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    For Amy, Georgia, Rachel, and Shelly.


    An ocean may divide us... but what’s a little water between the truest of friends.

  


  
    Craig


    Snoring woke him.


    The abrasive noise filtered into Craig’s unconscious and ripped him right out of sleep. He blinked against the faint light filtering in from the purple curtains hanging at his bedroom window.


    Wait a minute.


    Craig tensed.


    I don’t own purple curtains.


    The memory of last night slowly pushed to the forefront of his brain.


    Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.


    Turning his head in tiny increments for fear he’d wake the snorer beside him, Craig glimpsed a pale face peeking out from the mass of red hair splayed all over the pillows. This wasn’t his bedroom. This was...


    Donna’s bedroom.


    No, that wasn’t right.


    Danielle “call me Danni.”


    Craig sat up unhurriedly, his muscles locked with tension, worried that any slight movement would cause the snoring to stop and those bright blue eyes to open. Danielle “call me Danni” had hung around until he finished his shift at Club 39, the popular basement bar on George Street in the heart of Edinburgh’s city center. He’d been bartending there full time for five years and there were women who came regularly to the bar just to be served by him.


    Some of them to be served by him.


    Like Danni.


    She’d been coming to the bar for the last few weeks—every Thursday night without fail with her friends on student night. She was a postgrad. And she was fucking gorgeous. Craig could hardly let her down.


    But sticking around in the morning?


    Nah. They both knew what this was.


    Or at least they both would when she woke up in the morning and he was gone.


    He winced, hoping she was really all about casual like she’d promised she was last night. Craig never fucked a woman if he thought she might be clueless about the rules of a one-night stand. Ninety-nine percent of the time he read a woman right. There was the occasional one percent who always made him feel like a bastard afterward.


    Shattered, and wanting his own bed away from the snorer, he slid carefully out of Danni’s bed and dressed quickly and quietly. He usually waited until a woman had fallen asleep after sex and then he’d leave, but last night he must have been more exhausted than usual because he’d drifted off too.


    This was a close call.


    He was just tiptoeing down the hall of the flat when a door to his right opened. He stopped in his tracks as a fresh-faced young woman gazed at him from her bedroom doorway.


    She cracked a smile at his deer-in-headlights expression. “If you want to stay I can give you some earplugs,” she whispered.


    He smirked at her joke and whispered back, “Thanks, but I need to get going.”


    She nodded. “Don’t worry, Danni won’t be mad you left.”


    “Good to know.”


    “She would have thrown you out if you didn’t leave yourself.”


    He grinned. “Is that right?”


    “Oh yeah.” Her roommate grinned back. “She’s my hero. She’s better at this shit than any manwhore.” With that she shut the door in his face and Craig left the flat feeling amused and more than a little relieved.


    ***


    “Pick a girl and settle down, Craig, before you catch a terrible disease. You know your dad was the same until he met me. Slept with anything with a vagina.”


    La la la, la la la la.


    “Son, are you listening to me?”


    Nope. Because there were some words you never wanted your mother to utter, and vagina was one of them. Pretending the conversation had never happened, he opened the fridge, scrounging for a snack.


    The fridge was almost empty.


    Craig frowned, shut the door, and turned to look at his mum as she made him a cup of coffee with the last of the milk. “Why is the fridge empty?”


    His mum glanced up from stirring sugar into his drink. “Och, don’t give me that look. Today was supposed to be my shopping day but they called me in to work to cover for someone. I just ordered some Chinese for dinner. I’ll go for my shopping tomorrow.”


    After escaping Danni’s flat that morning he’d gotten home to his own flat and crashed until late afternoon. He’d showered and dressed, caught up with some friends for dinner, and then swung around to his mum’s on his way to work to check on her.


    “So you’re okay?”


    “I’m fine.” She handed him his coffee and sat down at the kitchen table.


    Craig followed suit. “Are the girls okay?” He referred to his two sisters, Jeannie and Maggie.


    “Fine. Both getting on fine.” She reached over and patted his hand. “You don’t need to worry so much anymore. Things have eased up since the girls moved out.”


    For ten years—since he was fifteen years old and his dad died—Craig had been man of the house. He’d left school at sixteen so he could get a job and help his mum out financially. He hadn’t moved out of the house until the girls were old enough to get jobs and help out too. Now Jeannie was engaged at twenty-two and living with her fiancé, and Maggie was in the second term of her first year of university at Aberdeen.


    This meant the pressure was off him somewhat, but it was hard to shake the responsibility and the constant concern he’d felt for them for so long.


    “And how are you really, Mum?” He sipped at the coffee. “Since Mags left?”


    A spark of sadness entered her eyes and Craig felt it in his gut. “I miss her. It’s quiet.” She forced a wide teasing grin. “I’m thinking about getting a cat.”


    He shot her a grin. His mum. Cat lady. Somehow he couldn’t picture it. “I’ll try to come by more often.” He stopped over once a week for a coffee before his shift at the bar, and he talked to her on the phone a couple of times a week too.


    Maybe it wasn’t enough.


    “Don’t you dare,” she admonished. “You’re a grown man. I’m not cutting into your life.”


    “You’re my mum. It’s not exactly cutting into my life.”


    She gave him a sly smile. “What if I were to tell you I’d joined a dating site?”


    Craig jerked a little, completely taken aback. His mum hadn’t been on a date for ten years, and it wasn’t because she wasn’t a good-looking woman. She didn’t look her fifty-five years, with her trim figure and smooth skin. But she’d spent the past ten years caring for her children and missing her late husband.


    It would be nice for her to have company... but the thought of her dating... Craig scowled. “Dating sites can be dangerous.”


    She laughed. “I thought you’d take it well.”


    “You’re being serious, then?”


    She shrugged. “I need a life, Craig. It’s time.”


    He mused quietly over this as he drank his coffee. He didn’t like the idea of her using dating sites. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of her dating at all. A heavy feeling sat in his gut—a feeling of concern and powerlessness. He hated it. It warred with the part of him that knew his mother deserved to find happiness again.


    Finally he stood up. “If you make a date with someone, tell me about it. I want to know when and where—” He raised a hand to cut off her coming protest. “It’s for your safety, alright? You can’t be too sure these days.”


    Sighing, his mum nodded. “Okay, darlin’.” Her eyes filled with tenderness. “Don’t work too hard.”


    He gave her a small smile, rinsed out his mug, and kissed her on the cheek. “Love you,” he said gruffly.


    Her whole face lit up like it always did when he told her he loved her. That’s why he did it as often as he could. “I love you too, son.”


    ***


    “Okay, you haven’t flirted with one customer or Jo this evening, so I have to ask... what is going on with you?” an American voice said from behind him.


    Craig shot his colleague, fellow bartender, and friend, Joss Butler, a wry look over his shoulder. “I remember getting my head bitten off the last time I asked you that. There might have been a finger involved, and not in a good way.”


    She rolled her eyes at his teasing. “Forget I asked.”


    “Well I want to know.” Jo sidled up to them.


    It was a Friday evening, and they were having a weirdly quiet lull.


    “Plus”—Jo shot Joss a teasing smile—“if Joss is using this time to talk to us instead of canoodling with Carmichael then she really must be worried about you.”


    Joss glowered at Jo and they laughed.


    Across the bar, sitting in their usual seats were Joss’s boyfriend, Braden Carmichael, and his sister, Ellie, and her boyfriend, Adam. Sometimes they visited the bar on nights Joss was working. Craig had never seen a man as smitten as Braden, although it could be said his best friend, Adam, was a close contender.


    Craig didn’t blame them. Although he wasn’t really a relationship-type guy, he could see the attraction. Ellie was a tall, very pretty, and very sweet blonde. And Joss... Well, Joss was another matter entirely. She was sexy as hell.


    He didn’t know if it was the fact that she was gorgeous as fuck with her seductive gray cat eyes and the best pair of tits he’d ever seen, or if it was more than that. Craig had known her a good few years now, and yet he felt like he hardly knew anything about her.


    He compared her to his other colleague. Jo was tall, built like a supermodel, and was probably technically the most beautiful woman he’d ever met, and ever slept with. But he knew all he needed to know about Jo. She was a nice enough girl, but he couldn’t fully respect a woman who would open her legs for the richest fucker who came along just so she had a few nice pairs of shoes in her wardrobe. The only reason she slept with him was because they were drunk and she’d just been dumped by the latest wealthy asshole.


    However, Joss... Joss was a mystery. She was sharp, quick-witted, and rarely gave anything away about her life. She intrigued him. Maybe it was because he hadn’t had her, but he’d always fancied her and saw her as the ultimate challenge. She had the kind of charisma that was rare—it made her stand out to him, made her that wee bit more special than most of the women he’d known. Craig reckoned she was the kind of woman who might have changed his one-night-stand ways... But they’d never know because there was one thing he did know about Joss:


    She was completely in love with Braden Carmichael.


    The lucky fuck.


    Craig smirked at the thought. The only reason he wasn’t put out by this fact was because Braden felt the same way about Joss, and... honestly, Craig wasn’t exactly unhappy in his pursuit of women. He had it free and easy. Life was good.


    Except for one thing.


    “My mum joined an Internet dating site.” He saw Joss’s mouth twitch with amusement and rolled his eyes. “Why do I bother?”


    “No, I’m sorry.” She held up her hands in placation. “I’m not going to laugh. I swear.”


    He shot a look at Jo, who was also trying to contain her amusement.


    “Why did Alistair have to be sick tonight?” he groaned and leaned on the bar, lowering his head into his hands, referring to their other colleague who Jo was covering for.


    “Are they torturing you, Craig?” Braden’s familiar voice drew his head back up.


    Braden leaned against the bar, staring at Joss in amusement.


    It had taken Braden a few months to stop looking at Craig like he wanted to rip his balls off—he was pissed at Craig for the time he’d kissed Joss at the bar during a shift. Craig had actually done it partly because he’d always wanted to and partly because he wanted to piss off Braden. He’d assumed Braden was just some rich arsehole who thought he could get anyone he wanted. He’d watched him play Joss that night, hanging on to some pretty brunette’s every word, attempting to make Joss jealous. So Craig had delighted in showing him that Joss didn’t belong to him, that two could play that game.


    It worked out in a way he never imagined, but Braden turned out to be a decent guy.


    He also eventually got over Craig and the kiss.


    “Joss thinks it’s funny that my mum has joined a dating site.”


    Braden’s gaze darted to him and he winced sympathetically. “Fuck.”


    “Thank you.” Craig slammed his hand down on the bar. “That right there! That is the appropriate reaction.”


    “Okay, so obviously I don’t get it.” Joss seemed to unconsciously lean across the bar toward her boyfriend. Braden automatically linked their hands together.


    Craig ignored their lovey-dovey shit. “Do you know how dangerous dating sites can be?”


    “They’re not too bad,” Jo said.


    It was not lost on him that he was a lucky man who got to work alongside two stunning women he had a laugh with, but right now they were being deliberately obtuse and annoying. “Not too bad?”


    She shrugged. “My friend found her boyfriend on a dating website.”


    “This isn’t your friend. This is my mum.”


    “I didn’t realize you were a momma’s boy,” Joss teased.


    “Jocelyn,” Braden murmured in warning.


    She sighed. “What? What am I not getting?”


    “It’s weird for a man to think of his mother being a woman. It’s even stranger for your mother to be dating. It’s concerning for your mother to be dating via the Internet, where there are millions of fucking weirdos pretending to be people they are not,” Braden said.


    Her eyes lit up with understanding. “Oh. Right. I see.” She patted Craig on the shoulder. “She’ll be fine.”


    “Aye.” Jo patted his other shoulder. “Don’t worry about her. Just make sure she tells someone where and when she’s going if she decides to meet up with a guy.”


    He nodded. “I’ve already told her to tell me.”


    “Well there’s nothing more you can do, I’m afraid,” Joss said in her usual straightforward manner. “She’s a grown woman and she has a right to make these kinds of decisions. Has it been a while since she’s been on a date?”


    “Ten years.”


    “Oh hell yeah.” She scrunched up her nose, “You are going let your mom do this.”


    “Ten years,” Jo whispered, her eyes wide. “God, I hope I never have to go ten years without getting some.”


    “Right,” Joss murmured, shooting Braden a look.


    Braden grinned at her. “You have nothing to worry about on that front, babe.”


    The thought of his mother doing what they were talking about doing and using the Internet to find men to do it with... “Okay, subject change. You bastards just made it worse.”


    Braden shot him an amused but apologetic look. “What would you like to talk about instead?”


    Feeling uncharacteristically agitated, Craig just shook his head. “I think I’m just going to take my break.”


    ***


    When he returned from break the bar was a little busier, and he was feeling somewhat better about the whole situation. Joss was right. His mother was a grown woman and he had to let her do this. He’d be there to protect her if she needed him.


    As Jo passed him to take her break, she touched his arm. “I’m sorry about earlier. And I think it’s really nice you worry so much about your mum.”


    He gave her a peck on the cheek. “We’re all cool, darlin’.”


    She smiled, her stance relaxing a little before disappearing into the staff area.


    “So... you’re really touchy about your mom,” Joss called down the bar to him as he poured a customer a draft of lager. Joss was anything but sensitive. He shot her a filthy look and she laughed. “I’m just saying... this is another side to you. It’s nice.” She shrugged and turned back to her customer.


    He shook his head, wearing a small smile. Women. He’d never fully understand them. And that was all part of the appeal.


    “And what can I get you, beautiful?” He grinned at his next customer, a mousy-haired brunette with gorgeous big brown eyes.


    She blushed. “Two JD and Cokes, please.”


    He winked at her. “Coming right up.”


    He wandered down the bar to get a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, his gaze roaming over the club. There were more people dancing on the small dance floor at the back of the basement club, and plenty more sitting at tables and standing on the main floor. His gaze was just flitting past the doorway when a woman walked in and his attention automatically swung back to her.


    It was the way she walked—sexy, slow, relaxed steps in her high red heels, a seductive sway in her hips that seemed unconscious, and an overall gracefulness about her movements that was incredibly appealing and feminine.


    And then there was the way she was dressed.


    She looked like some stunning 1940s pin-up girl. Her dark, shoulder-length hair was swept back off her forehead in high, curled waves, and the ends were curled under in a similar fashion. Her black dress might as well have been glued to her body it was so tightly fitted. She was tallish, perhaps not as tall as Jo, but only an inch or so off it in her heels, and she was slim with gentle curves. The square neckline of the dress showed off a very nice cleavage, the cap sleeves accentuated slender arms and the flash of what could be a tattoo on the inside of her upper left arm. The hemline of the dress stopped below her knees, showing off the prettiest, shapeliest calves he’d ever seen in his life.


    And now that he had stopped to look, the third thing that froze him in place was her face.


    Fuck.


    She was stunning.


    Big, thickly lashed eyes that he’d bet his life on were dark brown. A small, delicate nose. High, rounded cheekbones. A lush full mouth she’d painted red to match her shoes.


    Lust shot through his blood and traveled south.


    “You may want to wipe your chin,” Joss’s voice murmured in his ear. “You’re drooling.”


    Snapping out of his preoccupation with the jitterbug babe who had just strutted into the bar, Craig scowled at Joss. “Are you just here to take the piss out of me all night?”


    She grinned. “When you make it this easy, yes.”


    He grunted at her teasing, fighting the urge to laugh, and returned to fixing his customer her drinks.


    He worked on, halfheartedly flirting with his female customers and pretending to give them his full attention, when in fact seventy percent of his attention was on the woman.


    And he only grew more intrigued as she wandered around the club, assuming an air of casualness while her eyes searched the faces of the punters with a real determination. She was up to something. He just knew it. When she didn’t come near the bar for a drink, his interest only grew as he watched her find a spot behind where Braden and co were sitting, her eagle eyes on the doorway.


    For the next hour, Craig watched her as she watched the door.


    And he was more than a little surprised by the disappointment he felt when she left the club without ever approaching the bar.

  


  
    Rain


    The sleazy, traitorous, arrogant little bastard wasn’t here.


    I tried my best not to look angry, anxious, or out of place at Club 39. The truth was the basement bar on George Street wasn’t really my kind of hangout. It was too trendy and attracted too many yuppie types. Like my sister, Darcy’s, fuckwit of an ex-boyfriend.


    I’d never understand what it was she saw in Angus York. She’d been dating him for a few weeks by the time I eventually met him, and I’d been ready to love him since Darcy was so smitten with him. The night we met he said, right in front of her, that I was—and I quote—“Absolutely stunning and incredibly fuckable.” And he did it in this leering, lascivious way that I thought would have prompted Darcy to slap him and tell him to get the hell out of her life. Instead she’d just nodded uncomfortably and changed the subject.


    I’d disliked him ever since.


    Now... now I hated him.


    And I was going to find a way to destroy him.


    Darcy had told me he loved this bar—he was there almost every weekend. But tonight there was no sign of him. Again.


    I sighed, feeling impatient. I wanted to get the plan in motion so it could all be over with. Last night I’d felt like a complete idiot standing at the back of the bar on my own, watching the doorway for Angus. I needed to be more natural.


    I needed a bloody drink.


    I’d arrived earlier this evening so there wouldn’t be any chance of missing the disgusting ex if he did decide to show up. There were empty seats at the bar but I knew those would fill up soon. I slipped into one, catching the attention of a tall and exceptionally beautiful strawberry-blond bartender.


    She smiled prettily at me. “What can I get you?”


    “I’ve got this, Jo,” a deep, masculine voice said.


    My gaze flickered down the bar and I tensed as I watched the bartender from last night stride toward us.


    I’d noticed him watching me last night.


    His interest was unsettling, and even more unsettling now that I was up close to him.


    He was too good-looking.


    Tall, very tall—and I liked my men tall since I wore heels that usually put me at five ten every day. He had thick dark brown hair that he wore in this unkempt, sexy, messy way that was real and not artfully made to look real with hair products. Warm blue-green eyes stared intently at me out of a ruggedly handsome face. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and it looked delicious on him.


    The girl, Jo’s, quizzical gaze moved between us before she shrugged and moved out of her colleague’s way.


    He took her place, his broad shoulders lengthening as he splayed his arms out, palms to the bar. It was as though he was trying to block out anything from distracting me from him.


    My gaze ran up his long arms. They were muscled in a way that told me he visited the gym, and I had a sudden longing to see him without the black T-shirt he wore.


    Heat flashed through me.


    Bugger.


    “You’re back,” he said, giving me a flirtatious smile.


    So he wasn’t going to pretend he hadn’t been watching me like a hawk the night before. He was either really damn sure of himself or he was a bit of a creeper. I really hoped it was the former.


    “I am,” I said, not flirtatiously. “And I’m thirsty this time around.”


    His light eyes gleamed at me. “And what can I get you?”


    There was no mistaking the deepening of his voice, or the innuendo in it.


    I stubbornly ignored it. “Do you have Fuligni wine? A glass of Brunello di Montalcino if you have it.”


    His mouth kicked up at the right corner. “Coming straight up, Ms. Bacall.”


    I tried to hide my amusement as he alluded to my penchant for the forties era in my personal style. He turned away from me to pour a glass of wine and I drank in his broad back, feeling the lust stirring in my lower belly.


    Bugger, bugger.


    He turned back to me, his eyes glimmering with flirtation as he slid the drink slowly across the bar to me.


    “How much do I owe you?”


    “We’ll put it on a tab.” He leaned his elbows on the bar, bringing his gorgeous face closer to mine.


    I found myself falling into the blue-green depths of his heated gaze.


    Wine!


    I snatched up the glass and took a rather unladylike gulp.


    For some reason this made the bartender chuckle. He held out a hand to me as I lowered my glass back to the bar. “I’m Craig.”


    Not really wanting to shake his hand, but not rude enough to ignore it, I slipped my hand into his and sucked in a breath when his grip tightened. He pulled me gently forward in the stool.


    “I’m Rain.” I tugged on my hand and he released it, but only after brushing his thumb over my skin and making it tingle.


    “Rain.” His lips twitched again.


    What was it about me he found so vastly amusing?


    “Rain Alexander.”


    “Rain Alexander,” he repeated. “Stunning name for a stunning woman.”


    I cocked my head to the side and studied him. Last night when he wasn’t watching me he was flirting with all of his female customers. Flirtiness just exuded from this man’s pores.


    Unfortunately for Mr. Flirt, I didn’t know how to flirt back.


    In this case that was fortunate for me because I didn’t want to flirt back!


    “You should really stop flirting with me,” I said matter-of-factly.


    He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


    “I don’t know how to flirt back. I never learned the art of it.”


    “I find it hard to believe that a woman as beautiful as you doesn’t know how to flirt.”


    “That right there is why I never bothered to learn to flirt. It’s all bullshit.” I shrugged.


    Craig laughed. “Okay. I’m listening.”


    Glancing around the quiet bar I realized he really was settling in to listen because there were no other customers to distract him. I looked back at him, hoping what I had to say next would offend his sensibilities enough to get him to leave me to my “work.” “Last night I watched you flirt with every female customer. I bet my life on it that you call them all ‘gorgeous,’ ‘beautiful,’ ‘stunning,’ no matter if they’re any of those things or not. So... when you say those words to me, they mean absolutely nothing. The flutter I would get in my belly if another man said them to me, that flush of pleasure I’d feel along my skin, it doesn’t happen when a man like you says them to me... because the words have become so throwaway, so overused, they’ve lost their meaning entirely.”


    I studied Craig as he processed my words, and he seemed genuinely perturbed by them. He leaned farther across the bar and I got a whiff of the delicious, spicy cologne he was wearing, and that flutter his compliments didn’t provoke suddenly awoke in my belly. I flushed and then thanked my mother’s Puerto Rican heritage for my tan skin that didn’t blush.


    “See, that’s where you and I disagree,” he said softly, and the low timber of his voice, combined with the heat in his eyes, only wreaked more havoc on my body. “I believe that there is something beautiful about every woman, so when I say they’re gorgeous, or they’re beautiful, I do mean it.”


    I liked that. But I wasn’t convinced it wasn’t a line. “You’re a connoisseur of women,” I guessed, curling my top lip at the thought. “You know just the right thing to say.”


    His eyes were drawn to my mouth and I shivered at the naked thoughts in his gaze. “I just say what I feel in the moment.” His gaze flicked back up to my eyes. “Right now I’m thinking you have the most luscious fucking mouth I’ve ever seen in my life.”


    A shiver rippled down my shoulders and around to my chest. My nipples tightened and their reaction caused that telltale tingling between my thighs.


    Oh bugger, bugger, bugger.


    I fought hard to mask my reaction and I think I succeeded because Craig narrowed his eyes in thought as he studied me.


    I gave a huff of laughter. “What do you want me to say? I’ve already told you I can’t flirt back, and that with someone like you it doesn’t affect me. You don’t make me feel special when I’m just one in a million.”


    “You’re very honest, aren’t you?” he murmured, not looking at all disinterested like I’d wanted him to.


    “I say what I feel.”


    “And I’m trying to tell you I do the same.” He grinned at me suddenly and its boyish charm practically melted my insides. “I’ve decided I’m not going to lose heart. I’ve got all night to convince you.”


    I frowned at his tenacity. “You might not have all night. I’m probably going to leave after I finish my wine.”


    “No, you’re not.” He leaned over the bar again. “Because you’re here for a reason. You’re up to something.” He trailed a finger along the inside of my wrist and I couldn’t mask my shiver this time. His eyes brightened knowingly and his grin turned smug, arrogant.


    I narrowed my eyes and snatched my hand away from his reach. “I just happen to be sensitive there. Don’t get cocky.”


    Craig pinched his lips together to stop himself from laughing, but the effort was railroaded by the laughter in his eyes.


    I felt an answering tug of amusement at my own lips and I looked away, hoping the absence of his face would stifle it.


    “So who are you looking for?”


    My gaze snapped back to him at the question but thankfully I didn’t have to answer because a group of girls wandered into the club, laughing and making a lot of noise. They headed straight for the bar.


    Craig winked at me and strode away to help Jo serve them.


    Even knowing I shouldn’t, I watched him as he chatted and flirted with the girls. Part of me admired the fact that he didn’t suddenly stop flirting with them in order to make some headway with me, but another, much larger, part was disappointed.


    The truth was I’d craved affection my whole life, and since much of my childhood was spent receiving so little, I’d become especially greedy in my adulthood. Since my first boyfriend when I was sixteen, I’d longed to be the only female (who wasn’t related to him) to matter to anyone I dated. I wanted to be a man’s whole world. Like... he’d die for me kind of love and vice versa.


    When I was fourteen, lonely and starving for affection, I’d fallen in love with romance novels, and ever since then I’d hoped for an epic love story of my own.


    I wanted to be the only woman he saw.


    Unfortunately, that uncompromising need for full-on love had ruined my relationships. My boyfriends never seemed to live up to my expectations. They never bought me presents just because they saw something that reminded them of me. They looked lustfully at other women when they didn’t think I was looking. It didn’t bother them when another man flirted with me right in front of them.


    And they should definitely not fuck other women when they were in a relationship with me. My second-to-last boyfriend, Gary, didn’t seem to understand that one at all!


    Maybe what I wanted didn’t exist.


    Maybe I was wrong to be so fixated on finding the perfect man for me.


    Maybe, maybe, maybe.


    But that didn’t mean I didn’t think it wasn’t reasonable to believe that a man who seemed overtly interested in me should refrain from flirting with other women while he was flirting with me!


    I scowled at Craig as he said, “That’ll be ten eighty, gorgeous,” to the perky brunette eyeing him like he was bloody David Gandy.


    I was right. He called every woman “gorgeous” and “beautiful.”


    I’d lied to him before when I said I hadn’t felt anything when he called me beautiful. I had felt the heat of it. But that heat suddenly burnt out and turned to ash. I didn’t like the taste of it and I sipped at my wine and looked away, hating the disappointment I felt.


    I stared at the door, willing Angus to appear. If he would just show up I could put my plan in action, ruin his life like he’d ruined Darcy’s, and forget all about the handsome bartender who I’d subconsciously let play me like he apparently played all women. I’d been hurt before by men, but since I’d never been in love, it was a hurt that had only lasted a little while. It wasn’t anywhere close to the hurt that Darcy was feeling. My sweet, beautiful, kind sister, who had already seen enough pain in this life. Angus had cut her open. I didn’t want to be cut open like that, which meant the next time I chose a man I’d pick one who treated me like I was the only woman in the room.


    “You never answered my question. Who are you waiting for?”


    My head jerked around at his question and my thoughts must have still been obvious in my eyes because Craig’s expression softened to concern. He reached for my hand and murmured, “Darlin’?”


    I pulled my hand away before he could touch me and hid the sadness I’d allowed him to see. “I’m not waiting for anyone.”


    “Liar.” He gave me a mock-disappointed look and heaved a weary sigh. “I guess I’ll just have to stand here and badger you all night, then.”


    “Please don’t.”


    As if he sensed the sincerity in my plea, he pulled back a little, giving me space, at least physically. However, he didn’t walk away. “Why are you here, Rain?” His question was serious, all flirtatiousness having ebbed away in reaction to my demeanor.


    I smirked. “If that’s a philosophical question then I can honestly say I have no bloody clue why any of us are here. If it’s a literal one... I’d tell you to mind your own business.” I added a little smile to lessen the blow of my words.


    He gave me a small smile back. “Then I’ll ask you an easier question. How old are you?”


