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      When the only person who can help you is the one who drives you crazy…

      

      At law school, Adrian Lockhard was Liv Howard’s nemesis. Cool, calm and always completely collected.

      

      Now he’s the only one who can help her save her cousin. And she hates that she’s going to owe him big time for this.

      

      But as they begin a five-hour road trip, she finds herself warming to him.

      

      Until they discover there’s only one bed in the hotel room he’s booked. And nowhere else to go.

      

      It’s okay.

      

      She’s a big girl.

      

      She can handle him.

      

      It’s a shame she can’t handle the thrill she gets every time his thigh touches hers.

      

      Fingers crossed these sheets are fireproof because the chemistry is about to set them alight…

      

      Wide Open Spaces is a fast and fun standalone novella featuring enemies to lovers, a road trip to Vegas, and a bed that brings them together in all the best ways!
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      This wasn’t exactly how Liv had pictured her first day back in her hometown of Angel Sands. Sure, the sun was shining, turning the southern Californian sky into the kind of blue that made an artist weep, but she was dressed all in black, looking more like a cat burglar than the Californian woman she was.

      “Okay, so here’s the plan,” she said to her cousin. Sadie’s eyes were red and every few seconds she gave a little sniff like she was trying to stop the tears from falling.

      Liv’s heart melted a little. Growing up, Sadie had felt more like her baby sister than her cousin. Their moms were sisters with seven years between them – the same age gap between Liv and Sadie. Being an only child, Liv had fallen in love with Sadie as soon as she’d seen her in the hospital, with her face red and screwed up, her lungs emitting a healthy cry.

      Much like she was today.

      Except now Sadie was twenty-two and going through her first heartbreak and Liv had no idea how to make her feel better.

      “We’ll let ourselves into the apartment,” Liv continued, and Sadie gave the tiniest of nods. “Parker hasn’t asked you for your key back, so he can’t expect you to wait for him to buzz you in. And anyway, that would give him a power advantage and we’re not ceding that.” Not this early in the game, no sir. Parker Bryant might be one of the richest men in Angel Sands – even at his relatively young age – but it didn’t make him any better than the rest of them.

      Sure, it meant he had a beautiful apartment with an ocean view, that he casually invited Sadie to share with him after two weeks of dating.

      But an asshole was an asshole, no matter how many dollars they had in the bank.

      “We’ll stick together,” Liv promised. “He won’t get a chance to talk to you at all. Not without me there.”

      Sadie swallowed hard. “You think he’ll want to talk?” There was the slightest hint of hope in her eyes.

      “I don’t know, sweetie. But we shouldn’t let him. Didn’t he say enough already?”

      Sadie let out a sob and nodded. “I don’t know if I can see him.”

      “We won’t be in there for long. Half an hour at most. Enough to pack your things and bring them down to the van.” Liv reached out for her cousin’s shoulder. “Keep it together until then. And after that, we’ll get a gallon of ice cream and watch whatever you want to on Netflix, okay?”

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” Sadie’s voice wobbled.

      “Of course I’m here. Where else would I be?” Liv’s smile was grim because she should have been here before the breakup. But the project she’d been working on overran by two months. Truth was, she’d only met Parker once at her aunt’s house, and she’d been wary of him from the start.

      He had that casual charm that only the rich seemed to cultivate, bordering on arrogance at times. And she’d met enough guys like him to know how casually they treated their partners, too.

      They’d made it into the expensively decorated lobby before Sadie lost her nerve altogether. She took one look at the mailboxes, saw Parker’s name, then turned on her heel and stalked back out through the revolving doors.

      “Sadie!” Liv shouted, running after her across the lobby. She was breathless by the time she cornered her outside of the building. “Come on, honey. We have to do this.”

      Sadie shook her head. “Can’t you go up for me?”

      Liv tried not to sigh. She knew how desperately her cousin was hurting. And she’d been through enough breakups to know how painful it was. But this was Sadie’s first. No wonder she was losing it.

      “How will I know what’s yours and what’s his?” Liv asked her.

      Sadie pulled a sheet of paper from her purse. “I made a list.”

      Liv blinked because she wasn’t sure if she was being played here. “Why did you make a list if you were planning on coming up there?”

      “Um.” Sadie couldn’t quite meet her eyes. “It’s a contingency plan.”

      Liv couldn’t help but laugh. Sadie might have been heartbroken, but she was also the baby of the family. Since the first moment she’d let out a wail they’d all run around to appease her.

      Truthfully, it would be easier to get this done without Sadie. She’d either cry her heart out or have another fight with Parker – who’d insisted on being there when Sadie packed up her things. Liv would be in and out like a rocket. And maybe at some point today she’d get to enjoy the Californian sun.

      “Okay.” Liv sighed and pulled out her keys and passed them to Sadie. “Wait in the van. I’ll bring the boxes down and you can load them in.”

      Sadie threw her arms around Liv. “Thank you! You’re the best.”

      Yeah, well that was going too far. But Liv was pretty cool right now. She’d been back in town for less than a day and she was already saving her cousin’s ass.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you’re not coming? You said you’d be here at one o’clock. It’s five past.” Adrian lifted his arm, his perfectly starched French cuffs sliding up to reveal his Rolex watch. “Actually, make that seven minutes past.” He looked around his little brother’s apartment and shook his head. “By the way, your place is a shithole. When did you last clean anything? Or do the laundry? If you want to win Sadie back, you’re going about it all the wrong way.”

      He’d told Parker from the get-go that moving in with a girl when you’d barely exchanged phone numbers was a bad idea. But Parker was impulsive – he got that from their mother. He was also notoriously unreliable. Case in point – Adrian was waiting patiently for him, having driven straight here from the courthouse, while Parker appeared to be somewhere that had a lot of people and not much peace.

      “It’s for the best,” Parker said, having to shout above the background noise. Where was he anyway? “She’s still pissed with me, I tried calling her last night.”

      “Of course she’s pissed with you.” Adrian shook his head. “You told her you were buying an engagement ring then spent the money on a vacation in Cabo. With the boys.”

      Adrian didn’t have time for this. It was their mother’s fault. When he’d told Parker there was no way he was going to be a referee for him and Sadie while they divided up what worldly goods they had, their mom had called and cajoled until he’d capitulated and agreed to be here.

      All it took was a few ‘But Adrian, you’re so much more sensible than Parker’s and here he was. Spending the precious time he has to prepare for this afternoon’s court case in his brother’s hell hole of an apartment, ready to face his teary-eyed never-going-to-be-fiancée.

      Speaking of which, was that the elevator pinging? Maybe Sadie had a better sense of punctuality than his brother – not that it was difficult. “Where are you anyway?” he asked Parker. “Just in case she asks.”

      “In Vegas. We decided to come here first, then head to Cabo.”

      “Vegas?” Adrian’s voice lifted an octave. He’d been born in the wrong birth order. Why was it that he got the responsibility gene?

      “Yeah. It was Ryker’s idea. We just need to change our flights and all is good.”

      “It costs money to change flights,” Adrian pointed out.

      “Cool, bro. I’m not exactly starving.”

      Yeah, Adrian could see that from the takeout boxes liberally littered on every surface. He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling a headache coming on.

      Parker cleared his throat. “Listen, I gotta go. The High Roller room just opened up.”

      “Don’t gamble away all…” Adrian stopped talking when he realized Parker had ended the call. Yep, he was definitely getting a headache. He rubbed his temples with the pads of his fingers.

      “Parker?” A key turned in the door. He frowned because that didn’t sound like Sadie. Not that he had any intimate acquaintance with her voice. They’d met exactly twice, both times at his mom’s house, but he distinctly remembered her high-pitched, girly laugh.

      But this voice was low and husky. Maybe she’d been crying more than Parker knew.

      “Parker couldn’t be here,” he said, walking over to the door and yanking it open. The key was still in the lock and Sadie half-tripped, half flew until her body slammed against his, making him stagger backward in an attempt not to fall over and bring her with him.

      And that’s when he realized she wasn’t Sadie.

      “Liv?” He swallowed hard, because what the hell was Olivia Howard doing in his brother’s apartment. “Liv? Is that you?”

      The woman looked up at him, her brows knitting. “Adrian?” She practically wrenched her body out of his arms. “What are you doing here? Where’s Parker?”

      “He asked me to be here for him.”

      She blinked. “I should have known Parker had terrible friends.”

      Ah yes. He’d forgotten just how much Olivia detested him. Or at least she had throughout law school. And if you pushed him, he’d probably admit there was a good reason for her opinion of him. Like the way he screwed her over during their first mock trial.

      But you’d have to get a court order first.

      “How do you know Parker?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. It took an act of will for him not to look at her because she always did have an excellent body.

      Not that he should’ve noticed.

      “Parker’s my brother.”

      She blinked. “He can’t be. His last name’s Bryant. You’re a Lockhard.”

