though the huge manor had a dozen dining rooms, the happy couple liked to eat breakfast in their favorite kitchen. There was a cozy wood-block table directly across from a wall of windows, and the three of them sat and ate breakfast as a heavy rain pattered on the window. It seemed that Hunter had recently acquired a castle in the UK that had been put up for sale, and Gretchen wanted to keep it and restore it, whereas Hunter wanted to flip it and sell it to a friend who’d been looking at unique residences. They laughingly bickered over prices and contractors and Edie stared at her plate, wishing she could retreat to her room without upsetting her hosts. Instead, she glanced out the window in the tiny kitchen at the miserable weather.


    Gretchen looked over at Edie. “Something wrong?”


    She fixed a smile to her face. “No, I was just looking at the weather. It’s one of those curl-up-in-bed days today, isn’t it?” And man, she sure wanted to curl up in bed. Hopefully with the covers over her head and hiding from the world.


    “It is pretty damn nasty outside, isn’t it?” Gretchen’s tone sounded mysteriously gleeful. “All that rain and cold, and if we’re lucky, we’ll even get hail.”


    “Gretchen,” Hunter murmured.


    “Oh, fine.” Gretchen gave a mock pout to her fiancé. “Can I help it if I’m having a good gloat that he’s standing out there in the rain?”


    Edie turned to them, a puzzled look on her face. “Who is standing out in the rain?”


    Gretchen picked up her cup of coffee and gave it a loud slurp, her expression overly innocent. Hunter just shook his head.


    “Who?” Edie asked.


    “Magnus,” Hunter said after a moment, and earned himself a playful slap on the arm from Gretchen. “My gate guards have orders not to let him in, so he’s sitting on the hood of his car in the rain and waiting for you to come out and talk to him.”


    Edie’s jaw dropped. “He’s here?” She got up and went to the window, peering out into the rain. The gardens were a foggy blur, but in the distance, was that the gate? Was that dark form a familiar Maserati with a man on the hood? Or was it all in her imagination? “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Hunter and Gretchen exchanged a look. Gretchen squirmed awkwardly in her seat, and then shrugged at Edie. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to know. I mean, sitting out in the rain like a sad panda doesn’t take away the fact that you were a douche, you know?”


    “It doesn’t,” Edie agreed. “But we can let him in. I’m not a child. I’m an adult, and I can have an adult conversation with him.”


    “I guess,” Gretchen said. “I was just trying to help.”


    “I know,” Edie said, a hint of a smile on her face. “I’m glad that at least someone has my back. But really, I can handle this. I’m a big girl.”


    “Let’s finish breakfast at least,” Gretchen said.


    Hunter got up out of his chair and kissed the top of Gretchen’s head. “You ladies finish breakfast. I’m going to go and phone down to the gate so they’ll let the man in.”


    “Party pooper,” Gretchen told him affectionately, and squeezed his ass as he walked past.


    Edie choked down a few more bites of oatmeal, then excused herself. She ran to the bathroom to fix her hair and makeup. Oh damn, she looked like a hot mess. Her hair was wild and she had dark circles under her puffy eyes. She washed her face again and toweled it dry, then used her damp fingers to smooth her hair as best she could. She bit her lips to make them plump a bit, then squared her shoulders to go out and face things.


    Truth was, she shouldn’t have cared how she looked to Magnus, but she found that she did care. She didn’t want him to see her and think she looked like hell. Why, she had no idea, but it was important to her.


    Gretchen was hovering outside the bathroom door as Edie emerged, and she produced a tube of concealer, some mascara and a pot of lip gloss. “If you’re going to meet the ass, at least look your best,” she grumped.


    Edie hugged her. “You’re the best friend a girl could have.”


    “I know,” Gretchen sighed.


    Five minutes later, a freshly mascaraed, lip-glossed, no-undereye-circles Edie emerged from the bathroom again, slipped into the sweater Gretchen handed her, and went into the Blue Library, her heart thumping wildly in her chest.


    There, seated on one of the ridiculous, tiny settees, sat Magnus, his big shoulders squared. His bristly, short hair gleamed with dampness, and he had a towel over his shoulders. Sitting across from him in one of the Louis XIV chairs was a sullen Levi, his lip swollen and split.


    At the sight of Edie, Magnus jumped to his feet. He started to approach her, and she raised a hand, stopping him.


    “Why are you here?” Edie asked, crossing her arms over her chest.


    “I needed to talk to you,” Magnus said, slinging the towel off his shoulders and moving toward her again.


    “You needed to do a lot of talking a long time ago,” Edie agreed, promptly dropping into a nearby chair that sat alone in a corner. It was a deliberate choice—she didn’t want Magnus scooting closer to her. She didn’t want to get cozy with him; she wanted them to keep their distance, because it made it easier to be mad when she didn’t have to smell his aftershave, or see that gorgeous greenish-gold color that his eyes were.


    “That doesn’t change the fact that we need to talk now,” Magnus told her.


    “I can’t disagree with that,” she said, clasping her hands in her lap. “Go ahead. Talk. Please, try to make this better.”


    Magnus rubbed a hand over his short hair. “I don’t know if I can make it better, but I can at least give you the full picture.”


    She forced herself to keep smiling, as if this were a normal conversation and her heart wasn’t breaking at the sight of him. “Go on.”


    He gestured at his brother. “I brought Levi, because he needs to do some talking.”


    Levi just glared at Magnus, slumped in his chair. For a moment, he looked like a sulky little boy and not like an adult.


    “Talk,” Magnus growled.


    “Where do you want me to start?”


    “The beginning.”


    “Fine,” Levi said, clearly exasperated. He straightened in his chair. “I met Bianca at the bridesmaid-and-groomsman-introduction party. I fell in love at the sight of her.”


    Edie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She knew from conversations with Magnus that Levi had a flair for the dramatic.


    “Bianca was utterly beautiful,” Levi said, and then he rubbed his eyes. “Sorry. I need a moment.”


    Magnus’s jaw set, annoyed. He looked over at Edie as if to say, Do you believe this shit? His expression was met with her utterly blank one, and she heard him sigh.


    “Anyhow,” Levi said, exhaling. “Bianca was beautiful and charming and so wonderful. We really clicked that night and we started texting and Skyping. You guys lived a few hours away but I wanted to see her. She told me she couldn’t, that she was utterly devoted to you and that you could need her at any moment, and that she would never leave your side because if you got stranded, she wouldn’t be able to forgive herself. She selflessly gives up her time for you.”


    “Selflessly,” Edie murmured. What a fucking colossal joke. If there was a selfless person around, it sure wasn’t Bianca.


    “I couldn’t work without Bianca,” Levi said, and she saw Magnus roll his eyes. “I wasn’t getting anything done. I had to see her. So I told Magnus I couldn’t work unless there was a plan to distract you. He said he’d participate as long as I got back to work. So I went and had our assistant get the worst-tempered cat from the shelter and bring her home. Magnus called you, and I got to go out with Bianca.” His expression became dreamy. “One time wasn’t enough, though. I needed her, so we kept coming up with ways for Magnus to distract you. We told him he had to take you out on a date.”


    “And this didn’t strike you—either of you—as cruel? Or ridiculous? This isn’t the sixteenth century.” Her hands were clasped so tightly in her lap that they ached. “Bianca can go out on a damn date without asking my permission.”


    “But she wouldn’t,” Levi said dramatically. “She refused to leave your side.”


    Right. Because Bianca had that ridiculous martyr complex where she couldn’t leave Edie alone, because she was too busy proving to herself that she was a decent person despite fucking Edie’s ex.


    Her sister had some serious issues.


    That didn’t excuse it. “But... dating me? Really?” Edie’s lip curled with disgust for Levi. “It couldn’t have just been work related? You couldn’t have set up calls at a shelter? Something to keep me occupied? Why drag your brother into this?”


    Levi gave Edie a flat look. “We thought you’d be less of a bitch to everyone if you were in love.” To Edie’s surprise, Magnus turned and hauled Levi out of his chair so fast that her head spun. Magnus had his brother by the collar and was lifting a fist to deck him when Levi threw his hands up. “Wait, wait—”


    “We?” Magnus growled, a furious look on his face.


    “Me and Bianca,” Levi said, cringing away from Magnus’s fist. “Jesus, bro, calm down!”


    “You don’t call Edie a bitch,” he said in a dangerous tone. Then he released Levi, throwing his brother back down in the delicate chair. “Apologize.”


    Levi gave Edie an incredulous look, then sighed. “Sorry. You’re not a bitch. You’re just... difficult sometimes.”


    Magnus raised his fist again.


    “Sorry, but she is!” Levi yelped.


    “It’s okay,” Edie said, biting the inside of her cheek to not show emotion. She was rather difficult at times. “Please go on.”


    “Tell her about your change in plans,” Magnus said. His gaze rested on Edie, and she felt her nipples prick under the intensity of his gaze. He was devouring her with a look, one full of need and yearning and a silent demand for her to yield. “Tell her, Levi.”


    Levi made a frustrated noise. “Bianca kept wanting Magnus to distract you more but Magnus came back to me and said he wasn’t going to do it. Said he didn’t want to hurt you.”


    And Magnus just kept gazing at her with those hungry, hungry eyes.


    “When was this?” She forced herself to look straight ahead, at Levi’s pretty-but-sulky face.


    “Couple of weeks ago,” Levi said with a shrug. “I don’t know. Then Bianca freaked out and told me to tell Magnus to back off. Said you guys were getting too close and she didn’t like it. I told Magnus that he needed to stop spending so much time with you.” He gave his brother another wary look and edged back in his seat. “He told me to go fuck myself.”


    That time, Edie couldn’t keep the twitch of her lips to herself. “Did he, now?”


    “He’s kind of a dick when it comes to you,” Levi said accusingly, then gave his brother a glare. “Don’t deny it.”


    “I don’t.” He continued gazing at Edie, still out of his chair and standing in the center of the room. Still watching her, every muscle in his body tense with emotion. “I don’t deny it. I’m protective of Edie. She needs someone who takes care of her. Who has her best interests at heart.”