    I sighed, realizing he really wasn’t going anywhere. “I’m twenty-four. How old are you?”


    “Twenty-five. Where were you born?”


    I frowned at the quick-fire question. “Inverness. Where were you born?”


    “Edinburgh born and raised. What do you do for a living?”


    I cocked my head to the side and studied him. “Are you planning on writing my biography?”


    He gave me this mysterious little smile but said nothing else.


    “I was told not to talk to strangers.”


    “But I’m not a stranger.” He leaned on the bar again, seeming unable to maintain a distance between us. “My name is Craig Lanaghan. I’m a full-time bartender and I hope to own my own bar one day. I have two sisters, Jeannie and Maggie. Jeannie is engaged, Maggie is at university, and with her nest empty my mum has decided to start Internet dating and I hate the very fucking idea of it. I’m a pretty laid-back guy, I like chilling with my friends on my down time, I like the color blue, I like crime novels and foreign martial arts flicks. I never say what I don’t mean, and I never let a woman think I’m offering her more than I am.”


    There was a lot to like in all he’d said and I gave him a bemused smile. “I take it you expect me to return the gesture of info dumping.”


    He grinned at me. “It would be nice.”


    I felt that flutter in my belly again. “Stop flirting with me, Craig,” I repeated solemnly.


    His grin changed to a coaxing smile. “Not possible, Rain.”


    I sighed and glanced surreptitiously over my shoulder.


    Still no Angus.


    “You know if you tell me something I might stop pestering you completely,” he offered.


    I tried to discern whether he meant it or not and decided I couldn’t tell. Hoping he was serious, I nodded. “My name is Rain Alexander. I own an online clothing boutique with my younger sister, Darcy. It’s called Darraign and we’re doing quite well with it. We design the clothes together and I handle the business side and manufacturing. Darcy is the dressmaker. Most of our stuff is manufactured but we sell limited-edition pieces that Darcy handcrafts. I’m extremely independent and always have been, I know what I want and what I don’t want and I have no room for compromise. I like the color red, I like romance novels and historical dramas. I always say what I mean and I never accept less than what I want from a man.”


    Craig’s gaze grew heated at my final words. “In the bedroom or in life?”


    My skin flushed at the thoughts I saw swirling in his gaze. “Both,” I whispered.


    Our gazes locked and the heat between us intensified as the rest of the bar just melted away, darkness blurring my peripheral vision so all I could see was him. My eyes fell to his mouth and I wondered how he would kiss. Would his kisses be soft, coaxing... or would they be deep, drugging...


    A loud cackle from a girl behind me snapped me out my reverie and I jerked back in my stool, breaking the moment between us.


    Craig threw an irritated look over my shoulder before sighing. When he looked at me again, the heat in his eyes was no longer boiling, but simmering quietly. “You own your own company,” he said forcibly, his voice a little thick. He cleared his throat. “That’s impressive.”


    I shrugged.


    “Should we add modesty to the things I know about you?”


    My shrug wasn’t out of modesty. I knew having my own successful company was an impressive feat and as nice as it was to hear, I didn’t need Craig’s opinion to know that. “I’m not particularly modest, no.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “Not modest. Interesting. You said your company was called Darraign.” He gently grabbed my left wrist and turned my arm so that he could see the tattoo inscribed on the inside of my bicep. “You have your company name tattooed on you.” He frowned. “Darraign. As in Darcy and Raign?”


    “My name is spelled like the weather, R-a-i-n. But yes, Darcy and Rain. Darraign.”


    “Why the different spelling, then?” He rubbed his thumb over the inside of my wrist again and that small touch caused a lustful tightening in my breasts. I extricated my hand from him.


    “Do you know what Darraign means?”


    He grunted in amusement. “I didn’t even know it was a word.”


    I nodded and looked down at my tattoo, drawing my red painted fingernails over the curled script that spelled out the word. “It means to vindicate. To justify or prove.”


    When our eyes met again Craig’s were filled with something... something I couldn’t quite identify. “What?” I said softly.


    “I think you just might be more than a little magnificent,” he said.


    This compliment hit me square in the chest. It affected me in a way “beautiful” could never. “You don’t know me.”


    “Then sit there and let me get to know you.”


    Since I had no choice to sit there until Angus showed up, I ordered another wine and I nursed it for the next few hours as I waited.


    During my wait Craig was never far from me. We were interrupted when more customers came in and the bar grew busier and noisier, but whenever he could get away he came back to chat to me. This time our chatter was more lighthearted as we discussed the people around us and he tried his best to make me laugh.


    As three a.m. drew nearer and the club began to empty, I paid my tab and slid off my stool.


    Craig’s arm shot across the bar and his large hand wrapped around mine to stop me. Desire blazed in his eyes. “Let me walk you home, Rain.”


    Knowing exactly what he was asking, I shook my head sadly, wishing he were a different kind of man. “I don’t do one-night stands, Craig. I’m not that girl.”


    I tugged my hand out of his grasp and walked out of the bar.


    As I jumped in a taxi outside, I wrapped my arms around myself and willed away the disappointment I felt.


    I was gutted.


    It wasn’t every day you met someone who made your skin heat and your body spark, who made you laugh and took you at face value. Craig really seemed to like me despite my inability to flirt with him and my inability to be coy. I was forthright, and many men found that off-putting. Not Craig though.


    And still it wasn’t enough.


    I was still just another body he wanted to fuck.


    I decided I disliked him a little for that.


    Or maybe it was my dislike of Angus transferring to Craig.


    Angus.


    I squeezed my eyes closed, groaning. He didn’t turn up and if he had I’d probably have been too distracted to notice.


    Oh, this would never do.


    I had to force Craig from my mind, and I needed to start getting serious about revenge.

  


  
    Craig


    I have a date tonight. His name is Drew Michaels. He’s my age. Divorced. We’re meeting at D’Alessandro’s at 7:30 tonight. Love Mum xx


    Craig stared at the text message he’d just woken up to and groaned.


    It was happening already.


    Fucking hell.


    He flopped back down on his pillow at the exact moment his phone started buzzing in his hand. He brought it up to his bleary gaze.


    Stevie Calling.


    He answered. “Aye?”


    “Sorry, man, did I wake you?”


    “I was already up. Barely. You alright?”


    “Aye, just wondering if you wanted to come out for dinner tonight? Audrey’s bringing her friend Natasha. I wasn’t supposed to tell you that but unlike my girlfriend I don’t want to ambush you.”


    Craig grunted. He and Stevie had been friends since high school, and Stevie had been with Audrey just as long. Neither Audrey nor Stevie believed in marriage, but after ten years together they showed no signs of wanting anybody else either.


    Her closeness with Stevie meant Audrey couldn’t understand why anybody would want to remain single. She’d been trying to set up Craig with her friends for almost as long as she’d been with Stevie.


    “Thanks for the heads-up, and I’ll pass.” He rubbed his eyes as he sat up, trying to fully wake up.


    “Oh? Seeing someone? And by someone I mean your usual casual fuck?”


    You’d be surprised, mate. “Nah, I hooked up with a lassie a week or so ago, but I’ve not met anybody since.” Not entirely true. He had met someone but she didn’t do one-night stands. He scowled remembering Rain’s words: I don’t do one-night stands, Craig. I’m not that girl. He’d fucked up by making it about sex right off the bat.


    But if it wasn’t about sex, then what was it about?


    Did he actually want to date this girl?


    She got under his skin, aye... but dating? He wasn’t so sure about that.


    It was probably best she’d walked out of the bar last weekend and not come back.


    So why did he still feel so bloody disappointed?


    “You there, mate?”


    Craig jolted out his reverie at his friend’s voice. “Sorry. Still waking up.”


    “So I’ve to tell Audrey you’re not coming? Have you got an excuse I can use? Because if I tell her I told you about Natasha she’ll be pissed off at me.”


    He thought of the text he just got. “Tell her my mum’s going on a date this evening and I promised I’d be on call if she needed me to come get her. Plus I’m working at eight. Not really enough time for a proper dinner date, is it?”


    “So your mum’s really going to do this Internet-dating malarkey, then?”


    “Unfortunately.”


    “Well, hope it goes alright, bud. I’ll let you go.”


    “Speak to you later.”


    They hung up and Craig reluctantly got out of bed to face what was left of the day.


    ***


    “You’re checking your phone more than Jo does.”


    Craig glanced at his colleague Alistair. It was back to the usual Friday team of Craig, Alistair, and Joss. “My mum is on a date. I said I’d come get her if she needed me.”


    Alistair grimaced. “A date? Your mum?”


    He groaned. “A date.”


    “That’s fucking awful, mate.”


    “Ugh.” Joss strode by them. “You men need to grow up. Mothers have sex lives too. How do you think you were born?”


    “Like Jesus,” Alistair said straight-faced. “And no other fucker is telling me different.”


    “I’m telling you different.” Joss poured rum into the glass she was holding and grinned evilly at him. “Your mothers had hot sweaty sex with your fathers... and better yet... they loved it.”


    Craig thought of the vomit he had to clean up in the men’s bathroom last week because the cleaner had called in sick that night. It did the job of pushing out the imagery Joss was trying to plant in their brains.


    “You’re a sick lady, Joss.” Alistair tutted. “A mean, sick, sick lady.”


    She laughed at them and wandered back down the bar to her customer.


    The bar wasn’t bouncing yet since it was still early on in the night, giving Craig plenty of free time to glance at his phone every five seconds.


    He was busy staring at his phone when he heard Alistair ask a customer what he could get them.


    “A glass of Fuligni, please.”


    Craig’s head jerked up at the voice and he felt this overwhelming lightness in his chest at the sight of Rain sitting at the bar. “I’ll get it, Alistair,” he said automatically, and Rain’s gaze flicked uneasily to him.


    He didn’t blame her, he supposed. She’d made it clear she wasn’t up for a one-night stand. Surprisingly that hadn’t put him off. He wanted to know why she was coming to the club every weekend. He wanted to know who she was looking for and what she was up to.


    He wanted to talk to her. She was singular in that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so eager to be around a specific someone.


    Alistair raised an eyebrow at him.


    Craig shrugged. “I know her.”


    “Right.” Alistair grinned and drifted off down the bar, probably to gossip with Joss. He was worse than a woman sometimes.


    Trying to act casual when he felt anything but, Craig set about getting Rain her glass of wine. He caught her eyes as he turned back to her, and held her stare as he placed the glass down on the bar in front of her.


    She lowered her long lashes, hiding her gorgeous big dark eyes from him.


    Fuck, but she was beautiful.


    His eyes drifted over her. Her hair was styled in much the same way as before but tonight she was wearing a forties-style dress that was a pinky-purple color. This dress showed more cleavage and she wore a silver necklace with an elaborate key as a pendant that nestled invitingly between said cleavage.


    His eyes drifted up as a hot blood rushed to his dick.


    Her full mouth was painted the same color as her dress.


    He’d never wanted to kiss someone so badly.


    Rain’s gaze was still on her glass so she hadn’t read the thoughts he was sure were clear in his eyes. And he wanted her to. He wanted her to know just how goddamn stunning he thought she was, even if she did think his opinion meant nothing.


    “How have you been?” He leaned against the bar and her fruity-floral perfume drifted over him, making him want to nuzzle her neck to find the point of origin.


    “Fine.” Rain finally looked up, her expression carefully blank. “And you?”


    He smirked at her monosyllabic answer. “My mother is on a date right now, so I’ve been better.”


    Humor lightened her eyes. “Oh dear. How uncomfortable for you.”


    He grinned. “Understatement, darlin’.”


    “She’ll be fine.”


    He pulled out his phone and set it on the bar between them. “She knows to call me if she’s not.”


    Rain tipped her head to the side, scrutinizing him. “And would you drop everything to go and help her?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Even a gorgeous redhead who makes it clear she’ll sleep with you if you stay?”


    He was more than a little irritated that she had to ask such a question, but he hid it. Instead he leaned closer, his voice lowering with his desire for her. “Even a mysterious and beautiful jitterbug with bright pink lips.”


    She swallowed hard. The gesture was subtle and he would have missed it if he hadn’t been studying her so carefully. Craig was convinced she wasn’t as unaffected by him as she pretended to be. It was the reason he was chatting to her again, wanting to uncover all her secrets. “Fuchsia,” she whispered. “My lip color is fuchsia.”


    Craig stared at her lips, picturing her pressed up against the nearest wall as he kissed the living daylights out of her. “Does it rub off easy?”


    “Not this again, Craig,” she said softly.


    Their gazes met again, hers defiant, his heated. “I can’t seem to help myself.”


    “Well, try.”


    “I don’t think you really want me to... or you wouldn’t keep coming back.”


    She gave a huff of laughter. “You think I keep coming back here for you? Well, aren’t you nice and full of yourself.”


    He grinned at her. “If not me then who?”


    “No one you know.”


    Before he could question her any further, customers seemed to pour into the bar in one big drove and he was diverted by the attentions of his job. Ten minutes later he was in the middle of pouring a customer a lager when Joss stopped beside him.


    She smirked up at him. “Your gorgeous brunette says your phone is ringing.”


    He glanced down the bar and saw Rain waving his phone at him. He’d clearly left it with her. “Shit. It might be my mum. Can you take over for this customer? It’s this lager and I’ve still to get him a JD and Coke.”


    “Got it.” Joss took the lager from him, and Craig hurried down the bar to Rain.


    “A text from ‘Mum’ popped up on the screen,” Rain said, handing him the phone. “Thought you might want to know.”


    “Thanks.” He gave her a tight smile and quickly pulled up the text.


    I had a wonderful night. Drew was a gentleman. I’m home safe and sound so you can stop worrying and get on with work. Talk to you later. Love, Mum xx


    Craig sighed in relief.


    Glad to hear it. I’ll call around tomorrow. Night.


    “Everything alright?” Rain said.


    He looked at her and was surprised to find she appeared to genuinely care. Christ, he wanted to kiss her so fucking badly. Why was she here? What the hell was going on with her? Craig suddenly found himself irrationally angry and he knew it was because Rain Alexander was a mystery that was beginning to frustrate him in more ways than one.


    “She’s fine,” he said.


    Rain’s concerned expression turned blank at his sharp answer, and he instantly regretted his tone.


    “Craig, if you’re done?” Joss shouted back down the bar.


    He sighed and looked back at Rain, but she was avoiding his gaze as she glanced around the bar in that searching way of hers. He strode away to take a customer’s order. Alistair passed him as he mixed a cocktail.


    “Who’s the gorgeous brunette?” he asked as he cleaned out a glass.


    Craig shot Rain a look. She had her back to the bar now, her eyes searching the club. “Fuck knows,” he sighed.


    “I thought you knew her.”


    “Knowing her name doesn’t mean I know her.”


    Hearing the dismay in his voice, Alistair grinned. “Could it be you want to know her though?”


    “Only in a biblical sense.”


    Alistair studied him and then grunted. “If you say so.”


    As soon as he walked away, he was replaced by Joss. She was grinning at him. He frowned. “What?”


    “You have a crush.”


    His whole being revolted at the idea. “I’m a grown man, I don’t have a fucking crush.”


    Joss shot Rain a look. “Yeah, you do. You can’t stop looking over at her and I have a feeling she’s the same woman Jo was telling me about. Apparently you could barely pry yourself away from her last Saturday.”


    “Your point?” he snapped.


    She laughed outright at his tone. “Oh man, I’ve been there. I get it.” She patted his shoulder in comfort. “Just go with it. And I must say she’s a fuck of a lot cooler than most of the women you hook up with. And she’s stunning. If I were a guy... yeah, I’d go there.”


    An image of Joss and Rain together fogged up his brain. “Why would you say that?” he groaned in frustration.


    Joss laughed harder. “You need to grow up.”


    “I’ll have you know that you saying you’d do Rain would have any man of any age picturing it for months to come.”


    “I said if I were a man, I’d go there.” She shook her head. “Head out of the gutter, Craigy boy. We have work to do.”


    A lull eventually arrived, so he could get back to Rain, and when he did he discovered she’d ordered a number of shots from one of his colleagues. It was daft, but he was annoyed she couldn’t wait for him to return to her before ordering.


    “Moving on to something stronger?” He gestured to her empty shot glasses.


    Her mouth twisted into a surprisingly adorable moue.


    He leaned over the bar, locking onto her eyes with his. “Am I really that annoying?”


    She sighed heavily. “No. It’s not you.” She groaned and leaned her head in her hands. “I shouldn’t have had those shots. I’m a lightweight.”


    “Your break time, mate.” Alistair slapped him on his shoulder as he passed.


    Craig nodded. “Right.” He walked to the end of the bar, lifted the latch and stepped out onto the club floor. He moved through the crowded bar area and pushed his way to where Rain sat. There were a number of guys who’d eyed her up over the course of the night, but for whatever reason none had approached. The guy standing next to her looked like he was getting ready to try his luck. Craig gave him a look that persuaded him otherwise, and then he gently rested his hands on Rain’s slender hips.


    She jumped in surprise and tilted her head back. “How did you get back there?”


    He grinned at her confusion. “Magic. Come on.” He tugged on her gently and to his surprise she willingly slipped off her stool. “Let’s get some water in you.” He took her small hand in his and tightened his grip as he led her back behind the bar. Ignoring Joss and Alistair’s inquisitive looks, he guided Rain through the back hallway and into their staff break room. He pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge and then led her to the battered table and chairs in the corner.


    Once he had her seated with the water, he got his sandwich out of the fridge and offered her half.


    “I’m not hungry.” She waved it away, staring at him in suspicion.


    “Eat,” he insisted. “It’ll soak up all those shots.”


    “Four shots,” she corrected him as she took the sandwich. “You’re making it sound like I’ve had loads.”


    “Four is a lot on top of wine. Especially for a lightweight.”


    “I know.” She looked sad. “But I got sick of waiting.”


    Aha! “Sick of waiting for what? Or who?”


    Rain’s eyes searched his. “Why are you so keen to know?”


    “Because I’m intrigued.”


    “But why?”


    He laughed. “Why is the sky fucking blue? You intrigue me and that’s all I know.”


    “There is a scientific reason for the sky being blue. Something about the elastic scattering of sunlight in the atmosphere or something...” She shrugged.


    Still amused, Craig shook his head. “If you want a scientific reason for my intrigue then let’s call it chemistry. We have it, whether you want to admit to it or not.”


    She seemed to consider this. “Just because we have chemistry doesn’t mean we have to have sex. Best friends have chemistry. It’s just a different kind.”


    “Then we’ll pretend we’ve got that kind if it makes you more comfortable.” He winked cheekily at her.


    Rain rolled her eyes but she couldn’t hide the smile quirking up the corners of her lips.


    Needing to touch her, Craig reached across the table and took her hand in his. “Tell me what’s going on. Why Club 39?”


    “Are bartenders like priests and doctors? We can tell you anything without fear of reprisal because of the confidentiality thing?”


    Chuckling, he nodded. “We’ll go with doctor since I’ve played ‘doctor’ before but never ‘priest.’ Never met anyone kinky enough yet.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, making her laugh.


    She had a throaty laugh and it made his cock twitch. It also, however, caused a pang in his chest area. He felt triumphant whenever he made her smile or laugh.


    Fuck, he murmured inwardly at the revelation.


    “Fine.” The laughter in her eyes dimmed. “I’ll tell you why I’m here. I’m here to get revenge for my sister.”


    For a moment Craig had a sudden fear her sister was someone he’d slept with and then never called again. Had he dated a Darcy? He couldn’t think. Shit. “Your sister?”


    “Darcy. Let’s just say when she was younger I didn’t protect her from a situation that I should have. It took her a long time to forgive me and for us to rebuild our relationship.”


    Craig squeezed her hand, unhappy with the guilt he saw in her eyes.


    “Nine months ago Darcy started dating this postgrad student. Angus York. I disliked him from the moment I met him, especially when he made it clear that he was attracted to me. But Darcy was in love so I buried my head in the sand. And once again I let her get hurt. I didn’t protect her.”


    Uneasiness swept over Craig. “What did he do?”


    Pure, undiluted anger blazed out of her dark eyes. “He convinced her to make a sex tape and then he showed it to his friends at a party.”


    “Son of a bitch,” he hissed, thinking about his own sisters and how he’d murder any man who humiliated them like that.


    “Darcy... she couldn’t handle it. She was betrayed and heartbroken. She broke up with him and fled to Australia. She’s out there just now, staying with a friend, trying to get over it so she can come back home.”


    “That’s awful,” he murmured, taking her hand in both of his now. “I’m sorry that happened to her.”


    Rain scrutinized him and the tension in her shoulders suddenly relaxed as she said, “I believe you mean that.”


    He squeezed her hand. “I do. I have sisters. If that happened to them I’d want to kill the bastard.”


    “Oh, I want to kill him but I’ll settle for a little justice instead.”


    “And what’s the plan for that?”


    “Angus comes here a lot.” She gave a bitter, rueful smile. “Well, he’s supposed to appear here a lot but so far I’ve seen no sign of him. My plan was to ingratiate myself with him... find a way deep enough into his life to get something on him... something I can use to ruin him like he ruined Darcy.”


    Craig gave her a sad smile. “You don’t seem like the revenge sort, Rain. Perhaps this isn’t the best idea.”


    She pulled her hands out of his hold, her defenses flying back up around her again, and he cursed himself for not treading more carefully. “I failed my sister once before. I won’t again.”


    “But how is this the best plan? Surely this guy will be suspicious of you trying to be pals with him?”


    She raised an eyebrow. “You underestimate this man’s arrogance.”


    Craig gave her a nod and sat back to finish his sandwich. As he did Rain nibbled on the sandwich he’d given her and he studied her. The truth was he admired the determination he saw in her tired eyes. This wasn’t something she wanted to do, but it was something she certainly felt she needed to do.


    All because of her loyalty to her sister.


    And that, Craig could admire.


    “You’re staring,” Rain murmured.


    Because you’re absolutely fucking beautiful... and I have a feeling that beauty runs deep. “There’s a lot to stare at,” he murmured back, taking a casual swig of his water.


    He didn’t want to scare her off. He wanted to put her at ease. For whatever reason this woman brought out his protective instincts. Craig didn’t want her going through the drama of dealing with Angus. If it were him he’d punch the arsehole and move on. He thought that was a much healthier way to deal with it. The lengthy process of revenge that Rain was discussing would take its toll on her.


    He didn’t want that for her.


    I want her spending all her free time on far more pleasurable pursuits.


    Like getting to know him in the biblical and non-biblical sense.


    “Stay until closing. Let me walk you home. No funny stuff,” he reassured. Let me change your mind about everything. Life was never too short for justice, but revenge, yes. Life was too short for revenge. And life was too short to ignore the kind of connection between them.


    For the first time ever Craig felt more than the impulse for sex. He wanted to know everything there was to know about this woman, and if that meant giving the whole dating thing a go then so be it. He’d slowly convince Rain to give him a chance, and while he was doing it he’d distract her from this tiresome need for revenge.


    “You’re very determined and stubborn, aren’t you?” she said, eyeing him thoughtfully.


    “Probably about as determined and stubborn as you,” he said.


    She gave a huff of laughter. “I don’t know about that.”


    “Will you stay, then?”


    “No funny stuff?” she said softly.


    “I promise.”


    Slowly she nodded.


    Pleased, Craig relaxed a little and guided her back to the bar after his break. He shooed a customer off Rain’s vacated stool (to the annoyance of Joss and Alistair) so he could keep her in his sights.


    It turned out, however, he’d let himself become too relaxed, because when he went to retrieve something from the stock room and returned, she’d disappeared. His hope was that she’d gone to the restroom, but when she didn’t appear after ten minutes he asked Joss to take a look for him. She returned shaking her head and gave him a sympathetic pat on the back.


    For the rest of the night his colleagues kept their distance and Craig did nothing to improve his tips—flirtation and quick quips dried up on his tongue along with any sign of his earlier good mood.

  


  
    Rain


    There were a crazy amount of butterflies in my stomach.


    I hadn’t felt this nervous about something since I was trying to convince Darcy to forgive me all those years ago.


    Standing on George Street, staring down at the entrance to Club 39, there was a huge part of me that wanted to turn around, go home, and snuggle up with a blanket and a cup of tea.


    Angus was in there. For definite this time. I knew this because I’d actually lowered myself to stalking him on social media.


    I shivered in the cool night air and turned to stare longingly down George Street. Black cabs moved up and down the street¸ picking up and dropping off passengers—girls dressed to the nines and guys eyeing up all the girls dressed to the nines.


    Laughter echoed down the street, mingling with the sound of engines and heels clacking on concrete.


    I could just disappear into the night. Another girl in a pretty dress and heels.


    But I couldn’t.


    Throwing back my shoulders and ignoring that sick uneasiness in my stomach, I made my way carefully down the stairs to the basement club.


    “Evening.” The doorman smiled at me.


    I nodded hello and ventured inside to face one man I hated and one man I liked too much.


    Leaving Craig last Friday had been cowardly, but at the time I saw no other way. As much as he assured me there would be “no funny stuff” between us, I read something else entirely in his eyes. For whatever reason, he was interested in me. However, I’d seen him with all of his female customers. I’d never known a bigger flirt than Craig Lanaghan, and I wasn’t the kind of woman who could handle that.


    Craig would only end up hurting me, intentionally or not.


    But I shouldn’t have just left like that. I should have said something.


    Now I had to venture into his bar, feeling guilty not only about disappearing on him but for my future intention to ignore him. There was no room for flirtation in my life. Not with Craig.


    Pity... because I’d much rather flirt with him than with Angus. My whole being rejected the idea, but needs must. Angus would respond to flirting more than anything. He had this huge ego and unfortunately it was my job this evening to stroke the damn thing.


    Taking a deep breath, I strode casually into Club 39, my eyes sweeping the bar and deliberately bouncing quickly off Craig. To my relief and distress I found Angus standing not too far from the right side of the bar, where Craig was busy serving a customer.


    Determinedly, I kept my gaze fixed on Angus. He was standing with a group of friends, some of whom I recognized. One was a girl I’d once seen him flirting unashamedly with at a party hosted by Darcy and me. The other two were his friends, and I’m sure they were part of the group he shared the sex tape with.


    Fury roared through my blood.


    Keep calm and smile.


    I fixed a small, amused smile on my lips as I approached Angus.


    His gaze flickered over the shoulder of the girl he was talking to and it widened slightly at my appearance. I sashayed around the girl as though she didn’t exist and stepped deep into Angus’s personal space. Admittedly he was far too handsome for his own good. He had piercing gray eyes framed by jet-black lashes and a perfectly symmetrical face that bordered on pretty.


    “Rain.” I heard the surprise in his voice. “Fancy seeing you here.”


    “I was just leaving with some friends when I saw you,” I lied. “How are you?”


    He mirrored my amused smile, and I wanted to punch the expression off his face. “I’m good. A little surprised you’re talking to me after the drama your sister caused.”


    Fucking rat bastard dickhead traitorous villainous arsehole!


    I waved his comment off and rolled my eyes. “Darcy being a drama queen. Again. You know she took off on me. We have a business to run,” I complained.


    There was a hint of suspicion in his eyes but still he nodded sympathetically. “Left you in a lurch. What a surprise.”


    Fucker fucker fucker fucker fucker FUCKER!!!


    I sighed wearily. “It’s not the first time.”


    “Still, she is your sister. And I never really got the impression you liked me.”