      “Same mom, different dad.” He shrugged. “It happens. But I know for a fact that Sadie’s an only child. So what are you doing here?”

      “I’m her cousin.” Olivia squared her shoulders as though ready for battle. “I’m here to get her things.”

      “You’re going to need to prove a familial relationship before I let you take anything out of this apartment,” Adrian told her. “Because as far as I know, you’re a Howard and she’s a Scott.”

      Olivia looked outraged. “I don’t need to prove anything. I’m just going to pack up her things and get them out of here. Anyway, it has nothing to do with you.”

      He tilted his head to the side. She was prettier than he remembered. At least when she wasn’t frowning. Which she seemed to be doing right now, as her eyes grazed his body, moving up and down.

      “Where are the boxes?’ she asked him, as though she couldn’t be bothered to argue anymore.

      “What boxes?”

      She rolled her eyes. Her irritation was kind of amusing. “The ones Sadie had delivered here yesterday. They’re supposed to be here waiting for us.”

      “I have no idea.” Adrian shrugged. “I just got here. Maybe you should have confirmed delivery before you came over.”

      Her jaw was tight. “I’ll go down and ask the concierge.”

      He pressed a button on the panel by the door. “No need, I’ll ask. I’d hate for you to waste your time if you haven’t got any boxes.”

      “How can I help you, Mr. Bryant?” A tinny voice echoed from the speaker.

      “It’s his brother, actually. Do you know if any boxes were delivered here yesterday?”

      “Oh yes. We let Mr. Bryant know. They’re in the package delivery. He said he’d call when he was home to have them brought up, but I don’t think he did.”

      Of course he didn’t. That would be too responsible. Adrian ran his hands through his hair, feeling her eyes boring into his back. He had a feeling that if she could kill with that look, she would.

      And yeah, maybe she had a good reason for that. This whole situation was frustrating as hell.

      “It’s okay, I’ll come get them.”

      “Are you sure? I’d bring them up myself but my back is acting up right now. I can arrange for one of our workmen, but it’ll take a little.”

      “No need. I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.” He released the button and turned to look at Olivia. “Before you say anything, I know Parker’s a pain in the ass. But he’s my pain in the ass. So I’ll cover his mistakes, okay?”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      He shrugged his suit jacket off, folding it carefully over the back of the nearest chair. Then he unknotted his tie, pulling it out from his collar and laying it over the top of his jacket. Finally, he unbuttoned his collar, then swiftly moved his hands down his shirt, releasing each button as he went. And all the time she watched him silently, her eyes wide as he unfastened his cufflinks.

      “What are you doing?” she asked when he started to pull his arm from his shirt.

      “I’m due back in court this afternoon. If I’m carrying boxes I’m doing it in my undershirt.” He had no idea why she looked so shocked. He wasn’t naked, dammit. But she still stared at him, her eyes wide, her mouth open.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Okay then. I’ll be back with the boxes. Try not to touch anything.”

      She looked around the room, taking in the empty takeout boxes. “That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      “Not to most people, no. But I’m not sure about you.”

      Giving him a sickly smile, she tipped her head to the side. “Go get the boxes, Lockhard. Before we end up in court for all the wrong reasons.”
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      Holy-goddamned-moly, when did Adrian Lockhard get so built? She was still blinking when he left Parker’s apartment, giving her one last dark look for good measure, and headed to the elevator to pick up the boxes.

      The last time she’d seen him was at graduation five years ago. He’d beaten her to the top of the class by a few grade points, and it had been a bitter pill to watch him give his valedictory speech. As far as she knew, he was headed to a big law firm in New York, while she’d planned to work in LA.

      So she had no idea why he was working here in the little town of Angel Sands. Or how long ago he’d left New York.

      Not that she cared. So he’d gotten a few muscles, and maybe gone up a few notches on the hotness scale.

      Her heart was only beating fast because she hadn’t been expecting to see him. And because her planned speech to Parker about not breaking any more hearts was now going to go unheard.

      Not because she’d just seen Adrian Lockhard in a white tank and dress pants, looking tan and ripped, the white jersey fabric clinging to his washboard stomach like an overexcited puppy.

      Nope. Not that at all.

      She was still trying to figure out how he’d gotten so buff when she heard the key in the lock. He walked in, the front of his body obscured by the flat-packed boxes he was carrying. She could still see his biceps though, taut and flexed, and when he put the boxes onto the floor she saw the ripples in his back.

      “Have you been working out?” she asked.

      He looked up, his brows knitted. “What?”

      “Your… um…” she gestured in his direction. “I don’t remember you having that many muscles.”

      “I have the same number of muscles I’ve always had,” he said lightly, though she swore she could hear the humor in his voice.

      “Not ones like that you haven’t. I don’t remember you being so… hulkish at law school.”

      “We were studying twenty hours a day. We’re lucky we didn’t get some kind of muscle wasting disease.” He stood and stretched his arms up and it wasn’t helping her get her head in the game.

      She was still trying to take in the fact that he was Parker’s brother. From everything she’d heard, Parker was a playboy, living mostly on his trust fund apart from the occasional foray into a bad investment.

      And Adrian was the opposite of a playboy. He was way too focused for that. Or he had been..

      Maybe he’d changed. After all, she hadn’t seen him in five years.

      “We need to hurry this up,” he said. “I have to leave in an hour. You think you can get everything done?”

      Okay, maybe he hadn’t changed. “I guess. I have a list. I’ll just go through it one by one.” She walked over to where the boxes were, lifting the first up. It had that double-sided tape that you just had to pull off to fasten it together. It still took her three attempts to get it set up right though.

      “I tell you what, I’ll make the boxes up, you get Sadie’s things.”

      She lifted a brow. “You sure you trust me not to steal anything?”

      “I’ll inspect each one before you close it up.”

      Of course he would.

      Not bothering to think of a suitable retort – okay, so she wasn’t able to think of a suitable retort – she walked into the room that until last week had been Sadie and Parker’s bedroom, and opened up the closet. This part was easy, the girls’ clothes were Sadie’s and the guys’ were Parker’s. She lifted them out, making a pile on the bed, then pulled open each drawer, taking out the things that looked like they belonged to her cousin.

      She was going through the vanity when she felt a shadow fall over her. Looking up, she saw Adrian standing at the end of the bed. “I’ve finished making the boxes. You need help filling them up?”

      “Um. Okay?”

      “No need to look so surprised. The quicker we do this, the quicker I can get my client some justice.”

      She passed him the tray of Sadie’s cosmetics and he slid it into a fresh box.

      “How long have you been practicing law here?” she asked him.

      “Two years.”

      “I always thought you wanted to be a New York hotshot.”

      “Maybe I changed my mind.” He shifted his feet. Ooh, that was interesting. Was there more of a story than he was letting on?

      “What happened to change your mind?” she asked, folding Sadie’s clothes carefully into another box.

      “Are we packing clothes or having some kind of class reunion?” he asked, sounding testy. “I don’t think we have time to talk.”

      “Sure we do. We’re intelligent adults. We can talk and pack at the same time.” She smiled at him and his mouth twitched. “You can ask me what I’ve been doing if you’d like.”

      “I know what you’ve been doing.”

      She stopped folding. “What?” Looking up, her eyes caught his. She felt a little frisson of electricity snake through her. “How would you know that?”

      “We have mutual friends on social media. You should probably check your privacy settings.”

      Her mouth dropped open. She wasn’t sure whether he was being insulting or making a kind suggestion. It felt like the former. “I haven’t got anything to hide. Anyway, if you’re such a stalker, how come you didn’t see Sadie on there?”

      “I didn’t say I was a stalker. I just said I saw some of your updates.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Sorry if my social life is more exciting than yours.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Yeah, but I heard a little bit of jealousy in there. If you were a nicer person, you’d probably get more invitations to go out.”

      “I get plenty of invitations. I just don’t need to share every move I make with strangers.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Sure. When was the last time you went out and let loose?”

      “Define let loose.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Okay. First of all it requires wearing something other than a suit and cufflinks.”

      “Like now?”

      “Oh, Lockhard, you don’t look loose now.” Liv stuffed Sadie’s hair straighteners into the box he’d been filling.

      “I go out. I have fun.” His brows scrunched together. “I’m not an ogre.”

      “When did you last go out and get drunk?”

      “I don’t get drunk. I know my limits.”

      Unlike some. He didn’t have to say it, but she knew he was thinking it. His eyes met hers. It was weird how much eye contact they were having. When they were in law school they’d go to great lengths to avoid each other.

      Pulling his gaze from hers, he glanced at his watch. “I have to get out of here soon.”

      “So go. I’ll lock up when I leave.”

      “I need the keys. I told Parker I’d get them.”

      “I’ll leave them at the desk.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t do that. I’ll get them from Sadie after court today.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever. Where’s Parker anyway? Why can’t he be here to supervise?”

      “He’s in Vegas.”

      Her jaw dropped. “He’s what?”