    And now her own heart ached, because the things Magnus was saying were sweet... but she couldn’t believe them. She gave a small shake of her head.


    “Levi, leave us alone for a few,” Magnus said in a soft voice, and Edie knew if she looked up, he’d still be staring at her. She didn’t look in his direction. Couldn’t. Her gaze remained focused on Levi, her hands still clenched painfully in her lap.


    Levi looked at his brother, then at Edie, then flung himself out of his chair. “You two are fucked up,” he said angrily. “I blame you for making Bianca break up with me. Now my muse is gone and I can’t get her back.” He swiped an arm over his eyes again. He seemed to wilt before her eyes. “Edie, I’m sorry. You’re not fucked up. Just Magnus here. I need your help, though. Will you... will you put in a good word with Bianca for me?”


    “Nope,” she said, voice light, pleasant. “You can go fuck yourself.”


    He gave her an indignant look and stormed out of the room.


    Then it was just Edie and Magnus, alone in the library. The tension was so thick she could practically feel it prickling over her skin. If he moved a muscle toward her, she was going to fling herself in his arms and either punch him in the face or kiss him on the mouth. She hadn’t quite decided.


    After a long, tense moment, Magnus spoke. “He asked me to leave you alone over two weeks ago. I told him I couldn’t. That I wouldn’t ever leave you alone.”


    “But... why?” Why all the games? Why all the stupid, stupid games?


    “Because I love you,” Magnus said, voice full of emotion. “Because somewhere along the way, I fell in love with you and haven’t looked back. Because you’re mine and you belong with me. I won’t let you go without a fight.”


    She didn’t want to fight. She was just tired. Tired, and full of hurt. “I can’t believe you, Magnus. It’s hard for me to trust people, and now both you and Bianca have utterly betrayed me. It feels like everyone I trust is out to hurt me. Sometimes I look at Gretchen and I wonder when she’s going to shove a knife in my back, and I know it’s not her. It’s me.” She touched a hand to her breast and looked at him. “I can’t do this.”


    “Edie, baby. I do love you. Please believe me.” His green eyes were so full of need, of longing. He practically vibrated with tension. “Come home with me. Let me show you that I love you. That I want you.”


    “Prove it,” she told him in a soft voice. “Prove that you love me.” He moved toward her, and she raised a hand again. “Not with touches. Not with words. Prove it with something concrete.”


    “How?”


    That one despairing word made her eyes fill up with tears. “I don’t know. I don’t know how you prove it.”


    “Edie, I love you,” he started again.


    “I know, but that’s your problem,” she said quickly. “My problem is believing it.” Edie stood up, brushed off her jacket with clammy hands, and forced herself to stand straight and tall, and not cave at the wounded, hurting look he was giving her. “And until I can believe it, we’re done. I’m sorry.”


    And she turned and left the room, even though she wanted to stay. Staying would be easy. She could fling herself into his arms, cover his face with kisses, and let him take her home and make love to her. And over time, the doubts would creep in and bother her. Was he really with her, or was this more playacting? Was he just pretending when he told her he loved her?


    She’d had enough people faking shit in her life. This time she wanted something real.


    So she left.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The only thing worse than not being able to win back the woman you wanted?


    Catching a fucking cold while trying to unsuccessfully win back the woman you wanted. Magnus sneezed into a tissue and wrapped his blanket tighter around his body. He shivered with a fever, but he remained at the computer, working away on his next round of concepts for The World. Soon, the basics would be nailed down and it’d be ready to present in very basic demo form to the interested bidders. He could sell it for the highest offer, collect his money, and... and...


    And not give a fuck, because he didn’t have Edie.


    Magnus buried his head in his hands and gave a low groan of frustration. He was at a dead end. His best ideas came when he bounced them off of other people, as Edie had showed him. By himself? He had a whole lot of nothing.


    He’d thought of flowers. He’d sent dozens.


    She sent them away.


    Jewelry? Nope. Returned.


    Cars? Real estate? He’d have bought all of it if it would prove to her that he loved her. But he suspected that they’d be returned as well—or worse, somehow end up in Bianca’s hands, so he held off.


    He sent a band to serenade her with love songs. She had Hunter throw them off the grounds.


    He thought about buying up all the shelter cats in New York City. That would make Edie sit up and pay attention. But... then what would he do with hundreds of homeless cats? She’d hate him even more if he ruined the cats’ lives more than they already were.


    So he kept thinking. And working. And sneezing.


    The cats were good company, at least. Lady Daredevil was curled up in the chair against his thigh, purring. Since she was blind, she was less playful than Lady Cujo, and tended to find a spot near him and sleep. She was the ultimate cuddler, and he found he... kind of appreciated that. He’d never been much of a cat person before, but now he found that the two cats were pleasant to have around and he enjoyed their antics.


    Edie had converted him to a cat person. Actually, she’d opened his eyes in a lot of different ways.


    Now if he could just open hers to the fact that he was crazy about her.


    Because really? He had the new apartment and complete control of his new project and freedom from his brother’s dicking around and a new confidence in his own abilities and... it didn’t mean a thing if he didn’t have her.


    So he simply had to get her back.


    His computer chimed with an incoming message. Magnus’s heart thudded until he saw the Skype message box pop up with Bianca’s name. What the hell? He clicked on it, and a picture of Bianca’s face filled his screen. “What do you want?”


    She sniffed, delicately rubbing her nose with a pink tissue. “Magnus, do you have a moment to talk?” Her eyelashes fluttered, as if she were fighting back tears.


    “Depends on what we’re going to talk about. If it’s you fucking around behind Edie’s back, I’m all ears.”


    Bianca stared at him, hard. For a moment, the sweet, helpless facade pulled away and he got the distinct impression that she was pissed at him. Then she recovered, and gave her nose another touch with the tissue. “I’m not really sure what you want me to say to that—”


    “The truth would be nice.”


    “The truth is I didn’t do anything!” Bianca swiped at her eyes again, even though they didn’t seem all that wet to him. “It’s all a horrible misunderstanding.”


    “Is it?”


    “Yes! If Edie would just talk to me—”


    “Did you sleep with Edie’s then-boyfriend?”


    Again, the lash-fluttering blink. “That’s not—”


    “Not what? Not the truth?”


    Her lower lip stuck out. “Magnus, you’re judging me without hearing my part of the story.”


    He made a grand gesture, then ruined it by sneezing. “Please,” he said, nose stuffed. “Tell me your part of the story and I’ll compare it with the truth.”


    Her mouth opened, then shut again. “That’s not fair.”


    “You know what’s not fair? Dragging me into your stupid little games and then fucking up the good thing I had with Edie. That’s what isn’t fair.”


    “She won’t talk to me,” Bianca started again, and this time the tears seemed genuine. “She doesn’t want to speak to me at all.”


    “Can you blame her? She trusted you. She trusted me, too, and look where it got her. A whole fuckton of betrayal.” He was so fucking pissed at Bianca. If he’d known the truth about what she was like, he’d have never agreed to deceive Edie. Never. “And as for people she wants to talk to, I’m not exactly high on that list, either. So you’re going to have to keep looking.”


    She gave a fragile little tilt of her head, then sighed. “I’m just trying to bounce ideas off of you.”


    Her words reminded him that he needed someone for that very thing, too. “I need help, too. You got a moment?”


    Bianca licked her lips and her lashes fluttered. She leaned in, giving him a shot of her cleavage in the camera. “Of course I do. You can trust me.”


    He’d sooner trust a fucking tarantula. “I need a big gesture.”


    “Gesture like how?” She gave him one of those tiny, coy smiles. “You have big hands. Any gesture you do will be a big one.”


    That fucking bitch. Was she flirting with him? Did she think that he was led by his dick like Levi was? “I mean when it comes to Edie. I need a big gesture to prove to her that I’m in love with her.”


    “Oh, I’m not sure—”


    He turned down the volume on her as she continued speaking and stared at her face for a moment, brainstorming. Then he went on. “Just buying her something won’t really prove to her that I care. Buying something is too easy for a guy like me. So it has to have meaning, and it has to have meaning to someone like Edie.” He rubbed his chin, thinking. “She loves her cats. She loves all cats. I’d love to do something that involved cats on a big scale that would show that I mean what I say, that I understand who she is and I love her. So it has to be big.” He leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment, as Bianca kept silently talking, a puzzled look on her face in the camera. “Finding homes for all of the old elderly cats at shelters was my initial thought, but I keep getting hung up on how to find them homes. It’s almost like I’d need to build another shelter, but getting people to come to it is the problem. I’m just the computer geek...” He paused, thoughts spiraling through his head.


    An app. He could build an app of some kind that would advertise cats to be adopted. But how to draw people in? Make it a game, of course. “Of course,” he murmured aloud. “A crazy-cat-lady game. Draw in the user, then send them to the location that you want. If they’re anything like me, once they meet the cats, they’ll fall in love.”


    And then he had it.


    Magnus snapped his fingers. “Thanks for the help, Bianca.” He clicked off the Skype and switched windows, sending a message to an old programmer buddy that was a whiz with creating apps on the fly.


    Project: Romancing His Cat Lady was underway.


    ***


    Three weeks later


    Edie flipped over a couch cushion, upsetting a lounging cat. Sneezy meowed at her, gave her an indignant look, and then hobbled away to the bed. She finished turning over the couch, then dug through the laundry basket full of dirty clothing. After that, she checked the nightstands, under the bed, and in the bathroom that Gretchen had designated as “hers” until she moved out.


    No phone. Where was it?


    Edie had been reading a book in her room, curled up with her cats, when she realized that the day had been awfully quiet, and she felt rather... down. Today was the first day that her phone hadn’t rung off the hook with calls and texts from Magnus, and she was feeling a little neglected.


    Okay, a lot. Didn’t the man care that she was hurting? Or had he just given up because it was too hard to win Edie back?


    And why did the thought of that hurt even more?