    Hiding my tension I gave him a lazy smile. “You were my sister’s boyfriend. I wasn’t allowed to like you.”


    He frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “I had to keep my distance with you because... well... let’s just say I’ve been accused of trying to steal Darcy’s boyfriends in the past.” My insides twisted so badly at my lies I froze inwardly, wondering if it was possible to keep this pretense up. It was much, much harder than I thought it would be.


    But Angus wasn’t going to make it easy on me. He raised an eyebrow at my lie, looking intrigued by it. “Any truth to it?”


    His friends snickered at the question and I gave him a mock look of admonishment, wishing I could just turn my back on this whole damn thing. Somehow I gathered the strength to flirt back. “I don’t need to steal men from my sister, Angus.”


    But my words escalated the flirtation as Angus raked his heated gaze over my body in a way that left no room for me to be wrong about what he was thinking. “I bet you don’t.” When he brought his gaze back to mine, I’m not sure I succeeded in keeping the revulsion out of my eyes, and that’s when I realized I wasn’t ready to do this yet.


    “Well, I suppose I’d better catch up to my friends.” I took a tentative step away from him.


    “Stay.” He grabbed my wrist to stop me and brushed his thumb across my skin. Try not to be sick, Rain. “Let me buy you a drink.”


    If ever there was a man more arrogant than this one I was yet to find him. I’d hoped he’d buy my lines about Darcy, but at the same time I couldn’t believe any man could think so much of himself as to be blind to the truth standing right in front of him. He saw what he wanted to see because he couldn’t imagine a woman wouldn’t be attracted to him. This was my opportunity to take him down and I couldn’t believe I was wimping out.


    “Come on.”


    I smiled, hoping there wasn’t a tremor in the gesture. “Okay. You’ve twisted my arm.” Almost literally, you bastard.


    “Red wine, right?”


    He’d been paying attention to me. That should have made me happy since it meant his crush on me would make my revenge easier. But it didn’t. It made me uneasy because my plan had never been to seduce the bastard for my revenge. And yet that’s where this hellish endeavor was quickly taking me. Fuck. “Yes.”


    He turned toward the bar and my eyes automatically moved there too.


    My gaze clashed with Craig’s as he stood mixing a drink.


    He looked angry.


    I looked away quickly, finding refuge in Angus’s friends. “I’m Rain.”


    “I remember,” the tallest bloke said, grinning at me. “I’m Jack. This is Mike and—”


    “I’m Lola,” the pretty blonde sneered at me. “You’ve not got much in the way of sisterly loyalty, have you?”


    I felt more than a flash of guilt for the lies I’d perpetrated tonight, but I smiled through her accusation. “Darcy’s never been that loyal to me. Plus... she did make the sex tape. It’s not like Angus filmed her behind her back. She’s a grown-up and she made a grown-up decision. Now she has to live with the consequences.” Please forgive me, Darcy, you beautiful girl you. Hopefully she’d never have to know the things I’d said and done tonight.


    Lola narrowed her eyes on me. “How convenient for you that they broke up.”


    “Lola, sheathe the fucking claws already,” Mike moaned.


    I shot him a grateful smile. “Some cats don’t know how to.”


    The guys laughed and Lola’s expression darkened. “Very nice.” She gulped back her drink, slammed the empty down on the nearest table, and scowled at me. “I’m suddenly not feeling so great. I think I’m going to go home.” Thirty seconds later she was gone.


    If only she knew what a favor I was doing her. “Something I said?”


    Jack laughed. “Lola doesn’t like women who are hotter than she is.”


    Dick. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    “Oh, you should.”


    An arm draped around my shoulder, a glass of red wine appearing before me. “Here you go,” Angus murmured in my ear.


    That familiar queasiness roiled in my stomach and I stubbornly kept the feeling out of my expression. “Thanks.” I took the glass, and thankfully Angus removed his arm from around me.


    “Where did Lola go?” he said.


    “She was being a bitch to Rain. Turns out Rain can handle bitches.” Mike winked at me and I fought the urge to punch the licentious look off his face. It would seem that creeps hung out in packs.


    Angus chuckled. “She thought I was going to shag her tonight. Plans change.”


    I ignored his burning stare and the almost uncontrollable urge I had to throw my wine in his face. I’d never considered myself a violent person but if I’d had the strength I would have beaten the shit out of this guy and been done with it.


    I felt the press of his hand on my lower back and had to force myself to relax into his touch. I glanced up to find him smiling down at me. “What?”


    “It’s just nice to get to spend some time with you, that’s all. Your sister was always in the way before.”


    Skeevy loathsome cockroach!


    His hand pressed deeper into my back, forcing me closer to him. “Tell me everything about yourself.”


    ***


    An hour later my nerves were strained to the max. I’d never realized how quickly the situation could snowball out of my control. I hadn’t lied when I told Craig I didn’t flirt. It wasn’t my thing. It felt discomforting in any normal situation, so to have to flirt with Angus was an effort in sheer will and nerves.


    It didn’t help that I was completely aware of Craig in the background, watching the show I was putting on. I could feel his stare burning into me. I could feel him judging me.


    Needing a break from the acting, I excused myself and made my way through the busy bar toward the restrooms. I’d just walked through the door to the hallway of the restrooms when it swung open behind me, and a hard grip clamped around my bicep.


    I jerked in shock, looking over my shoulder to find my captor was Craig. “What—”


    “Quiet,” he growled unhappily as he took a key out of his pocket and opened the locked door to the disabled toilet.


    “Craig!” I yelped as he shoved me none-too-gently inside. He followed me and slammed the door shut behind us, snapping the lock in place. My heart was thudding in my chest. “What the hell are you doing?”


    “What am I doing?” His eyes flashed in anger. “What the hell are you doing?”


    Too tired to pretend I didn’t understand his question, I crossed my arms over my chest in defiance. “What I’m doing is none of your business!”


    “I guess you made that quite clear when you disappeared last weekend.”


    Guilt suffused me. “I admit I should have said good-bye.”


    He snorted in derision. “Is that your apology?”


    “It’s the only one you’re getting,” I snapped.


    Stay out of this! I don’t need this from YOU!


    Craig’s eyes narrowed speculatively. “When you told me you were going to get revenge on that arsehole out there I think I mistook just how determined you are. I mean, there aren’t many women who’ll spread their legs for revenge.”


    His words cut me wide open—hurt piercing right through my chest—and in that moment I knew I’d been right in my decision to stay away from this man.


    Something in my expression caused regret in his. “Rain,” he murmured, as he ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck, I didn’t mean that.”


    “Let me out of here.”


    “Rain—”


    “Let me out of here!” I stormed toward him, all of the fury I felt toward Angus suddenly transferring to Craig.


    He took hold of my arms and I struggled to release myself from his touch. “Rain—”


    “Don’t touch me,” I spat, shrugging out of his hold. “Let me out of here. Now.”


    “So you can go back out there to that smarmy git?” He grabbed me and hauled me against his chest, causing the breath to leap right out of me. “If you have no intention of sleeping with that arse then you are playing a dangerous game.”


    “Of course you’d assume that I’d use sex to get what I wanted.” I curled my lip in disdain as I stared up into his handsome face. He was too close. Much too close. “Let me go.”


    His grip tightened and I found myself spun around as he pressed my back to the door. “What else is any man supposed to think when you’re out there flirting your arse off with that guy? And here I thought you didn’t flirt.” His breath puffed against my lips.


    “I only do it on special occasions,” I said, voice dripping with sarcasm.


    “You need to stop,” he said. “How far are you willing to take this?”


    “It’s none of your business.”


    “That’s funny...” He pressed his hard body into mine and I sucked in a breath at the thrill that rippled over me. “Because it certainly feels like my business.”


    “Craig.” I tried to plead as lust and desire fogged my brain. “Please, just leave me alone.”


    “But I can’t seem to help myself,” he murmured seconds before his lips brushed gently over mine.


    My mouth tingled at the soft whisper of a kiss.


    Our eyes locked and we could see nothing else but each other. As my chest heaved with excitement and anticipation it brushed against his, and I felt the movement of his increased breathing against my breasts.


    He stroked my hip with one hand while his other reached up to cup my face. His thumb swept along my jawline in the lightest touch, and yet that light touch might as well have been a sensual caress for the reaction it elicited in my body.


    My nipples tightened as he drew his fingers down my neck and followed the sweetheart neckline of my dress. My chest rose and fell in deeper movements, pushing my cleavage farther into his touch.


    I watched his face while his eyes followed his fingers as he caressed the plump rise of my breasts. Goose bumps prickled up all over my skin, drawing his gaze back to mine. The blazing heat in his blue-green eyes made me whimper, and that sound seemed to snap something inside of him.


    His mouth slammed down on mine hard and furious, and I moaned as his hand cupped my right breast and squeezed gently. I gripped his T-shirt in my hands as I pressed deeper into his body and his wet, drugging kiss.


    I’d always wondered what his kiss would be like and now I knew.


    It was ferocious and sexual and surprisingly just what I wanted.


    He left my lips to kiss his way down my throat, nuzzling my neck where I’d sprayed my perfume. “Fuck,” he groaned, sliding his hand down from my hip to my thigh. He lifted my leg, my hemline rising so he could press his erection deeper between my thighs.


    Lust squeezed me tight, low in my belly, making me wet.


    I’d never wanted a man more in my life.


    And that scared me right out of my desire-soaked fog.


    “No.” I pushed at him, jerking my leg out of his grasp. “Craig, stop.”


    He slumped against me, leaning his forehead on my collarbone as he tried to catch his breath. “Rain.”


    I heard the pleading in his voice and stiffened. “Let me go,” I whispered softly.


    Craig’s head snapped up and he glowered at me, all the unfulfilled passion in his eyes scorching me. “Why are you running from this?”


    I pushed against his chest. “Because I’m not this person. I don’t do one-night stands.”


    “Maybe I’m not asking for that.” He glared at me.


    I eased away from him, pushing my dress back into place. “You want me because you can’t have me.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Don’t fucking tell me what I’m feeling.”


    “I need to go.”


    He braced his hand against the door, barring my way. “Back out to him?”


    I shook my head because I couldn’t go back out to Angus like this. Craig had lipstick on his mouth, which meant mine was now smudged. “Home. Thanks to you.” Angry now, I pushed his arm away, unlocked the door, and hurried out, practically throwing myself out into the main club so he couldn’t stop me. Without looking in Angus’s direction, I fled the bar and Craig Lanaghan, at once cursing the bartender to hell and back for ruining my first night of revenge and thanking him for giving me the excuse to get out of a situation with Angus I really didn’t want to be in.

  


  
    Rain


    In the end I was glad to have escaped Angus mid-revenge. It was the whole flirting, seduction campaign that got to me. As much as I tried to convince myself that Darcy would understand what I was doing, the truth was I knew she wouldn’t.


    Craig’s anger at my tactics and the subsequent passionate interlude in the toilet at Club 39 had nothing to do with my decision to review my current strategy.


    Really.


    It didn’t.


    Okay, so it did. A little. I mean I was already realizing it on my own... Craig just nudged me over the edge.


    So as I determinedly tried to erase the memory of the best kiss I’d ever received in my life I opted to rethink my approach regarding Angus. I believed part of the reason it so quickly turned flirtatious with him was because of the environment we were in. A nightclub. It was all about dancing, drinking, lowering your inhibitions, and yes, sex.


    Perhaps if I encountered Angus “accidentally” in a different environment I’d be able to change the course of our interactions. I knew it wouldn’t be easy because he was a sleazebag who clearly wanted to get into my knickers, but I had to try.


    Darcy had told me that Angus liked to work at Black Medicine coffeehouse in Old Town. A coffeehouse was certainly more about conversation than flirtation (for the most part), so I decided it was my next step.


    I wasn’t a stranger to Black Medicine. With its carved wooden furniture, delicious coffee, and quirky ambience, it was my kind of place. Most of the time I was too busy these days to do anything but drop by for a takeaway cup of coffee, but for however long it took me to get Angus’s attention, the coffeehouse would become like a second home to me.


    I got there early enough to grab a table near the back of the room where I could face forward and see people entering. Two hours, two green teas, and one panini later I was still sitting watching the door. I had a book with me but I was afraid to really crack it open and get lost in it in case I missed Angus coming in for a flyby coffee. So instead I pretended to read the book, all the while staring straight over the top of the pages. If anyone were paying attention to me they’d think I was a crackpot.


    For those two hours I tried to keep my focus solely on Angus, but just like it had for the last forty-eight hours plus, my mind wandered to Craig. I honestly couldn’t believe the intensity of the chemistry between us. It was off the charts! But I had to wonder... Craig was this incredibly sexual man. Flirtation and heat just oozed out of him. So perhaps the kind of kiss we shared was merely due to his inflated sexuality and it actually had nothing to do with a real connection between us. In that scenario, I was going to be the one who got hurt—chemistry like that and the fact that I liked being around Craig meant lust would develop into something more for me. I wasn’t the kind of girl who could have sex without letting my emotions get tangled up in it all, and as much as Craig insisted this wasn’t just about sex for him, I wasn’t sure I fully trusted that as truth.


    And then of course there was the whole Angus plot. I couldn’t get involved in a messy situation with Craig or anyone just now because I couldn’t split my focus. Maybe... well maybe if it was with someone who I trusted wouldn’t hurt me, then yes, I could split my focus, I could make it work...


    But Craig wasn’t that guy.


    I groaned. I had to stop thinking about him.


    The door to Black Medicine swung open and in stepped a tall, good-looking dark-haired man.


    See! You’re thinking about Craig so much, now you’re actually hallucinating about him!


    “Oh shit,” I muttered, thrusting my book right up so it hid my face. It was Craig.


    Of all the coffeehouses in all the towns in all the world, he walks into mine at this very moment!


    Sick joke, Life, sick joke!


    I ducked my head, holding my breath, praying he was in for a coffee to go.


    Two minutes later a familiar voice sounded above my head.


    FUCK.


    I lifted my gaze and lowered my book at the same time.


    Craig stood by my table, smirking down at me. There was a hard edge in his eyes though that told me he was still mad about our last encounter. Except if anyone should be mad it was me.


    “Seriously?” I moaned and slumped back in my chair.


    “Nice to see you too.” He slid into the empty chair at my table.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Joining you.”


    “No, you’re not. You’re not bloody well ruining this thing with Angus again. I’d really like it to be over with as quickly as possible but your interference keeps delaying it.”


    Craig raised an eyebrow. “You’re meeting Angus here?”


    I sighed. “No. But apparently he comes here quite a lot. I’m just waiting...”


    “To ambush him with your feminine wiles again.”


    I heard the bite in his tone and glowered at him. “No. Not that it’s any of your business but I’m rethinking that strategy.”


    “Too late. The sleazy bastard wants to fuck you, Rain.” Craig leaned forward, the hard edge in his voice giving away to concern. “It’s dangerous to play this game with him. I think you’d better overhaul your entire strategy.”


    His assertion caused a flare of panic within me because it echoed my own deeply buried concerns.


    “All that matters is doing this for Darcy.”


    “And keeping yourself safe. After meeting this guy... Rain, he’s a creep through and through. Who knows what he’s capable of.”


    I stared at him, not knowing what to say, and frankly more than a little unnerved that I’d come to the coffeehouse with the intention of meeting Angus only to end up across a table from Craig. “What do you want from me?”


    He settled back in his seat and lifted his mug to take a sip as he stared at me. He stared so long I was practically squirming in my chair. “I’d like to sit here and have my coffee with you. Talk to you.”


    Uneasiness moved its way through me because more than anything I wanted to sit and have my green tea with him. Talk to him. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


    “Well I’m sure enough for the both of us.” He threw me a wicked grin that caused a familiar flush of attraction inside of me.


    I rolled my eyes and looked away. “Of course you are.”


    “So, Rain Alexander, what was it like growing up in Inverness?”


    I guffawed at the question. “If you want me to stay at this table with you, you might want to lead in with a less loaded question.”


    “Loaded?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Interesting.” When I treated him to an unhappy look he nodded. “Fine. Why Edinburgh?”


    “I tried London at first. I moved there when I was eighteen. For a while I enjoyed it. Had a job in a vintage clothing store—as you can imagine that was right up my alley. I thought I fell in love but after a year together I realized I wasn’t in love with him. It was the catalyst for moving back to Scotland. I’d always intended to come back for Darcy when she was eighteen anyway. The guy didn’t want to move and it was the last in a long line of issues between us.”


    “What kind of issues?”


    Craig seemed genuinely interested and it occurred to me that this might be the way to put him off me. While most girls would hide their craziness until they had their hooks well and truly sunk into the object of their desire, I decided, in that moment, just to put it all out there.


    “I wanted to be the center of his universe—and I wasn’t.”


    He frowned. “How so?”


    I shrugged. “I’m a romantic.”


    “That still doesn’t explain anything.”


    “A relationship... an epically great, romantic relationship should be a partnership, right?”


    “Right,” he agreed.


    “Well that’s part of it. Our relationship wasn’t. I started to realize that I was constantly compromising for him, but he never did the same for me in return. Everything was about him and what he wanted. I want to be with a man who isn’t happy if I’m not happy, and vice versa.”


    “That doesn’t seem like too much to ask. That seems fair.”


    I scowled. “It’s not just about that, though. I expect a guy who loves me to think of me. A lot. Surprise me, and not simply on birthdays, but just because.”


    Craig shifted in his seat, his eyes narrowing. “You mean spend money on you?”


    “It doesn’t have to be about money or shiny gifts.” I shook my head adamantly. “It could be about making me breakfast in bed, or taking the dog out in the morning even though it’s my turn just because he’s happy to let me have a long lie for a change. It’s everything and nothing, the big stuff and the little stuff.”


    He was giving me this small, tender smile that increased my uneasiness. He wasn’t reacting to my honesty the way I’d hoped he would. “Anything else?”


    “He should be territorial without being overly possessive because I don’t like the idea of women flirting with the man I love and I’d hope he’d feel the same way—if only to make me feel better about being the possessive type.”


    His gaze turned speculative... and heated. “You’re the possessive type? I’d certainly like to see that.”


    Where was I going wrong? This was not the way I’d expected a one-night-stander to react to my confession! I huffed and he grinned like he knew exactly what I was trying to do and he was enjoying my failure.


    I attempted to relax, realizing that this stubborn man was not going anywhere anytime soon. Unless of course I made the conversation extremely awkward... “What about you?”


    “What about me?”


    “Have you ever been in love?”


    He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I’m not allowed to ask you about growing up in Inverness but you’re allowed to ask a question that heavy?”


    I shrugged. “I could just finish my tea and go.”


    Craig narrowed his eyes. “Try it and I’ll tackle you.”


    I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “What?”


    Amusement lit his eyes. “You heard me. And I’ll answer your question. No. I’ve never been in love. How many times have you been in love?” he immediately said before I could respond to his answer.


    “I’m not some fickle creature who falls in and out of love easily. In fact I’ve never been in love. I’ve been close though. I don’t throw my whole heart into the relationship before really getting to know the guy, and by the time I’d gotten to know my past boyfriends they proved themselves not up to the task of loving me the way I wanted them to. And vice versa.”


    Craig chuckled. “Are you trying to tell me you’re high maintenance, Rain?”


    “Yes,” I answered honestly. “Not with general life stuff or daily living. I don’t nag about tidying up or having the boys around for boxing night or video game night every weekend... but emotionally I know I’m high maintenance.” I bit my lip at the confession, surprised I’d given away so much. What was it about him that made me feel so comfortable that I started blurting out these terribly personal pieces of information?


    “There must be a reason. Perhaps the reason is in Inverness,” he hedged with a shocking amount of perceptiveness.


    Something in my expression must have given me away because Craig’s own gaze softened and he leaned across the table toward me until all I could see was his gorgeous face. “You know when I lost my dad it made me cling hard to the family I had left—my mum and my sisters. It made me really overprotective of them. Like you with Darcy.”


    He’d guessed then that I’d lost family. “My parents.” I nodded, unable to look away from his eyes. “I was six. Darcy was four. It was a boating accident. We went to live with my aunt. She was a drunk.”


    “Fuck,” Craig breathed. He reached for my hand and secured it between both of his. “I take it things were not good at home.”


    I stared at my hand held so tightly in his. My hand looked right in his hold. It felt even more right. I immediately wanted to tug it back, but the warmth, the comfort of his gesture stopped me. “No. Things weren’t good at home.”


    “You left Darcy. That’s why you feel guilty.”


    “I couldn’t take her with me. My aunt wouldn’t let me and I had no legal right to her. I just had to bide my time... but the truth is... I could have stuck around. I could have stayed anyway. I was selfish. I was a selfish, self-involved teenager and my sister was left to that woman’s cruelty because of it.”


    “You were just a kid.”


    Unsettled by his kindness, I released my hand from his grasp and lowered my gaze. “Well, anyway, it’s the reason you should probably turn tail and run.”


    “And why’s that?”


    I looked up again and put all the sincerity in the world into my eyes and words. “Because other than Darcy, I didn’t receive a lot of affection for most of my childhood. Now I’m greedy for it. I’m someone who’s emotionally high maintenance in a relationship and I’m told it’s exhausting. So there. I’m not who you think I am.”


    Craig studied me thoughtfully. “Who do you think I think you are?”


    “I don’t know really. I just know that I’m complicated. I’m super independent in life, and in business, to the point where it drove my exes crazy. And then when it came to romance I’ve been told I’m too needy. I’m a messy paradox of a woman and it’s going to take a certain guy who can deal with all that. Not a one-night-stander. I need certainty in the future. I’ve been hurt before and I need to know going in that a guy is the right guy, that we’ll last, and that he won’t hurt me.”


    His study of me continued in silence for a moment and then finally he said, “I should probably be running for the door right now.”


    “Yes, you should.”


    His slow, wicked smile made my insides quiver. “Strangely I don’t want to. I want to be your friend, Rain.”


    To my annoyance, disappointment rammed into me gut. Of course he would change his tune after hearing about my emotional dysfunction. And that’s what I wanted, right?


    Right?


    WRONG!


    I realized then that I didn’t want to be just friends with Craig but I also didn’t want to be in a relationship with someone who could hurt me, and that meant that I didn’t want him in my life at all.


    “I don’t think we should be friends.”


    He chuckled. “You know you have a habit of bruising my ego.”


    I winced. “I don’t mean to.”


    “I know. And yet still you do. But no matter.” He grinned boyishly. “I have every intention of changing your mind.”

  


  
    Craig


    Craig’s eyes were glued to Rain’s fantastic arse as she walked away from him and into the ladies’ toilets. He found himself smiling at what she was wearing. A short-sleeved black shirt that was buttoned all the way up to its little collar at her neck. The shirt was tight-fitting and tucked into a high-waist pencil skirt that followed the curve of her hips. Its hemline was modest and tight around her calves, forcing her to sashay in her high-heeled dark green shoes.


    She had hardly any skin on show and yet it was the sexiest fucking outfit he’d ever seen in his life. Her feminine 1940s’ bombshell style was starting to become one of his favorite things about her.


    And there were lots of favorite things to choose from.


    A member of the coffeehouse staff came over to clear their table. “Can we have another Americano and...” He peered at Rain’s cup trying to work out what she’d been drinking.


    “Green tea,” the guy supplied.


    Craig eyed him. “Good memory.”


    “She’s kind of memorable.” He shot him a grin.


    Craig scowled at him.


    Rain doesn’t have to worry about any lack of possessiveness on my part.


    It wasn’t the first time he’d been pissed off about another guy thinking of Rain in a sexual way. Of course men would think of her sexually. She was beautiful. But Craig didn’t want to see it. Last weekend at the bar, when she was flirting with that arsehole, and that arsehole was touching her, Craig felt like he was going to come out of his skin. He’d never felt such an overwhelming urge to lay claim to a woman, to metaphorically piss around her so no other bastard would come near her.


    She’s mine.


    That fierce thought had entered his mind last Saturday as he’d watched her flirt with Angus, scorching his blood with their intrinsic sense of rightness. That’s why he’d followed her to the restrooms. He couldn’t stop himself. He’d never been so pissed off at a woman in his life before, and yet so desperate to have her in his arms.


    Finally, Craig understood from experience why Braden Carmichael had looked at him like he wanted to deck him for the first few months of his relationship with Joss. If Craig had had to watch Rain kiss Angus like Braden had had to watch him kiss Joss...


    For the first time ever he felt a little guilty about the whole incident with Joss.


    Not that he’d ever admit that to Braden of course.


    Strangely he found himself in a similar situation to Braden—wanting a woman who stubbornly refused to let him in.


    And even after Rain’s attempt to scare him off (and he bloody well knew that it was an attempt to scare him off), Craig had no intention of going anywhere.


    Honestly... aye, her warning about her craving for affection at once worried him and motivated him. Right now he was absolutely sure he was up to the challenge of showering Rain Alexander with affection.


    However, Craig wasn’t a psychic. He didn’t know if they had a future or not. How could he? And he didn’t know if he’d ever hurt her or if she’d ever hurt him. All he knew was that he would never intentionally hurt her. The feelings she inspired in him—tenderness, thrill, lust, possessiveness—meant something. No woman had ever inspired this desperation, this mounting need to be around her, with her, and, yes, inside her. He liked to think he was a smart man, and that a smart man wouldn’t run away from this kind of extraordinary. A smart man would stick around and fight for it. Even if he couldn’t promise a happily ever after.


    But what man could promise such a thing?


    Frustrated, Craig practically growled under his breath. The problem was he had two things working against him: Rain’s preoccupation with Angus, and her bloody romantic nature. Craig had to divert her attention from the whole revenge scheme, and he also had to convince her that there was being romantic and then there was being impossible. He wouldn’t ask her to change her romantic nature—he actually found it fucking adorable considering how straightforward and businesslike she could be—but he would ask her to see sense. No one knew what the future held. You just had to take what you had right now and make the best of it. He could offer her that. He could offer her everything she was asking for and a certainty that what was between them was worth exploring. But he couldn’t promise the certainty of their future together and he didn’t think that made him a bad guy. It just made him a realist.


    Could a realist and a romantic ever work together?


    Rain stepped out of the ladies’ restroom, her gaze instantly zeroing in on him. Just the sight of her caused this pang of wonder in his chest and desire to pound in his blood. He remembered the mind-blowing kisses they’d shared and how the encounter differed from his encounters with other women. The passion between them wasn’t just something he felt in his dick... it was something he felt in his blood, in his skin, and in the needful tug in his gut.


    Fuck yes, he thought, a realist and a romantic can definitely make it work.


    So he would offer friendship in the hope of wearing her down.


    He grinned at the thought, secretly hoping that wearing her down wouldn’t take too long at all.


    “What are you grinning at?” she said, eyes narrowed in suspicion.


    “Nothing.”


    “It’s not nothing. You look like you’re planning something.”


    At that moment the staff member returned with the coffee and green tea and Craig noted he studiously avoided looking at Rain. An inner growl of satisfaction didn’t surprise Craig. He’d gone caveman after years of not giving a shit.


    Rain picked up her cup of tea and sipped it. “You really do mean to interfere with my plans today, don’t you?”


    “Abso-fucking-lutely.”


    He felt pleasure roll through him as she tried to suppress a laugh and failed.


    “What am I to do with you?” she sighed, shaking her head at him like he was a naughty schoolboy.