      Adrian lifted his hands as if in surrender. “I know, I know. If it makes you feel any better, I’m annoyed with him, too.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t. Not really. I thought he was going to Cabo. Isn’t that why they split?”

      “He’s heading to Cabo from Vegas.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Right?” Adrian grimaced. “For what it’s worth, Sadie’s almost certainly dodged a bullet.”

      “You’re not really selling him to me.”

      “Seriously. She needs to keep away.”

      “Noted.” Liv nodded. “Listen, I meant it about finishing up here. I won’t take anything that’s not Sadie’s. Scout’s honor.” She formed a salute, touching her brow with her fingertips. Adrian bit down a smile.

      “That would really help.”

      “I live to serve.” She smiled at him, and – miracle of miracles – he smiled back. It lit up his whole face.

      And if she was into annoyingly handsome men who looked sinful in their underclothes, her heart would be fluttering right now.

      “I’ll get Sadie to call you about returning the keys.”

      “Thank you.” He nodded. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.” His eyes flickered to her face. “It was… interesting… to see you again.”

      “Right back at ya.” He turned to walk to the door. “Oh, Adrian?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You might want to get dressed before you go to court. People will be thinking you’ve been having an afternoon delight.”

      He glanced down at his bare arms, his eyes widening as he realized he was still shirtless. “Ah yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

      She grinned, trying not to be smug. “I thought so.”
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        * * *

      

      It was eight that evening before Adrian finally arrived home, sliding his key into the door of his cliffside bungalow, dropping his case full of papers onto the polished tiled floor. He’d eaten at the office – his assistant had made sure of that before she left – and now he planned on working out before hitting his laptop and finishing his preparations for the trial tomorrow.

      He was constantly busy. He liked it that way. Even as a kid he had to be doing something all the time, it was how his mind worked. If he was idle, he thought about things too much. Like his parents’ divorce and his mom’s new husband and how every time he didn’t come out at the top of the class his grandfather would shake his head and tell him he’d never amount to anything.

      Not that he worried about that crap now. His grandfather was older and mellower and his mom had remarried again, and even Parker could take care of himself. The only person Adrian had to worry about now was Adrian.

      And yeah, that sounded a little miserable. Which was why he worked out.

      Taking his suit off, he hung it carefully in his closet, then threw his shirt and undershirt into the hamper, biting down a smile as he remembered Olivia’s response to his body. He wasn’t going to lie, it was gratifying. The first time he’d met her, he’d been attracted to her.

      But he’d quickly realized that she was the only one standing between him and graduating valedictorian. And it was a fight he’d intended to win. You weren’t a Lockhard without wanting to trounce the competition. It was in his blood and bones.

      From the moment they’d been put on opposing sides in their first mock court – him representing the plaintiff, Olivia representing the defendant – he knew he had his work cut out. He’d won that one but lost others until in the second year of their accelerated JD degree when he’d taken things up a notch. Barely ate or slept because he needed to be at the top. Needed to get the best offer from a big New York firm.

      And it had worked. He’d graduated top, and Olivia had graduated second. And yes, he’d felt a twinge about that. More than a twinge. He’d seen the devastation on her face when she’d looked at the scores posted on their law school wall, the devastation she’d managed to cover up with a smile and a joke when her friends started to commiserate with her.

      And for the first time he’d wondered if winning really was everything.

      Sighing, he pulled on his shorts and a fresh sports tank, grabbing his phone and a bottle of water before heading to the gym in his yard. On warm evenings like these, he preferred to work out in the open air, to enjoy the setting sun and the sound of the ocean as it hit the beach far below on the cliff where he lived.

      It was time to stop thinking. To stop remembering the person he used to be. Because he wasn’t that guy anymore.
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      “Did you get the keys back to Adrian?” Liv asked her cousin as they finished cleaning up the kitchen after dinner. They’d cooked spaghetti, a whole vat of it, along with Liv’s mom’s recipe for Bolognese sauce. Topping it off with a carton of fresh ice cream from Angel Ices, they were both full to bursting.

      “I forgot.” Sadie frowned. “He won’t mind. I’ll call him tomorrow.”

      Liv tensed. “He was really clear that he wanted them back tonight. We should drive them over now.”

      Sadie eyed her carefully. “He’s chill. He’s a sweet guy. I’ll send him a message and tell him I forgot.”

      “Adrian? Sweet?”

      “Yeah. He gave me the biggest hug today when he saw me crying in the van. Told me Parker would regret losing me, that he’d probably be around begging me to take him back before I knew it.” Sadie grinned. “Then he wanted me to promise that I’d never let him near me again.”

      “And did you?”

      Sadie shrugged. “I’m keeping my options open.”

      “I’m not moving all your stuff back into his place. Just so we’re clear about that.” Liv frowned, not because Sadie still had a thing for her ex, but because the Adrian she was talking about didn’t tally with Liv’s experience at all.

      Adrian was an asshole. Plain and simple. Had been since they’d met their first day of law school.

      No, actually, since the second day. The first day he’d been nice. That’s why she’d felt a little betrayed when he’d gone straight for her during their first mock court. She knew he was intelligent, and for some reason, she’d thought they’d be able to work together, help each other out.

      Instead, he’d gone for her like a rottweiler and it had hurt. But she wasn’t a little bunny rabbit waiting to be eaten. She’d wised up and decided that if he was a rottweiler she needed to be the next level up.

      A goddamn grizzly. She ate rottweilers for breakfast.

      And that was how it worked between them. He growled, she bit. He lunged, she attacked. And yes, you could argue that it was a pretty good primer for becoming an entertainment lawyer, but she could have done without the constant animosity.

      A leopard didn’t change his spots. And Adrian Lockhard didn’t suddenly become a sweet guy, no matter how much Sadie thought he was.

      He was probably making sure Sadie never went near Parker again. Rich people looked after their family wealth. And as a lawyer, he probably wanted to avoid any chance of a lawsuit.

      “This is nice,” Sadie said ten minutes later as they sat on the balcony overlooking the ocean. The sun had slipped below the horizon, the orange glow of her final rays giving way to inky darkness, illuminated by the moon reflected on the ocean waves. To their left Paxton’s Pier was lit up with thousands of fairy lights. It looked almost magical.

      “It is,” Liv agreed. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed this view. How much she’d missed the slower way of life. Yes, she loved her job working as a lawyer in Hollywood. For the past few years, she’d been on the staff of one of the biggest studios, and had traveled the world to different movie sets. She’d been to Europe and Africa, to Asia and Australia. But nothing she’d seen was quite as beautiful as the vast expanse of ocean stretching out for as far as the eye could see.

      The house she was sharing with Sadie belonged to her aunt, Sadie’s mom, who was currently on a round-the-world cruise of a lifetime. She’d offered Liv a place to stay when she’d told her she was due to work on a movie being filmed in Angel Sands. Sure, she’d probably only need to spend half her time here, but it was the first time she’d taken on a producer role and she wanted to stay close to the project.

      And now Sadie was here, too, and she loved that. Of course she hated that Parker had hurt her cousin, but it meant they got to spend some good, quality time together – something they hadn’t been able to do for the longest time.

      A warm breeze wafted in from the ocean as they finished their wine. Sadie picked up her phone and checked her messages, the downward curve of her mouth revealing her disappointment that there were none there.

      “I wonder what Parker’s doing,” she murmured, looking out at the still, dark night.

      “Probably drunk and basking in his own ego,” Liv mused. “Although knowing his luck, he probably just won big at the slots.”

      Sadie frowned. “There are slots in Cabo?”

      “He’s not in Cabo.” Liv turned to look at her cousin. “Not yet. He’s in Vegas, or at least that’s what Adrian said.”

      “He’s in Vegas?” Sadie blinked. “That’s why he couldn’t be there to help pack up the apartment?” She shook her head, her eyes flashing. “I don’t believe it.”

      “I mean, I don’t know if it’s true…”

      Sadie snatched up her phone again, pulling up her Instagram account. It was only when she logged out of her own that Liv realized what she was doing.

      “Are you hacking Parker’s account?”

      “I blocked him,” Sadie murmured. “I don’t want to unblock him because he’ll know. This is the only way I can see what he’s been doing.”

      “That’s illegal.”

      Sadie looked up at her. “At least I know a good lawyer.”

      “I couldn’t argue a case in court if I tried. Adrian’s your man for that.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he’d be on Parker’s side.” Not that it seemed to deter Sadie. Her face was screwed up as she scrolled through Parker’s feed. “The Bellagio,” she muttered. “Of course.” Her breath was ragged as she got to the end of his pictures, and she logged back out of his account. “At least he’s with the guys. No other girls there.”

      “Does it matter?” Liv asked gently. “You’re not together anymore.”

      “Yes, it matters.” Sadie stood and grabbed her glass. “I’m going to get more wine. You want some?”

      Liv shook her head. “Not for me.”