    Of course, once the thought was in her head, she couldn’t let it go. Her book no longer held interest, and the cats lounging on her lap made her twitch instead of relax. So she’d reached for the normal place that she kept her phone... only to find it missing.


    That had started the grand phone hunt.


    On one hand, she was glad it was missing. That meant she hadn’t been forgotten, technically. Maybe she’d find her phone and it’d be full of texts from Magnus. More sweet pictures of Lady C, whose pregnant belly was swollen with kittens. Or Lady D, curled up against his leg while he worked. More of the simple I miss you, I wish we could talk messages that melted her heart.


    As long as her phone was missing, there was still hope.


    It wasn’t in her room, though. Edie searched everywhere, and then searched the entire place again. When that turned up nothing, she backtracked her steps. Maybe the library? The gardens?


    She ran into Gretchen in the main kitchen. She had a large knife and a cutting board out, and was dicing shallots. “Hey Eeeds,” Gretchen called out happily as she appeared. “You in the mood for quiche for lunch?”


    “Sure, whatever. Hey, have you seen my phone? I’ve lost it.”


    “Oh. Your phone?” The look on her face was a little too wide-eyed. “Gosh, I don’t know.”


    Edie paused. A familiar cat-sticker-covered case was on the counter next to Gretchen’s cutting board. “That’s not it?”


    “This?” Gretchen held it up innocently. “Is it yours? I found it in the library.”


    Edie did her best not to snatch it from her friend’s hand. “Thank you.” She plucked it away and then ran a finger over the screen immediately, looking for new texts.


    Nothing. Her heart sank. “Has it been ringing?”


    “Nope,” Gretchen said. “So. Quiche? Do you like mushrooms?”


    “Mushrooms are fine,” Edie said, pulling up a barstool and sitting at the kitchen island. She didn’t understand it. Not one text from Magnus? Really? She stared at her texts, willing something new to pop up. When it didn’t, she sighed and reduced the window on her phone.


    Something on her phone... was different. She paged through the list of apps, then realized there was something new on the last page. The icon was the picture of... a cat head. Edie glanced up at Gretchen. “Were you using my phone?”


    “Me? No. Why?”


    “There’s a new app on here—one I didn’t install.”


    “Gee, that sure is weird.” Gretchen’s face was the picture of innocence. “What is it?”


    Edie clicked on it, then made a face at the cartoony title that came up. “Cat Lady Café? Seriously? Is this a joke?”


    Gretchen just gave a high-pitched giggle.


    Okay, that was totally fishy. She peered at her friend, then clicked on the Start button of the app.


    Immediately, a loading screen appeared. As it did, it flashed up messages.


    Did you know that there are thousands of pet-friendly apartments in New York City? Click here to find one!


    Next, came a picture of a sweet-looking tortie cat with a bow on its neck. An adoption profile for the cat came up, and it was cleverly set up to look like a dating profile.


    Name: Fiesta

    A/S/L: 6, Female, Midtown Café


    I’m a sweet, furry girl looking for my forever lap. Could you be the man (or lady) of my dreams? I’m open to Mr. Right Now as well as Mr. Right. I’m a sucker for seafood dates, long naps in sunshine, and a scratch behind the ears. To speed date me, go to the Midtown Café and come say hello.


    Edie smiled at the screen, wondering at the mysterious Midtown Café that was mentioned. Then, the game started, and Edie was offered the ability to choose her cat lady. One had two braids like she liked to wear her hair, and she picked that one, a niggling suspicion starting to form in her mind. The game started, and as Edie thumbed through the controls, it seemed to be all about matching up cats to prospective owners through the use of puzzles, blocks, and trivia. As the screen loaded to the next level, she was shown another “dating profile,” this time for a beautiful Turkish Van cat named Moxie that only had one eye. Edie played a bit longer, but she eventually failed at the level, and instead of another cat picture, this time, she was shown a picture of a café.


    Want to speed date a kitty or just come in for a cup of coffee? Feel the need for some feline company? Come check out Coffee N’ Cats, the first chain of cat cafés in NYC. We have two locations open and four more opening next month. Come in for coffee, pet our feline friends, and take an adoptee home with you. Coffee N’ Cats—Peace. Love. Paws. Coffee.


    The logo of the café flashed up, and then was quickly followed by a Sullivan Games logo as the app closed.


    Edie’s heart squeezed, hard.


    Was this... Magnus? She looked up at Gretchen, her mouth open in shock. Gretchen had a ridiculous, huge smile on her face. Oh. Oh... This was him. This was Magnus proving that he loved her. Her game wizard was showing her that he was in this for the long haul. Her heart gave another squeeze again, and she felt like laughing and crying at the same time. Instead, she loaded the app once more, watching as profiles of different cats paraded through the game. The cats were never kittens, but older or “special needs.” Her heart felt as if it was going to burst in her chest when the Sullivan Games logo pulsed onto the screen again.


    She looked up at Gretchen, her eyes misty and full of wonder. “When can we go?”


    “Now, if you want to,” Gretchen said, and then gave a girlish squeal of excitement.


    Edie felt a little like squealing herself. Instead, she just hugged her phone to her breast.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Coffee N’ Cats was located on a busy street corner, a temporary sign hung over the awning. It was easy to tell where it was—a crowd of people peered into the windows. A sidewalk chalkboard proclaimed the specials of the day, some of it coffee, and a picture of today’s “cat of the day.” Edie moved toward a window, peeking in. Sofas and tables were everywhere, and the place was crowded. Cat perches and carpeted cat jungle gyms filled the window, and everywhere she looked, there were cats. Cats being petted, cats lounging in the window appreciating the sunlight, cats chewing on a small flowerpot full of cat grass, and employees supervising things. As she watched, an employee in a Coffee N’ Cats T-shirt showed a toddler how to pet one of the cats while the mother took pictures with her phone.


    Gretchen nudged Edie. “Let’s go inside and see what it’s like. Want to?”


    Did she ever. They got in line to get in (There was an actual line! To see cats!) and waited their turn to get through the door. As they did, they were met at the entrance by an employee who was monitoring the busy doors to ensure that no cats got out. He handed them a coupon. “Hi, ladies. Today’s bachelor is Jiffy. He’s a neutered male orange cat. You’ll find him with the yellow collar on.”


    “Thank you,” Edie murmured, taking the coupon. When the employee opened the door, she stepped inside. Immediately, a cat raced past her, chased by another cat. A ripple of laughter erupted from the patrons, and she glanced around. Everywhere, cats were being petted. Being loved. People sipped coffee, and in the corner, there was a booth labeled Adoptions and people were holding cats and waiting their turn to adopt.


    It was... wonderful.


    “All of this because of an app?” Edie asked, her throat aching around a knot that had formed there.


    “Not just an app,” Gretchen told her. “An app plus stores plus everything else. I’m guessing the stores will cost a bit of money to set up, but it looks like they might end up being profitable. And if they’re not, I don’t know that Magnus cares. His main goal was getting people in front of the cats so they could see them to fall in love with them. He wasn’t a cat person until he got his first cat, and then it changed his mind. He thinks it’s sad that when people go to shelters, they pick out the young and the cute without regard to a slightly older cat that needs just as much love.”


    “Really?” Her eyes were getting all misty. “How do you know all this?”


    “I’m reading the back of the coupon,” Gretchen said, holding it up.


    Oh. Edie flipped hers over.


    Welcome to Coffee N’ Cats, the first chain of cat cafés in the United States! If you haven’t downloaded our free game, Cat Lady Café, check it out. What is Coffee N’ Cats about, you ask? Well, once upon a time, there was a man who had a problem. He fell in love with a lady who had a soft spot for shelter cats. Not just any shelter cats, but the old, the ugly, the special-needs cats. The unadoptables. This guy wanted to prove to his lady that he loved her, and he knew that finding loving homes for all these cats would surely melt her heart.


    His main goal was getting people in front of these wonderful cats. He knew if they saw them outside of a shelter environment, where cats are scared and unhappy, that they would see the wonderful, funny personalities that these “unadoptables” have and they’d find new homes. Our hero wasn’t a cat person until he got his first cat, and she changed his mind. He thinks it’s sad that when people go to shelters, they pick out the young and the cute without regard to a slightly older cat that needs just as much love. Or maybe there’s a cat that needs a special medication and they can’t be bothered. These cats deserve a second chance.


    That’s where Coffee N’ Cats comes in. We rescue the cats on “death row” at the local shelters. We feed them and give them a warm, secure place to stay and we slowly integrate them into the main dining area by creating a transition room. Once these cats are around people and not so scared, they’re welcome to prowl anywhere in the café.


    Want to adopt one of our feline friends? At Coffee N’ Cats, all we ask is that you make a donation. All proceeds from donations go back to local shelters. We don’t make a dime off of our furry companions, only our coffee. So come in, pet a new friend, and maybe take one home with you.


    There was some legalese at the bottom of the coupon, but her eyes were blurring with tears too much to read the fine print.


    “You know what? I think I need a cup of coffee,” Gretchen said, hauling Edie forward by the arm.


    Edie sniffed, swiping at her nose. “Okay.” She wanted to read that stupid coupon over and over again, memorize the words into her heart. Everywhere she looked, there were cats and people enjoying the cats. The adoption booth remained busy. Everywhere she looked, it was... perfect.


    Utterly thoughtful, and utterly perfect.


    “Hi, ladies, welcome to Coffee N’ Cats,” the barista chirped as Gretchen dragged Edie with her. “Our special of the day is Jiffy, a loving orange tabby who totally loves sleeping in laps and chasing a laser pointer. And the coffee’s pretty good, too.”


    The special of the day was a cat? Edie burst into tears, alarming the girl behind the counter.


    “Is... is she okay?”


    “She just needs a moment,” Gretchen said, grabbing a wad of napkins on the counter and shoving them at Edie. “Can we get two cappuccinos?”


    “Of course! Coming right up.”


    Gretchen thumped money on the counter and looked over at Edie as she mopped her face. “Are you all right?”