    “Take a walk with me,” he said, taking hold of his own coffee. “We’ll finish up here and then just stroll about. It’s a nice day out. Unless”—his gaze dropped to the floor where he saw her heels peeking out beneath the table—“you can’t walk too long in those sexy-as-fuck shoes.”


    She ignored his purr of flirtation. “Sweetheart, I’ve been wearing heels since I was fourteen. I could run a marathon in these bitches.”


    Craig laughed. “I like that.”


    “Like what?”


    “You calling me ‘sweetheart.’”


    Her eyes narrowed in suspicion again. “I thought we were just going to be friends?”


    “Friends flirt.” He shrugged.


    “Only the kind that fuck.”


    Lust hit him in the gut and traveled straight to his dick. He shifted uncomfortably, taking in a slow breath.


    Obviously seeing the heat in his eyes, Rain leaned back in her chair as if to distance herself from it. “Seriously? I can’t even use that word without it turning you on?”


    “Considering the sight of your mouth wrapping around that word makes me picture said mouth wrapped around something else, then no... Unless we’re somewhere I can do something about my hard-on, then please don’t say that word.”


    Her eyes widened at his brutal honesty before her gaze flew around the room. When it came back to him she looked annoyed. “You can’t speak like that in public. Someone might have heard you.”


    “Coming from the woman who just used the word ‘fuck’ in relation to the actual act.”


    She stared at him a moment and then huffed, “Fair enough.”


    Craig chuckled, amused at his inability to pretend mere friendship with this woman. “The whole friends thing isn’t working out quite as planned.”


    Rain smirked, amusement gleaming from those gorgeous big dark eyes of hers. “No, it’s not. Which is why I thought it was a bad idea to begin with.”


    “It’s not a bad idea. According to my mother the secret to a long-lasting relationship is friendship and passion. My ears were practically bleeding at the time she was going on about it,” he joked, “but now I think those were wise words. So friendship? Not a bad idea. Pretending this could be just a friendship? Bad idea.”


    “Craig...” Rain lowered her gaze to her cup. “I told you I can’t.”


    “Will you try the friendship part at least if I promise to leave the other stuff out of it? At the moment,” he added.


    “Why are you so determined?” She leaned forward, desperation in her eyes that at once made him want to protect her, but also made him want to howl with satisfaction. She wouldn’t be feeling desperate if she didn’t feel something for him. Something she didn’t want to feel, but she felt nonetheless.


    Shit. When he finally met a woman he actually wanted around in the morning he had to go and choose one as complicated as bloody Rain Alexander.


    “Is it because you want to sleep with me and haven’t yet?”


    Irritation coursed through him like a whiplash. “No, it isn’t, and it’s an insult to both of us to suggest otherwise.”


    She glowered at him. “You can’t get angry at me for jumping to that conclusion, Craig. You are the biggest flirt I’ve ever met and you tried to get into my knickers the first night we met.”


    “Well now I’m trying to get to know you.” He threw back the last of his coffee, attempting to quell his exasperation. “And if you weren’t so goddamn stubborn you’d just let me.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I like being around you,” he admitted.


    That seemed to take the wind out of her sails. Rain slumped in her seat. “You like being around me?”


    “Yes. For some crazy reason I do.”


    Her lush mouth curled up at the corners at his teasing remark. Their gazes held for what felt like forever, the coffeehouse disappearing around them, until the world consisted of just them.


    “Okay,” Rain finally said, the word soft, “let’s get to know one another better.”


    Relief, more relief than he’d ever expected to feel, rushed through him. “Does that mean you’ll take that stroll with me?”


    She finished her tea, grabbed her purse from the back of her chair, and stood up. “Where are we strolling?”


    ***


    They walked at a leisurely pace toward the Royal Mile and wandered along it, talking and stopping occasionally to look at street art and a couple of stalls set up for the tourists. While they walked, they talked, and they pretty much covered everything from food to music to politics to business to family and so on.


    They’d strolled up along George IV Bridge and toward the university, which they were now bypassing as they headed toward The Meadows.


    “I can’t believe you actually think The Clash are rubbish.” Craig stared at her aghast.


    “I can’t believe you think that’s music.” She huffed.


    “And Dinah Shore is music?”


    “Yes,” she said adamantly. “Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra, Glenn Miller, Nat King Cole, Evelyn Knight. That’s music.”


    “Do you like anything outside of the 1940s?” he teased.


    “Yes.” She mock scowled at him. “The Beatles. Amy Winehouse. Oasis. Adele. The Killers. Lana Del Rey.”


    “That’s it?”


    “That’s all I can think of right now.”


    “So what’s wrong with The Clash?”


    Rain wrinkled her nose, making him want to kiss it. “It’s not just The Clash. It’s all British punk rock. It makes my ears bleed.” She shot him a speculative look. “I never would have taken you for a punk rock fan.”


    He smiled. “You think you have me all figured out but you don’t.”


    “I’m starting to realize that.”


    Sounds of children’s laughter met their ears as they wandered into the heart of The Meadows. They followed the sound to the children’s play park and Craig noted Rain smile.


    “Do you want kids?”


    She looked startled by the question. “Now?”


    He laughed. ‘No.”


    “Oh. In that case, yes. Eventually. When I’ve seen a bit more of the world, when I feel a little more grown-up. You?”


    “Aye, eventually,” he admitted, realizing then that he did. It wasn’t something he’d thought a lot on, but he’d always known that when he finally found the right woman, children would naturally follow.


    “Another surprise,” she murmured. “This is turning into an interesting walk.”


    His gaze fell to her feet. “You’re sure you’re alright doing all this walking in those heels?”


    Rain gave him a soft smile that might as well have been a giant thump on the chest. “I’m fine. But thank you for asking.”


    In that moment he really wanted to take her hand in his, but he restrained himself. This was going well and he didn’t want to ruin it by pushing her.


    “This was one of the first places I brought Darcy when she finally agreed to come live with me in Edinburgh.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Yeah. We had a picnic over by those trees.” She pointed off in the distance. “Things were still a bit strained between us and I was probably trying too hard. We were sitting in awkward silence munching on these gourmet sandwiches I’d bought—not homemade as I have absolutely no culinary skills whatsoever—when these two cute guys playing football near us sent the ball crashing into our picnic. They came over to apologize and ended up chatting with us a while. They left with our numbers.” She grinned happily at the memory. “Darcy looked at me like I’d just worked a miracle and she said ‘I love it here.’ It was silly and they were just two cute guys who never lasted beyond two dates, but they took us outside of the only thing that we had in common at the time—my aunt and the hurt she’d caused us. We needed the reminder that there was more connecting us than just that. And here we found it.”


    Craig’s heart had started to pound as soon as she mentioned her aunt and the abuse she’d caused them. A fierce wave of protectiveness rushed over him and he found himself mentally promising not to let anything happen to this woman.


    His feelings for her were growing intense too fast. He knew that. But it was also a fucking rush, a thrill he hadn’t expected from life.


    “Do you still live with your sister?” He managed to speak normally despite the deep thoughts and emotions he was experiencing.


    “Yeah. We actually live in Morningside. We moved there three months ago when the business picked up. It’s a nice flat.”


    “Why don’t I walk you to it?”


    Rain bit her lip in thought and Craig wanted to bite it for her instead. “Just walking me to my flat?”


    “No funny business.” He reiterated his promise from a few weeks ago.


    “Okay.”


    They were passing a bakery in Bruntsfield when Rain made a moaning noise that caused his blood to heat.


    “Oh, I love this place.” She gestured to the bakery window. “They have these delicious little cupcakes but they’re so expensive. I treat myself to a box every few months.”


    She went to pass the place but Craig wrapped his hand around her waist and tugged her gently toward the shop door.


    “What are you doing?”


    He didn’t answer. Instead he led her inside, smiling at the girl behind the counter before dropping his gaze to the cakes. He spotted the cupcakes. According to the signs there were chocolate and caramel, pecan and maple, raspberry ripple, lemon drizzle, and vanilla and strawberry.


    “What are your favorites?” he said.


    Rain stared at him wide-eyed. “You can’t buy me cupcakes.”


    “Why not?”


    She opened her mouth to answer and seemed to realize there was no reasonable answer. She finally settled on, “You just can’t.”


    He grunted in amusement. “You can tell me your favorite or I’ll choose for you.”


    “If I remember correctly her favorites are chocolate and caramel and raspberry ripple,” the girl behind the counter offered with a giggle.


    Craig grinned at her and she blushed. “Thank you. We’ll have three of each.”


    “Three of...” Rain grabbed his hand. “You don’t have to do that.”


    He looked down at where she held him and smiled before squeezing her hand. “I know I don’t.” He paid the girl and took the box of cupcakes before handing them to Rain.


    She stared at the box as if it were precious gold. Tentatively she took it and then looked up at him with a warmth in her gaze that made him feel ten feet fall. “I’ll share with you.”


    Tenderness mingled with desire soared through him. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


    Rain was quiet when they left the bakery and Craig worried she was taking the gesture and overanalyzing it in her head. He was just about to voice his concerns when she gestured across the street and said, “The library. Gosh, I haven’t been to the library in years. I miss it.”


    He was bemused by the somewhat random comment. “Aye? Well I haven’t been in a library ever. School library when forced but not a public library.”


    Her eyes grew round with astonishment as she stopped in the middle of the pavement. “You’ve never been in a library?”


    “Never.”


    “Well we’re going in, then.”


    “It’s okay. I’ve never been that inclined to go in.”


    “But you’re missing out.” She started hurrying toward the crossing and Craig had no choice but to follow her across the street to the library. “When I was a kid and things were really bad I’d go the library,” she said, and he felt that pang in his chest again picturing her as this lonely wee girl searching for solace somewhere. “It was just a building, but inside was magic.”


    They stopped and stared at the library entrance.


    “I could be a kid in America who was part of this amazing babysitters club, or I could be the Count of Monte Cristo seeking revenge. I could be a pirate in the Mediterranean or Wendy in Neverland or Lucy in Narnia. I could be anyone but who I was. And back then I needed it.”


    “Rain,” he said, the word sounding hoarse because there was a large lump of emotion in his throat caused by her retrospection.


    She seemed to shake herself, throwing him an offbeat smile. “I don’t need the place so much anymore, but I’m taking you in here just so you can smell it.”


    Her playfulness relaxed him. “The smell?”


    “The smell.” She strode forward, the automatic door opening for them, and they wandered into the library.


    “I just smell new carpet,” he said as they wandered into the main reception where you could check your books out by yourself with the self-serve machines or at the counter, where a librarian gave them a cheery smile.


    “It does smell like new carpet,” Rain said, wrinkling her nose in disappointment... and then just as quickly as it appeared the disappointment melted into an “Aha!” expression. “This way.”


    He followed her past aisles of stacks, through the DVD library, and into the very back of the building into the reference section.


    A smell of mustiness hit them as soon as she began walking down the stacks. It was darker here.


    “I thought the books in this section might be older and less used. They’ve got that wonderful musty smell.” She stopped, turning to face him in the small space.


    He immediately became aware of the fact that they were alone and her body was mere inches from him.


    “What do you think?” she said.


    “I think it smells a little nasty,” he admitted with a chuckle.


    Rain giggled and looked around them. “I guess the smell can only be charming if it triggers pleasant memories.”


    Lust rushed through his whole body. Lust, need, and an overwhelming surge of tenderness for this woman. “I guess,” Craig said, as he reached for her box of cupcakes, and ignored her questioning gaze. “That means...” He placed the box out of the way on one of the shelves. “I should make a pleasant memory here, then.”

  


  
    Rain


    Without warning Craig’s lips came down on mine in a hard, greedy kiss that demanded a reaction. We teetered back against the wall.


    The heat and strength of him overwhelmed me as his large hand gripped the back of my neck and his other slid around my hip, pressing our bodies as close together as possible. I wrapped my arms around him, my hands digging into his back, my legs trembling with adrenaline and need as he caught hold of his desperation and gentled the kiss. His tongue teased my own, making me shiver with delight. The smell of him, the taste of coffee on his tongue, the feel of his warm hands gripping me tight... it sent a bolt of lust straight between my legs and I wobbled in my high heels.


    Craig’s hand tightened around my neck and he groaned, the vibration of it surging through me, skimming down my body and teasing my nipples. His kiss grew harder again, more demanding. My nails dug into his back in reaction as he tried to destroy any semblance of control I had left.


    He succeeded.


    The feel of his erection digging into my belly sent me spinning off the edge of the earth. Arousal was sizzling throughout my blood, suffusing my skin until I was flushing like mad. The need grew hungrier as Craig’s hand slid up my waist. His thumb caressed the curve of my breast and I sagged deeper into his hold. He broke the kiss, pulling back only an inch to gaze into my eyes. His own were filled with so much heat and need I felt a surge of power rush through me. I’d never felt that way before. It was intoxicating.


    I reached for him, forgetting everything but the euphoric way he made me feel. I kissed him, nipping hungrily at his mouth. Craig groaned into me and flexed his hips against me so I could feel how hard I was making him.


    He broke the kiss suddenly. “Let me take you home?” he murmured sexily, his lips trailing lush kisses along my jaw. This time we both knew what he was suggesting.


    I shuddered with want at the thought. “I don’t know,” I breathed out softly, fragments of my concerns slowly piecing themselves back together after they were blasted to smithereens by his seduction.


    “You do know, Rain. Stop over-thinking this.”


    “I’m not.”


    Both his hands were suddenly cupping my breasts. He squeezed them as he pressed his dick deeper into my belly. “Do you want me inside you?” he growled in my ear.


    Yes, yes, YES!


    “I—I— I don’t know,” I stammered.


    He flicked his tongue against my earlobe. “I think you do know. I think you want my mouth between your legs, my tongue making you come first, and then my cock.”


    Excitement flooded me in a torrent of shivers, and I gasped. “Craig...” I moaned, suddenly not so sure which one of us had the power anymore.


    His lips brushed mine and I reached to transform the kiss into something deeper, something wetter, but he pulled back. “Admit it, Rain. Admit you want me inside you.”


    “Don’t hurt me,” I found myself begging all of a sudden.


    Craig pulled back to stare at me, the heat now mingled with tenderness. “I will never intentionally hurt you.”


    Was that good enough?


    Say yes! Oh my gosh, say yes before you expire on the spot!


    Just staring into his beautiful, smoldering eyes was making me ravenous for him. I tugged his head down, our lips crashing together. His arms encircled my waist, fusing our bodies together as our kiss turned hungry again. Craig’s kiss turned deeply sexual, voicing his impatience for him, and his strong hands slid their way down my back and under my butt, squeezing me harder against him. I gasped into his mouth. “Yes.” I broke the kiss, breathing hard. “Yes, I want you inside me.”


    ***


    I barely remember getting back to my flat. I do remember fumbling so much with my keys that Craig had taken them out of my hand and opened the door. As soon as we were inside I strode down the hall toward my bedroom, hearing his footsteps following behind me. I stared at my bed—a studded, upholstered boudoir bed with a curved headboard and curved footboard. Very feminine. Very me. I glanced over my shoulder at Craig. He was so very masculine. Perhaps the most masculine man I’d ever kissed in my life. The idea of him on my bed sent a possessive thrill through me.


    Rain, you are so screwed.


    A flutter of nerves mingled with anticipation awoke in my belly as I stood in my bedroom, feeling his intense energy at my back. I wasn’t a virgin by any means, but as the heat of him pressed against my back, as his fingertips coasted lightly over my bare arm and his breath whispered across the back of my neck, it seemed more than it ever had before... everything was heightened to a level of sensation I’d never experienced.


    Craig’s hands rested on my waist for a moment before sliding down over my hips. He caressed me, almost in a reassuring, comforting way. And then he slowly pulled the zipper on my skirt down. The material clung tightly to my body so he had to guide its release, his hot breath scattering over my bottom and the backs of my legs. I tingled with need. I stepped out of the skirt and Craig turned me to face him.


    I lifted my gaze to his and felt that power overwhelm me again at his expression. His eyes blazed, and his jaw was set with need and determination. Yet despite the fierceness of his countenance he was physically gentle and patient. Eyes still on mine, he plucked at the buttons on my shirt, unhurriedly, one by one, until my chest was heaving with my labored, excited breaths. Craig eased the shirt open, his fingertips teasing my skin as he nudged it off my shoulders with excruciating slowness. It dropped to the floor on top of my skirt.


    Craig’s eyes traveled downward as his fingertips trailed back up my arms, across my collarbone, and down toward the rise of my breasts. He followed the rise, goose bumps prickling my skin in the wake of his touch. My breasts swelled and my nipples peaked with anticipation.


    “Craig,” I murmured hoarsely.


    In answer to my needy plea he gripped my hips, gently pulling me against him so I could feel the hard rigid length of his arousal.


    “Take your hair down,” he said, voice thick and low.


    “Craig.” His words for some bizarre reason intensified my need, slickening the heat between my thighs. I reached up with trembling fingers and began to pull the pins out of my hair. I let the pins fall to the floor as my hair fell in waves around my face.


    “Fuck,” he breathed reverently as he cupped my face in his hands. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Do you believe me?”


    Perhaps I shouldn’t. Perhaps I should have hardened myself against his compliment, but there was a ferocious sincerity in his eyes—like he needed me to believe him.


    “I believe you,” I whispered.


    His thank-you was a slow, sexy kiss that had me swaying in my heels.


    His hands moved to my hips and cool air whispered between us as he stepped back a little to discover me.


    And discover me he did.


    With light strokes he learned every inch of me with his touch—my ribs, my waist, my belly, my bottom, my thighs, the backs of my knees... The tormenting gentleness of his hands only increased my anticipation and arousal.


    And then he unhooked my bra, nudging the straps down my arms so it fell silently to the floor. Craig’s eyes darkened as he stared at my naked breasts, watching my nipples pucker into tight needy buds.


    “So fucking stunning,” he murmured hoarsely as he reached up and cupped them.


    I moaned and arched into his touch. Ripples of desire undulated low in my belly as he played with my breasts, sculpting and kneading them, stroking and pinching my nipples. I thrust into his touch, whimpering my need for him.


    Unable to take any more without tasting him I slid my hands around his neck and pulled his mouth down to mine. I immediately parted my lips, inviting his tongue inside. He kissed me roughly, groaning as he pinched both my nipples. I gasped and his growl of satisfaction made me flush with pleasure. I was so wet. I couldn’t remember ever being this ready before. As if he’d read my mind, Craig coasted his hand down my stomach and over my knickers. He rubbed his fingers over them and broke the kiss when he discovered they were soaked with my arousal.


    “Darlin’, you’re so fucking wet.” He nipped at my lips. He slipped his fingers beneath the silk of my underwear and rubbed his thumb over my clit.


    “Oh God.” My head fell back, my arms gripping tight to his biceps as I undulated against his touch. “Craig...” The plea fell from my lips before I could stop it. Our gazes locked as the pressure inside of me began to build.


    “Darlin’,” he breathed, watching me reach for it. “I knew you were fucking magnificent.”


    At that I shattered. “Craig!”


    Suddenly I was swept up off my feet as Craig lifted me into his arms and carried me to my bed. He hooked his fingers into my knickers and I tilted my hips to help him ease them from my body. He discarded them on the floor and stood staring down at me spread out on my bed. That awesome feeling of power returned as his hungry gaze devoured me.


    His erection strained against the zipper of his jeans and I was suddenly really rather desperate to see him naked too. But instead of divesting himself of his clothes, Craig trailed his fingers across the tops of my feet, around my ankles, taking a slow, sensuous journey up my legs. He reached my knees and looked up at me.


    “Open up,” his deep voice rumbled.


    Oh my holy orgasm.


    I did as he asked and melted into the mattress in anticipation as he nuzzled his mouth against my sex. He licked my clit, pressed his tongue down on it, and sensation blew through me. And then he slipped two fingers inside of me and the tension began to climb to the heights. “Oh my holy...” Orgasm! I arched back on the bed, my inner thighs trembling. “Yes!” The tension inside of me snapped and I came in hard pulses against his mouth.


    I both heard and felt Craig’s satisfied chuckle against my inner thigh before he began pressing kisses up over my belly. He fell between my open legs, and the friction of his jeans against my skin felt more erotic than I could ever have imagined. My thighs tightened against his hips when his lips closed around my nipple. He sucked deep, hard, a pleasurable pain rushing through me as he moved against me. As he had done with his hands he began to play my breasts with his hot mouth until I was on the brink of coming undone all over again. He began to move his hips into mine, his jeans-clad hard-on catching my clit as he thrust against me.


    “Oh God,” I whimpered, my fingers digging into his back. I was in sensory overload. “Come inside me.”


    “Fuck,” he grunted and suddenly there was cold air wafting over my skin as Craig sat up. The bed moved as he clambered off it with far less patience than he’d just been showing. Apparently he’d pushed himself too far. My fingers curled into my duvet, tightening into the fabric as he was revealed to me. Broad, muscled shoulders and arms and well-defined abs that reinforced my original suspicion that he visited the gym regularly. No man just naturally looked that freaking good.


    And then his jeans were gone and my mouth fell open on a pant.


    He had the most perfect dick I’d ever seen. Now, they weren’t the most attractive things to look at, but what they could do to a woman was. And the idea of what Craig’s long, thick dick was possibly capable of had me practically drooling. I watched him grab a condom out of his pocket and roll it up his long length.


    I drew my gaze up from his throbbing erection and he grinned and winked at me like the cocky son of a bitch he was. Surprisingly it only amused me.


    Seeing my smile, that smugness in his expression turned to heated tenderness and he put a knee to the bed. His hands curled behind my knees and I gasped in surprise as he pulled me toward him. Angling my hips, gripping tight to my thighs, he held my legs open as he kneeled between them. I let out a moan as he nudged against me and then pushed inside. My slick wetness eased his way and I grabbed purchase on his biceps as I tilted my hips.


    Craig’s jaw grew taut as our gazes locked. “Fuck,” he uttered as he plunged deeper.


    He looked between us as he pulled out to the tip and then he watched his cock slide back inside of me. His breathing grew stuttered. Watching him watch our bodies was the biggest turn-on ever.


    “You feel so good,” I whispered to him.


    He looked up at me, eyes blazing. “You feel fucking amazing.” His grip on my legs suddenly tightened and he braced on his knees. Craig began to pump in and out of me with harder, deeper thrusts that triggered the climb to climax.


    “Rain,” Craig groaned, fucking me harder now. “Rain...” he hissed, his jaw growing taut as he held off his own climax.


    I was panting hard against his rough thrusts, the tension inside of me coiling tighter and tighter, my cries growing louder and higher. Craig slipped his hand between us, his thumb rubbing over my clit.


    “Craig!” I screamed, the tension inside of me shattering into a million pieces, white light blazing across my vision as my inner muscles clamped down around his cock.


    “Fuck!” Although I was off in hyperspace somewhere, I vaguely felt Craig’s hips jerk against mine as he found his own release. A few seconds later I felt his warm skin and hot breath on my breast as he rested his head on my chest.


    As I became aware of my own languid limbs sinking into the bed beneath me, I also became aware of Craig’s heavy weight. I opened my eyes and found him collapsed over me. Instead of his weight being a problem, I actually found it quite comforting.


    I slid my arm around his shoulder and began to stroke his hair with my other hand.


    I suddenly realized I could still feel the pulsing throb of his dick inside of me. That felt good too.


    “Good” wasn’t the right word for it. “Good” didn’t even cover it.


    Sensational.


    Wondrous.


    Magical.


    I had never come so freaking hard in my life. I’d never had a man spend so much time on my body, making sure that when he did finally thrust inside me, I’d be likely to splinter apart in the most majestic orgasm of all time.


    Feeling Craig’s hot breath on my nipple, I looked down at him and saw his eyes were closed. For a moment I feared he hadn’t experienced what I’d just experienced.


    Shit.


    I looked up at my high ceiling with the glitzy crystal chandelier hanging down from the middle and felt panic reach for me.


    Not only had I enjoyed rough, hard, desperate sex when I thought I was the kind of girl who preferred only the gentle kind of lovemaking, I was already freaking out about Craig’s reaction to it.


    I wanted him to have had a mind-blowing experience like I did, and if he hadn’t...


    Oh, this was such a bad idea. He’d slept around. Of course he’d had mind-blowing experiences like this before. That’s why he was bloody excellent at lovemaking and fucking!


    SHIT!


    Why did I let this happen? I’d completely allowed myself to be sidetracked and then seduced. I was a terrible sister and I was terrible at fighting off temptation.


    “Jesus,” Craig suddenly said, his voice low and rumbly with what sounded like satisfaction. “That—” He lifted his head long enough to kiss my nipple and then flick his tongue against it in a way I felt deep within me. “Fuck.” Apparently Craig felt it, too, because his cock twitched inside of me and he glanced up at my face. “That was earth-shatteringly fantastic.”


    A tentative relief began to move through me. “Yeah?”


    His eyes widened slightly and he braced himself up over me now, his hands on the mattress at either side of my head as he studied my face. “Tell me that wasn’t the best you’ve ever had... I dare you.”


    My relief began to grow. “Was it the best you’ve ever had?” My heart was pounding as I waited for his answer.


    His head dipped. He brushed his mouth gently over mine before locking gazes with me. Sincerity and desire mingled in one heated tangle in his eyes. “I’ve never wanted a woman so much in my life, and I promise you... I’ve never come so fucking hard in my life.” His lips quirked up at the corner in dry amusement. “I thought for a minute there I was going to come before you did. That would have been a blow to my ego.”


    “Literally.” I grinned.


    He laughed and kissed me again. “So... was it as good for you?”


    I rolled my eyes at his silly question. “You know it was.”


    “No, I don’t.” He pressed his fingers to my chin, turning my face so I had to look at him. “I’ve always gotten satisfaction in getting a woman off. Some guys don’t care as long as they get their rocks off. Well I care. But with you it’s different. I fucking care. I need to know this was more than whatever you’ve had before.”


    I swallowed hard, finding courage in his rare moment of vulnerability. “The best I’ve ever had,” I whispered. “I promise you that.”


    His eyes flared and he kissed me hard, his groan of gratification rumbling through me.

  


  
    Craig


    Tuesdays and Wednesdays were Craig’s nights off and he’d decided Tuesday night would be the real starting-off point for their relationship.


    He’d called in a favor with Braden and gotten a last-minute reservation at his restaurant La Cour. It was one of the swankiest French restaurants in town and not Craig’s usual sort of place, but he wanted Rain to know she was special.


    Her eyes had widened at the sight of him standing in her doorway wearing the suit his mum had insisted on buying him for Christmas last year. She said every man should own a suit. This was his first time wearing the tailored three-piece suit. It was a dark gray and a slim-cut fit.


    Rain’s chocolate eyes had darkened to almost black. “You look sexy as hell.”


    Craig had taken in the dark red, fitted dress that was similar in style to most of the dresses he’d seen her in. This one, however, was cut lower in the neckline and she was wearing a silver locket that was nestled in her cleavage. He was going to have to try hard not to become fixated on that damn necklace for the rest of the evening.


    “You look stunning,” he’d said. “But then, you always do.”


    “Where are we going that you’re all fancied up? And am I dressy enough?”


    “You always are. And it’s a surprise.”


    Now Rain was sitting across from him at their cozy table in La Cour, smiling curiously at him as the waiter poured them each a glass of champagne. He didn’t really drink champagne, although he didn’t mind the taste of it. He was more of a whisky guy, but again he wanted Rain to feel special, and an eighty-pound bottle of champagne should hopefully help do that.