      Sadie stalked back into the house, leaving Liv alone on the balcony. She couldn’t have handled that worse if she’d planned it. She was annoyed with herself for letting it slip that Parker was in Vegas. Even more annoyed that it had upset her cousin.

      She understood Sadie’s reaction. It was one thing Parker not being around because he’d gone on that damn trip to Mexico. Another thing deciding that gambling was preferable to being an adult and ending their relationship properly.

      Still, she shouldn’t be creeping on his Instagram account. If the man had any sense, he’d have changed all his passwords already. Adrian had been right about one thing, the internet was a wide-open space for stalkers.

      And now she was thinking about how he’d been watching her life over Facebook. And that he’d been evasive about his reasons for leaving New York. She grabbed her phone and unlocked the screen. If he could look at her profile, it was only fair that she checked his out. Wasn’t that the first thing they’d been taught at law school?

      Know your opponent as well as you know yourself.

      She pulled his profile up and grimaced when she saw how locked down he was. They did have mutual friends – that much he was right about. A lot of them. Most of their graduating class in fact.

      So why had he never friended her? And what was he trying to hide?

      There was only one way to find out. She clicked on the friend request button and put her phone back down on the table as Sadie emerged onto the balcony, her expression still grim.

      “I put another bottle in the refrigerator,” she said. “I think I’m going to need it.”

      After the day they’d both had, Liv thought she might need it, too.
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      The judge called a recess at lunchtime the following day, so Adrian stopped at the Déjà Brew Coffee Shop on his way back to the office, grabbing an Americano and a bagel to keep him going until that evening. His jacket and tie were in the car, and since he wouldn’t be back in court until tomorrow, he’d rolled his sleeves up to right below his elbows, and decided to eat on the beach before heading back to the office.

      There was a gap on the boardwalk about twenty feet away, and he sat down on the edge, taking his polished brogues and socks off so the sand didn’t ruin them. From the sheer number of people on the beach, he wasn’t the only one who’d decided to eat lunch looking out at the ocean. Young children ran through the shallow waves as they hit the sand, while some teenagers had set up a beach volleyball net, and were haranguing each other every time the ball was dropped.

      But then his eyes stopped dead when he saw her laying on a blanket, one arm raised over her head to shade her eyes, the other holding what looked like a well-thumbed paperback book.

      Liv Howard. For the second time in two days they were in the same place. For a moment he considered turning around and walking away because he was all suited and dressed and she was, well, wearing barely anything.

      But then he remembered the friend request he’d gotten from her last night. He’d left it hanging there – not accepting or denying it. And now that he could see her again he felt like an asshole for wondering if she had an ulterior motive.

      He’d look like even more of an asshole if he walked away without saying hello.

      Picking up his bagel and his coffee in one hand and his shoes in the other, he walked barefoot across the sand to where she was laying. His shadow reached her before he did, the sudden change in light making her blink and look up. Her eyebrows met her hairline when she saw him standing there.

      “You friend requested me,” he said.

      “Hello, Adrian. How are you?”

      He blinked. Okay, yeah, he probably should have started there. “I’m good. How are you?”

      She sat up, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders. She was wearing a black two-piece swimsuit, her skin golden and glowing in the lunchtime sun. It took an act of will not to look at her body the way he wanted to.

      “I’m doing well. Do you not have court today?”

      “The judge ordered a recess. Back at it tomorrow.” He lifted his snack. “Decided to have lunch here before I go back to the office.”

      Her eyes lit up. “You’re kicking back and relaxing.”

      He frowned. “Not really. I just need to eat, so I’m doing it here.”

      She patted the blanket next to her. “Why not sit down?” She looked at his chest. “And undo a few buttons. It’s warm.”

      “I’m…ah…fine.” He sat down on the spot next to her, putting his bag of food on the blanket.

      “What have you got?”

      “A cream cheese bagel. And coffee.” He looked over at the coffee shop. “Would you like something? I can go get it for you?”

      She smiled. “Careful. I’ll start to think you’re being nice.”

      He blinked. “I am.”

      Her eyes dipped to his lips. “Yeah, I know. And it’s dangerous. Let’s stick to animosity, we’ll both know where we stand.”

      “Why did you friend request me if you want animosity? And ask me to join you for lunch?”

      “Remember what they taught us at law school?”

      “Know your opponent?” He smiled. “I was just thinking about that.”

      “Yeah, well maybe that’s why I sent you a friend request.”

      He pulled the bagel from the paper bag, and her eyes lit up. “I can go get you one, he reminded her.”

      “Or you could share.”

      “I don’t share well. I never have.”

      She lifted a brow. “Now seems like a good place to start.”

      He shook his head, a smile playing on his lips as he ripped the bagel in two and offered her half. She took it, grinning at him before slipping it between her pretty lips and taking a bite.

      “Ahhh.” She let out a sigh. “That’s delicious.”

      “I know.”

      “I can see why you didn’t want to share now.”

      “Want some coffee?” He offered up his Styrofoam cup.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” She took a sip and it felt weird because her lips were exactly where his had been a few minutes ago. She lifted her gaze to his and for a moment there was silence. But then her phone started to ring, and the moment was gone.

      He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello?” Why was her heart beating so fast? He’d just been watching her drink, dammit. And he was probably annoyed that she was eating his lunch. Sure, there was a hungry look in his eye, but the man had a lot of muscles to feed, and only half a bagel and an Americano to do it.

      “Liv?” The connection was terrible. It sounded like Sadie was sobbing. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, what’s the matter? You sound terrible.”

      Another sob. “They’re letting me make one phone call, I didn’t know who else to turn to.”

      Liv blinked because why was Sadie’s boss only allowing her to make one call? “Honey, what happened?”

      “I’ve been arrested.”

      “What?” Liv’s mouth dropped open. “Where are you? In the Angel Sands PD?”

      “I’m in Vegas.”

      “Vegas? How the hell did you get there?” Sadie had left for her job at six that morning. Or at least, that’s where she said she was going. Liv checked her watch, it was just after one.

      “I drove. I just wanted to see Parker.” Sadie sniffled. “And then I got arrested.”

      “Hold up.” Liv looked up to see Adrian watching her lips. Dammit, he’d heard her say too much already. She turned her head slightly and muttered into her cell. “Why were you arrested?”

      “I got caught scratching a few words into Parker’s car.”

      “Oh Jesus, Sadie.”

      “I know, I know. But he is an asshole. And I didn’t think I’d get caught. Can you get me out?”

      “From a Vegas jail?” Liv shook her head, even though Sadie couldn’t see her. “You’re gonna need a Nevada lawyer, honey.”

      “But I need you. You’re a lawyer. Please, come get me. I’m scared.”

      Liv squeezed her eyes shut. Surely this wasn’t happening. When she opened them, her eyes met Adrian’s. He held his hand out as though he wanted her phone.

      “Let me talk to her.”

      “No.” She tightened her grip on her cell.

      “I deal with cases like this every day. I have contacts in Nevada. Let me talk to her and help sort this out.”

      She let out a ragged breath. He was right, he could deal with this a hundred times better than she could. And as annoying as it was, if he helped her cousin in her hour of need, then she’d have to let Adrian win.

      “Okay.” She handed him the phone. He gave her a nod and a half-smile.

      “Sadie? It’s Adrian. What station are you at?” He paused and nodded. “Okay. Stay put, don’t say a word. I’m going to get you a lawyer, and Liv and I will be with you as soon as we can.”

      They would? Liv ran the tip of her tongue along her lip. Of course she’d be going, but he would as well? Why? It wasn’t as though he practiced law in Nevada.

      “I know.” He sounded so damn calm. “We’ll sort it out. Try not to worry. Listen, did you see Parker when you were arrested?” Another pause. “Okay then. It’s going to be fine. Relax. We have this covered.” He handed the phone back to Liv. “You’d better put some clothes on,” he told her. “We’re going to Vegas.”
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        * * *

      

      She’d expected him to drive some kind of corporate car. The type that was big and shiny and would protect you from an air-to-ground missile without blinking an eye. But Adrian’s car was a red Corvette Stingray, and he had the fabric top down as they sped along the I-15 toward Vegas.

      Liv pushed her hair back from her face, and he looked over at her, his brows furrowed. “I can stop and put the top back on if you like,” he told her. “But it gets pretty hot in here at this time of year.”

      His car was a stick shift, and every time he changed gears she found herself looking at his forearm. Was it possible to be attracted to an arm while disliking the owner? She wasn’t sure, but the way his tendons tensed and released beneath his tanned skin made her swallow hard.

      What was happening to her? She felt hot and bothered. She must be suffering from some kind of shock. Or anxiety over Sadie’s current incarceration. At least she could blame her red cheeks on the wind rushing over her, and not the fact that she couldn’t stop looking at Adrian Lockhard’s rolled-up sleeves.

      “I never pictured you driving a car like this,” she said, trying to keep her eyes on the flat fields surrounding them. There was no green here, just dust and sand, stretching out as far as the eye could see. She fanned her face because the sun was warm.