    “I think so,” Edie said, then spotted a sign in the corner. Are you a senior citizen? Our coffee—and our companions—are free for you! Ask about our senior program. And she burst into tears again. “He—he—he’s going to lose so mu-much money on these places.”


    “Number one,” Gretchen said, ticking off a finger. “He probably doesn’t care because he has boatloads. And number two, it’s probably a tax write-off and he could probably use a good one. And number three, it has you all weepy and probably ready to shuck your panties, am I right?”


    She sure wasn’t wrong. As Edie looked around, she saw an elderly couple cuddling a cat that looked just like her Tripod. And the tears started again.


    “Two cappuccinos,” the barista announced, and Gretchen snagged the tray. She pushed Edie toward an empty table—the only empty table in the place—in the back.


    As they sat down, Gretchen exclaimed, “Oh, look, there’s a cat-treat dispenser at the table!” She hit the tab and a little bell chimed as the treats popped out. Immediately, a fat white cat showed up, meowing. Gretchen laughed. “This greedy gus already has the treat system figured out, don’t you?” She hauled the cat into her lap and snuggled it. “Mmm, I wonder if Igor needs a friend.”


    Edie wiped her face again, smiling at the sight of Gretchen holding the cat. She took one of the cups from the tray and sipped it, noticing that even the mug and saucer were covered in cats. On a large TV monitor in the back of the café, the game was displayed, running on a loop.


    It was all incredible. When had Magnus managed to do all this? She was amazed. It was... beyond anything she’d hoped. She’d asked him to prove that he loved her.


    He had. He totally had. He’d found her weak spot and pried her open. She felt totally vulnerable... and yet so completely, utterly happy.


    Magnus loved her enough to do all this. To take her crusade to the next level for her. This place was clever and trendy and he’d managed to work his own spin to get people to come in and check things out, all with the goal of saving shelter cats.


    It was simply incredible.


    And he’d done this... for her. She was going to start weeping again in a moment.


    Gretchen fed the fat white cat his treats and reached for her coffee. As she did, her phone buzzed with an incoming message. “Let me get that,” Gretchen said, and set down the cat. He looked over at Edie, and she automatically picked him up, burying her face in the soft white fur and scratching him under his chin, the way her cats liked it. She might have sobbed into his fur a little, too. Just a little.


    As she looked up, Gretchen had a smug smile on her face as she put away her phone. “Want to go see the transition room, Miss Cat Behaviorist?”


    Edie’s heart thumped. Did this have anything to do with the text Gretchen had just received? God, she hoped so. “Of course I do.” She was hoping that when they opened the doors, there would be a green-eyed hero waiting on the other side.


    And Edie might just fling her panties at him after all.


    They put down their drinks, gave the cat one last cuddle before setting him down, and Gretchen flagged down an employee and explained they were looking for the cat transition room. Gretchen whispered something Edie couldn’t hear, and the employee nodded and waved them forward. “Follow me.”


    They followed the employee through a door marked Staff Only and down a hall. “We have two transition rooms,” the girl was saying. “Because cats are territorial, we try to give them familiar smells and sounds before introducing them to the others. We pipe in café sounds twenty-four-seven so the cats aren’t freaked out by the noise, and they’re prepared when they go into the main room. We encourage employees to come and spend their breaks in the transition rooms in order to acclimate the cats to people. In addition, our managers tend to work in the transition rooms, too, so again, there’s always someone around.”


    “What about cats that don’t acclimate to the café surroundings?” Edie had to know.


    “We have six so far that we call our ‘shy’ guys.” The girl beamed. “The employees are fostering them at their personal residences and if we can manage to get them to integrate into the café, we get a bonus. I’m keeping my little Tucker though. He takes his asthma meds like a champ, and the café pays for the prescription, so it’s no cost to me.”


    Edie’s heart clenched again. She had two asthmatic cats and knew how expensive inhalers could get. “That’s wonderful.” He’d truly thought of everything to ensure the cats would find a home. She’d never felt so utterly elated. “Do you guys have a vet on staff?”


    “We do,” the employee agreed, pausing in front of a door at the end of the hall. It had a plaque marked Cat Inside! Watch the Door. “All of the cats are checked out and are spayed or neutered, as well as have all shots before we allow them to go into the main café.” She knocked on the door.


    “Come in,” called a deep, too-familiar voice that made Edie’s toes curl. “It’s safe.”


    The employee opened the door for them, gesturing they should enter. They did, Gretchen’s arm clutching at Edie’s so tightly that she couldn’t possibly run away. The room was a simple one, the size of a small office, with a few cat trees, a box for hiding in, a litter box, and a few motivational posters on the walls. Off to one side was a desk covered in paperwork. In the center of the room sat a man on a rolling desk chair.


    There he was. His back was to them, but even from this angle, her mouth started watering in anticipation of his kiss. His touch. Her Magnus. Her sweet, thoughtful, clever Magnus. His broad shoulders were covered in a waffle-weave gray shirt, and as she watched, a tabby cat nose burrowed against his neck. He chuckled, and his hand brushed the long, silky fur of what looked like a Maine Coon cat. “This one’s a snuggler,” he said to no one in particular, his focus on the cat. “One day out of her cage and she’s already desperate for my attention.”


    “I know what that’s like,” Edie said softly.


    As she watched, his shoulders tensed, his entire form becoming aware of her.


    “You know, I think that’s my cue to leave,” Gretchen announced, releasing her death grip on Edie’s arm. “I think I’m going to go chug some coffee and pet some cats. Let me know when you’re ready to leave, Eeeds.”


    Edie nodded, her gaze still on Magnus. A moment later, the door shut, and then she was alone with him.


    “I’d get up to greet you,” Magnus said, “but it’s taken me an hour to get this lady in my arms.”


    “You’re patient,” she commented quietly. “That’s sweet.”


    “Not really. I just have a plan of conquest.”


    That made her smile. “Is that so?”


    “Yup. I bathed in tuna before I got here. All part of the strategy.”


    She giggled. “You did not.”


    “I didn’t. I was kind of hoping you’d show up at some point.”


    Her breath caught in her throat. “Oh?”


    Very slowly, he turned in his chair until he was facing her. The man was blatantly gorgeous, even in jeans and a casual shirt. Her gaze moved over him hungrily, noting his hair had grown out from its traditional short stubble. He had a few days’ growth of beard along his jaw, and circles under his eyes.


    He’d never looked more gorgeous to Edie.


    “Hi, stranger,” he said, smiling at her. His movements were stiff, his hands holding the cat as if he were burping a baby. “This one likes my neck, I think.”


    “I see that.” Edie gave him a hesitant smile. “I got the app.”


    “About time. I’ve been going mad over the last few days wondering if you’d seen it. I finally had Gretchen install it on your phone to ensure you’d get it.”


    “She’s sneaky, that Gretchen,” Edie said. She stared at him awkwardly for a moment, full of longing and not sure how to confess it all. “You’ve been busy.”


    “Incredibly busy,” he agreed, a smile in those green-gold eyes. “Putting all this together has been a madhouse since its inception. I’ve had two guys working on the app, sixteen managing the creation of the cat cafés, and god knows how many other people pulled in.” He gave a small shake of his head. “It’s turned into its own little industry.”


    Tears blurred her eyes again. “And you did... all of this for me?”


    “Of course I did,” Magnus said. He gently set the cat down on the floor and got to his feet. He moved toward her, and then she was enveloped by his cologne, the scent of his skin, the heat of him. He leaned in and brushed the backs of his fingers over her cheek. “Don’t you think you’re worth it?”


    “No one else does,” she said softly.


    “No one else matters but me.”


    She leaned into his touch. “I’ve missed you.”


    “I’ve missed the hell out of you,” he admitted, cupping her cheeks and tilting her head back until she was looking up at him. Tears slipped out of the corners of her eyes. “Why are you crying?”


    “A million reasons,” she admitted wryly, dashing her hands at her eyes, her fingers brushing against his.


    “Give me a few of them.”


    “I’m so incredibly... touched at all of this.” Edie gestured at the walls. “The café, the app, everything. I’m humbled at how much good you can do for these cats when all I can do is take them into a tiny townhouse—”


    “Be fair to yourself,” Magnus butted in. “There’s a lot you can do with money, and you’ve done just fucking fine on your own. Don’t denigrate your efforts simply because I had extra cash to throw around.”


    “—and I’m a little terrified,” she continued. “Okay, a lot terrified. I’m afraid of getting hurt, and afraid of letting you in again, and I’m even more afraid of what happens if I don’t. So here I am, scared out of my wits and desperately hoping that you’ve got a kiss or two left in there for me—”


    His mouth swooped down on hers. His lips pressed to her own, and then Edie began to cry again, even as she kissed him with aching, needy little flicks of her tongue against his.


    “I love you,” he murmured between frantic kisses. “Love you. Miss the hell out of you. Want you back. Please come back.”


    “I miss you, too,” she told him, nuzzling her nose against his and closing her eyes. She leaned against him and wrapped her arms around him, soaking in his warmth, his big form, his everything. Her Magnus. Her fingers curled against his shirt. “How... how are you doing?” It felt weird to say, but she wanted to know how he’d been coping since she’d left. It felt like lifetimes.


    “Fucking awful,” he told her, squeezing her smaller form against him. She wanted to die of happiness at the feel of those big hands on her. “Can’t sleep at night, and I’ve got seven cats roaming around—”


    “Wait, seven?”


    A massive grin flashed across his face. “Lady Cujo had her kittens. Five of them, right under my damn bed. She pulled the blankets off while I was working and by the time I came back, boom, kittens everywhere.”


    “What are you going to do with them?”


    He shrugged. “Find them homes when they get old enough. Get her fixed. Maybe keep one.” He gave her a sheepish look. “I’m becoming addicted to cats.”


    And because that was the perfect thing to say, she stood on her tiptoes, ignoring the flare of her knee, and pressed her mouth to his. “I love you.”


    Magnus groaned, pressing kisses to her mouth. “I love you, too. Come back to me. We’ll fill the apartment with cats and frighten everyone we know with our pet hoarding.”