    When the waiter left Rain gave him a wry smile. “La Cour? I thought you had to make a reservation weeks in advance.”


    “Joss’s boyfriend, Braden, owns it.”


    “Ah.” She nodded. “Connections.”


    “You’ve never eaten here, then?”


    “Nope. You?”


    “Nope.”


    The curiosity shone in her eyes. “Then why are we here?”


    He leaned across the table and covered her hand with his. “Because I wanted this to be a special night.”


    “This is lovely,” she said, her expression turning serious, “but you do know that you don’t have to spend loads of money on me to make me feel special?”


    “Rain—”


    She turned her hand so she could clasp his in it. “Craig, I just wanted to go on a date with you. Fish and chips and a stroll down by the waterfront would have been just as amazing. I need you to know that.”


    “I do now.” He felt a moment of worry that he’d perhaps done this all wrong. He felt a little out of his depth with this whole serious-dating stuff. “Is this too much?”


    She smiled and like always he felt something shift in his chest when she did it. “No. No one’s ever thought enough of me to take me somewhere like this. It’s a magical first date.”


    The tension left him. “Good. I’m glad.”


    They shared an intimate smile before checking out the menu.


    “Although I’m not sure what half of the stuff on the menu is,” she muttered.


    “Thank fuck,” he muttered back. “Because neither do I.”


    ***


    Dinner was finished and although they’d been wary of what they were ordering, the food turned out to be as delicious as Braden had assured. They were waiting on dessert, and Rain seemed to have a nice buzz going from the champagne. In all honesty she was the most relaxed Craig had ever seen her.


    He decided to at least set something straight while she was in a good mood and not readying herself to run for the door.


    “To me this is a relationship,” he said. “I want this to be a real relationship. Monogamy and all.”


    He saw her shoulders tense a little. “Craig... we should take this slow.”


    “Of course,” he agreed, even though he already had visions of them playing house. “As long as we agree that we’re taking it slow with the understanding that we are taking it somewhere serious. I can’t promise what will happen in the future; no one can. But I can promise that I want to be with you.”


    Her eyes shone in the candlelight. “Okay. Me too. But we’re taking it slow.”


    He grinned triumphantly. “We’re taking it slow.”


    ***


    “The best I’ve ever had. I promise you that.”


    Rain’s words hadn’t stopped echoing in Craig’s head for the last week. He hated having to leave her to go to work, and that was a first. The truth was he’d had to physically drag himself away from her. And while his body was at work, his head was still in bed with Rain. Jo slyly commented on his absentmindedness, as if she knew the cause, and he was pretty sure that gossip would make its way to Joss’s ears and he’d never hear the end of it.


    But he didn’t care. All he could think about was Rain’s mouth, her skin, the feel of her hair sliding through his fingers, her perfume, and how goddamn amazing it felt to be inside of her.


    He was quite possibly addicted to this woman.


    When customers flirted with him at work he automatically flirted back for tips, but it lacked his usual sincerity because there was only one woman in the world he found truly fucking beautiful, and none of these women were Rain.


    The thought of going home to his empty bed in his flat filled him with dread. Salvation from the strange and unusual loneliness he felt at the thought came when his phone vibrated in his pocket an hour before closing.


    I’m still up if you want to come to mine after your shift. Rain xo


    Craig grinned at the text, filled with anticipation just at the thought.


    I’ll be there, darlin’. Can’t wait to see you.


    He saw no sense in being cool with her. He didn’t feel cool about her. He felt like his blood was on fire and there was no point in pretending otherwise.


    [image: ]Me too xo


    He chuckled at the smiley face, discovering he found everything about her an enticing mix of sexy and adorable.


    ***


    Something came over him as he climbed the stairs up to Rain’s flat a little over an hour later. It was something primal and desperate and while it excited the hell out of him, it also made him a little uneasy that one woman could make him feel this way.


    Any uneasiness disappeared, however, as soon as she opened the door.


    She was wearing a dark blue silk-and-lace nightie that heated his blood and sent a jolt straight to his dick.


    She really was sincerely the sexiest, most beautiful woman he’d ever met.


    “Hey, I—”


    Craig cut off whatever she was going to say when he stepped inside the door and grabbed her wrist to wrench her hard against his body. His lips slammed down on her lush mouth and satisfaction flared when she instantly wrapped her arms around him, curling her fingers in the hair at the back of his neck. He wanted to devour her, his tongue moving in a deep dance with hers, tasting her, mimicking what their bodies would soon be doing. The door to the flat suddenly crashed shut and Craig broke the kiss to pull back and look at her.


    Her breasts were framed perfectly by the low-cut nightdress, and it skimmed her curves before stopping short at the top of her slim thighs. Her skin was perfectly and naturally golden thanks, Rain had told him, to some Puerto Rican blood on her mother’s side.


    “So fucking gorgeous,” he said hoarsely, drinking in his fill. “I love the nightie, darlin’. Much appreciated—” his hands reached for the hem—“but you don’t need it.”


    Rain’s eyes glimmered in the low light of the hall and he saw the invitation and need in them. She only emphasized that need by lifting her arms willingly.


    Craig flashed her a wicked grin and whipped the nightie up and over her head, letting the light fabric flutter to the floor at their feet. His gaze roamed her stunning body, his eyes feasting on her breasts. They were swollen, the nipples dark, tight little buds that he itched to suck.


    Her chest rose and fell in fast breaths. “Craig...” She whispered his name urgently, her hand sliding up under the hem of his tee. His stomach muscles rippled at the teasing exploration, his dick straining painfully against his jeans.


    He couldn’t wait to get her to the bedroom. He needed her. Now.


    Apparently Rain was on the same page as she tugged his head down to kiss him. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders and she sucked on his tongue hard. Craig shuddered, and growled as the sensation sent more blood to his cock. He pushed her up against the wall, breaking the dirty kiss. “I can’t wait,” he told her breathlessly.


    She nodded frantically, kissing him again as they both reached for the zip on his jeans. The sounds of their heavy breathing was a turn-on in itself.


    He couldn’t wait. He needed inside her right fucking now. He reached into his back pocket, pulling out his wallet and then a condom from the wallet. He threw the wallet aside and shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down to his ankles, freeing his throbbing cock. As he rolled the condom on Rain kissed his neck, her little tongue flicking against his skin, making his cock twitch.


    “Fuck,” he grunted, gripping her legs. He slid two fingers inside her, testing her readiness, and he almost came at how wet she was. That she wanted him that much was thrilling and heady. It also shredded his last remnants of control.


    Craig spread Rain’s legs and thrust up into her.


    “Craig!” Rain cried out in pleasure, her inner muscles contracting tightly around his dick. He held himself still in her for a moment, his muscles straining as he fought to control his need. She was so slick and tight, snug and hot around him. He struggled for breath for a moment as she flexed around him.


    “Rain, fuck,” he growled, control gone. He hauled her legs up, and she followed his lead and wrapped her long legs around him. Holding tight to him, Rain panted with breathless excitement as he pounded them into the wall, thrusting into her hard as he glided in and out of her snug channel.


    Close to blowing but needing Rain to come first, wanting to feel her explode around his cock, Craig pressed his thumb down on her clit.


    “Ahhh!” He watched her flushed face as she cried out, her inner muscles rippling and tugging on his erection. That and the look on her face when she came was all it took. Eyes locked with hers, his muscles clenching, he let out a guttural grunt as his climax rocked through him, his hips jerking against her as he came long and hard.


    He’d just fucked Rain against her hallway wall.


    Craig fell against her, his lips on her shoulder, his chest against hers, her arms still locked around him. He turned his head and kissed her neck. “I’m sorry. I meant to do that on a bed.”


    “I’m not sorry,” she whispered, her inner muscles flexing around him again. “It was hot. So goddamn hot.” She laughed lightly, making him grin.


    He raised his head to kiss her and her hands slid into his hair again, holding him to her as she kissed him with an intensity that told him they weren’t done for the night.


    That was more than fine by him.


    ***


    That morning Craig woke before Rain did.


    She was sprawled beside him, exhausted from another energetic night in bed with him. Her dark hair spilled over the pillow, much softer, longer, and thicker than he’d ever realized until the night she took it down for the first time.


    As much as it might make him a bit of a dick, Craig had always been more fascinated by a woman’s body than her face. But there was a first time for everything, and as beautiful as her body was, Craig was mesmerized by Rain’s face.


    He watched her sleep for a while, and as the clock on her dresser ticked quietly, forcing time along, Craig knew with a bone-deep certainty that he could watch Rain sleep forever and never be bored.


    Years ago, before his dad died, Craig got up in the middle of the night to get a glass of water and found his mum asleep on the couch, lit up only by the fire glowing in the fireplace. His dad was sitting in the armchair opposite just watching her sleep.


    He’d gestured to Craig to be quiet and followed him into the kitchen.


    “What are you doing?” Craig had whispered in teenage boy confusion.


    “Just watching your mum sleep.”


    “Why?”


    His dad had given him this knowing, secretive smile. “Because I like to watch her sleep. One day, son, you’ll know you’re in love when you can sit and watch your woman sleep for hours and never bore of it.”


    At the time he remembered thinking he’d be lucky if he found what his parents had found in each other, although he’d never have said something so sappy out loud. But his dad seemed to know what he was thinking anyway, giving him that smile again before ruffling his hair and sending him back to his bed.


    Craig felt a well of emotion rise up in his throat at the memory. His dad had been gone a long time and he’d made peace with that loss a long time ago too. But there were moments when the grief was sharper, tasting more bitter some days than others.


    Like now, when he’d just realized he’d fallen in love for the first time and his dad would never get to meet the woman he loved.


    The urge to wake Rain up and tell her he loved her was so strong he had to physically hold himself back from doing it. Rain was skittish and he knew she had her reasons, so he’d be patient. He’d wait for the right time to tell her that he was crazy about her.


    A sound in the distance drew his attention. A vibrating noise. Coming from the hallway.


    It took him a moment to realize it was his phone in the pocket of the jeans he’d discarded in the hallway last night.


    Trying not to wake Rain, Craig slipped out of bed and crept out into the hall. He found his phone and discovered a missed call from his mum.


    He shoved on his boxers and jeans and called her back.


    “You alright?” he asked quietly.


    “Aye, I just haven’t heard from you in a couple of days... and well... I was a bit worried you’re upset about me and Drew?”


    Craig flinched. Her question was just bad timing considering his dad was on his mind. It was strange to think of his mum with some other man, especially knowing how much his dad had loved her, but he also knew it wasn’t fair to begrudge his mum companionship. “Not at all, Mum.”


    “Why are you whispering?”


    “I’m not whispering. I’m just being quiet.”


    “Why?”


    He glanced down the hall at Rain’s bedroom door. “Because I’m with the reason you haven’t heard from me in a couple of days.”


    “Oh?” She sounded curious and also like she was trying not to sound hopeful.


    Craig grinned. “I’ve found her, Mum.”


    His mother sucked in her breath and after a few seconds of silence said, “You’re not messing with me?”


    “Nope.”


    “Craig,” she said excitedly. “That’s wonderful. What’s her name? What does she do? What’s she like? Where did you meet her? When do I get to meet her?”


    He laughed softly so as not to wake Rain and wandered into the living room where she’d have less chance of hearing him if she was awake. “Her name is Rain Alexander. She owns her own clothing company. She’s amazing, she makes me laugh, and she’s absolutely stunning. I met her at work a few weeks ago. And she’s a wee bit shy about getting serious with me because she’s been hurt in the past so I’m taking it slow, which means it’ll be a while yet before you meet her. But as soon as she’s ready I’ll bring her around for dinner.”


    “You sound happy,” his mum said, and he heard the tenderness in her voice. “I’m glad for you, son.”


    “Aye, I know. Me too.”


    “Well I’ll let you go. Tell Rain I said hi!”


    He chuckled. “I will do. I love you, Mum.”


    “I love you too.”


    He hung up and turned around, surprised to find Rain leaning against the doorway wearing nothing but his shirt, and it was all buttoned up wrong so he could see plenty of skin. Unbelievably, after all their antics the night before, he wanted her again.


    She gave him a small smile. “That was sweet.”


    “What was?”


    “You telling your mum you loved her like that.”


    “I said it because it’s true and it makes her happy to hear it.”


    “Oh.” She shivered in exaggeration and pouted her lips comically. “You’re making me want you again.”


    He laughed. “Are you mocking me?”


    Rain gave a light laugh and shook her head. “In all honesty, no. I think you’re charming, Craig Lanaghan.”


    He felt her words sink into his chest and clutch on hard. “Mum says hi.”


    She blinked in surprise. “You told her about me?”


    “Of course.”


    Not seeming to know what to do with that, Rain looked anywhere but at him. “Do you fancy some tea or something?”


    “I fancy taking you back to bed.”


    Her gaze flew to meet his. “That’s all we’ve done...”


    He read the anxiety in her expression and decided if he didn’t want her thinking all he was after was a good fuck, he needed to start treating her like he was serious. “Right now we’re going back to bed. Tomorrow is my night off... we’ll go on a real date again.”


    She raised an eyebrow. “Is that a promise?”


    He strode toward her, no longer able to be in the same room with her and not touch her. He hauled her into his arms, crushing her to him. She came into him happily, wrapping her arms around his shoulders as he said, “A promise I intend to keep.”

  


  
    Rain


    There were a number of moments over the last few weeks where I stopped and asked myself, “How on earth did I let this happen?”


    “This” being my relationship with Craig. Because that’s what it was spiraling into. An actual relationship. Just like he’d said he wanted. And just when I’d start to remember all the other important things in my life, Craig would turn up on my doorstep, making everything but him disappear around me.


    “You have an annoying habit of distracting me,” I’d said to him last night while we lied in bed after making love.


    Last night was a Wednesday, it was a week since he’d ravished me against my hallway wall, and jt was one of his nights off work. He spent most of the day and the whole night with me.


    “Good,” Craig had replied, rolling me onto my back to have his wicked way with me. Again. Not that I was complaining. I’d gotten more orgasms out of this one man than my four boyfriends before him put together.


    I wasn’t sure if the distraction of him was good or not. What I did know was that when I was with him I felt free in a way I hadn’t felt. Ever.


    That was profoundly terrifying because as well as the sensational sex, no man had ever made me feel so valued.


    I stood in my doorway that morning, a mug of coffee in one hand and a tea in the other and I stared at him as he slept in my bed on his stomach. He really was goddamn handsome. The kind of goddamn handsome that still kicked up butterflies in my belly when I looked at him.


    “You’re staring,” he muttered, which made me jump, hot tea spilling down my left hand.


    I hissed in a breath and Craig’s eyes flew open.


    “You alright?” He pushed up from the mattress, apparently fully awake.


    I nodded, scowling at him as I wandered over to hand him his coffee. “Do you make a habit of pretending to be asleep?”


    Taking my cup of tea out of my hand and putting both his coffee and it on the bedside table, Craig took my injured hand in his and said, “Do you make it a habit of watching me sleep?” He kissed the hot skin and looked up at me. “I think you’ll live.”


    I tried not to add that sweet gesture to the growing tally of things I was beginning to adore about him. “No thanks to you,” I teased, brushing his rumpled hair off his face.


    Craig grabbed me around the waist, hauling me down onto the bed with him. I let out a squeal at the abrupt movement and giggled as my head hit the pillow. He braced himself over me and stared down into my face, something like wonder in his expression.


    “What?” I said, bemused.


    “I will never, ever tire of looking at you,” he replied, his words mirroring my earlier thoughts about him.


    “You are such a sweet talker.” I brushed it off.


    I really believed that Craig liked me and was enjoying the monogamy. At the moment. But tomorrow? Who knew? There was a part of me that believed he was going to wake up one day and realize how absolutely bored he was with the idea of just one woman.


    Glaring at me, Craig sat up, straddling me so I couldn’t move out from under him. He crossed his arms over his chest, the muscles in his biceps flexing. “What the fuck does that mean?”


    “It meant what I said. You’re a sweet talker.”


    He grunted. “Last time I checked, according to you that’s not a good thing.” His anger suddenly melted into weariness. “I thought we were done with the whole bit where you don’t believe me when I give you a compliment?”


    “I do believe you.” And I did.


    “But?”


    “No but.”


    “Rain.”


    “Craig.”


    “Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You’re the most exasperating woman I’ve ever met.”


    “Not true. You’ve just not stuck around long enough to discover the exasperating side of women. We all have that side. Just like men have their obtuse side.”


    Craig ignored my teasing, his eyes narrowing. “I’m not having the conversation again, Rain.”


    “What conversation?”


    “The one where I tell you that I’m not messing around here. That I plan to stay as long as this lasts between us.”


    And that was exactly the problem. To me it sounded like he was only going to stick around until we hit a road bump, whereas I was willing to stick around beyond the arguments and inevitable issues that would arise. And that was really the problem. I was a romantic. He was a realist.


    And I was falling for Craig. I was. I couldn’t help myself.


    Which meant that I could think of him with forever in mind, knowing we’d face problems and that I’d fight for him. I’d fight to get through it.


    I could promise him forever.


    But he couldn’t promise me forever.


    He said he was a realist... but what if he just didn’t feel the same way as I did?


    “What is going on in that head of yours?” He braced his hands at either side of my head again and leaned down so our noses were only inches away from each other.


    Melancholy was sweeping quickly over me. “I’m thinking our tea and coffee will be getting cold.”


    “Liar,” he whispered against my lips. “What are you really thinking?”


    I turned my head away from his. “I’m thinking you don’t get to know what I’m thinking all of the time.”


    He grasped my chin and gently turned my head back so our eyes met. I saw a mingling of anger and frustration in his gaze.


    “You don’t like that,” I whispered.


    “No,” he said back. “I don’t like it.”


    I did. I liked it. It meant that I was still in control of what I was allowing myself to give him. I was being smart because this man would hurt me worse than any who had come before him. I may have been falling in love with him, but that love was mine to give how I saw fit. And as far as I was concerned he wasn’t a safe bet. I was not putting any of my cards on the table just yet.


    “I don’t like it,” he repeated, a stubborn set to his jaw.


    I tilted my chin out of his hold. “Tough shit.”


    Craig was so surprised by my words he didn’t make a move while I rolled out from under him to sit up and grab my tea. I felt the heat of his stare on the back of my head.


    “Did I do something?”


    I felt a little ache in my chest at his confused, sad question. Looking over my shoulder I found him still sitting where I’d left him, but this time his expression was troubled. It was like he was wounded but trying to hide that he was.


    That ache in my chest worsened. I gave him a soft reassuring smile. “No. I’m just tired.” I reached for him, trailing the back of my fingers down his arm. “I’m being a cranky bitch.”


    He sighed and then moved across the bed toward me. He wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling my back against his chest. His warm lips touched my cheek. “Liar,” he breathed, his teeth nipping at my earlobe. “But I’ll let you keep your secrets. For now.”


    Before I could respond his phone started ringing. Closest to it, I grabbed it from the table and handed it to him. Still holding on to me, he read the screen and smiled. “Maggie,” he said.


    His sister. The one at university.


    “Hiya, darlin’,” he answered. I could hear the faint murmuring of her answer. “Why did you not tell me you were coming?” Then more murmuring. “Aye, of course. I’m bringing Rain though.” I raised an eyebrow, wondering what I was being brought to. Craig laughed. “Well it had to happen some time.” More murmuring. “You’ll find out today... Okay. See you then.” He hung up and edged around the bed to face me, grinning. “That was Maggie.”


    I smiled. “So I gathered.”


    “She’s home with Mum for a few days. Wants to catch up. I thought you might like to come meet her.”


    “Today?” I frowned. “I’d like to... but I can’t stay for long. I have work to do.”


    “Just for lunch, then?” He slid an arm around me, hauling me up against his chest. “You’re two of my favorite people. I really want you to meet each other.”


    That was nice. More than nice actually. I found myself melting. Damn willpower. “Okay. I can do lunch.”


    ***


    “Jesus Christ, how did you score her?” were the first words I heard out of Maggie Lanaghan’s mouth. She slapped her brother on the chest and grinned. “She’s way out of your league.”


    Craig gave a long-suffering sigh as we stood in front of the Italian restaurant, D’Alessandro’s. “Rain, this is my annoying wee sister, Maggie. Maggie, this is Rain, my girlfriend.”


    Like always, a little thrill ran through me at those words. “Nice to meet you.” I stuck my hand out to her.


    “Och none of that.” She stepped into my space, wrapping her arms around me for a hug. I could do nothing but laugh and hug her back. “We’re practically sisters now.” She winked mischievously and then laughed when she saw Craig scowling.


    “You trying to scare her off?”


    Maggie raised an eyebrow. “Actually I was teasing you, but it looks like...” She shook her head in amazement and turned back to me. She raised her hands and bowed liked I was some kind of deity.


    I laughed.


    “Maggie, for fuc—”


    “Seriously. Miracle maker.” Maggie cut Craig off. “Finally a woman has done the impossible and snared my whorish big brother. I don’t know which one of you I’m most proud of.”


    Craig wrapped his arm around her neck, drawing her into his side and scrubbing the top of her hair in irritated affection. “Nice to see you, Mags. Now do you want to shut the fuck up?”


    I laughed as he led her inside the restaurant in a headlock.


    Maggie was everything I had been expecting and more. From the pictures I’d seen in Craig’s flat, she looked like her mother, a tall brunette with pretty features and gorgeous bone structure. She wore her long hair in a messy half-bun half-ponytail. Her skinny jeans were old and faded at the knees, and she wore a University of Aberdeen hoodie that was two sizes too big. Even grungy she looked gorgeous. However, according to Craig her personality couldn’t have been more different from their mother’s. He said where Karen was reserved and had a quiet, quick humor, Maggie was clearly the opposite—loud, cheeky, and mischievous. And it was pretty apparent that Craig adored her.


    Once we were seated at a table for lunch Maggie stared at me a long moment.


    “Is there something wrong?” I said, touching my styled hair.


    “No, you’re just seriously fucking beautiful.” She looked at Craig. “You said she was gorgeous but she’s seriously fucking beautiful.”


    Craig laughed, that laughter deepening when he saw me squirm uncomfortably in my chair. “Aye. But you might want to lower your voice. You’re embarrassing Rain.”


    “Sorry.” She shrugged and I had to wonder if she really was sorry. “It’s just I assumed when my brother finally got tagged by a bird it would be some cheap, plastic, orange-tanned Barbie with no personality. Not some 1940s pin-up.” Her eyes washed over me and she looked back at Craig. “I think I have a girl crush on your girlfriend.”


    He rolled his eyes at her antics. “Right. We’ve got it. You approve. Now stop embarrassing Rain. I mean it.”


    Maggie grinned at him and then looked at me. “I’m sorry. Honest, I am. I’m just excited! This is freaking cool!” She smacked Craig on the arm. “My big bro all loved up.”


    “And are you?” I asked her, hoping to change the subject.


    This elicited a snort from Craig’s sister. “Me? I’m always loved up. I’m a bigger manwhore than my brother.”


    “Oh no,” Craig groaned and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Subject change. Now.”


    I shared a secret smile with her. “How’s uni going?”


    “Great! Except I’m skint all the time.” She pouted comically. “Not so good. But! I love coming home because big bro always takes me out to eat. It’s a nice break from noodles and beans on toast.”


    The waiter arrived to take our order, stopping us mid-conversation. Once he was gone, Craig narrowed his gaze on his sister. “I told you to phone me if you need money. I’ll not have you starving up there.”


    “I’m fine.” She waved him off, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze. “I promise.”


    He squeezed her hand back and I added another thing I adored about him to my list: He really, really loved his sister. His whole family, in fact.


    While we talked about Maggie’s roommates at uni, a family at the next table became hard to ignore. Really it was their son who became hard to ignore. He looked about four or five and he was being very loud. Extremely loud. And he was using his food as missiles.


    “Toby, sweetheart, please stop. Sit nice and be quiet,” his desperately mortified-looking mother urged.


    Maggie, who kept stopping to glower at the boy, eyed Toby as he said, “No. Fuck off!”


    His mother drew in a breath, looking ready to cry.


    “Toby, is it?” Maggie suddenly leaned away from our table to theirs.


    The mother went beetroot at the attention. Craig murmured at Maggie to sit back and was defiantly ignored.


    “Yeah!” Toby replied, crossing his arms over his chest as if to say, “What’s it to you?”


    “Have you ever heard of The Bed Brute, Toby?”


    Toby shook his head. “What’s that?”


    “It’s not a that. It’s a who.” Maggie said. “A monster, to be exact.”


    “A monster?” Toby leaned toward her now, sounding intrigued.


    “Yup.” She nodded, her expression deadpan. “The Bed Brute has a problem with children who are rude to their parents. He doesn’t like it, Toby.”


    Toby’s expression fell.


    “He especially doesn’t like children who say bad words to their parents. And if a child is rude a lot and says bad words a lot, The Bed Brute finds out. And do you know what he does, Toby?”


    Toby shook his head, eyes wide.


    “He waits for them to go to sleep and then he comes out from under their bed and snatches them away into the night. So if I were you, Toby, I wouldn’t be rude or say bad words to your mummy anymore.”


    Toby abruptly burst into loud, terrified sobs.


    Maggie gave the boy’s mum a wide smile. “You’re welcome.”


    The horrified mother could barely speak in her fury as they sought to comfort her son, gather her other two children, and demand the check from the waiter.


    Craig and I exchanged tight-lipped looks as the family scampered out of the restaurant...


    And then we burst into our own horrified laughter.


    “What?” Maggie chuckled, shrugging.


    “You can’t say that to a child.” Craig shook his head, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes.


    “What? I bet it works! The little shit won’t be telling his mum to fuck off anytime soon. Rain thinks it was brilliant, don’t you?”


    I struggled to breathe, still not believing I’d actually witnessed what I’d just witnessed. “I think,” I giggled, “I think it was part brilliant, part awful. You do realize that child won’t sleep for weeks now.”


    “Ach, so? We coddle kids too much these days. They’re turning into little arseholes. I should know—it started with my generation.”


    We laughed again, my stomach starting to hurt a little, and I decided I might quite possibly have my own girl crush on Maggie. She was so wonderfully honest and real in a way I wasn’t brave enough to be. It just wasn’t who I was. That didn’t mean I couldn’t admire someone who could be like that though.


    “Wait until Mum hears that one,” Craig teased as he scooped up a bite of his almost forgotten lasagna.


    “Oh, don’t.” Maggie suddenly looked unsure. “You know she’ll think it was rude and I’ll get an hour-long lecture.”


    “Maybe you need an hour-long lecture.”


    “I get plenty of those at university. No lectures at home, please.”


    “Fine. But no more traumatizing children.”


    “I make no such promises.”


    ***


    In the end I was having so much fun with Craig and Maggie that I decided to hang out with them for a little while longer. Craig didn’t need to be at work for a few more hours so we decided to go to Old Town. After wandering around in and out of shops, joking around, we stopped in at The World’s End, a pub on the Royal Mile.


    I insisted on buying the first round—a wine for myself, and a beer for both Maggie and Craig. While I was waiting for the drinks, they found a table nearby.


    I’d only been standing there a minute when I felt a strong arm wrap around my waist. I leaned back into Craig’s familiar heat as he pressed a warm and rather possessive kiss to the side of my neck.


    “Need a hand?” he murmured.