      “There’s a ballcap down by your feet if you want it,” he told her. The Corvette wasn’t big enough to have a glove compartment. It barely fit the both of them. His knuckles kept grazing her knee when he shifted gears and she couldn’t say she didn’t like it.

      Leaning down, she found a battered Dodgers cap. Pushing her hair back, she slid it on, the peak immediately shading her face. She could feel the heat of Adrian’s stare, but when she turned to look at him he was staring at the road.

      “Dodgers,” she said. “I’d have thought you preferred the Yankees.”

      “I grew up supporting the Dodgers.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t about to change my allegiance just because I moved.”

      She wanted to ask him about New York again, but he’d already refused to talk about it once. And he was doing her a favor here, so maybe she should just keep her mouth shut for once.

      “Your car is beautiful,” she said instead, running her finger along the dash in front of her.

      “Thank you. I bought it when I moved back. It was a heap then. A really expensive heap.”

      “You got it restored?” she asked him.

      “Did most of it myself. Outsourced the paint job but the rest was me.”

      An image of him leaning over the hood, wearing a tight t-shirt and faded jeans, covered in grease flashed into her mind. It was incongruous because she was so used to seeing him in suits.

      But it didn’t help with her overheating situation.

      “You look surprised,” he murmured.

      “Not surprised. Just impressed.”

      A hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “I like cars. Especially old ones. It’s hard to play around with the engines of newer ones, they have too many electrical systems. But this baby is all mechanical. You kind of know where you are with that.”

      “What did you drive in New York?” she asked him.

      “I didn’t have my own car.” His voice was light. “It wasn’t worth it. I took the subway or used a car service.”

      “What about on the weekends? Didn’t you just want to drive somewhere and get out of the city?”

      His eyes met hers. “I worked weekends.”

      Of course he did.

      “How about you?” he asked her. “What do you drive?”

      “I have a Prius.”

      “Doesn’t everybody in LA?”

      She grinned. “Ah, we’re all moving fully electric now. We’re saving the world one car at a time.”

      “Sure you are.” He glanced at her from the corner of his eyes. She felt a strange warmth wash through her. “Do you like being an entertainment lawyer?” he asked.

      How bizarre was it to be making small talk with Adrian Lockhard as they drove to Vegas. Nobody would believe it if she told them.

      And yeah, they definitely wouldn’t believe it if she said she was enjoying it.

      “I love my work. It’s challenging but it’s fun, too. And no day’s ever the same. I get to negotiate contracts one day, and watch movies to make sure they don’t cause litigation issues the next.”

      “What are you working on now? he asked her.

      She pulled her lip between her teeth. “Something a bit different. I’m a producer on this one. It’s my first time producing and I’m kind of nervous.”

      That hint of a smile ghosted at his lips again. She wondered what it would be like if he gave a full-blown grin. The world would probably stop.

      “That’s interesting,” he said.

      “It is. And scary because I’ve put my own money into it. And I’m so nervous I’m going to mess things up. That’s one of the reasons I’m in Angel Sands, we’re going to be on location here for the beach scenes.”

      “Soon?”

      “In a few months. I’m here to sort out contracts.”

      He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “Who’d have thought you’d be in the movies? I always had you tapped as arguing in a courtroom.”

      “Yeah, well maybe I decided that I didn’t like to lose.”

      “You didn’t lose a lot,” he said. The wind was lifting the hair from his brow. He looked boyish, almost carefree.

      “I lost enough. And I hated it. Decided to leave the arguing to you.”

      “I guess the courtroom’s loss is Hollywood’s gain.”

      And there it was again. That warm feeling. She needed to stop this. Sure, he was doing her a favor. A huge one. But that was all it was. He was Adrian Lockhard, her law school nemesis. A tiger didn’t change its stripes. Even if she was having fun talking to him.

      “Do you think Sadie will be out by the time we get to Vegas?” she asked, changing the subject yet again.

      “Not sure. Possibly. These things always take longer than you think. If they’re charging her she’ll need to have bail set by the court. And then she’ll need to come back for an arraignment.”

      She frowned. “You think they’ll charge her? Isn’t it just a misdemeanor?”

      “Depends how much damage she did.” He shrugged. “Could be a felony if she did significant damage. You know that.”

      Yeah, she did but this wasn’t law school. It was her cousin and she hated that she may end up with a record. “What if Parker refuses to press charges?”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t press charges. But that doesn’t matter. It took place on hotel property, they’ll have security footage. Our best bet is to try to smooth things over legally, see if we can make this disappear.”

      “But she has a good lawyer, right? You know this guy personally?”

      Adrian nodded. “She’s a woman. Laura Wetstone. You might remember her from law school.”

      Liv blinked. She could vaguely remember that name. “Was she in the year below us?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      A weird feeling went through her chest. “Do you know her well?”

      “We’re friends, yes.”

      “Okay. Good. That’s good.” Why was her chest so tight?

      “She’s good at what she does,” Adrian said, his voice warm. “She’ll help Sadie.”

      “I hope so.”

      He shifted gear again, and she might have pushed her leg closer, just to feel his knuckles against her outer thigh. There was definitely something wrong with her. She felt weird and anxious and attracted to the one man she’d always hated.

      Welcome to Vegas. This day was turning out to be bizarre.
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        * * *

      

      Liv was still wearing his cap when they climbed out of the car and it gave him the strangest damn feeling. She looked beautiful of course – she always did – but it was more than that. He remembered the first time his ex had worn his shirt to make coffee the morning after – and how he’d felt almost possessive of her. It was that same sensation.

      Like he’d do anything for her, just to see her wear his hat.

      Christ, he was almost certainly suffering from sunstroke. He rubbed his temple. Had he really spent the last five hours talking to Liv Howard? And enjoyed it?

      He messaged Laura as soon as they parked outside the Las Vegas City Jail, and she met them on the steps, smiling as he and Liv walked toward them.

      “They’ve set bail at ten thousand dollars,” she said. “Do you want me to liaise with a bail company to get it paid?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll do it.” He glanced at Liv. She was pulling her lip between her teeth.

      “I can call the bail company,” she said, her voice soft.

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t going to call a company. I’ll pay it.”

      Liv frowned. “You can’t do that. She keyed your brother’s car.”

      “And my brother deserved it. Anyway, I’ll get it back.”

      Liv opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. He wasn’t sure he liked how quiet she was. He preferred it when she was suffering from verbal diarrhea.

      Laura nodded at him. “Okay. You call the court and I’ll go back inside and tell Sadie. I’m hoping we can arrange for arraignment in the morning, that way you won’t have to keep coming back.” Laura glanced at Liv. “You think you can find somewhere to stay for tonight?”

      “I’ve already booked our rooms at the Bellagio,” Adrian said. “I made the call when we took that rest break.”

      “You did?” Liv asked, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah. It’s already almost evening. We don’t want to drive five hours home tonight, especially since Sadie has to stay in town. You and Sadie have a suite and I’ve got a room on the floor below. That way when I leave I won’t disturb you.”

      “You’ll be leaving without us?”

      He blinked. Why did that make her look so sad? “I assumed you’d want to drive home with Sadie. And I have to be in court at lunchtime.”

      Liv nodded. “Of course you do. And thank you for arranging the rooms. I’ll pay you back.”

      No, she wouldn’t. But he didn’t need to tell her that now.

      Laura walked back into the station and Liv leaned against the wall, letting out a long breath.

      He touched her arm and she looked up at him, her eyes wide.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Just trying to figure out how I’m going to repay you.”

      “I already said I’ll get the money back. And if it makes you feel any better I put our rooms on Parker’s tab.”

      She smiled for the first time since they got here, and damn if it didn’t make him feel good. “Nice touch,” she said. “But I wasn’t talking about the money. I was talking about your time. Your kindness.”

      He glanced down at her lips. “Consider it a gift. I need to go in and pay the bail. If you go around to the corner of First and Lewis that’s where they’ll release her. I’ll meet you there.”

      “How do you know where she’ll be released?” she asked him.

      “I… ah…” He shook his head. “She’s not the first person I know whose gone to Vegas to blow off steam. I’ve worked with Laura before. She must have mentioned where they get released and I stored it somewhere in my memory.”

      “Was it you who got arrested?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “No!” He looked appalled at that suggestion. “Another client of mine.”

      “So that’s how you know exactly what to do.” She gave him a weak smile.

      “Yeah, but I’ve never come here before myself. That’s a first. And a last, I hope.”

      “I hope so, too.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Liv walked around the corner she saw Parker leaning against the wall of the building. His hands were stuffed in the pockets of his ripped designer jeans, his hair messy as though he’d been playing with it while he waited. When he looked up and noticed Liv he straightened his back and swallowed hard.

      “I’m sorry—” he began.

      “Don’t say a word.” She put her hand out to fend him off. “Actually, do say a word. Goodbye. Sadie will be out in a minute and the last person she’ll want to see is you.”