    She giggled. “That’s too many cats for one apartment.”


    “I’ll buy them an apartment,” he said, kissing along her jaw, to her ear. “Whatever. Just come back to me.”


    She sobered. “Promise you’ll never hurt me again?”


    His hands fisted in her hair, holding her close. “I can’t promise you that,” he murmured. “Because I’ll always do something boneheaded, I imagine. But I won’t hold something like that from you again.” When she hesitated, he licked her earlobe, sending shivers down her spine. “I can’t make it better for you, baby. I can’t change the past. But... I can show you the kind of future we can have together, if you’ll let me.”


    He was asking her to trust. To take a chance on him. Edie looked up into Magnus’s face, at the blunt features that didn’t seem special until he smiled, and his whole face lit up. At the beautiful eyes framed by thick lashes. She thought of his humor, his cleverness, his determination. The way he held her at night. The way he thought of her knee without ever making her feel like an invalid... like Bianca did.


    He was nothing like Bianca, she realized.


    She put her hand in his. “Take me home?”


    “Only if you promise to stay there.”


    Edie chuckled. “I’m going to have to go pick up my cats from Gretchen’s in time for their meds.”


    “You’ll be mine until then?” His arm went around her waist, pressing her body against his.


    “Until then,” she agreed. “And then the hours after that. And the days after that. And the months...”


    “Sounds like I’m going to be getting a lot of pussy.”


    She smacked his arm.


    He just grinned at her. “And I think this means we need a bigger place if we’re going to have that many cats. Something in the city okay, so you can help me manage my chain of cat cafés?”


    “City’s fine.” Her fingers trailed down his shirt. “Anywhere I’m with you, I’m fine.”


    He pulled her in for another intense kiss, his tongue tracing along her lips until she was breathless with need. “I wish we were home right now, so I could bend you over this desk and make you mine again.”


    Edie shivered, titillated at the visual. “Can you leave? Or do you have to stay?”


    “I think I can manage to escape for a few hours,” he said, his hand sliding up to cup her breast.


    “Only a few hours?” She mock pouted.


    “Have mercy on a man’s penis, woman,” Magnus teased. “I’m only human.”


    “Not according to your game proportions. You forget, I’ve seen your Warrior Shop alter ego.”


    “It’s made you quite the lusty wench, has it?”


    “First, never say the words ‘lusty wench’ again. Second, the only thing I want is you. Just you. Regular, old Big Magnus.” Her hand slid down to fondle the bulge in his pants. “With his impressive, magnificent Little Magnus.”


    He groaned. “Please tell me we’re going home right now for some lusty make-up sex.”


    “There’s that ‘lusty’ word again.”


    “Tawdry, filthy, nasty make-up sex.”


    She nibbled on his jaw. “Better.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    They managed to escape from the cat café without attracting too much attention. Then, laughing like naughty schoolchildren, they linked hands and took a taxi back to Brooklyn. Edie felt light with happiness, giddy with joy. The way Magnus looked at her took her breath away—a mixture of hunger, desire, and affection. As they sat in the back of the taxi, he took her hand in his and began to play with her fingers, lightly stroking the pads of them.


    She felt every movement as if he were dragging his fingertips over her skin. By the time they got to the Park Slope apartment, her breasts were aching, her nipples were erect, and her pulse was thrumming steadily between her thighs. Her entire body was alive with joy and with Magnus’s presence. For the first time in weeks, Edie felt completely, utterly happy.


    As soon as they got out of the cab and into the apartment, Magnus cupped her face and began to kiss her mouth again. “I’ve missed you. So much.” His mouth stroked over hers, lips pressing to her own in firm, quick kisses that only whetted the appetite for more. “Feels like it’s been forever since I’ve tasted these pretty lips.”


    Edie trembled at his words. She knew just how he felt. Her fingers rubbed along his jaw, feeling the bristle of his unshaven face. “I missed you, too.”


    “You sure you’re not here just to peek at my cats and leave?” His thumbs stroked over her cheeks, his tongue flicking over her lips in a sensual kiss. “Because I don’t think I could stand that.”


    “Oh, I want to see your cats,” she told him breathlessly. But she didn’t pull away from him. She couldn’t. She wanted to stay in his arms forever.


    “I’ll show them to you, on one condition,” he said, then caught her lower lip between his teeth and tugged at it.


    Edie had to stifle a moan. “Condition?”


    “I get to play with your breasts while you look at them.”


    “Seems fair,” she said, dazed at his touch.


    “Then follow me,” he said, nipping at her lip. He gave her a mischievous grin and gestured at the apartment.


    In a breathless haze, Edie realized they were still in the entryway of the flat, and the entire apartment was different than the last time she’d seen it. New, comfortable, normal furniture decorated the room. There was a comfy couch in front of a TV, a dining room table with four plain chairs, and end tables that were not shaped like objets d’art but like end tables. Framed Warrior Shop posters hung on the walls, and in several corners of the cozy living room, she spotted cat furniture. “You redecorated.”


    “I went for livable this time instead of ‘weird but impressive,’” he agreed. “I think I actually prefer it. Go figure.”


    “Go figure,” she said with a laugh. “Can I see the bedroom?”


    “Of course. I’m guessing that’s where everyone’s hiding. Though sometimes Lady D likes the windowsill in the office because of the sunlight. We can check there first.”


    Magnus’s new office was set up in one of the bedrooms facing the back of the flat. A large window looked out on the tiny patio, and sure enough, on a window seat, the fluffy form of Lady D was curled up. She lifted her head as they entered, her nostrils flaring at the scents, but didn’t get up from her perch.


    “She looks good,” Edie said, not moving forward toward the blind cat. She didn’t want to startle her. “Is Lady C giving her any trouble?”


    “Not at all,” Magnus said, moving to stand behind her. His hands went to her breasts and casually cupped them over her clothing, his chin resting on her shoulder. “I think Lady C treats her like another kitten. I catch her grooming D all the time.”


    Edie smiled. She looked around the rest of the small office. Between cat furniture and a nearby treadmill, Magnus had a heavy oak desk set up along one wall. Another wall was bare of furniture, and instead, it was covered with world maps of different time periods, pushpins and strings and Post-it notes slapped all over the maps. “Still working on, um, The World?” It was getting harder to concentrate with those big, warm hands just casually cupping her breasts. She wished he’d play with her nipples, but he seemed content to hold her.


    “Yeah. I was derailed over the last few weeks by a different project.” He nuzzled her neck, pressing his mouth against her skin. “I missed my original deadline so I rescheduled my pitches for spring of next year.”


    “Oh, no.” Guilt flared through her. “Because of me?”


    “What if it is?” His thumbs brushed over her nipples at the very moment that his tongue swept over her neck. “So what? All that matters to me is getting you back. The game will always be there. It can wait. Some things are more important than making money.”


    Tears blurred her eyes again. Damn it. She was always weeping lately, it seemed. “You think I’m more important?”


    “Edie, babe. To me, you are everything.” He nipped at her throat. “My world’s incomplete without you in it.”


    He really was the sweetest man. “I love you,” she said around the knot in her throat. “So much.”


    “I love you, too. Now come see my other cat. She’s in the bedroom.”


    She chuckled. “You just want to get me into bed.”


    “Actually, I’m going to take you back to the couch,” he told her, tongue swiping at her throat again. “I’m not about to fuck you with a bunch of cats staring me down. I don’t want an audience.”


    Edie giggled. “Really?”


    “Really.” He grinned. “So let’s make this quick.”


    With his hands still on her breasts, he hauled her into the bedroom. She couldn’t stop laughing, and it felt so damn good to just be wild and free and utterly ridiculous with Magnus. They always had so much fun together. She’d forgotten how much until they’d broken up.


    And he’d done so much to win her back. So very much that it made her heart ache with the wonder of it.


    Sure enough, Magnus’s bed was stripped of blankets. A corner of one blanket was sticking out from under the bed, and Edie caught sight of a flicking tail.


    “You want me to get her out for you, babe? I don’t want you kneeling on the floor with that knee,” Magnus said, squeezing her breasts again.


    “No, I’m good,” Edie said, feeling a bit breathless. “I think I want my couch time now.”


    “Mmm, that so?”


    She turned in his arms and laced her fingers behind his neck, holding him close. “I do.” She leaned in and brushed her mouth against his. “I’m feeling more in the mood for you than for your cats. I can always see them later. I need you now.”


    In response, he kissed her again. Soft. Sweet. “I wish I had something better to give you than a shitty sofa. I should have gotten a hotel room. I—”


    “A shitty sofa is wonderful,” Edie said, burying her face against his neck. “Because it’s yours and it’s right here. I don’t want to wait to go all the way across town. I want you now.”


    He groaned and held her tight. “Fuck, I need you.”


    “Then take me.”


    Magnus’s mouth captured hers, and this time the kiss wasn’t gentle. His tongue swept against hers, possessive, demanding, and urgent. She moaned against him, entranced by the feel of his lips on her, and barely noticed he was pulling her backward until he shut the bedroom door behind them. Then he was tugging her down the hall, and his hands were pulling at her T-shirt, untucking it from the band of her jeans. “I want you naked, Edie. Naked and laid out for me. I’m going to kiss every inch of your skin and then lick you all over right before I fuck the hell out of you.”


    She trembled at his words. “Promises, promises.”


    “Not promises,” he murmured. “Truth. Now, get these clothes off. I need those tight little nipples on my tongue.”


    She wanted them there, too. Her hands tugged at her shirt, pulling it over her head. Then she was in her bra, and he ran his fingers over the curves of her breasts before moving to her back. He had her bra unsnapped in a matter of moments.


    Then she was topless, and his hands went back to her breasts. “I love these, you know.”


    She laughed. “How about the rest of me?”


    “The rest of you is pretty good, but I love these especially.” His fingers played with her nipples, coaxing them to points. “I love how responsive they are to my touch. How sweet they taste. How heavy they feel in my hands.” He cupped one breast, and then leaned down to kiss the slope of it. “I never considered myself a breast man until I saw these. Then I understood.”