    I tried not to shiver and failed. “Sure,” I said softly, hating when he made me all hot and bothered in public. Mostly hating how easily he made me all hot and bothered in public.


    He grabbed the two beers when they were ready and I carried my wine over to the table where Maggie was sitting.


    She was grinning from ear to ear at us.


    “What?” I smiled in bemusement.


    “Him.” She pointed at Craig. “Possessive fucker. Don’t think he’s a gentleman, Rain. He only went up to help you because those three fit-as-fuck guys were checking you out. Still are.”


    I followed her gaze to three guys sitting at a table across from the bar. They grinned at me and I looked quickly at Craig. Sure enough he was glowering at the men.


    “This is brilliant!” Maggie clapped her hands in glee.


    Craig snapped his attention to her. “If I didn’t love you so much, I’d kill you.”


    “Aw.” She reached for him, pulling him down beside her and snuggling into him. “You can’t stay mad at me. I’m only joking!”


    He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and picked up his beer. “Find some new material for your jokes.”


    “Are you kidding?” She pulled away to stare at him in mock horror. “You falling in love is the best material ever.”


    I tensed immediately but if Craig was perturbed by her words he didn’t show it.


    “That just proves your low level of wit if you think that’s the best material ever,” he countered.


    The two siblings bickered affectionately and although I stopped freaking out about what Maggie had said, I started to freak out that Craig completely ignored it. And then worse... as their obvious love and closeness became more and more apparent I started to miss Darcy.


    Missing Darcy led to thoughts of why I was missing Darcy, which led to thoughts of Angus, which led to the reminder that I was completely and utterly messing up my plans for revenge.


    Because of a guy.


    Once more I’d selfishly put my sister aside for my own needs.


    Well no more.


    Craig had distracted me long enough.


    Somehow I had to get the plan to destroy Angus back in action.


    Even if it really was the last thing I wanted to do.


    ***


    That night I called my sister, needing to hear her voice, needing the motivation to do what had to be done.


    “Well the sun is out here, so it must be late there,” was the first thing she said when she picked up.


    I smiled at the familiar sound of her voice. “You know me. Night owl.”


    “I miss you,” Darcy said, sounding sad.


    “I miss you too.”


    We were silent for a moment.


    Finally I said, “How are things over there?”


    “You mean have I recovered yet from the sex tape scandal?”


    I grinned at the dryness in her voice. She sounded a little more like her old self. “Yes.”


    “I was doing okay. Good, actually. But the last couple of days have been difficult... I keep dreaming about him. About the party...” Her voice cracked and I winced.


    Anger flooded me but I did my best to keep it out of my tone. “Why do you think that is?”


    “I don’t know,” she said hurriedly, and I could hear the lie in her words.


    Worry crashed through me. “Darcy—”


    “I drew up some new designs,” She quickly changed the subject. “I’m emailing them to you.”


    I gave her the subject change without pushing any further, knowing she needed it, but inwardly my blood was hot and my throat was parched—my thirst for revenge on my sister’s behalf was back.

  


  
    Rain


    As it turned out, Craig made it easy for me to put my Angus plan into motion.


    That Friday, at Craig’s behest, I arrived at Club 39 for the first time since we’d started officially seeing each other to hang out with him while he worked. When I arrived his colleague Joss came around the bar to greet me. I’d spoken to Joss weeks ago, way back before Craig and I were a “thing.” She was quick-witted and down-to-earth and I’d immediately liked her.


    “Rain, hey,” Joss said with a grin. “Craig told me he asked you to hang out tonight. You know we’re pretty busy Fridays so I thought you might want to sit with my boyfriend and friends. They’re good people, I promise.”


    “Where’s Craig?” I said as I followed Joss up the steps surrounding the bar and onto the main floor.


    “Getting stock.” She strode over to the low leather seats that surrounded a table. It was a prime spot in the club—close to the bar but not too close, and far enough away from the dance area that you could still hear what people were saying. Sitting at the table were three people. Two guys and a young woman. All absurdly good-looking. “Hey.” Joss smiled as she leaned into one of the men, sliding her arm around his shoulders. He immediately wrapped his arm around her waist. Joss looked over at me. “Rain, this is my boyfriend, Braden.” She nodded to the tall, lithe blond woman. “His sister and my roommate, Ellie, and”—she gestured to the man Ellie was cozied up to—“her boyfriend, Adam. Guys, this is Craig’s girlfriend, Rain.”


    “Hi, nice to meet you all.”


    “You too.” Braden reached out with his free hand and I stepped forward to shake it. He had the most piercing blue eyes I’d ever seen. “Sit with us.”


    Since I didn’t really want to sit alone again and it would be rude to say no, I nodded and sat down on his other side.


    “So you managed to wrangle Craig,” Ellie said.


    I noted she had the exact same pale blue eyes as Braden except where his were assessing, hers were surprisingly warm and friendly. “Somehow,” I laughed lightly. “I think.”


    “Can I get you a drink?” Joss said.


    “Already got it,” a familiar voice said over my shoulder.


    I glanced up to find Craig rounding the table with a glass of wine in hand. He put it on the table in front of me and then leaned in for a sweet kiss. His eyes danced with humor, letting me know he’d heard the last part of the conversation. “And you have. Just to clarify.”


    Understanding, I laughed. “Good to know.”


    He and Joss left soon after and the bar started to fill up. I found myself simultaneously chatting with my three new companions while I watched Craig at work. The former was easy. Although Braden was a little intimidating at first, I quickly warmed up to him as he engaged me in conversation, seeming impressed with my success and genuinely interested. As for Ellie and Adam, they were easy to like—down-to-earth, funny, and clearly madly in love. It was easy to see from the way Braden’s gaze swept back to the bar as often as mine did that he was pretty gone for Joss too. She kept looking back at him and they shared these intimate looks I felt guilty for noticing, as though they were meant to be secrets just between them.


    Along with the guilt, I found myself growing hurt, and that hurt began translating into anger.


    My own glances toward the bar were rarely returned by Craig, who was rushed off his feet and far too busy engaging in flirting with his female customers.


    The first time I saw him lean across the bar and tuck a piece of hair behind a girl’s ear I thought I was imagining it. But no. I’d seen him do it for real. And from there I watched as he grinned and winked and complimented and just absolutely flirted his fine, tight arse off.


    Had nothing I said to him penetrated?


    How could he be the way he was with me but still flirt with other women? So it helped with his tips... I did not give a flying fuck if it helped with his tips! He was with me now and I was in the actual bloody room! Where the hell was his respect for me?


    “You alright?” Braden suddenly asked, drawing my focus away from Craig to him.


    I doubt I managed to hide my hurt or my anger. “I’m fine,” I muttered, throwing back the last of my wine.


    “Another drink?” Adam said.


    “It’s my turn.” I waved him off.


    “No, no.” Adam stood up before I could stop him. “My round. The same?”


    “Yes. Thank you.”


    I watched Adam as he strode toward the bar and something behind him caught my attention.


    My heartbeat did that horrible skipping thing before speeding right up.


    Angus was standing near the entrance to the bar with his two friends from before.


    Our eyes met, his narrowing on me.


    I sat motionless, not knowing what to do.


    Only a few days before I’d been berating myself for not doing anything about Angus, and here I was, with him standing right in front of me and still I wasn’t doing anything. How could I with Craig in the room? The bar was not the setting I wanted—I’d wanted to remove any thought of flirting or seduction from the Angus revenge scheme but what if that was all I had in my arsenal? What if that was what it took to get under Angus’s skin? Yet... if I had to get flirty to get back in Angus’s good graces, it would be unfair to do so in front of Craig.


    So I sat there, paralyzed and angry that I was missing this opportunity.


    Angus said something to his friends and then he started making his way across the room toward me.


    I automatically looked over at the bar, but Craig hadn’t noticed. He was laughing with a customer. I could only see her from the back, but she had a great figure and was showing most of it off in a tight, short black dress.


    My anger turned burning-hot. Why the hell was I worried about respecting Craig when he couldn’t even respect me? The girl at the bar leaned over and touched Craig’s chest and he did nothing to push her away.


    All night he would make me sit and watch this?


    No. I wouldn’t. I had to stick to my guns. I had to remember what I wanted in a relationship and I wanted a man who only wanted me. Who would respect me and treat me like I was his universe.


    As much as I wanted Craig Lanaghan to be that man, he wasn’t.


    He so clearly wasn’t.


    And my heart started to break right there and then. All I wanted was to go home and cry. Cry hard for losing something so sweet after so short a time.


    “Rain.”


    I blinked back the tears I felt burning in my eyes and looked up at Angus, who was standing in front of our table.


    “Angus.” I gave him a small smile, masking my pain. I’d mastered the art a long time ago.


    “It’s been a while. Last time I saw you, you just disappeared.”


    Feeling Ellie’s and Braden’s curious gazes, I decided I didn’t want them for an audience.


    “Excuse us.” I gave them a polite smile and stood up, edging around the table toward Angus. I touched his arm lightly, not wanting to be too forward. “Let’s talk on the other side of the bar. I can hear you better.”


    He nodded and followed me. I could practically feel his eyes on my arse.


    “You look great,” he said when we came to a stop a few feet from where he’d left his friends. “But you always do.”


    “Thanks. You too.” I smiled and leaned against the wall. “Sorry about last time. I... I bumped into someone when I went to the restrooms. Someone I didn’t want to see,” I lied.


    He raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. An ex?”


    “Yeah.” I smiled ruefully. “Things got a little unpleasant and I just wanted to get out of here.”


    “Sure, sure.” He stepped into my body and ran his fingers along the bare skin of my upper arm. “I did miss you though.”


    I swallowed my repulsion and cocked my head. “Somehow I doubt that.” I grinned cheekily. “I bet you replaced me in five seconds.”


    “You’re irreplaceable,” he said smoothly.


    I thought of Craig and all the women he’d have lined up to replace me. “Apparently not.”


    So lost in my hurt I was surprised at the touch of Angus’s fingers on my chin, tilting my face up toward his. My breath stopped as my heart hammered away inside my chest. This was escalating way, way faster than I’d like.


    “If you let me in there,” Angus murmured against my mouth. “I’d never replace you.”


    I closed my eyes, hoping my expression could be mistaken for need instead of pain.


    Right words, very wrong fucking man.


    I froze when I felt his lips on my throat, his other hand gripping my hip.


    This isn’t right! Stop him. STOP HIM!


    “Do you really think I’m that stupid?” he whispered in my ear, and I heard the anger he’d been hiding all along. “I know you’re up to something... I just wonder how far you’re willing to take this.” His grip on me tightened to where it was painful.


    “Angus...” I lifted my hands to push him away just as he lifted his head to kiss me. His lips were barely on mine when he was suddenly wrenched off of me.


    My eyes widened at the sight of Craig hauling Angus off me and up against one of the club’s pillars. His face was contorted with rage and as I watched his fist slam into Angus’s face I thought my heart might burst.


    Angus recovered quickly enough to swing back at Craig, but Craig ducked and then punched him in the gut, winding him. Craig straightened to full height again and this time his fist flew downward, connecting with a fleshy smack that sent blood spraying from Angus’s mouth. He slumped to the ground.


    He groaned and turned onto his back, and Craig reached for him again.


    “No!” I cried out, worried he’d kill the prick.


    But Braden and Adam were suddenly pushing through the crowd that had gathered (a crowd, it should be noted, that included Angus’s two friends, who stood there and did nothing to help him), and they started pulling Craig away.


    Craig pushed them off. “I’m not going to fucking hit him again!” he snapped, shrugging out of Braden’s strong grip.


    “Who the hell are you?” Angus groaned, sitting up tentatively.


    “Rain’s boyfriend,” he spat. “And that was for what you did to her sister.”


    Angus winced as he touched his mouth. “I think you broke a tooth. I’ll sue you, you tosser.”


    Craig lunged for him again and Angus looked like he was about to wet himself. Braden and Adam held Craig back once more while I enjoyed the look of pure terror on Angus’s face.


    A feeling of triumph washed through me.


    And it was swept quickly away when my eyes met Craig’s.


    His blazed utter fury at me.


    Well that only fanned the flames of my rage.


    How dare he! How dare he look at me like I was the one who had done something wrong!


    I ran my gaze over him in disgust, putting everything I’d felt tonight into my expression.


    His mouth slackened in shock.


    Feeling no words were necessary, I walked away, hating him for making me want forever with him when he had never had any intention of creating forever with me.

  


  
    Craig


    Craig stared after Rain as she stalked out of the bar, wondering how the fuck in this equation he had turned out to be the bad guy.


    That final look she had given him—it had cut him to the quick. It also sent him into a flying panic.


    “Go after her.” Joss was suddenly beside him, her expression grave. “We can cover the bar.”


    Craig looked at Alistair, who was by Joss’s side. His friend nodded. “Go.”


    “We’ll get rid of this arse,” Adam assured him, gesturing to Angus, who was still sitting on the floor like the attention-seeking idiot he was.


    “Thanks.” Craig pushed past them and through the crowds of customers that had gathered. Well, he didn’t really have to push through them. They got out of his way as soon as they saw him coming.


    He could give a shit.


    It had felt great to punch that slimy bastard.


    When he saw him touching Rain, and her letting him, Craig’s head had nearly exploded. He’d never felt such rage mixed with such hurt.


    Aye. Fucking hurt. Because that’s what happened when you loved someone. They could hurt you like no other could.


    So why the hell was she the one wearing the wounded look?


    He rushed up the basement steps onto George Street just in time to see his girlfriend getting into a black cab. “Rain!” he shouted, hurrying after her. He got to the door just as she was pulling it closed and he jumped inside.


    “What are you doing?” she snapped, and he flinched at her red eyes and the tear streaks running through her makeup.


    Craig sat down on the bench seat beside her and gave the taxi driver her address.


    “You want him here, darlin’?” the taxi driver said, eyeing Craig with suspicion.


    Rain looked panicked. Probably at the thought of him throwing another punch. “It’s fine.”


    The driver pulled off into traffic and Craig stared at his girlfriend’s elegant profile. She refused to turn to him.


    “Why?” he said. Not sure if he was asking why she flirted with that arsehole, or why she’d looked at him like he had hurt her, or why she was crying right now when he’d never seen her cry.


    “Not here,” she whispered, her fingers curling into the fabric of her dress.


    Everything about her was wounded and vulnerable, and despite how angry he was with her, all he wanted to do was pull her against him and take away whatever pain she was feeling.


    Instead they sat in absolute silence all the way back to her flat. She paid the expensive cab fare because Craig had left his wallet and keys back at the bar.


    Reluctantly she let him into her flat and they strode into her large living area.


    “So.” He crossed his arms over his chest and sat on the arm of her couch. “Want to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to let that fucker touch you? And then do you want to tell me why you were so pissed I hit him?”


    Rain was walking past him when she caught sight of her face in the mirror above her fireplace. She gave her reflection a bitter smile as she wiped at her smeared makeup. Catching him looking at her through the mirror, her smile fell. “I wasn’t pissed you hit him. I rather enjoyed that part. Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly. “Now what about the part where you let him touch you?”


    She shrugged as if Angus touching her wasn’t a big deal, and Craig wished the arse was in front of him so he could punch him again. “It escalated quickly. He was smarter than I thought. He knew I was up to something. He was being a creep. I was about to push him off.”


    Fury suffused him. “So the fucker was attacking you?” He stood up, wanting to go back to the bar to kill him.


    She shook her head. “He was just messing with me.”


    Craig considered the fact that she’d been in the position to allow Angus to mess with her. “And how did he manage that, eh? I thought we agreed that you were over the whole childish revenge scenario. What made you approach him?”


    Her eyes brightened with anger as she whirled to face him. “One, I didn’t approach him, he approached me! And two, I never agreed to let it go.”


    “Well you’re fucking letting it go now!” he yelled. “How do you think your sister would feel about this? You really think she’d be okay about you doing whatever it takes to get revenge on her ex-boyfriend? Did you really think she’d been fine with you fucking her ex?”


    “I would never have slept with him!” Rain shouted. “I’m not a whore! Unlike some people I know!”


    He jerked back, feeling like she’d hit him. “And what the hell does that mean?”


    “You know exactly what it means,” she hissed, stepping toward him, her whole body bristling. “I am a complete idiot!”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I had to sit there in that bar tonight and watch you with those women.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.


    Craig suddenly felt something unpleasant and uneasy settle in his gut at the pain he heard in her voice, the hurt he saw in her eyes. Pain and hurt he’d apparently caused. “The customers?”


    “Your customers.” She smiled bitterly. “The one whose hair you touched, the one who touched your chest, and all the others you wink and smile at and call beautiful. Just like you call me beautiful.”


    “Rain, it’s not the same.” He shook his head, dumbfounded that she could even think it was the same thing. “It’s work.”


    “No.” She shook her head wearily. “You said you’re with me, which means that flirting with women for whatever reason is out of the window. You shouldn’t want to or need to, and you should certainly be mindful of me when I’m in the same fucking room!”


    “Rain—”


    “You know, Joss and Braden can’t take their eyes off each other,” she suddenly said, confusing him momentarily. “I watched them. Their eyes always finding each other throughout the night. And of course I was watching you. But you rarely looked for me. It would seem you either forgot I was there or you just didn’t care if I saw you flirt. So which was it? Because I don’t know what’s worse.”


    “It’s not like that.” He stepped toward her, trying to find the words to explain, to calm her down.


    “You punched Angus for touching me,” she said, frowning in what appeared to be confusion. “You stake your claim on me in pubs and eyeball men who look at me. I’m yours. For now. But you’re not mine. You can flirt with other women, and do it front of me, and I’m supposed to be okay with that.”


    More uneasiness washed over him because he was starting to see her point. He would have been furious, too, if he’d had to watch her flirt with a bunch of men... and more to the point that she’d done it in front of him.


    “I’m sorry.” He nodded, taking one final step toward her. He itched to pull her to him, but her body language and expression screamed at him not to touch her just yet. “You’re right. It was thoughtless. But it also didn’t mean anything. I flirt with the customers to get good tips.”


    “Well I don’t like it. You hurt me.”


    Remorse filled him. “Darlin’, I am so sorry I hurt you. I never meant to do that. I promise.”


    Her expression softened a little. “It was just for tips?”


    “Of course,” he said emphatically. “I don’t want anyone else but you.”


    “So you won’t do it again?”


    It was his turn to be confused. “What?”


    “You won’t flirt with the customers or any other women for that matter? Out of deference to me.”


    “Rain, I need the tips.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “And what about me? Do you need me?”


    Renewed anger swept over him. “I won’t be told by anyone what to do. This is my job we’re talking about. This has nothing to do with our relationship.”


    Rain flinched as though he’d hit her, and he might as well have for all the guilt that kicked him in the gut. She looked away and he glanced down to see her curling her hands into fists. When he looked back at her profile he saw her jaw was taut and tears trembled on her eyelashes. She was fighting the tears. And losing.


    Tears he’d caused. “Rain,” he pleaded. “It’s just for my job. It doesn’t mean anything.”


    “But it should!” she cried, turning to face him now as the tears slipped down her cheeks. “It should matter to you that it makes me feel badly.”


    “Darlin’, you’re putting whatever issues you had before you met me on to our relationship,” he said as gently as possible. “That’s not fair.”


    She glared at him like he was the lowliest scum on the earth. “You’re right,” she said, the bitterness he hated so much back in her voice. “I lost my whole world when I was little and I was left to an alcoholic aunt who knew better how to slap me than hug me, to verbally cut me than praise me. That’s what Darraign is.” She pointed to the tattoo on her arm. “That’s what my company is. It’s vindication. She told me I was worthless, desperate to make me believe it. She told me I would never make anything of myself. That I was unworthy of greatness.


    “Darraign proves her wrong. But worse, the only affection I received as a child was from Darcy, who was just a baby herself. My aunt not only refused to love me but she told me nearly every day that no one else could love me. It didn’t make me cold, though, it didn’t make me build defenses against being hurt again... Instead I’m the stupid one. It made me want affection all the more, it made me want to find someone who loved me so much it would prove her wrong.” She sobbed and he couldn’t help but reach for her. Rain struggled out of his grasp, though, as if she couldn’t bear his touch, and he felt gutted by her rejection. “Maybe it makes me naïve and silly but I want it all. I want for once in this god-awful lonely existence to have one person love me so entirely that it consumes him. I want that. I want him to hurt when I hurt. I want him to do anything in his power to never be the one who hurts me.” She took two more steps away from him. “You’re not that man. And I won’t settle for less.”


    Instead of fearing the enormity of what she was asking, Craig was enraged that she was dismissing him as the man who she was looking to love. Wasn’t his heart pounding so hard in his chest he thought it might shatter? Wasn’t his chest aching because he’d hurt her and he fucking hated that he hurt her? Wasn’t that enough?


    “I am that man,” he promised hoarsely. “I hate that I hurt you tonight. I hate it. And I want to be all that you want, and all that you deserve. But, darlin’, you’ve got to compromise here. You’ve got to step into reality, too, and realize that no man is perfect.”


    “I’m not asking for perfect,” she snapped. “I’m asking for monogamy in every way. I’m not daft, Craig, I know that men and women are always going to notice if a member of the opposite sex is attractive. I’m not asking for the impossible. I’m just asking you not to do anything about that attraction. I’m asking for a man who wouldn’t want to because he loves me.”


    “I don’t want to!” he yelled in frustration. “It’s for my fucking job. It’s tip money!”


    “Do you really need tips that badly?”


    “I really need you to trust me!”


    “How can I when you’re not willing to see this from my perspective?” She wiped at her cheeks. “How dare you?” she whispered brokenly. “How dare you make me feel crazy for asking this? For making me feel like shit.”


    Panic started to take hold. He felt gutted that he’d hurt her, and he wanted to comfort her, but at the same time he needed to stand up for what he believed. He couldn’t let his love for her make him a weak pushover. “I didn’t mean to. But now you know for damn sure that it doesn’t mean anything. You have to accept that. Accept it, Rain, please. I don’t want any woman to dictate how I do my job or how I live my life. Not even you. That’s not what a relationship is about.”


    Just like that a wave of coldness seemed to seep through Rain. She shivered before him and her words came out like shards of ice. “Get out of my flat and out of my life. Don’t come back.”

  


  
    Craig


    Three days.


    Three shitty, goddamn awful days.


    That’s how long it had been since Rain threw him out of her flat.


    Craig still couldn’t wrap his head around it... how much it hurt that she didn’t trust him.


    He’d picked up his phone so many times over the last seventy-two hours, wanting to call her, to hear her voice, to sort this mess out. But his pride and hurt stopped him.


    He was the walking wounded and it turned out he was a bit of a grumpy bastard when he was crossed in love.


    “Just call her already,” Joss had snapped at him at the bar when he’d been short with her.


    “Mind your own business,” he’d snapped back.


    “I’m letting your attitude go since I remember being a bit of bitch when Braden and I were going through some stuff. But I’ll only take so much crap, Craig. Sort your shit out or leave it at home.”


    Leave it at home.


    Those words led him exactly to that—to his mum, whose phone calls he’d been ignoring for the past few days too.


    “I’ve been worried¸” she said as soon as he stepped through her door.


    “I’m sorry.” He pulled her in for a hug, and she seemed startled before hugging him back.


    “I’m worried,” she repeated softly. “What’s going on?”


    He released his hold on her and sighed wearily. “Coffee first?”


    Sitting in his mum’s kitchen, Craig watched as she made them coffee, her gaze darting to him in concern. Finally she sat down at the table beside him.


    “Did something happen between you and Rain?”


    The question brought on a sudden but familiar panic. Every time he let himself think he’d never see Rain again, he felt like his chest was caving in. “We broke up.” He somehow managed to say the words.


    His mum covered his hand with hers. “What happened?”


    And so he told her everything, needing her comfort and consolation.


    To his surprise that’s not what he got.


    She scowled at him instead. “You stubborn, stubborn boy.”


    Anger shot through him. “What?”


    His mum pulled away from the table to stand up and pace, like she always did when she was agitated. “Relationships are about compromise, Craig! I can’t believe you find someone, you’re the absolute happiest I’ve ever seen you, Mags said Rain was wonderful, and you go and blow it by being an arrogant idiot!”


    Craig sat in stunned silence.


    She wasn’t finished either. Leaning her hands on the table, she brought her face close to his. “Rule number one in a monogamous relationship: You never flirt with another woman, especially in front of your current woman. There are no exceptions to this rule.”


    “Mum, my tips—”


    “Your tips can take a flying jump out of the window! Are you really telling me that tips are more important than the woman you love?”


    He flushed hot with frustration. “It’s not about the tips. It’s about the principle of the thing.”


    “Rain might be overly romantic, I don’t know. But asking you to respect her enough not to flirt with someone in front of her isn’t being overly romantic. It’s what most women would ask of you. It’s what I asked of your dad when we first started seeing each other and he was playing it cool. He’d never dated just one woman before. Never got serious. I told him it was me and only me or nothing at all. He swallowed his damn pride and got serious with me. And you... you are going to swallow your damn pride and beg and grovel until that girl takes you back. Or do you not love her after all?”


    Panic set in immediately as he digested her words. He’d been so convinced that Rain was being overly sensitive that it never even occurred to him he was the one in the wrong. “I don’t know if she’ll take me back.”


    “You won’t know until you try.”

  


  
    Rain


    I missed him. I missed him and I ached all over with it. When I thought I’d lost Darcy forever I’d felt this kind of gnawing feeling of powerlessness in my gut, my chest, even in the muscles in my jaw. Now I felt that way again, except this time that pain was spiced with a burning longing.


    And I hated him for it.


    But I hated him because I really loved him.


    It was my own fault, I decided. I knew from the moment I met him that Craig Lanaghan was the biggest flirt to grace God’s green earth. He was heartbreak waiting to happen. I knew it, I knew it, I knew it! Yet I’d walked into his open arms with a smile and practically set him up to disappoint me.


    Where had all my promises to myself gone? They’d been so easily swept aside, and for what? Orgasms?


    No. That wasn’t fair. Craig had given me more than that. He’d made me laugh, he listened, he was easier to be around than anyone I’d ever met, and he’d made me feel special for a time. Until he stopped, that is.


    I winced, staring at my phone screen. It told me I had three missed calls from Craig.


    The familiar burn of unshed tears stung my eyes. “Goddamnit!” I hissed and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. I’d cried for almost forty-eight hours non-stop and I was more than sick of it.


    I was stronger than this. I was. But it would help if Craig would just stay out of my life completely from now on. I didn’t know why he was calling. Possibly because he’d left some clothes at my flat. I was going to get his stuff back to him, however, I’d planned to do it when I could face him without wanting to burst into tears.


    “Leave me alone,” I whispered at my phone when it started to ring again.


    I could just pick it up and see what the hell he wanted, I supposed, but again, I was afraid my voice would crack on a sob as soon as I heard his familiar voice.


    The buzzer to my flat went off and I tensed in my chair.


    The phone calls and now the buzzer? No one buzzed up to my flat during the day on a weekday. The very small handful of friends I had worked weekdays, and anyhow, I couldn’t imagine I was very popular with them these days since I’d broken the cardinal rule of friendship and let myself become so immersed in Craig I’d barely been in touch with them.


    The only person it could be at my door... I looked at my phone. Surely he wouldn’t just turn up like that.


    However, this was Craig after all. When he wanted something he didn’t back down. I had to wonder what the hell he still wanted from me.