      Parker shifted his feet. “I told them I didn’t want to press charges, but they won’t listen. Said it’s vandalism.” He glanced at the door to the jail. “I waited for hours but they wouldn’t talk to me. Wouldn’t even let me see her.”

      “Of course they wouldn’t. You’re no relation to her.”

      “I’m her boyfriend.”

      “No, Parker. You’re not.” Liv shook her head. “I helped pack all her stuff from your place, remember?”

      “I’m a fucking idiot.” He raked his hand through his hair. “She called me crying from the jail. I promised her I’d be here when she got out. I can’t leave.”

      Before she could reply, the door opened and Sadie and Laura walked out. Sadie’s eyes were swollen red, her pretty white dress was crumpled and covered with dirt. And as soon as she saw Parker she started crying again.

      “Baby.” Parker stalked toward her and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. “I’m so sorry. Don’t cry.”

      “I ruined your car,” she sobbed, her voice muffled by his non-insubstantial chest.

      “I don’t give a damn.” He stroked her hair. “Did they hurt you in there?”

      “She’s fine,” Laura said, shaking her head. Then she caught Liv’s eyes. “Is that him?” she mouthed.

      Liv rolled her eyes and nodded.

      Laura grimaced.

      “Bail’s all paid…” Adrian’s voice trailed off as he walked around the corner and saw Sadie and Parker locked in an embrace. “Parker?”

      Parker lifted his head, his hands still holding Sadie tight. “Yeah?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to get my girl.”

      Adrian’s gaze turned to Liv. She shrugged because she had no idea how to handle this.

      Taking a deep breath, Adrian walked toward her. “Let’s go back to the hotel,” he suggested. “We can all talk there.”

      “I’ll drive Sadie.” Parker pressed his lips to her nose. “If that’s okay with you, baby?”

      Sadie smiled through her tears. “Of course,” she said softly.

      Liv had to ball her hands into fists to stop herself from physically grabbing her cousin. Adrian leaned over to her. “Not here,” he said, his voice low. “But when we get back to the hotel, feel free to slap the shit out of him. Just do it where nobody can see.”

      She tried not to smile but it was hard.

      “My car’s around the corner,” Parker said, sliding his arm around Sadie’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll go get my car,” Adrian said. “I need to make a couple of calls, too. You and Laura should arrange a time to meet at the courthouse tomorrow.”

      Liv nodded. “Sure.” Adrian gave her a final glance and walked away, taking the opposite route of Parker and Sadie.

      “He’s a good man,” Laura murmured.

      “I’m beginning to see that.”

      “Beginning? I thought you two were a thing in law school?”

      Liv frowned. “No. Why would you think that?”

      The smile faded from Laura’s face. “Oh, I’m sorry. I just thought from the way you two used to banter that there was more to it than just school work. And then there was the coffee. We all used to laugh about that.”

      “The coffee?” There was a strange twisting in Liv’s stomach. “What coffee?”

      “He used to get a coffee and pastry delivered to you whenever you had a test. Don’t you remember?”

      “That was him?” She inhaled raggedly. She’d always thought it was from her mom. She’d even thanked her for thinking of her.

      “Yeah.” Laura gave her a strange look. “You really didn’t know?”

      “No.” Liv glanced at the sidewalk in front of them. “I guess I didn’t know him that well at all.”

      “Eek.” Laura wrinkled her nose. “Sorry. And I thought you two were a thing again now. He was insistent I get to the jail as soon as he called me. I figured he was just taking care of you again.”

      Yeah, maybe he was. And it sent a little shiver down Liv’s spine because she had no idea about any of this.

      She’d always thought he was her enemy. The one man she had to defeat.

      And all the while he’d been sending her coffee and food to start her day right.

      The red corvette drew up in front of them, and Adrian climbed out. He was wearing his suit jacket even though it was still warm. “Did you two arrange a time?” he asked.

      Her eyes met Laura’s and they both smiled. They’d been too busy talking about Adrian to do that.

      “Nine-thirty outside the courthouse,” Laura told her. “Give me your phone and I’ll tap in my number.

      Liv passed her cell and Laura tapped at the screen. “I already have yours,” she told Liv. “Sadie gave it to me to put on the forms.”

      “Great.” Liv nodded. “Thank you for everything.” She leaned forward to hug Laura, who squeezed her back.

      “Try to make sure Sadie gets a good night’s sleep. And get her something suitable to wear.”

      “I’ve arranged for some fresh clothes,” Adrian murmured. “They should all be in your hotel room.”

      Of course he had. Because he didn’t just send coffee before a test, he saved lives one plea bargain at a time.

      “Thank you.” She smiled at him, not knowing what else to say. Because she owed him so much.

      And she was starting to wonder what else he’d been doing for her when she didn’t realize it.
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      “I asked for two rooms,” Adrian said, frowning at the receptionist.

      “That’s correct. One king and one suite. The suite has already been checked in, your brother and his fiancée have taken the keys.” The receptionist tapped on the keyboard in front of her and lifted two keys from the machine. “Here are yours. I hope you both have a good stay.” She beamed at him and Liv.

      Adrian shook his head. “We’re not staying together. We’ll need another room.”

      The receptionist’s smile wavered. “I’m afraid we’re all booked up.”

      He blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “We have a convention here this week. We found two rooms for your brother’s account because he’s a valued customer here. But we have nothing else left.”

      Liv shifted beside him, but he couldn’t look at her. “Can you contact another hotel for me?” he asked. “There must be a room available somewhere.”

      “Of course, sir. But it may have to be Downtown. It’s about fifteen minutes from here. Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll see what I can do?”

      “Thank you. If you can book it under my name that would be great. Liv can have the room here.”

      “No,” Liv protested. “You’re not driving over there when you’ve got a perfectly good room here. I’ll go talk to Sadie. She and Parker can live with one night apart.”

      He lifted a brow. “Have you met my brother?”

      She sighed. “You’re right. But he already has a room here, right? They can either use that, or I can?”

      “He was sharing with friends.”

      “Of course he was.” Liv’s eyes met his. “But I’m not letting you stay anywhere else. That’s too much. I’ll use the second room in the suite.”

      “It’s not a good idea to have you in the same suite as Parker. I saw the way you were looking at him. We don’t want another court case this week.”

      “Um, do you still want me to call another hotel, sir?” the receptionist asked, clearly confused.

      “Yes,” he said, at the same time Liv said, “No.”

      “Is that a yes or no?” The receptionist frowned.

      “It’s no.” Liv put her hand gently on his arm. “I’ll go talk to Sadie. Maybe she and Parker can take the king room and we can have the suite. It has two rooms after all.”

      He let out a breath. “Okay.”

      Liv smiled. “Good. Stay here and I’ll go sort it out now.”
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        * * *

      

      Her cousin was half naked. And flushed. Sadie and Parker couldn’t have been in the damn hotel room for more than twenty minutes and already Liv could see clothes scattered over the floor.

      “Hi,” Sadie said, breathless, as Liv tried not to roll her eyes. Why couldn’t they have skipped to this part without the vandalism and the jail?

      “Hi,” Liv said, trying to keep the annoyance off her face. “I’m guessing you and Parker are back together again?”

      “Baby? Is that room service? Tell them to come back… oh hi, Liv.” Parker was stark naked. Liv closed her eyes a second too late, but at least he had the good grace to try to cover himself with his hands.

      Not that it worked. Either he had small hands or… No. She wasn’t going there.

      And now she needed brain bleach. Did they sell that in Vegas?

      Sadie was trying not to laugh. “Cover yourself up.”

      Parker blew her a kiss. “That’s your job. Get back in here, woman.”

      “Listen,” Liv said urgently, keeping her gaze firmly on Sadie’s face. “There are no more rooms in the hotel. Can you and Parker take the king? That way Adrian and I can have separate rooms.”

      “Um… we might have already used one of the beds.” Sadie pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.

      Liv blew out a mouthful of air. “That’s okay. I’ll call housekeeping.”

      Sadie grimaced. “We also used the glass table in the living area. And the sofa.”

      “And the floor,” Parker said, sounding pleased with himself.

      “But you’ve only been back here for half an hour.”

      Sadie bit down a smile. “Sorry. We couldn’t help ourselves. He’s just so… dreamy.”

      “You know what, it’s fine.” Liv held up her hand to stop them. “You guys get back to whatever it was you were doing.” She couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose. “I’ll speak with Adrian.”

      “Are you sure?” Sadie asked. “I’ll help clean this up.”

      “No, really.” There wasn’t enough cleaning supplies in the world to get the image of her cousin and Parker on the glass table out of her mind. “I’m certain. But you need to be ready by eight tomorrow morning. We have to meet Laura at the courthouse at nine.”

      Sadie nodded, her face turning serious. “Okay.”

      “And Adrian has sent clothes. Are they in the room?”