    She curled her arms around him as he continued kissing her skin, his hands caressing her breasts. It felt so good to have him touch her. To feel his warmth against her skin. She closed her eyes, relaxing against him.


    “I need you completely naked for me, I think,” Magnus said. “I’m going to be selfish and devour you with my mouth for a good while before you get your chance to have your way with me.”


    “So selfish,” she murmured. “You cruel man.”


    “The cruelest,” he agreed, and flicked his tongue over the tip of one breast. “God. These tits.” He slapped her ass. “I need you on the couch. Now.”


    “Sure,” she breathed, and then Edie moved across the room to the new sofa. She sat down on the edge, looking over at him. It felt weird to be sitting in his living room, topless. “I do like the new furniture.”


    “I bought it thinking of you,” he told her.


    “Oh?”


    “Yep,” he said, and sat next to her on the couch. He hauled her into his lap, tugging her thighs over his. “Thinking of eating your pussy while I laid you out on that table over there in the dining room.” His tongue flicked against her lips. “Thinking about sitting here on the couch with your ass on me and my cock buried deep inside you, you riding me.”


    She trembled. “And the coffee table?”


    He thought for a moment. “Naked sushi?”


    Edie shook her head. “Hard pass on that.”


    “Guess we’ll just have to save the coffee table for more pussy-eating, then.” His mouth captured hers. “Or you can sit on the edge of the coffee table while I feed my cock into your mouth.” Magnus’s tongue flicked against hers. “Yeah, I think I like that.”


    Edie moaned. Even the visuals were arousing. “I think I like that, too.”


    He kissed her again, and his mouth devoured hers, tongue sweeping into her mouth. He held her cradled against him with one arm, his free hand cupping and kneading her breast until she was whimpering against his mouth. When she whimpered, he groaned. “No one sounds sexier than you when you’re being pleasured, you know.”


    “No?” Her voice sounded breathless, even to her own ears.


    “Nope. Those fucking sexy little whimpers, like it’s too much for you to handle?” He cupped her breast, brought the tip to his mouth again, and licked it hard. “Makes my cock ache every time I hear them.” His tongue flicked against her nipple. “Like everything I do to you is going to make you come, and come hard. I love that.”


    It wasn’t far off from the truth. Magnus seemed to know just how to touch her to drive her completely and utterly wild with need. Even now, she had a hand over his shoulder, bracing herself as he nibbled on her breast, and she could feel an ache building between her thighs. If she pressed them together, she could feel the folds of her sex sliding, wet with lubrication. She was soaked with need... and she still had her damn jeans on.


    “Magnus,” she whispered. “Help me take my pants off? I want to be naked for you.”


    “Fuck, I want that, too,” he murmured against her mouth. “Want to bury my fingers in that sweet pussy of yours. I want to fuck you with my hand and feel you coming around me, all tight and wet.” When she whimpered, he chuckled. “There’s that sexy little sound again.”


    “I can’t help it.” Just the visuals from his dirty talk were enough to drive her insane.


    “I don’t want you to help it,” he told her, his hand moving to the button of her jeans. “I want to make you fucking wild so when you come around me, you’re screaming my name.”


    Yeah, that sounded pretty damn good to her, too. Edie’s fingers fumbled with her zipper, and then it was down and he grabbed the waist of her pants, shoving at them.


    She thought he was going to push her pants off, but to her surprise, he slipped his fingers into the waistband of her panties and pressed them against her sex, seeking out the wet folds. Her fingers clung to his shirt as he found her clit and began to rub it with the pad of one finger. This time, she didn’t care if she whimpered. Magnus continued to whisper words of encouragement at her as he kissed her mouth, sliding his fingers over her clit over and over again, making her buck in his lap.


    “Look at how wet you are, baby,” he told her, and when he pulled his hand free, she made a sound of protest. He showed her the fingers he’d pulled from her panties, gleaming with her own juices. “Look at all this. It’s making my mouth water, because I know how good you taste.”


    And he licked his fingers.


    She moaned, because the sight of him licking her juices from his fingers made her want his tongue on other parts of her body, too. Then, he leaned in and kissed her again, even as he thrust his hand back into her panties. Then he was rubbing against her clit again, and all the while he tongued her mouth, his lips tasting of her musk.


    Edie fisted his shirt in her hands, and her hips raised to meet the rub of his fingers. She was so close to coming already that she began to whimper again. And when he told her, That’s right, baby, come for me, she did, shattering with a small orgasm that felt incredible and left her trembling against his chest.


    “You’re so beautiful,” he said, pressing another hard, quick kiss to her mouth as he pulled his hand free from her panties. “I love the look on your face when you come. You look so startled.”


    Edie blinked at that. “Say what?”


    Magnus just grinned. “It’s true. You have this awestruck look on your face every time you come, as if you weren’t expecting all that pleasure. I fucking adore it.” He patted her hip. “And I want to see it again, so take these pants off now.”


    She wiggled out of his lap and got to her feet, noticing that his cock was erect under his jeans, the bulge of him impressive. She shimmied out of her jeans and panties both, sending them to the floor. Her sex felt slick, her pulse throbbing hard with the aftermath of her orgasm, and she still felt full of anticipation... because Magnus wasn’t going to let her go until she came again, and came harder. He was nothing if not an overachiever.


    And damn, she loved that about the man.


    Just thinking about that made her flush with warmth, and she turned and looked at him, seated on the couch. His eyes were sleepy with arousal, and she wanted to climb all over him, rub her naked body against him. This time, she wanted to turn him on and make him wild, instead of the other way around.


    Seemed like a pretty good idea to Edie.


    She straddled him on the couch, sliding a thigh over each of his, her knees against his hips. She was careful to keep her weight off of her bad knee, though she could tell from the way his body tensed against her that he was thinking about it, too. “I’m fine,” she told him, and pressed her breasts against his chest. She liked this position, because this way she could see his wonderful, gorgeous face with its blunt features and sinful eyes. She could rub her hand through his hair, and she could press her breasts against him... and rock her pussy against the bulge of his cock. Her body was draped all over him like a blanket.


    And it felt incredible.


    Magnus groaned, his eyes closing. She felt his hands go to her hips, and then he pushed her down harder, against the denim bulge of his erection. “You feel so damn good,” he told her. “Is this going to hurt your leg—”


    “I don’t have any weight on it,” she told him. “I’m okay. I promise.” She leaned in and ran her tongue along the edge of his jaw. “And I like this.”


    “Fuck, you’re not the only one.” He ground his hips against hers, his cock prodding against her core. “Ah, fuck. Now I wish I was naked, too. Look at how sweet this body is.” His hand skimmed down her back, then clenched on one buttock. “I can’t wait to take you from behind, you know. I’d love to see this ass bouncing while I fuck you.”


    It sounded pretty good to her, too. She circled her hips on him, pressing down against his cock, and then her hands went to his shirt. He needed to take off his shirt, because she wanted to feel his bare chest against hers. He got the hint when she tugged at his clothing, and through a tangle of limbs, they managed to pull his shirt off, and then the wife-beater tank he was wearing under it. Then it was nothing but Magnus’s smooth chest in front of her, and she slid her hands over the hard planes of his chest. Magnus had told her before that he liked to work out when he was frustrated with his gaming, and it looked as if he’d been working out more than usual. He was firm everywhere, his pectorals hard, his stomach taut. God, she was lucky. Her finger dipped into his belly button and she felt his skin twitch.


    “Push those tits against me again, Edie,” he told her. “I like the feel of you on my lap.”


    She did, and his hands went back to her ass, grinding her against his cock. Her breasts skimmed against his chest, her nipples hard. Oh, he felt so good to rub against. She made little noises of pleasure in her throat, kissing him as she moved up and down on his denim-covered cock, her breasts moving against his chest, his tongue playing with hers. God, she felt as if she could come again.


    “So beautiful,” he murmured against her mouth. “My beautiful, sweet Edie.”


    She dragged her fingernails down his chest lightly, scraping at his skin, and was rewarded with a new groan from him. “I want you naked, Magnus. I need you inside me. Deep.” Her tongue flicked against his. “Hard. Fucking me.”


    His green-gold eyes flared with need, and his hand went to her hair, capturing her against him. He thrust hard up against her sex, until she was gasping at the feel of him. “Like that, baby?”


    “Just like that,” she breathed, incredibly aroused. She rubbed against his chest, whimpering when his nipples scraped her own. “Oh Magnus. I need you so bad.”


    “Want me to fling you down on this couch and fuck you until you’re screaming, now?” His lips moved over her jaw, her neck, kissing her everywhere. “Want me to fill that sweet, empty pussy of yours with my cock?”


    Her entire body shivered, and oh god, she did feel so empty. “Yes,” she said, suddenly frantic for him. “Please. I need you.”


    “Then let me get a condom, love,” he murmured, kissing her mouth again. “Then I’m going to take you so damn hard. You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”


    She nodded, dazed at the mental images his words put in her mind. God, she wanted him. She wanted him to take over, to push himself into her and make her come, and come, and come...


    Magnus patted her ass. “Up for me, love.”


    She slid off of his lap, hating how cold and bereft she felt without him. Edie watched him as he stood up, and blushed, scandalized at the sight of the wet spot over the straining crotch of his jeans. That was all her, wasn’t it? He made her so wet and so needy that she didn’t care. She was completely free in his arms.


    It was rather exhilarating, really.


    Her mouth watered when he dropped his pants, freeing his cock. She loved looking at him, loved the proud thrust of his cock, thick and veined and the head heavy and wet with pre-cum. She couldn’t stop staring as he pulled a condom packet from his wallet, opened it, and slowly rolled it down his length, until he was sheathed in the thin membrane. Every movement he made just seemed to make her ache even more inside.


    He looked up and saw her watching him, and she watched his eyes flare with need again. He gestured for her. “Come here. I want to show you something.”