    My phone started ringing in conjunction with my buzzer.


    I found myself getting more and more uptight, not knowing what was the best thing to do. My toes curled inside my socks in agitation.


    And then the buzzer and the phone stopped.


    I waited, tense, and after a moment I let myself sag with relief. That relief made me realize I’d done the right thing ignoring him. It was clear I really wasn’t ready to face him.


    BANG! BANG! BANG!


    I jumped and my heart jumped with me.


    “Rain!” Craig’s voice shouted from the other side of my flat door.


    One of my annoying neighbors had obviously let him in.


    “Rain! Are you in there, darlin’? You’re worrying me!”


    His concern attempted to pierce the hate I was determined to hold on to, but I wouldn’t let it. To my surprise, instead of falling apart at the sound of his voice like I thought I would, I found my anger thicken my skin.


    I pushed away from my office desk and strode down the hallway to face him after all. And I did not care that I was wearing sweatpants and an ancient Daria T-shirt. Other than naked, Craig had never seen me dressed down without makeup on. In the past I’d have cared what my boyfriend thought of me without my armor on, but Craig was no longer my boyfriend so I could give two shits.


    Almost.


    When I yanked open the door he took me in from head to toe, his expression changing from annoyed concern to tender affection. He sighed, sounding relieved. “Thank God.”


    “You’ve seen me, now go.” I moved to close the door and he put an arm out to halt me.


    “Please, darlin’. We need to talk.”


    Instead of seeing the pleading expression on his face or the loving tone in his voice, I remembered the stubborn anger in his eyes during our last meeting, and his absolutely selfish disregard for my feelings.


    “Go home, Craig.”


    “Not until you let me say what I came here to say.”


    I looked down at the foot he now had wedged against my door so I couldn’t close it. “I could call the police.” I gestured to his foot. “Some might call this harassment.”


    “And others might call it desperation.”


    I narrowed my eyes on him. “Why are you here? I thought we said all we needed to say. You and I are not compatible.”


    “Yes, we are. I’m just a clueless prick.” He pushed inside so I had no choice but to stumble back and let him in.


    Even if he hadn’t pushed, his words might have done the trick. My pulse started to race even harder than it already was.


    Was he here to try to win me back?


    And why the hell did I suddenly feel so elated by that?


    Flirting bastard, flirting bastard, flirting bastard, I chanted in reminder as I shut my door and followed him into the living room.


    “I’ve missed you,” he said as soon as I entered the room.


    “Craig—”


    “And I know I was completely in the wrong.” He held up his hands in placation and took a tentative step toward me. “You were right. I shouldn’t have disrespected you like that by flirting with other women, even if it was just for my job. When I think about it, it seems like such a small, stupid thing, and I can’t lose you over something that idiotic. Something I can change. Because I can.”


    Although his words soothed some of the hurt he’d caused me the other night, I found myself shaking my head. “You’re not all in the wrong, Craig. You’re right about me... I have issues and they would only become a problem between us. We’re too different. I’m a romantic, remember?”


    “I am too.” He closed the gap between us and I felt his strong hands wrap around my biceps. I closed my eyes briefly, savoring his touch before pulling away. “Rain...”


    “You’re not a romantic. You’re a realist. You tell me you want to be in a relationship with me but you can’t promise me the future. I’m not asking you to promise me the future—it’s impossible. But I want you to feel like I’m your future. And you obviously don’t.”


    Craig gave a harsh bark of laughter, his expression incredulous. “You have no fucking clue, do you?”


    Confused, I scowled at him. “What are you talking about?”


    “The night we had sex in your hall... The morning after, actually. I realized I was in love with you. I watched you sleep for a couple of hours and I knew that you were it. My mum called that morning and the exact words I said were, ‘I’ve found her, Mum.’ So don’t stand there and tell me what I feel. Because, yes, I can’t promise you that this is forever but I can tell you that I hope to God it’s forever.” His eyes gleamed with emotion and I felt the answering burn of tears in my throat. I felt like my heart was going to smash out of my chest and my hands were shaking so hard. “I can’t imagine ever loving another woman the way that I love you.”


    My tears escaped and I bit my lip to hold in a sob.


    Craig closed the gap between us in less than a second and I found myself wrapped in his arms, holding on tight. I sucked in a breath, trying to collect myself, but I was overwhelmed with relief and a happiness I couldn’t remember ever feeling before. “I love you too,” I choked out, burying my nose against his neck. “I love you so much.”


    “Thank God,” he whispered back, his hold on me tightening. “I don’t want to be without you ever. These last three days have been hell.”


    “I know.” I pushed back a little so I could look into his handsome face. I clasped his cheeks in my hands and pressed my mouth to his. It started off as a gentle, loving kiss and then it turned desperate as he tasted the tears on my lips.


    He broke away, voice hoarse as he said, “I’m going to try my hardest to never hurt you again.”


    I nodded. “Me too.”


    He ran his hands over my hair, then down my body, his touch just as desperate as his kiss had been. “I want to know everything about you. I want to love every little bit of you.”


    My chest squeezed in a delicious ache at his romantic words. “Just get a couple of glasses of wine in me and I won’t shut up.”


    He laughed at my teasing and suddenly swung me up into his arms. I gave a little squeal as I wrapped my arms around his neck, clinging onto him. “First I’m going to make love to you, then I’m going to fuck you, and then you can tell me everything there is to know about you.”


    I grinned, feeling the familiar tingle of excited arousal between my legs. “Well the first two things will tell you a little something about me.”


    “Oh darlin’, the first two things are going to last long enough to tell me a lot of something about you.”


    I laughed happily, the moment feeling so surreal. This morning I’d felt heavy with despair and now I’d never felt lighter in life.


    But then, I thought as Craig kissed me long and deep, the opposite extremes of emotion did make sense.


    After all... I was in love.

  


  
    Rain


    “You look fantastic,” I said to my sister.


    We were on an early morning Skype call for the first time since Darcy had gone out to Australia. Well, early morning for me, evening for her. We’d stayed in contact via phone calls and emails, but they’d been brief because when Darcy was depressed she went into herself. I’d noticed our last few phone calls had been better, however, and I began to hope that she was coming out of the dark place Angus’s betrayal had sent her into.


    When she suggested we Skype call because she missed my face, I knew for certain she was coming back to herself. I was excited that my little sister was going to be okay. I was excited to see her because I missed her face, too, and I was excited because I finally felt like I could tell her about Craig.


    It had been six weeks since we’d told each other we loved each other, and for those six weeks we’d been practically inseparable. I’d met his mother, Karen, and fallen in love with her, too, and thankfully she seemed to like me a lot.


    The only person of importance between us who didn’t know we were together and in love was Darcy. I’d felt she was in too fragile a place to start waxing lyrical about my love affair.


    But now... now I could see for myself that she was getting back to herself again, and I couldn’t wait to tell her about Craig.


    My beautiful sister beamed at me. “You always look fantastic. It’s so good to see you.”


    “You too. I’ve missed you so much.”


    “I’ve missed you too. A hell of a lot.” Darcy leaned in toward the screen. “I need to tell you something and then I need to ask you something.”


    There was a glitter of excitement and apprehension in her eyes. “Is everything alright?”


    “I’m not coming back to Edinburgh.”


    I stared stupidly at the screen, trying to make her abrupt declaration make sense.


    “Rain, I don’t want to come back. It holds bad memories now. And I love it here in Sydney.”


    I felt a sharp pain in my chest. “But what about us?”


    “I don’t want to lose you again. I can’t lose you again. You’re my other half. That’s why I’m asking you to move out here. We can run Darraign from anywhere, you know we can.”


    My heart was pounding. “Move to Australia?”


    She misinterpreted my reluctant tone. “I know it seems like a huge move but, Rain, you’ll love it here. The sun, the people, the lifestyle. You’ll fit in great. Please, please think about it.”


    “But whether or not I say yes, you’re staying out there?” I said, needing to clarify.


    When she nodded that pain in my chest turned into a burning ache. “I’ve thought about this long and hard. I’ve been over and over it. There’s no changing my mind, Rain. I’m so happy here. But I’d be happier if you were here with me. You know how much I need you.”


    Darcy. I felt like crying at her words because...


    Craig.


    Craig would never leave his family behind in Scotland. He’d never make that move.


    So it was either Craig or Darcy.


    Oh God.


    I thought I might be sick.


    “You look a bit peaky. Are you okay?”


    I looked away, trying to think. Think! THINK! “I had dodgy takeout last night.”


    Darcy chuckled. “Oh, babe, another reason you should move out here. The food is so good and I know all the best takeout places.”


    I gave her a weak smile. “Another point for the plus column.”


    “I’m assuming I’m worth ten points for the plus column?” Darcy winked.


    I looked at her, my heart filled with love and a terrible sadness. “Babe, you are the plus column.”


    She grinned at me. “Is that a yes, then? Please say yes.”


    I thought about leaving Craig and the pressure I felt on my chest was unbearable.


    As though Darcy saw my hesitation, she leaned closer in to the screen. “Please, Rain. I’ve... Well.” She smiled unsurely. “I’ve met someone. He makes me happy. I’d really like you to meet him.”


    Fear knifed through me.


    I’d heard Darcy say those words once before. The result was her fleeing to Australia.


    And just like that I knew I couldn’t fail her again.


    If I signed off, telling her I’d think about it, I knew what conclusion all my to-ing and fro-ing would eventually bring me to: I’d once left Darcy behind, I’d put her last, and it had taken me a long time to regain my sister, the only family I had. She needed me and I couldn’t let her down again. I had to make sure this new guy was actually a decent one. I had to protect her, even if it was from her own choices.


    I felt winded as this wave of emotion crashed over me. My eyes filled with tears and I did my best to make them seem like happy tears as I gave my sister a watery smile. “Yes. I’ll move out there.”


    Darcy let out a squeal of happiness, clapping her hands like a little girl, and I gave a strangled laugh, the tears spilling down my cheeks. “Look, I have to go because I have a phone meeting with our manufacturer, but I’ll call you tomorrow morning your time to iron out the details, okay?”


    “Okay, go, go! We’ll speak soon.” She waved enthusiastically and I waved back before shutting my laptop closed.


    As soon as her face was gone, I broke out into harsh sobs, trying to let go of the pain I felt in every muscle, every nerve, every inch of my body.


    It was agony.


    The agony of having to choose between the two people I loved most in the world


    It was the agony of agreeing to let go of the man I loved.


    ***


    After I cried, feeling despairing and dramatic, I tried to calm myself down. I attempted to wrap my head around the situation, wondering if there was any possible way around it.


    I couldn’t find any.


    I just kept seeing my sister’s expression the day I finally came back to Inverness for her. It had taken me a minute to process her expression because I was so taken aback by how gaunt and tired she looked. And then I’d focused on her eyes and they were like knives, slicing me to punishing ribbons for the crime of abandonment.


    I couldn’t see that look on her face again. I couldn’t put my needs before hers again.


    The last thread of hope I was holding on to was the miniscule possibility that Craig would follow me across the world.


    By the time Craig turned up at my flat that afternoon before his shift, I was huddled on the big comfy armchair in my living room with a cold mug of tea between my hands. I was jittery as hell, feeling so nervous I was queasy and shaky.


    “Darlin’, it’s me,” he called as he entered my flat.


    For a while there I’d truly believed I’d get to hear him greet me this way every day. I felt a fresh well of tears spring to my eyes.


    “There you are.” He strode into the living room, coming toward me with purpose. Last night he’d done overtime and he’d gone back to his flat instead of waking me up in the wee hours of the morning. A long kiss at the very least was in order.


    But Craig stopped suddenly, taking in my face. “Darlin’?” Concern flashed across his expression and he was suddenly by my side, gently tipping my face up to the light. He took in my red eyes. “What happened? Who do I need to kill?”


    I gave him a watery smile at his protectiveness and nuzzled into his hand like a cat. “Just me,” I said, my voice hoarse.


    “Rain.” He maneuvered into the seat, lifting me up gently before taking my spot and then settling me on his lap. I immediately buried my face in his neck, breathing him in, feeling his warm strength wrap around me.


    I started to cry again.


    Craig ran his hand up and down my spine. “Okay, now you’re really starting to worry me.”


    It took me a moment to grab hold of my runaway emotions. Finally I managed to contain the tears to sniffles, and Craig gently eased my head back so he could see me.


    My eyes washed over his handsome, familiar face, and I swear I felt and heard a crack in my chest. Tense now as I tried to keep it together long enough to explain, I clenched my jaw against the tears. “Darcy called.”


    “Your Skype chat?”


    He’d called me last night on his break and he knew how excited I was to see her again and to tell her about him.


    “She’s staying,” I whispered, biting my lip against more tears.


    “In Australia?”


    I nodded, the tears escaping.


    Sweet sympathy and tenderness filled Craig’s eyes. “Oh, darlin’, I’m so sorry. I know how much you miss her.”


    “That’s not it.” I swallowed hard and then took a big deep breath. “I didn’t get a chance to tell her about you and me because she dropped her bomb...” I brushed impatiently at my tears, forcing myself to meet his eyes even though I thought I might die watching his expression when he learned I hadn’t chosen him. “She said she needs me. She asked me to go out there and run the company with her from Sydney.”


    I felt Craig tense beneath me, a light of disbelief entering his eyes. “Go out there? For good?”


    My mouth trembled. “Yes. She’s also met someone. She wants me to meet him.” And I knew the answer I’d given my sister was now written across my face.


    And he looked heartbroken.


    A sob burst forth before I could stop it and Craig yanked me against him, holding me so tight I could barely breathe, but I didn’t care. I clung to him just as hard.


    We sat together for a long time, not saying a word, just holding on for dear life.


    ***


    Some time later Craig finally spoke and his voice was thick with emotion. “I can’t go with you. I know you need to go because of your history with Darcy... but just as you’ve got to look out for your family I have to look out for mine. They need me like she needs you.”


    That hope, as miniscule as it was, went up in a puff of smoke and the crack that had emerged inside me split apart, leaving me with only half of myself.


    I was leaving the other half with this man.


    And I didn’t want to believe I’d never get him or it back. “Maybe after a while she’ll change her mind.”


    He cupped my face in his hands and pressed a soft, sweet kiss to my lips. When he pulled back he said sadly, “We can’t live on maybes, darlin’. It would only hurt us more.”


    I nodded, needing to cry again and wondering if the tears would ever stop. “A clean break, then?”


    His grip on me automatically tightened, his fingers digging in. The muscles in his jaw flexed as he struggled with his own emotions. “I can’t believe this is happening.”


    “Me neither.”


    “When will you go out to her?”


    “I’m calling her back this evening. We’re going to discuss the arrangements but I’d imagine it will be as soon as possible.”


    “Then we’ll have that time.”


    “You can just leave if you want,” I offered even though I hated to do so. “Now. If it makes it easier. Clean break now.”


    “No,” he growled, pulling me against him. “We’ll spend the rest of your time here together, and I will take you to the airport and we won’t say good-bye until you need to get on that plane.”


    The tears came again like I knew they would, but Craig was done with the tears. He kissed them away and stood up with me in his arms. Holding me close, he carried me to my bed and laid me down.


    He made love to me with thoroughness and a raw need that I’d never experienced before. Afterward, instead of leaving, he called in sick to work, and he spent the rest of the night showing me how much he never wanted to let me go.

  


  
    Rain


    It was winter in Sydney but the month of August was fairly mild, reminding me of April and May back home.


    I loved the fact that winter wasn’t freezing-your-arse-off cold. In the three weeks I’d been living in the ridiculously expensive flat a few blocks from George Street (a flat my sister chose and one we’d be moving out of when the six months were up), I’d reluctantly come to admire Sydney.


    I liked the warmth of the Australians. We shared a similar sense of humor, no one looked twice at my clothes and hair but instead accepted my style as nothing out of the ordinary, the food was great, I loved being so close to the water, and there was a bustling vibrancy about the city that I didn’t even realize I was missing in Edinburgh.


    But none of that mattered.


    Every night I still went to bed, aching with longing—a longing so deep in my bones sometimes I could almost feel Craig’s arms wrapped around me, feel his warm breath on my neck as he held me.


    I heard his deep voice in the dark of the night, whispering loving words, sex words. I’d remember his lovemaking and my body would grow increasingly hot, my frustration increasing when the vibrator in my nightstand did little to ease my need for him.


    I was miserable and I wondered how long it was going to take me to move on.


    Because I was terrified I never would.


    ***


    “Can I get you another glass of wine, Rain?”


    The sound of my name jerked me out of my daydreaming. I glanced up at Liam. He was standing by the table instead of sitting beside me in the booth we were all crammed into. I hadn’t even noticed him shimmy out. “Please.” I gave him a small smile and he grinned at me before disappearing off to the bar.


    Liam was one of the friends Darcy had made. He was a friend of her friend, Joanie, the girl she’d been staying with these past few months. Like most nights, we were hanging out with a component of Joanie’s large group of mates. On my left was Dex, an American who was dating Mei. Mei was close with Darcy, sitting opposite Dex, and next to Joanie, who was wedged in between her and Xander, Darcy’s new boyfriend. At the end of the booth, sitting tucked into Xander’s side, was Darcy.


    I flicked my gaze away from Liam’s retreating back and it clashed with my sister’s. I didn’t like the way she was studying me... as though she’d suddenly guessed how unhappy I was. I flashed her a smile, faking it. “You okay?”


    “I’m okay.”


    “I think Liam fancies you, Rain,” Joanie suddenly said, breaking the intense staring match between my sister and me.


    Darcy smiled, a genuine one. “Everyone fancies Rain.”


    “You’re one to talk,” Joanie scoffed, and I detected the very real jealousy in her tone and in her eyes as she looked away from my sister.


    Darcy sensed it, too, caught my eye, and made a face at me.


    I bit my lip, trying not to laugh.


    Xander caught the interplay between us and I saw a small smile flash across his face.


    My sister was gorgeous. We both had dark, almost black hair, but where I had big dark brown eyes, Darcy had tip-tilted eyes so blue they were like the aqua waters that surrounded Santorini. The blue only stood out more against the long black lashes that framed her eyes. They were stunning eyes. Her features were also more refined than mine, more aristocratic. Plus she was smaller in height and curvier than me. Gorgeous.


    Smart.


    And strong.


    She’d proven how strong.


    I was so damn proud of her, and as miserable as I was without Craig, I loved that I got to be with my sister again. More than that, I loved that I got the chance to see how much she’d learned from her mistakes. Xander was the complete opposite of Angus. He wasn’t a pretty boy by any means. In fact, except for his build (he was a very tall, very fit personal trainer), Xander wasn’t all that extraordinary looking. But as I got to know him, I saw the kind humor in his dark eyes and the charisma of a confident, down-to-earth man who looked at my sister like she was a goddess.


    He made her laugh.


    A lot.


    So far he’d only had eyes for Darcy.


    And I liked him a heck of a lot for all of that.


    I’d discovered, too, that the fateful phone call with Darcy, when she told me she’d started dreaming about Angus and what he did to her again after weeks of recovery, was due to Xander. He’d pursued her determinedly and his pursuit had opened Darcy’s wounds regarding Angus. It had been painful for her, but she definitely seemed to have healed as she came out on the other side of it. To my delight, my sister told me all about Xander’s “courtship” of her and how, despite how difficult she made it for him, he hadn’t given up until she’d given him a chance.


    “I thought Liam was dating some German girl,” Mei piped in, pulling me from my Xander musings.


    “I’m thinking he’d dump her for a shot at Rain,” Joanie cracked dryly.


    “He’s hot,” Mei said.


    I glanced at Darcy and could tell she silently agreed. She gave me that “you could do worse” look.


    Was Liam hot? I hadn’t really paid attention. I glanced back at the bar and took in his tall, built body. He was in book publishing and he was a surfer. Smart and athletic. And he was the only Australian at the table. His accent was hot.


    I could do worse.


    But I’d also done better. I’d had Craig. Liam was some other girl’s Craig.


    He wasn’t for me.


    “I’m not interested,” I muttered, softening my words with an apologetic smile.


    “I better warn him not to dump the German, then,” Dex cracked.


    I laughed halfheartedly and unfortunately Darcy caught it. She narrowed her eyes in suspicion and I looked away.


    My sister would never know about Craig, no matter what. I didn’t want her to know the choice I’d made.


    ***


    For the next couple of days life in Sydney went on as usual. Darcy worked on designs for our upcoming fall season and I dealt with emails from our manufacturer in Newcastle back in the UK, and emails from our admin and tech support back home who dealt with accounts, customer inquiries, and the updating of our online clothing store.


    I was lulled into a false sense of security with Darcy. I thought my secret safe from her.


    Imagine my surprise then when I returned home from grabbing us takeout at a local Chinese to find Darcy sitting on my bed with my iPad mini in her hands.


    The photos from my phone were on there.


    She turned the iPad and I drew in a sharp breath at a photo of Craig and me. We were standing on a dock on Loch Lomond. It was a selfie of us with the Loch in the background. We were pressed cheek to cheek, smiling happily into the camera. It had been a wonderful day out together. We’d taken long walks, eaten at a lovely wee café, and at night Craig had taken me to a deserted tourist car park and we’d made out and felt each other up like teenagers in the back of his car.


    The memories killed me.


    I tried not to wince. “What are you doing?” I was angry at the invasion of my privacy—especially considering there were some photos on that iPad of the two of us kissing in bed together—but mostly I felt panic.


    Darcy looked confused and hurt. “Is this Craig?”


    My panic increased. “How do you know that?”


    “Because we have mutual friends back in Edinburgh who, unlike my sister, were willing to tell me what the hell you’ve been up to these last few months.”


    “Darcy—”


    “Why didn’t you tell me about him?” She shook the iPad at me. “I’ve been worrying since you got here about why you were so fucking sad, hoping that it was just homesickness and that you’d get over it. But it was more than that. I could tell. So I called back home. Lucy said she barely heard from you the last few months you were in Scotland. She said you met some bartender called Craig and then fell off the radar.”


    Weary, I slumped down in my computer chair. The flat didn’t have a third room I could use as an office so my bedroom was it. “His name is Craig Lanaghan.”


    “And why don’t I know about him?”


    Guilty at the hurt look on her face, I sighed. “You were in a bad place and I didn’t want to gloat about my new relationship.”


    Her face flushed with anger. “Okay. Fine. How about telling me about him now? Now that you know I’m not in a bad place and have a wonderful man in my life?”


    And so I did. I told her everything. About my plans for Angus and how it led me to Craig.


    When I was finished, Darcy plopped back against my pillows, looking as exhausted as I felt. “I don’t even know where to start. Your misplaced need to avenge me or you leaving behind the man you love for me.”


    “You come first,” I said automatically. “I promised myself I’d never let you down again.”


    Darcy’s eyes widened. “Dear God, Rain, is that what this about?”


    Feeling tears burn my eyes, I shook my head and looked at the floor. “I just didn’t want to lose you. And I would miss you too much if we were on the opposite sides of the world.”


    “And what about him?”


    I looked up and she was pointing at the picture again.


    “I’ve never seen you like this,” she said, her voice filled with concern. “You love him. You miss him.”


    “I’d miss you too.”


    “But it’s different.” She shook her head. “Nothing will ever come between us. Nothing. Not a twenty-four-hour plane ride or an eleven-hour time difference. Nothing.” She held out her arm and turned it so I could see her tattoo.


    DARRAIGN.


    It was tattooed on her right arm.


    “Rain. I know you will always truly have my back, and I don’t need you here in person, throwing your life into upheaval, to prove it. You need to be in the same fucking country as the man you love.”


    I gave a huff of sad laughter. “We made a clean break. I’m here now. I just need to move on.”


    “No.” Darcy got up off the bed and strode toward me. She lowered to her haunches, staring me straight in the eye. “You need to go home to Craig Lanaghan.”

  


  
    Craig


    The noise in the pub was getting to him.


    It was a Saturday afternoon and he was there with his mates to watch football. The place was packed but they were lucky enough to have found a table.


    Jokes were cracked, lager was drunk, and hoots and yells and curse words were thrown at the large flat screen televisions on the walls.


    Craig stared into his lager and wondered not for the first time in three weeks whether he would ever find something funny enough to laugh at again.


    He felt a nudge on his shoulder and turned to look at Stevie, who was crammed in next to him. “Maybe you just need to get laid,” he offered, concern in his eyes.


    Obviously Craig wasn’t doing a very good job of looking happy to be there.


    Despite knowing Stevie’s words were well meaning, Craig scowled at him. “Is that what you’d do if Audrey left you? Fuck the first bird that came along?”


    Stevie glowered back at him... but then he turned away and lifted his pint to his mouth, muttering, “Fair point.”


    Craig sighed and pulled out his wallet. He put a twenty on the table beside Stevie. “Sorry. Have a few on me. I’m heading home before work.”


    “The game isn’t finished,” Stevie argued.


    “Not in the mood.” He got up and ignored his friends’ good-natured name-calling as he left.


    As Craig walked back to his flat he thought how fucked up it was that his city, a city that had been familiar and warm to him his whole life, felt so damn strange and empty these days.


    He knew why, but he daren’t think her name.


    When he got to his flat he felt a moment of apprehension rush through him when he found his door unlocked. Silently he turned the handle and on light feet he walked inside.


    “It’s us, sweetheart!” his mother’s voice called out from the living room.


    Relaxing at the identity of the intruder but confused as to why she was there, Craig shut his front door and strode into the heart of his flat.


    He came to an abrupt halt at the sight of his mother, Maggie, and Jeannie. “What’s going on?”


    Maggie stepped forward, her arms crossed over her chest. She was wearing a familiar, mulish expression. “This is an intervention.”


    “An intervention?” He frowned, not in the mood for this crap. “For fucking what?”


    “Watch your mouth,” his mum snapped.


    He wisely kept his trap shut.


    Jeannie gave him a sad smile. “We’re worried about you.”


    Growing up, all he’d done was worry about her. Some of that worry was eased when she met her fiancé. He was a good solid bloke and he clearly loved his sister. Still, Craig never stopped worrying about her. It was strange to be on the receiving end of that familial concern. “I’m fine.”


    “You’re not fine,” his mum said, sounding exasperated.


    His eyebrows rose at her tone. He’d been avoiding her these last few weeks. Finally guilt made him take her phone call the other night and he’d told her that Rain had left and why. She’d gotten off the phone sounding sad. Not exasperated.


    “I will be,” he insisted, although right now it didn’t feel like it.


    He missed Rain with every inch of his being.


    It felt like grief.


    “You’re going to Australia,” Maggie suddenly announced.


    He raised an eyebrow at her. “What?”


    Their mother rolled her eyes at her youngest daughter. “I thought we said we’d lead up to that?”


    “I cut to the chase.”


    “Well, I’m confused, so perhaps we should return to the leading-up-to-it part,” Craig suggested impatiently.


    “Ugh, you’re so snarky when you’re heartbroken.” Maggie made a face and was abruptly pulled down onto the sofa by an annoyed Jeannie.


    “We know you didn’t follow Rain to Australia because of us,” his mum said. “But we’re here to tell you that we want you to go be with her.”


    Euphoria shot through him at the thought but was quickly extinguished when he took in each of their faces. “I’m not leaving you.”


    “Craig, sweetheart...” His mum got up and came toward him, cupping his face in her hands. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Will I miss you if you’re over there? Yes. But I miss you more right now because you’re not you. Rain took a big piece of you with her and you need to go get it back. I need you to be happy more than I need you to be here.”