      “Is that what they are? For me? He’s such a doll.” Sadie let out a little sigh. “Parker, did you hear that? Adrian sent clothes for me.”

      “You won’t be needing them for a while,” Parker growled.

      And that was her cue to get out of there. Gritting her teeth, Liv took the elevator back down to the first floor, walking through the casino to the hotel lobby. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation and elation – as well as groans when the roulette wheel didn’t hit the desired number. When she reached the lobby she saw Adrian sitting at a table, his laptop out and his head bent over the screen. For a moment she stared at him, trying to work out how she’d ended up in Vegas with a man she’d thought was her enemy, with only one bed between them.

      If she got out of this alive, she was going to pitch this as a rom-com to her writer buddies.

      Adrian looked up, a smile pulling at his lips when he saw her approaching. “Are we good to go?”

      She swallowed hard. “Change of plans. They’ve already made themselves at home.”

      “They have?”

      “Oh yes. In a way that’s put me off glass coffee tables for life.”

      Adrian chuckled. “I’m sensing there’s a story here.”

      “One I don’t think I can ever repeat. But the suite is gone.”

      He closed his laptop. “Then I’ll head downtown.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “We’ll just share the king.”

      He tipped his head to the side, eyes narrowed as though he was taking in her words. “There’s only one bed.”

      “I know that. I’ll take the floor.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “No you won’t. I’ll take it.”

      “You have court tomorrow. You need your rest.” She put her hand to her brow. She was starting to feel feverish. “Please let me do one good thing. After all you’ve done for us.”

      He slid his laptop into his case. “We’ll talk about it in the room.”

      “Okay.” She exhaled heavily. “I’m going to buy some toiletries and a change of underwear. I’ll bring you a coffee on my way up. How do you like it?”

      “I’ll get the…”

      “Adrian, please!” She screwed up her face. “Please, please, please, let me do something that makes me feel like I’m not going to owe you for the rest of my life.”

      A smile played at his lips. “Okay. Americano with a splash of milk.”

      She took one of the keys to the king-size room. “Coming right up.”

      She turned away and started walking before he could say any more because she needed space like she needed air. Why was it every time she looked at Adrian Lockhard her heart started hammering against her ribcage?

      She was probably on the verge of a heart attack. Because it couldn’t be anything else, right?
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      Adrian stared at the king-size bed at the center of the hotel room. On the plus side, it was big – all seventy-six inches of it. But then he was a pretty big guy. And truth be told, if he shared a bed with Liv Howard he wasn’t sure he’d come out alive.

      Maybe some feelings never truly went away. They just lay dormant, waiting for the moment when they could raise their sleepy heads and mess your life up all over again.

      He’d always regretted the way he’d treated her in law school. Coming from a long line of Lockhards, he’d been raised to be the best. To see everybody as competition. And it had been easy at his all-boys prep school to be the top dog academically, trouncing everybody in his wake.

      And then he’d arrived at college. It was like turning a light on in a room clouded in perpetual darkness. He’d met people who had completely opposing world views to the ones he’d been brought up with. Gone to parties with people who didn’t give a damn about grades as long as there was another beer keg to open.

      And yes, he’d worked his ass off and he’d gotten into law school, but he’d felt himself transforming into somebody new.

      Then Liv had walked into his first lecture and that world had twisted upside down. He could still remember what she’d been wearing. A pair of denim shorts and a white t-shirt, with the words Personal Jurisdiction printed across her chest. Every guy had looked at her, him included.

      She’d asked a question at the end of the lecture and he’d realized she was his competition. She’d even tried to engage him in conversation as he walked out of the lecture room, but he’d been noncommittal and hurried off.

      Because he’d been confused. He was used to beating everybody with ease, but now there was this attraction he had for her. And he had no idea how to handle any of it.

      The next time they’d been in the same room together she’d been cooler. And then they’d gone head to head in their first mock court and he’d trounced her. And she got pissed.

      That had characterized their relationship from then on. If he was honest he enjoyed going head to head with her. It was exhilarating and fun to meet his match. She pushed him harder than any professor had.

      When he graduated he’d assumed he’d never see her again. Sure, she popped up occasionally on his social networks, but he barely opened them. His jibe about her partying in LA was purely that. He’d seen a couple of pictures over the years and moved on.

      And now they were about to share a room. He wasn’t sure if she still hated him or not. If she did, then this would be the ultimate revenge, him having to be close to the one woman who lit him up without being able to touch her.

      The door mechanism whirled and Liv walked in, a bag hanging from her wrist and a tray with two coffees in her hand. Adrian walked over and took the tray, being careful not to touch her skin, and put it down on the table.

      Liv’s eyes were immediately drawn to the center of the room. “There really is only one bed.” She looked back at him and he felt his chest tighten.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s big though,” she added. “Really big.”

      “I can sleep on the floor,” he reminded her.

      “No. We can do this. There’s plenty of space.” She sat down on the mattress and bounced, and he had to bite his cheek because all he wanted to do was check out her breasts.

      So. Damn. Bouncy.

      He wasn’t going to survive tonight. And if he did he’d probably be a gibbering wreck. How many times had he fantasized about her during law school? How many times did he imagine kissing that little dip between her neck and her shoulder?

      How many times did he picture making her cheeks flush and her breath catch in her throat?

      “We should drink our coffee before it gets cold,” he said gently.

      “Oh sure.” She stood and took her cup. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted anything to eat. Or maybe we should go out for dinner?”

      “Actually, I need to work. I have to prepare for tomorrow.”

      Her smile faded. “Of course you do. I can order room service?”

      “That would be good.”

      She shifted her feet. “Is there anything I can help you with? My criminal law knowledge isn’t what it used to be, but I’m happy to role play prosecutor for you.”

      He swallowed his coffee. “That’s very kind of you. But I’ve got this. Why don’t you go enjoy the casino? I don’t want to hold you back.”

      “You’re not holding me back.” Her eyes met his. They were close enough for him to see the brown specks in her cerulean depths. “I want to help.”

      There was no guile in her expression. No malice. She was staring at him with her lips parted, her pretty face upturned to meet his.

      And damn did he want to kiss her. To see what she tasted like just once. Wanted to wrap his fingers in her hair, tip her head back to expose her throat. To tease her with his lips and teeth until she was aching for more.

      It was only when she started blinking that he realized he hadn’t replied. How long had he been staring at her? A few seconds? A minute? What the hell was he thinking?

      “You can’t help,” he said, his voice thick. “I’ve got this.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She pulled her lip between her teeth. “I’ll just order room service then. What would you like?”

      “A burger?”

      “Got it.” She smiled at him. “A glass of wine maybe?”

      “Better not. I have to leave real early.”

      Her smile wavered. “Okay. Cool. A burger and some water?”

      “Works for me.”
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      After they’d eaten she took the trays out into the hallway, leaving them on the floor for room service to collect later. Then she’d grabbed her book and curled up on the bed, pretending to read, but in reality she was watching Adrian work. He was sitting at the small round table they’d ate at, making notes on a legal pad as he scrolled down his laptop screen.

      She had to bite her tongue not to ask him questions about what he was working on. Not because she had an undying interest in what a defense attorney did, but because she like talking to him.

      She liked hearing his voice. It was strange talking to him now, and realizing he wasn’t the stiff asshole she remembered him being. He was gentler. Kinder.

      And he used to send her coffee.

      Eventually, he folded his laptop screen down and ran his fingers through his thick hair. “I’m getting too tired to see the screen,” he told her. “I guess we should get ready for bed.”

      She nodded, her chest feeling strangely tight. “Sure. Do you want to use the bathroom first or should I?”

      His lips twitched. “You go first.”

      Once she’d showered and brushed her teeth, using the travel pack of face wipes she’d bought to take the dirt from her face, she changed into a pair of pajamas he’d had sent up to the room and walked back out into the bedroom.

      Adrian was standing at the window, wearing pajama pants and nothing else. His bare back was tanned and muscled, his smooth skin a contrast to the dark night he was looking out at.

      “I’m finished in there.” Her voice was tight.

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “Thanks.” He turned and she got a good eyeful of his chest. Dear God, why hadn’t she known how hot he was in law school?

      Because you’d been too busy trying to prove you were better than him.

      “Do you sleep on the left or the right?” she asked him.

      “The middle.” He gave her a wry smile. “But you take whatever feels comfortable.”

      He disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later she heard the shower running. Had he stood here and listened while she was showering? Had he imagined her naked, the way she was picturing him now?

      Probably not. He was a gentleman and she was…

      Not a lady. She blamed the bed. It was having a weird effect on her.

      Choosing the left – because it was where she usually slept – she pulled down the covers and climbed onto the mattress. The pillows were too plump, so she threw one on the floor, dramatically dropping her head onto the other.

      If she could just fall asleep now, that would be great. She could avoid the embarrassment of Adrian climbing into the bed beside her. Avoid the overthinking she knew her brain wanted to do.