    Puzzled, Edie got to her feet. Weren’t they going to make love on the couch? She was so damn aroused at the moment. Her hands went to his chest as she approached, and she rubbed her body against his. She wanted to grip his cock, but the lubricant-covered rubber was stopping her. “What is it?”


    “I want to show you a piece of furniture I bought. Just for you.”


    Er... okay. “Can it wait until after sex?”


    “It’s for sex,” he told her, a wicked grin on his face. And he went to the opposite end of the living room, to where a strangely shaped settee sat. It was covered in a dark leather and looked a bit like a sideways S, with one tall hump on one side.


    She... had no idea what he wanted to do with it. Edie wrinkled her nose. “If it’s for sex, why is it in the living room?”


    Magnus laughed, shaking his head. “You look so disgruntled. It’s not for exhibitionism. Don’t worry. It’s because of the cat,” he said. “She had her kittens before the delivery man could set it up and I didn’t want him scaring her.”


    Now she had a blush on her face. “You had someone deliver a sex chair?” she asked, scandalized.


    “Absolutely,” he said, pulling a reluctant Edie over to the oddly shaped chair. “Because I intend on fucking my woman long and hard, and this will make it easy on her knee.” He patted the large slope of the chair. “Lie over this.”


    She stepped up to it, still feeling a little embarrassed. “Over it?”


    “Yep,” he said, putting his hands on her waist. “Drape yourself over it so that your sweet ass is in the air.”


    She did, cheeks hot. With the way the chair was set up, her breasts pressed against the leather and her butt pointed at the ceiling. She was about to comment on how awkward she felt, when his thighs pressed up against hers from behind, and his cock nudged against her ass cheeks.


    Then, she stopped caring if it was awkward. With a small moan, she leaned forward, pressing her face against the leather and spreading her hips.


    “Feel good?” Magnus asked, stroking a hand over her ass. “Because you look fucking incredible right about now.”


    She nodded, and gave him a little wiggle. “Hurry up.”


    “Patience,” he told her. “I’m admiring the view.”


    “Admire a little faster, because I—” Her words cut off as she felt his cock press against her core. “Oooh, right like that.”


    “Mm.” His cock pushed into her, just a little. Just enough to make her entire body light up in response. “I love the way you look like this,” Magnus told her. “I might have a new favorite piece of furniture.” And he pushed into her a little deeper. “Or I might just love the look of your ass, regardless.”


    She said nothing, her fingers digging into the leather. As he slowly sank into her, a small sound of pleasure escaped her throat.


    “God, I love the noises you make,” he rasped. “Love those sexy little sounds that come out of you.”


    And then he pumped forward a little more, and she was impaled on his length, moaning at how ridiculously good he felt. Magnus always knew how to move to give her pleasure, chair or no chair. His hands gripped her hips, and then he began to rock into her, moving back and forth in a motion that had her trying to raise her hips to meet his movements. With the angle she was at, each motion as he pushed into her felt better than the last. Within a few strokes, she was clawing at the chair, desperate to come. Something about the way her hips were placed had him brush right up against her in all the right places, and it was making her crazy with need. It was hard to focus. All she could think about was the ache building between her legs and the push of his wonderful, wonderful cock into her.


    “Magnus,” she cried.


    “I’m here,” he told her, then thrust harder. “I’m here. With you. Raise your ass for me, babe.”


    She whimpered and did as he instructed. The next time he pumped into her, Edie’s legs begin to tense with the onset of her orgasm.


    “That’s it,” he gritted. “You’re so fucking tight. I can feel you coming.” He rocked into her even harder, his movements increasing in speed.


    And then she was coming, her body clenched tight, senseless sounds of pleasure escaping her throat as Magnus said dirty things to her and kept thrusting into her pussy. And then she felt his body jerk, felt his hands clamp down on her hips, and she knew he was coming, too.


    Sweaty, exhausted, and feeling so damn good she could cry, Edie curled her toes and gave a happy sigh of contentment as Magnus rested against her, occasionally thrusting and stirring up the occasional aftershock.


    “Damn, I love you,” he muttered. “I think right about now I’d grab you in bed and spoon with you but the freaking bed’s taken.”


    A smile curved her mouth. “Where have you been sleeping, then?”


    “Couch.”


    “Couch is good enough for me.”


    He helped her slide off of the sex-settee, and then tenderly brushed the hair out of her eyes. “You’re beautiful, you know that?”


    “You’re mushy after sex. You know that?”


    Magnus grinned. “I do now.” He leaned in and pressed a firm kiss to her mouth. “Wait here and I’ll ditch the condom.”


    “Sure.” With a yawn, she sagged against the settee and relaxed, waiting on him. He returned a few moments later with a damp towel for her and a blanket. After she’d cleaned up, they curled up on the couch together, Edie’s legs across Magnus’s thighs once more, and his arms around her. She snuggled against his chest as he wrapped the blanket around them.


    It felt like peace. She yawned, pressing her nose against his throat. “Love you.”


    “Love you, too. Sorry I don’t have anything better than a couch. You want to get a hotel?”


    “Nah. I just want to stay here. Forever.”


    He chuckled. “I’d like to get up and eat something in a few hours maybe.”


    “If we must,” Edie said, sleepy and replete. “So how come you’re not back at the wacky art house instead of this apartment? I mean, I like this apartment, but it seems small for you, being that you’re Daddy Warbucks and all.”


    “I signed the other place over to Levi. When we bought it, we went halves, and now it’s fully his. I didn’t want to be under the same roof as him anymore. Not until he grows up a little.”


    She looked up at him in surprise. “Did you break up with your brother, too?” Then again, she seemed to recall Levi’s sulky expression and his split lip the last time she saw him.


    “Not as badly as you and Bianca,” Magnus admitted. “I don’t think Levi’s malicious. He’s just... thoughtless.”


    “That’s not like Bianca,” she thought sadly. Bianca was constantly calculating, wasn’t she? Always scheming about what was best for Bianca. Edie was blind to it no longer, and it made her sad.


    He rubbed her shoulder. “Still not talking?”


    “Still not talking,” Edie agreed. “The wound’s too new. Maybe when I’ve had more time to process and forgive. But for now? She’s on her own.”


    “It’ll be good for her,” Magnus said. “We’re both too mixed up with our siblings. Have been for too long. It’s time to have our own lives, you know? Look at Levi. He’s a dreamer and I’m a doer—we’re a terrible working combination, because I’d want him to sit down and pound out some code, and he’d want to take a walk in Central Park. It would drive me fucking insane, and I’d get pissed, and he’d just put down his feet even more, and things got uglier and uglier. I should have recognized a while back that he didn’t want to work on this project. It was just me pushing so hard for him to work because I felt like I needed him for the game. Now that I’ve realized I don’t, I’ve relaxed on him a lot. It’s just time for us to start moving apart and having our own lives. I’m a lot less stressed, he’s a lot less stressed, and my fist isn’t feeling the need to connect to his face.”


    Edie chuckled. “I’m glad, at least.”


    “Besides, I bought this place with you in mind. Now that we’re going to have even more cats and I’m running the cafés downtown, I might look for something bigger in Manhattan proper, since I assume you’re going to want to help with the cats?”


    “Of course,” she said, excited about the prospect. It would be a chance for her to make a genuine difference in the lives of so many cats—and people. She was brimming with ideas for encouraging adoptions. Christmas cat pictures with Santa, pet-food drives for the local shelters, all sorts of things. “I might end up taking over the project, actually.”


    “Nothing would make me happier,” he admitted. “I’ve got a lot on my plate at the moment with the game, so you’re welcome to it.”


    She rubbed her hands together, grinning.


    “So you’re moving back in with me?” His tongue traced the shell of her ear, then he nibbled on her lobe. “As of tonight?”


    “I can’t.” He stiffened against her, and she pressed her hand to his chest. “Your cat just had kittens. She’s feeling protective. The last thing I need to do is introduce seven more cats to a new environment, a new mommy, and a blind cat, only to turn around and move them again in a few weeks if you’re really going to look for a new apartment in Manhattan.”


    Magnus groaned, tilting his head back against the couch. “So... new apartment first?”


    “It’s less moving for the cats. Less traumatic for them to constantly keep changing their territory. I—” She frowned as he got up and she fell backward on the couch, off balance. “Where are you going?” She watched his delicious ass flex as he crossed the room.


    “Getting my phone to let Hunter know I need a new place right away. Manhattan, one floor, big enough for a cat army. Needed ASAP because I want my cat lady with me.”


    Edie just snorted.


    “It’s true,” he told her, returning with his phone. “I thought I was going to tame the cat lady, and it seems that she’s tamed me.”


    And what could she say that was sweeter than that? Nothing. But when he returned with his phone, she straddled his lap once more and showed him how much she loved him.


    Magnus didn’t text Hunter for several more hours.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Two long, torturous weeks later, Magnus had signed the papers on a West Chelsea penthouse that overlooked the Hudson River and boasted a lean, mean, seven-thousand square feet. Or, as Magnus liked to joke, a thousand feet for each of Edie’s cats. And while Edie nearly fainted at the price, she had to admit that the penthouse (and the sky pool on the terrace outside) was gorgeous. Within another week, they’d moved in and purchased even more furniture, since now they didn’t have enough. Edie liked the new place. It had several elevators, and so even though she’d been a bit leery of living in a building with more than thirty floors, so far, so good.


    Magnus’s new app had been featured in the news recently for its innovative approach to adopting shelter cats, and donations—as well as cats looking for homes—had poured in. Edie had to sideline her own personal feline behavioral business to devote her full time to the Coffee N’ Cats chain, but she was loving every moment of it. She saw so many cats on a daily basis, her feedback was listened to and applied, and more than that, she saw people interacting with cats, loving shelter cats that had a slim chance before, and people enthusiastic about adoptions. In one month, they had three hundred cat adoptions between all locations of the cafés. Edie was over the moon with that number. She expected it to slow down once the cafés became less trendy, but she and Magnus had already been discussing new ways to continually bump up their social profile and keep the cafés in people’s minds.