    Maggie and Jeannie came up behind her, wrapping their arms around his and their mum’s waists. “Ditto what mum said.” Jeannie kissed his cheek.


    He looked at Maggie, his heart pounding in his chest. His smart-arse little sister had tears on her face.


    “Go get her,” Maggie whispered. “We’ll be fine.”


    The thought of leaving them weighed heavily on him. “I can’t.”


    “You can,” his mum insisted, the tears replaced by a blaze of determination. “You take all that money you’ve been saving and you get a flight out there. And while you’re out there maybe you can do something about that dream of owning your own bar.”


    “Plus if you go I’ll have an excuse to visit Sydney,” Maggie added, and there was genuine excitement in her young eyes at the thought.


    “Ditto what Mags said,” Jeannie laughed.


    Craig stared at them in disbelief but the hope inside of him was building and building... “I promised I’d always take care of you. When Dad died... I promised...”


    “A couple of continents won’t stop you from keeping that promise,” his mum assured him. “I’m not taking no for an answer. This is an intervention with no choice.”

  


  
    Rain


    “You’re acting weird,” I said to Darcy in lieu of a “good morning” as I walked into our small kitchen. She was sitting at the breakfast bar eating cereal and she looked up at me mid-chew with a faux innocence in her eyes.


    “Mm mm mmm mmmm.”


    I translated her cereal-muffled words as “I’m not acting weird.” “Yes, you are.” I thought at first her weirdness was because of the conclusion we’d come to after she found out about Craig.


    Darcy didn’t want me to be unhappy, and I didn’t want to leave her alone, so we’d decided I would think long and hard on what to do.


    Now that I had seen for myself how happy and comfortable Darcy was here in Sydney, what I wanted was to go home to Craig.


    But I was terrified he wouldn’t want me back after I chose to leave him.


    I hadn’t confided this to Darcy, so I assumed her unusual quietness and avoidance of me this last week was because she felt guilty that she was part of this difficult decision.


    However, last night I got home earlier from the supermarket than I said I would and she didn’t hear me come in. When I strode into her bedroom to ask her something she jumped like a scared rabbit and slammed her laptop closed.


    Very suspicious behavior indeed.


    “What are you up to?”


    Darcy swallowed hard and gave me this heavy sigh that I wasn’t convinced wasn’t manufactured. “Well I was going to deal with it myself as a surprise but you nearly caught me last night... so...”


    I slid onto the stool next to hers. “So?”


    She grinned in excitement. “I want to do a store launch party here in Sydney.” She rambled on before I could interrupt. “We didn’t do one in Edinburgh but it would work so well here. We know people with great connections here... One of which”—her eyes widened with even more excitement, if possible—“is the fashion buyer for one of Australia’s biggest online department stores, and I’ve arranged a meeting with him, and if he likes our store there might be a deal to made and they’d probably help us with the launch party so that it’s epic.”


    I frowned at this news. “I thought we were going to stay independent. Not sell through a department store.”


    “Well we’d have to work out all the details with him. I’m pretty sure our lawyer would be able to work out a deal where we can still sell independently to Australia. Other designers do it.”


    “But we’re not designers.” I rubbed my forehead at the magnitude. “I mean we are but we’re also an online boutique. Boutiques do not sell at department stores.”


    Darcy’s face fell. “You hate the idea.”


    “No. I don’t. I thought you did, so it’s just a surprise, especially with...”


    “You still not having made up your mind about staying here,” she finished for me. “Well,” she mused over it, “I tell you what... Why don’t you take the meeting instead? You are the business side of this business, so it really only makes sense.”


    I guess it couldn’t hurt and it would be a nice distraction. “Okay. When and where is the meeting set?”


    “In two days at a bar on King’s Way. We decided a bar kept it relaxed, casual, no pressure.”


    “Okay. I’ll be there.”


    ***


    As I walked into the bar at number one King’s Way, where I was supposed to be meeting Henry Lawson, fashion buyer, I was calm and prepared. If I were perhaps more excited at the prospect of adding the items we sold at Darraign to a department store I might have been nervous, but as it was I was unsure about the whole thing, so I felt like I was attending the meeting to feel this guy out as much as he was interviewing me.


    The huge bar was positioned center of the room with tables and stools at the window and tables and bench seating along the right. There was no one on this side of the bar, so I smiled at the bartender, who nodded hello and began to walk around to the other side.


    I scanned the seating that ran along the outer wall and then flicked my gaze up toward the end of the bar.


    And I froze in place.


    My heart was pounding in my ears as I stared at the oh-so-familiar profile of the man sitting at the end of the bar, drinking a beer.


    A gorgeous profile.


    Beloved.


    That word always sounded so cheesy to me unless it was said at a wedding or a funeral, but it was the one perfect word right now for how I felt about him.


    As if he sensed my stare, he looked up and tensed. His intimate gaze burned through my clothes as he studied every inch of me. And then he unfolded his tall, beautiful body from the stool and started striding slowly toward me.


    Craig stopped a few feet from me and I almost moaned in distress.


    I wanted him in my arms.


    I wanted to breathe him in.


    And yet for some reason my feet wouldn’t move.


    “Looking for Henry Lawson?” He gave me a small smile with more than a hint of wicked mischief in it.


    Once I stopped shivering in pleasure at the sound of his deep voice I processed his words. My mouth fell open in surprise. “Darcy... She set this up?”


    Craig nodded, his expression suddenly serious. “She called me to tell me that you wanted to come home but you were afraid I wouldn’t want you anymore because you left.”


    I felt another jolt of surprise. Christ, my sister knew me much better than I realized.


    “I told her I understood why you left and I’ve never held it against you. For three weeks I wished for a reason to hate you, to make it easier, but there was none. I had nothing to hold on to but the sheer amount of love and agony I felt watching you walk through security at the airport.” The pain melted from his eyes. “Until now.”


    “So... wh-why are you here instead of letting me come to you?”


    “Because by the time Darcy called I’d already booked my flight. Mum, Mags, and Jeannie gave me their blessing to start a life here. With you. I called a mate of mine who works construction over here and arranged to stay with him for a while, and I’ve got an appointment with a financial officer at the bank to look over my business plans for opening my own bar. Australia appeals to me. I like the weather. I like the people. This is a good move for me. That we can be together just makes it perfect. Owning my own bar probably won’t happen right away, but I’m sure I can get work somewhere until I can get it up and running. Anyway, when Darcy heard all that she said she wanted to be in on surprising you, so she set this little scenario up.”


    I could barely breathe with the happiness that was flooding over me all of a sudden. I couldn’t even think what to say that would encapsulate all that I was feeling. Finally I decided on, “Get over here.”


    He flashed me a grin before closing the space between us and wrapping me up in his arms and off my feet. I buried my face in his neck as he held on tight.


    A few seconds later he lowered me to my feet. I pulled his head down with me and kissed him with all the longing that had built up inside of me these last few weeks.


    Was it only weeks? It had felt like years.


    “I love you,” I murmured against his mouth. “I’ve missed you more than anything.”


    “I’ve missed you, too,” he groaned. “Fuck, I love you, lady.”


    I grinned at his declaration. It wasn’t the words of a poet but it was romantic as hell to me.

  


  
    Craig


    The low morning light was starting to fall into the room from a band of glass at the top of Rain’s window that wasn’t covered by a blind. He’d need to fix that for her.


    The light spilled across Rain’s face as she lay sleeping, and for the first time in weeks Craig’s soul was soothed.


    He should be asleep but jet lag was playing havoc with him. When he arrived in Sydney he’d crashed on his friend’s sofa bed for two hours before getting up to get ready to meet Rain. Now it was early in the morning but to him it was late afternoon and he was wide awake. Even after his energetic reunion with Rain.


    He trailed the back of his knuckles across the soft skin of her upper arm, tracing a familiar freckle with his thumb. Not too long ago he thought he’d never see that freckle again.


    A rush of affection for the freckle overcame him and he couldn’t help but lean over to press his lips to it. When he pulled back Rain’s sleepy gaze met his. She gave him a soft smile before reaching up to brush her fingers over his cheek. “Jet lag?”


    He nodded. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I don’t want to miss a thing.”


    Amusement flooded him. “I don’t want to close my eyes,” he sang. “I don’t want to fall asleep.”


    “Ugh.” She made a face and punched at him halfheartedly. “Ruin the moment, why don’t you.”


    Craig laughed and fell over her, making her giggle. He kissed her nose. “I take it Aerosmith won’t be on our wedding playlist, then?”


    She blinked sleepily, and fuck if it wasn’t adorable. “Excuse me?”


    “You heard me.” He nudged her legs apart, deciding if she was awake then she was going to help him burn off the jet lag.


    “Wedding?”


    He nodded, pressing kisses along her elegant jaw. “One day.”


    He felt her smile. “One day,” she repeated.


    “Because,” he whispered in her ear. “This is forever.”


    Pulling back to see her expression, Craig was gratified to see the surprise in her eyes. “You really think so?” she whispered back.


    “Aye,” he told her as he kissed her sweet mouth. “I can’t lose you again. No matter what happens I will fight like fuck to keep you.”


    Rain gave him a slow, sweet, and slightly smug smile that made him laugh. “And so the realist becomes a romantic.”


    He grinned at her assessment because no one else who knew him would ever suggest such a thing. But then again, no one else knew him in the way that this woman did, and no one else ever would. “Only with you, darlin’, only with you.”

  


  
    Keep reading for an excerpt from HERO, the emotional and unforgettable standalone romance from New York Times bestselling author Samantha Young! Available now.


    Alexa Holland’s father was her hero—until her shocking discovery that her mother and she weren’t his only family. Ever since, Alexa has worked to turn her life in a different direction and forge her own identity outside of his terrible secrets. But when she meets a man who’s as damaged by her father’s mistakes as she is, Alexa must help him.


    Caine Carraway wants nothing to do with Alexa’s efforts at redemption, but it’s not so easy to push her away. Determined to make her hate him, he brings her to the edge of her patience and waits for her to walk away. But his actions only draw them together and, despite the odds, they begin an intense and explosive affair.


    Only Caine knows he can never be the white knight that Alexa has always longed for. And when they’re on the precipice of danger, he finds he’ll do anything to protect either one of them from being hurt again....

  


  
    


    Boston, Massachusetts


    This wasn’t happening.


    This couldn’t be happening.


    I curled my hands into fists to stop them from shaking as I made my way through the hallway into the open-plan living area of the penthouse apartment. It had high cathedral ceilings and a wall of windows that led out onto a huge balcony. The water from the harbor glistened under the sun. It was a beautiful building with a gorgeous backdrop and I could not appreciate any of it because I was too focused on finding him there.


    My heart stopped at the sight of him standing outside on the balcony.


    Caine Carraway.


    “Alexa!”


    My head snapped around from Caine’s direction to the kitchen area where my boss, Benito, was surrounded by two laptops and various other equipment for the photo shoot. This was supposed to be the moment I smiled in greeting and told him to direct me where he needed me.


    Instead I looked back at Caine.


    The orange juice I had drunk that morning sloshed around unpleasantly in my stomach.


    “Alexa!”


    Benito was suddenly in front of me, frowning and glaring at me.


    “Hi,” I said, my voice flat. “Where do you want me?”


    Benito cocked his head to the side, looking up at me in a way that was almost comical. I was tall at five nine. He was only five six. But what he lacked in height he more than made up for in personality. “Please”—he gave me a long-suffering sigh—“tell me I’ve got my normal Alexa back. I cannot cope with the Mother’s Day disaster, Alexa. Today I’m shooting Caine Carraway for Mogul magazine’s Top Self-Made Men Under Forty. Caine is to grace the cover.” He shot a look over his shoulder at said cover model. “An obvious choice.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Today’s an important shoot. In case you don’t know, Caine Carraway is one of Boston’s most eligible bachelors. He’s the CEO of Carraway—”


    “Financial Holdings,” I said softly. “I know.”


    “Good. You’ll also know he’s horrifically wealthy and incredibly influential. He’s also a very busy man and a hard man to please, so I have to get this shoot done right and done quickly.”


    My attention drifted over Benito’s head to the man who had successfully started a private bank immediately after graduating from college. From there he eventually expanded his company, building a diversified business portfolio involving everything from corporate banking to home mortgages, insurance companies, investment trusts, securities trading, asset management, and so forth. Now Caine himself was CEO of a major holdings company that was home to a board of directors of influential and wealthy businesspeople.


    According to reports, Caine had managed all this through ruthless determination, eagle-eyed attention to his organization, and power-hungry ambition.


    At the moment Caine was busy talking on his phone to someone as Marie, a beauty assistant, smoothed the lines of his tailored suit. The designer navy suit fit his body to perfection. Caine was tall, at least two, if not three, inches over six feet, broad-shouldered, and visibly fit. He had a strong profile, with sharp cheekbones and an aquiline nose, and the hair he was now impatiently batting Marie’s hand away from was thick and as dark as my own. Although it was pinched tight right now, I knew from photographs that he had a sensual brooding mouth.


    Definitely cover model material.


    And definitely not a man you crossed.


    I swallowed past the lump that had formed in my throat.


    How ironic that he should be standing there, right in front of me, after all the ugliness my mother’s recent and sudden death had brought to the fore... and he was a part of that ugliness.


    Six years I’d worked as a personal assistant for Benito—one of the city’s most successful and temperamental photographers. Of course, Benito was never melodramatic around clients, just his employees. Yet since I’d worked with him for a long time, I should have felt secure after all these years. I didn’t.


    Strictly speaking, I used to feel like I had job security.


    But losing my mother three months ago had caused my family issues to rear their ugly heads, and unveiled some harsh truths I often wished I didn’t know. I went on with work, putting on a brave face. However, it’s not possible to be that strong when you lose a parent, and unfortunately I’d had a bit of an emotional breakdown during a photo shoot for a major women’s magazine. It was a shoot for Mother’s Day.


    Benito had tried to be understanding, but I could tell he was pissed. Instead of firing me, though, he told me to take a much-needed vacation.


    Thus a few weeks later, here I was with a mighty fine tan courtesy of the Hawaiian sun, and upon my arrival this morning I’d had no clue what this photo shoot was about or for whom.


    I’d received a clipped e-mail from Benito when I’d returned from my trip with the address for the photo shoot but no other information. I was his PA and I had no clue what his latest job entailed—that didn’t sound good to me.


    So I was tan, yes, but I still hadn’t really sorted my head out about my mom, and was now seriously worried that the job I’d been busting my ass over for the last six years was seconds away from being flushed down a very expensive penthouse toilet. Today had to go well for me.


    My anxiety had increased tenfold when I strode out of the elevator and caught sight of the people buzzing around the hallway and in the open double doors of the apartment. There were way more people at the shoot than usual, suggesting we were shooting someone particularly important. I was panicked then when our intern, Sofie, relayed to me that the person we were shooting was none other than Caine Carraway.


    My whole body had jerked in reaction to the name and I’d started to tremble.


    I hadn’t stopped trembling since.


    Caine suddenly looked sharply at me as if he’d felt my gaze on him. We stared at each other, me struggling to hold on to my emotions, while he finally let go of my eyes so his could travel over my body.


    Benito believed that dressing casually around celebrities impressed upon them that he and his people were not intimidated because we were on the celebrity’s level talentwise. He believed that attitude made his clients respect him more. I thought that was superficial bullshit, but it meant I got to wear whatever I liked, so I didn’t air that opinion. On shoots I often opted for whatever was most comfortable. Today that was shorts and a T-shirt.


    The way Caine Carraway was looking at me right now... I might as well have been naked.


    Goose bumps prickled along my arms and a shiver ran down my back.


    “Alexa,” Benito snapped.


    “Sorry,” I apologized, attempting not to think about Caine’s heated gaze or the burning ache that was forming in my chest.


    My boss shook his head impatiently. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Just... here, take the BlackBerry back.” He slapped the device in my hand. I’d given it over to him before I left for vacation so he could give it to the temp. Benito’s world was in that BlackBerry. It had all his business contacts, e-mails, his work calendar... everything on it. I saw the e-mail icon already had fifteen unread e-mails this morning. “Get the crew organized first before you get to work. We’re shooting on the balcony with the harbor as a backdrop. Then inside in the sitting area. It’s a little darker there, so set it up.”


    From there I went into autopilot. I knew my job inside and out, and that was the only reason I managed to do anything competently, because my head was not on the work. It was on the man I could barely look at as I directed one of our guys to set up Benito’s camera and laptop out on the balcony and got the lighting crew to set up in the sitting room for later.


    Caine Carraway.


    I knew more about him than I should because for the last few months if I heard his name or saw it in print I paid attention. Call it morbid curiosity.


    Orphaned at thirteen and put into the system, Caine beat the odds and went onto graduate from high school as valedictorian and continued his education at Wharton Business School on a full ride. He’d barely graduated from college when he started up the bank that would lead to Carraway Financial Holdings. By the time he was twenty-nine he was one of the most successful businessmen in Boston. Now at thirty-three he was feared and respected by his peers, welcomed into the fold of Boston’s high society, and one of the city’s most eligible bachelors. Although he was immensely private, the society pages took snapshots of him whenever they could, mostly at glamorous events. He was seen with beautiful women all the time, but the same one was rarely pictured with him after a few months.


    All of that said alone, lonely, and ,closed off to me.


    That ache in my chest intensified.


    “Alexa, come meet Mr. Carraway.”


    I felt my breathing increase exponentially and turned from Scott, our lighting technician, to find Benito standing beside Caine.


    Trying to control my emotions, I walked slowly over to them both, my cheeks burning under the heat of Caine’s black gaze. On closer inspection, I could see his eyes were actually a deep, dark brown. His face was a perfectly blank mask, but his eyes were more expressive.


    I shivered again as they raked over me.


    “Mr. Carraway, this is my PA, Alexa—”


    “Nice to meet you.” I cut off my boss before he could say my last name. “If you need anything, give me a shout.” And before either Benito or Caine could respond, I quickly darted back across the room.


    Scott was staring over my shoulder, and when his eyes returned to me they informed me that Benito was not pleased by my behavior. “What’s with you?” Scott said.


    I shrugged at my colleague, not sure how to explain why I was acting like a teenager. It would be a long explanation. Too long. Too personal. Because what was with me was that only three short months ago I had discovered my father was to blame for destroying Caine’s childhood.


    Now he was right there in front of me.


    At Benito’s snap of my name, I spun around to find him scowling at me and gesturing me out onto the balcony. The shoot was starting.


    Standing behind Benito, looking at the photos on the laptop, and glancing up from those to the real man in front of me, I was able to safely study Caine. Not at any point did he smile. He stared broodingly into the camera and Benito didn’t dare to ask him to change his countenance. He directed him to turn his head and body this way and that, but that was as courageous as Benito got with the guy.


    “He’s got that brooding thing down pat,” Sofie murmured in my ear as she handed me coffee. “If I wasn’t happily engaged I’d try to put a smile on his handsome face. You’re single. You should so go there. I definitely think you could put a smile on his face.”


    I covered a reactive blanch with a smirk. “I think it would take a gymnast and her twin sister to do that, babe.”


    We looked at each other, laughter we couldn’t quite hold down bubbling up between us. It was a relief to laugh under such intense circumstances.


    Unfortunately our laughter drew Caine’s attention. We knew this because everything went quiet and we turned to find him staring curiously at me while Benito... well, he appeared to be trying to fry both Sofie’s ass and mine with the heat of his glower.


    Sofie skittered off.


    “Let’s take a break.” Benito sighed and approached the laptop. “You’ve been acting strange all morning,” he said under his breath. “Am I missing something?”


    “No.” I stared at him, trying not to give away the truth. “Coffee?”


    He nodded, no longer angry, just slightly disappointed. Which was worse.


    I wisely hurried back into the apartment and headed to the bathroom. I thought a splash of cold water on my face might do me good. My hands shook as I cupped my palms under the tap water. “Shit,” I whispered.


    I was a mess.


    Again.


    Enough was enough. My job wouldn’t survive another public outburst. Sure, it was a crappy situation, but I needed to pull myself together and act like a professional. Resolved to do so, I strode out of the bathroom with my shoulders thrown back and almost walked into a coffee cup.


    The coffee cup was clasped in a large hand that belonged to Caine.


    Staring up at him, I was struck mute. Mostly because my pulse was racing so hard it was difficult to concentrate on anything else, let alone words.


    Caine raised an eyebrow and pushed the coffee toward me.


    I took it, completely unable to keep the bafflement off my face.


    “A peace offering,” he said, and I shivered again at the sound of his deep, cultured voice. “It would seem I scare you for some absurd reason.”


    Our eyes locked, and my pulse was racing for an entirely different reason now.


    “What are they saying about me these days?”


    For a moment I forgot everything but what it was like to be lost in his beautiful eyes. “Lots,” I answered softly. “They are saying lots of things about you these days.”


    He grinned, proving me wrong—he did not need a gymnast and her twin to put a smile on his face. “Well, you have me at a disadvantage. You know me, but I don’t know you.” He took a step forward and I suddenly felt overwhelmingly, deliciously surrounded by him.


    Oh God, oh God, oh God. “There’s not much to tell.”


    Caine dipped his head, his dark eyes liquid with a heat I felt between my legs. “Somehow I doubt that.” His eyes flickered to my lips before returning to mine. “I want to know more, Alexa.”


    “Um...” The old cliché “be careful what you wish for” suddenly floated across my mind.


    He seemed to mistake the fact that I was a flustered panicked mess for deliberately being enigmatic, because he warned, “I’m not finishing this shoot until you tell me something about yourself. Time is money.” He smirked. “Gotta keep the boss happy.”


    Was he referring to himself or Benito?


    I stared at him, feeling my palms turn clammy as my heart rate increased, speeding up by the mounting seconds of silence stretching between us. And that was when it happened. Overwhelmed and thrown by his sudden appearance in my life after only having just discovered he was the little boy who played victim to my father’s villain, I went into meltdown. “I know you,” I blurted out. “No, I mean...” I stepped forward, edging us farther down the hall where we had more privacy. The coffee cup trembled in my hands. “My name is Alexa Holland.”


    Shock moved through him.


    To witness it was awful. His whole body jerked like I’d hit him, and the powerful businessman visibly paled before me.


    I forged on. “My father is Alistair Holland. I know he had an affair with your mom and I know how it ended. I’m so—”


    Caine’s hand cut through the air between us in a gesture to silence me. Fury had replaced the shock. His nostrils flared with it. “I’d stop if I were you.” His words were guttural with menace.


    I couldn’t.


    “I just found out. I had no idea until a few months ago that it was you. I don’t even—”


    “I said stop.” He stepped forward, forcing me back against the wall. “I don’t want to hear it.”


    “Please, listen—”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” He slammed a hand against the wall above my head and I saw past the cultured, ruthless gentleman everyone else saw to a man who was far less polished and way more dangerous than anyone truly realized. “Your father seduced my mother and after introducing her to drugs, left her to OD in a hotel room because trying to save her meant watching his precious inheritance go up in flames.” His face was so close to mine now I felt the warm puff of his breath on my lips. “He destroyed my family. I want nothing from him or you. I certainly don’t want to breathe the same air as either one of you.”


    He abruptly pushed away from the wall and marched out of the hallway.


    Most women would probably be in tears after a verbal assault like that. Not me. Growing up, I’d watched my mother succumb to tears in every spat she ever had, and I’d hated that. When she was angry she cried, when all she really wanted to do was be angry.


    So I never cried when I was angry.


    And I was pissed at my estranged father for putting me in a position where I’d be painted with the same disgusting brush as him.


    Caine’s last words penetrated through my thoughts.


    “Oh, shit.” I rushed out of the hallway.


    Caine was speaking to Benito in the kitchen.


    My stomach flipped as Benito flinched at whatever Caine said. He looked over at me, bewildered, before turning to respond to the other man.


    Caine glowered and whipped around, searching the room for someone. His eyes locked on a young man dressed in a stylish suit. “Ethan, I want a different photographer.” His voice carried across the room so everyone heard and caused them to halt in what they were doing. “Or I don’t do the cover.”


    Ethan nodded militantly. “I’m on it, sir.”


    I was horrified; my eyes flew to Benito, whose mouth had dropped open in equal horror. Caine didn’t stick around long enough to witness that, though. He was already striding toward me, and as he passed me to head for the exit, he didn’t even look at me.


    I felt sick.


    Benito’s tone was quiet, surprisingly calm. His words were not. “What the fuck did you do?”


    ***


    My friend Rachel moved the restless child in her arms from one side of her lap to the other. “It’s been five hours. Calm down. Your boss will call you to clear this whole misunderstanding up.”


    I eyed her daughter, Maisy, with growing concern. “Should Maisy’s face be that purple?”


    Rachel frowned at the subject change and looked at her daughter. “Maisy, stop holding your breath.”


    Maisy stared up at her stubbornly.


    “Uh... she’s still holding her breath.” Why Rachel was not as worried by this as I was I did not know.


    Rachel made a face. “You won’t get a toy if you keep holding your breath.”


    Maisy let out a comically long exhale and then grinned at me.


    “She’s the devil,” I murmured softly, eyeing her warily.


    “Tell me about it.” Rachel shrugged. “Apparently I pulled the old holding–my-breath-to-get-what-I-want trick when I was her age.”


    I glanced down at my half-eaten lunch. “We can leave and go for a walk through the gardens if she’s getting restless.”


    “We’re not finished calming you down.” Rachel waved at a passing waiter. “Two more diet sodas and an orange juice, please.”


    I didn’t argue. Out of all of my friends, Rachel was the most persistent and overbearing. That was probably why she was the only one of them I still saw on a regular basis.


    There had been four of us, close friends, in college: me, Rachel, Viv, and Maggie. Out of the four of us, I was the only one not married, and I was childless. Between them they had four kids. I’d lost contact with Viv and Maggie over the years, and now I only saw Rachel every few weeks. I’d been so busy with work and socializing with colleagues that I’d never bothered to make new friendships outside of the old or outside of my career.


    If that horrible gut feeling I had turned out to be true, if Benito fired me, I was looking at a very grim future of no money, no pretty apartment, and no social life.


    “Maybe you should make mine a vodka,” I grumbled.


    Rachel heaved a sigh. “Benito is not going to fire you. Not after all your hard work. Right, baby?” She bounced her daughter on her knee.


    Maisy giggled at me and shook her head, her dark curls flying into her mother’s face.


    “Great, even the three-year-old knows I’m fucked.”


    Rachel grimaced. “You can’t say fucked in front of a kid, Lex.” Our drinks arrived and she pushed mine toward me. “Now calm your shit so we can talk about me for a while.”


    I smiled a real smile for the first time in a week. “Only if you tell me one more time I’m not going to get fired.”


    “Lex, you’re not going to get fired.”


    ***


    “Alexa, you’re fired!”


    My stomach dropped at the irate beginning to the voice mail message Benito had left me.


    “I don’t know what the fuck happened this morning, but you are done. And not just with me. Oh no! Do you know what you cost me today? You pissed Caine Carraway off so badly I lost Mogul and two other magazines from the same media company! My reputation is on the line here. After everything I’ve worked for! Well...” His voice lowered, which was even scarier than the shouting. “Consider yourself fucked, because I’m going to make sure you never work in this industry again.”


    I pinched the bridge of my nose and sucked in a shuddering, teary breath.


    This was bad.


    This was so, so bad.
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