    Edie was the happiest she’d ever been. Her days were filled with cats and making a difference in their lives. Her nights were filled with Magnus—her sweet, wonderful, funny Magnus who always made her feel like the luckiest woman on earth. Every moment with him felt magical. They decorated, they spent time on the couches watching TV and curling up with cats. They went to dinner together, caught shows, visited friends, and had sex. Lots of sex. Lots of toe-curling, pulse-pounding, Edie-whimpering sex.


    Really, Edie couldn’t ask for more.


    Which was why it killed her that she missed Bianca. Her sister was an awful person. She knew that. She knew Bianca was manipulative and selfish and all of those horrible things, but Edie still missed talking to her. Still worried about how Bianca was going to take care of herself if she didn’t have Edie’s help with the bills or work as Edie’s assistant.


    “I think you should invite her up,” Magnus told Edie one night in bed after she confessed her feelings. It had been a month since she’d moved in with Magnus. One month of complete and utter bliss.


    “I’m a little afraid she’ll ruin things,” Edie admitted. “I miss her, but I’m still terrified she’ll wreck my life again somehow.”


    “So you bring in an intermediary,” Magnus said, thumbing her nipple casually. He loved to play with her breasts after sex... usually because it led to more sex. “Someone who isn’t going to let her manipulate you into a corner again.”


    “You?” Edie asked, tracing a line down his chest.


    “Not me,” he said bluntly. “I’m afraid I have nothing nice to say to her. I don’t want her in your life, but I’m willing to put up with her because you do. But don’t ask me to be understanding to someone who’s hurt you so badly. Have Gretchen do it. She sees through Bianca’s bullshit.”


    ***


    “Oh my god, they are so cute,” Gretchen squealed, holding one of Lady Cujo’s kittens. The teensy little tabbies didn’t have the gleam of their mother’s purebred coat or her unique swirling pattern, but they did have brilliant striping and the most adorable little faces. “How can you stand to give them all away?” She pulled the kitten close and snuggled it under her chin. “I’d keep all of the little buggers if it were me.”


    “Are you kidding?” Edie asked, pulling a rambunctious kitten away from her shoelaces and setting it back down on the sofa. “We already have nine cats. That’s more than enough for anyone, don’t you think? We don’t need more.”


    “I love this little one,” Gretchen said, cooing to the kitten in her hands. “He might become Igor’s new best buddy.”


    “You’re welcome to take him home with you,” Edie told her. “I can’t thank you enough for showing up today. I need all the solidarity I can get.”


    Gretchen held out her fist for a bump, and Edie bumped it. “Girl,” Gretchen said. “You know I’m all over this.”


    “Thank you again,” Edie said. If anyone could keep Bianca in her place, it was Gretchen.


    “When’s she supposed to get here?”


    “Any minute now,” Edie said, snagging another kitten as it wandered past. They definitely had their hands full. Edie never thought she’d say it, but she had too many cats. She was looking forward to the day when things quieted down again. At least her elderly cats didn’t streak across the apartment at full speed several times a day like the kittens did, clawing everything and knocking things over. They were lucky they were so darn cute, because they were nightmares. Cute, fluffy little whirling dervishes with claws.


    As they played with the kittens, they waited for Bianca to show. She wasn’t on time; Bianca never was. She loved to make a late entrance, not only because it got her attention, but because it simply wasn’t important to Bianca to stick to anyone else’s schedule. Eventually, though, there was a knock at the penthouse door, and Edie handed her kitten to Gretchen and got up to answer it.


    “Be strong,” Gretchen whispered.


    Edie nodded and then opened the door. There was Bianca, looking just as pale and fragile as ever. Her big, dark eyes blinked, her tiny mouth quivered, and then she began to cry, dramatically flinging herself into Edie’s arms.


    Good ol’ Bianca. “Hey, kiddo.”


    “I’ve missed you so much, Edie.” Bianca wept. Bianca didn’t sob. She never sobbed, because sobbing might lead to snot and puffy eyes, and those things didn’t exist in Bianca’s world. She wept. Daintily. “I’m so glad we’re going to get the chance to talk.”


    “I felt like we should,” Edie said, a hesitant smile on her face. “Come in.”


    Bianca nodded, and Edie was surprised to see that her sister wasn’t wearing eye makeup. Normally Bianca didn’t leave the house without eyeliner and mascara. Had she skipped it because the tears were genuine? Or was this more manipulation? Edie looked over at Gretchen, who wrinkled her nose at the sight of Bianca.


    “Gretchen’s here today,” Edie said, announcing the obvious.


    “Howdy,” Gretchen called out from the sofa. “Wanna pet a kitten?”


    “It’s all right,” Bianca said, sitting down on a nearby chair and glancing around at the penthouse. Edie was surprised at that, too. Bianca normally loved to nose around and mentally price out things. Instead, she turned sad eyes to Edie. “Your new place is lovely.”


    “Yeah, isn’t it? I offered to pay for half the rent, but when Magnus told me how much it was a month, I told him it was all his,” she joked.


    Bianca didn’t laugh. “He’s a good guy,” she said, twirling a lock of hair nervously around her finger. “You shouldn’t worry about him, you know. Not like Drake. I never told you, but Drake always hit on me when you weren’t around.” Her lower lip jutted out. “And I was a horrible person to sleep with him. I know that. I couldn’t tell you about it, not after your accident.”


    “When is there ever a right time to tell your sister that you fucked her boyfriend?” Gretchen added sweetly.


    Good point.


    “But I always regretted it,” Bianca said. “I guess I was just looking for my own sort of purpose. And thinking only about myself, if I’m honest. I dumped him once your accident happened, and I turned you into my purpose. I devoted my life to taking care of you.”


    “To making me need you,” Edie corrected.


    “Bam!” Gretchen whispered. “Good one.”


    Bianca glared at Gretchen, and then turned a hurt expression to Edie. “Maybe I did. Maybe I thought if I made you love me enough, it wouldn’t matter that I was a horrible person. I fucked up. I admit that. I’m not trying to pass the buck or make light of it. I totally screwed up and I’ve spent the last six years trying to make up for it in my own way.”


    Edie wavered a little. She did have a point. How long was she going to punish her sister for that? She wasn’t ready to forgive just yet, of course, but it wasn’t off the table.


    “I tested Magnus for you, by the way,” Bianca said.


    “You what?” Edie crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you mean, you tested him?”


    “I didn’t want you to get hurt by another guy the way Drake hurt you. So I tested him. I Skyped him and flirted with him,” she admitted baldly. “He shut me down completely. He didn’t even want to think about what I was suggesting.”


    Gretchen’s mouth hung open.


    Edie’s did, too.


    “So I just wanted to get that out in the open,” Bianca said.


    “Gee, thanks,” Edie said sarcastically.


    “Can we be sisters and best friends again?” Bianca asked her, eyes big and sad. “I’ve missed you. You’re the only sister I have.”


    “We’re always sisters,” Edie told her. “And I’ll always love you. I will. But I’m still pissed at you, Bianca. It’s going to take a lot longer than a month or two for me not to be pissed at you.”


    “But I’m trying really hard.”


    “Try harder,” Edie said. “Try and not hit on my fucking boyfriend, for starters.”


    “Bam,” Gretchen whispered again.


    “I was trying to be helpful—”


    “Maybe we can skip you being so helpful and just go back to you being my sister, Bianca? How about that?”


    She gave a little toss of her hair. “Fine. Just don’t shut me out again, okay?” Her eyes watered and she swiped at them. Genuine tears again. Wow. Bianca must really be upset.


    That decided Edie. She could soften a little. “I won’t shut you out. But you need to give me space, too.”


    “And stay the fuck out of her relationship,” Gretchen added.


    “That, too,” Edie said.


    “Fair enough.” Bianca smiled at her sister. “So tell me about the cat cafés.”


    She knew how to get on Edie’s good side too easily, Edie grumped to herself an hour later. Bianca had gotten her talking and by the time she finally stopped going on and on about how wonderful Coffee N’ Cats was, an hour had passed and she hadn’t wanted to strangle her sister once. It was a start. But when Bianca started to turn the conversation toward herself, Edie shut her down.


    “You should probably go,” Edie announced. “I’ve had enough sisterly love for one day.”


    Bianca looked startled, then shrugged. “That’s fine. I thought while I was on this side of town, I’d stop by and see my sweet Cooper.” She got up, tossed her hair, and then pulled Edie into a hug. “I’m so glad we’re talking again. Please don’t hate me forever.”


    She gave her sister an awkward pat on the back. “Me, too.”


    Gretchen made gagging noises.


    “But distance,” Edie quickly added. “We’re going to give each other distance.”


    “Distance,” Bianca agreed, releasing Edie and heading for the door. “I’ll call you in a few days, then. Bye, Sis!”


    Gretchen looked thoughtful as Bianca left the room. “So she sunk her claws into Cooper? That poor, poor man. He’s been snagged by the subtlest of gold diggers, and is probably happy as a lark about it.”


    “Should we warn him?” Edie asked.


    “Nah. He needs to get laid.” Gretchen tilted her head and glanced at Edie. “Speaking of groomsmen and such... Levi dropped out of the wedding, you know. Said it was harshing his free spirit. I think he’s still sulking over Bianca dumping him. He told Hunter he was going to vacation in Europe for a few months and to pick someone else.”


    “Oh, no.” Edie frowned. “Are you short a groomsman? I feel like we’re responsible.”


    “Don’t worry,” Gretchen said. “Among Hunter’s band of merry men, I’m sure someone has a younger brother somewhere.” She winked. “This is still going to be the most spectacular—or spectacularly awful—wedding of the year. Just you wait.”


    Edie believed it. Gretchen never did things halfway. “Well, I’m sorry if I hooked up with one of your groomsmen.”


    “Don’t be sorry,” Gretchen told her. “You’re not the only one getting herself a little some-some from one of Hunter’s buddies. Didn’t you hear about the others?” At Edie’s shake of her head, Gretchen’s eyes widened. “Girl, have I got stories to tell you...”
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