      But when he walked out of the bathroom, his hair damp, a towel wrapped around his neck, her eyes were still open.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      “I can still sleep on the floor, you know.”

      “Get into bed, Lockhard, before I drag you in.”

      His eyes crinkled. “Best offer I’ve had in a while.”

      She kept her back to him as he climbed into bed beside her. She felt the mattress dip, then the pull of the covers as he wrapped them around himself. There was some shuffling, then he switched the light out, plunging the room into darkness.

      She blinked, her eyes getting used to the gloom.

      “I should have asked, do you prefer sleeping with a light on?” he said, his voice low.

      “Dark is good.” Why was she feeling so weird? Her body felt all tingly. She squeezed her eyes shut, but sleep wouldn’t come.

      “I’ve set an alarm for five. I’ll try not to wake you. I’ve asked reception to call you at seven.”

      “You’re very sweet.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      She turned her head, relieved when she saw he was facing the other way. “You sound like that’s a problem.”

      “Not a problem. Just heard it before.”

      “I never thought you were sweet during law school. I thought you were…” She screwed her face up trying to find the right words. “Not sweet.”

      “I know. I was overcompetitive.”

      “But you aren’t anymore?”

      “I still am. But I try to temper it.”

      She wished she could see his face. Turning on the mattress, she took in his dark hair and the nape of his neck. His shoulders were rising out of the covers, their smooth strength making her heart beat faster.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      He finally turned to look at her. His eyes looked almost black. And as his body twisted, his face came to a rest only inches from hers.

      It was overwhelming.

      “You can ask, but I can’t promise to answer.”

      She ignored his lawyer-speak. “Why did you buy me coffee through law school?”

      He blinked. “You knew it was me?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I only just found out.”

      “Did Laura say something?”

      “Yep.”

      He was still staring at her. She couldn’t look away even if she wanted to.

      “I bought you coffee the first time because I’d been an asshole to you the day before and I hated the idea of you messing up a test because of me.”

      “And after that?”

      “I bought it because I liked having a worthy opponent, and sometimes you needed caffeine for that. Having you oppose me always made me work harder.” He paused. “And I bought it because it made you smile.”

      Her pulse was racing. Her lips parted, and his eyes dipped to look at them. She could feel her muscles tighten like they wanted to pounce. “Why did you want to make me smile?”

      There was silence for a moment. Then the corner of his lip quirked, a huff of breath escaping like he was almost laughing. “Why do you think?”

      “Because you felt sorry for me?”

      “No, Liv. I didn’t feel sorry for you. I felt something else. I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe like everybody else there, I was a little in love with you.”

      Her heart felt like it was ten seconds from exploding in her chest. “You were in love with me?”

      “Something like that.”

      His honesty touched her. And confused her. Her brows furrowed as she tried to take it in. He hadn’t hated her as she’d thought. He’d liked her.

      Loved her. And all the while she thought he hated her guts.

      She’d thought she hated him, too.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because you didn’t feel the same. I knew you disliked me. It was in everything you did. And I might have been young and stupid, but I wasn’t going to open myself up to ridicule.”

      She couldn’t help it. She had to touch him. Reaching out, she traced the line of his jaw with her fingertip. She hadn’t made it to his lips before his hand shot up and grabbed her wrist.

      “Don’t.”

      She blinked. “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t owe me anything. I did what I did for Sadie because I wanted to.”

      “What if it’s not about owing?” she whispered. “What if it’s about wanting?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “I knew sharing a bed was a bad idea.”

      “Because you don’t trust me?”

      Adrian shook his head. “No, because I don’t trust myself. I’ve been hard as a goddamned rock since I got into bed beside you. All I can smell is the hotel shampoo.” He cleared his throat. “Which smells pretty damn amazing on you. And all I can feel is the warmth of your body. I should have slept on the floor.”

      She wriggled her wrist and he released it. And she couldn’t help herself, she needed to touch him some more. Softly, she traced his throat, his clavicle, the thick muscles on his chest. The only sound in the room was his stuttered breathing.

      And when her palm reached the thick ridge of him, his breath stopped altogether.

      He wasn’t lying. He was hard. So hard. She closed her fingers around him, smoothly moving her hand up and down. He rolled to his back, his head tipped back against the pillow, his expression tortured.

      “I’m not doing this because I owe you,” she whispered, sliding her hand inside his pajamas. She closed her fingers around him again, the feel of his smooth hardness making her thighs clench. “I’m doing this because I want you.”

      She rubbed the pad of her thumb over his tip, feeling the wetness, and it was like a dam had burst. The next moment he was turning them both over, his body looming above hers as her back hit the mattress. He was caging her in, his arms taut and strong, his hair falling over his face as he stared down at her.

      “Olivia…”

      She didn’t correct him. She liked the sound of her name on his lips too much.

      “Adrian.” She tipped her hips up, feeling his excitement press into her, relieving her aching need where she needed it the most. He dropped his head to hers, his lips a breath away from her mouth. Dropping to his elbows, he cupped her face, closing his eyes for a moment as though he needed to center himself.

      She wanted to ask him to kiss her. To move her head up to do it herself. But there was something in his gaze when he opened his lids that made her stop. A need that made her feel so very desired.

      A reverence that made her feel worshipped.

      And when his lips touched hers, she heard a growl in his throat, like something feral had been unleashed.

      Their lips moved, their teeth clashed. He slid his hand beneath her back, the other into her hair, kissing her long and hot until her mouth felt swollen.

      Her heart was racing, her body aching for him. How had she gone this long without kissing him? All those years that they’d sparred and fought, and they could have been doing this.

      She hooked her legs around his waist, because dammit, she needed more.

      Rocking his hips against hers, he pushed her gently back on the bed, then raised her arms to lift the tank top she’d been wearing away from her body. He pulled it over her head and threw it on the floor, exposing her breasts. She loved the way he was staring at them.

      Like he’d just found the lost city of gold.

      Dropping his head, he circled her nipple with his warm tongue. She groaned and he pulled it between his lips, scraping it softly with his teeth. Then he moved to the other, worshipping her, sucking her, making her arch her back with need. Taking his time until her whole body felt like it was on fire.

      When he pulled her pajama shorts off, the cool air rushed to her heated body. Before she could shiver, he was on his knees, parting her thighs, running his rough palms along her soft skin. And then he was there, touching her where she needed him most.

      “Is this for me?” he asked, his finger glistening with her.

      She nodded because she didn’t trust herself to form the words.

      He smiled, then dropped his head to kiss her thigh. Then his mouth moved up, kissing her higher and higher, sending her head spinning, until the very tip of his tongue touched the center of her world, and she let out a cry.

      Damn, he was good at this. Of course he was. He was good at everything he touched. And now he was touching her and… dear God, she was on edge.

      “Adrian…” her voice was strangled. “I’m going to…”

      “I know.” He pressed down on her stomach with his free hand, and it intensified everything. The pleasure coiling inside her, on the edge of being released.

      And then she was soaring, saying his name over and over, and he was holding tight, kissing her hard, his lips tasting of her.

      Waves of pleasure were still washing over her as she pushed his pajama pants down, unleashing him. She wrapped her legs around his hips, moving her body against his, and he let out a low groan, his eyes closing at the pleasure of her touch.

      “I don’t have…”

      “Nor do I,” she whispered. “But I’m clean. It’s been a while. Though I’m still on birth control.”

      “You’re killing me.” He kissed her again. “You know that, right?”

      She smiled because she loved the way he felt on her. “You feel perfectly alive to me.”

      “It’s been a year,” he muttered. “In case you were wondering.”

      “A year?” Color her skeptical.

      “I’ve been working.” His voice rose and she couldn’t help but smile.

      She flushed at the thought of being his first in twelve months. Of reawakening him.

      Of him reawakening her. Because that was what he was doing, touch by touch.

      He slid against her, and she sighed. Was it possible to feel this damn good?

      “You know how much I thought about this?” he muttered, holding himself as he pressed exactly where she needed him. “How I pictured you beneath me, staring up at me like this.”

      “Like what? How am I staring at you?”

      His lips quirked. “Like I’m some kind of God.”

      “That’s because you are.” She gasped as she felt him enter her. Thick, hard and oh-so-perfect. His hips touched hers and she knew he was fully in. He paused for a moment to let her get used to him, then moved his hips back before slamming them home.

      No, not a God. That wasn’t enough to describe him. He was the world. The universe.

      And all hers, just for tonight.

      The friction he was creating was making her soar again, their lips moving together as their tongues teased and took. She grabbed his hard shoulders, then moved her hands down, feeling the ridges of his muscles before sliding her palms to his ass.

      She heard moaning and realized it was her. He was grunting, guttural and deep like an animal. It was making her insane in the best of ways. Reaching between them, he touched her, the friction enough to make her freeze, before she tipped right over into another orgasm, that made her scream out loud.

      He stiffened then groaned, spilling inside her, his mouth covering hers as he swallowed her pleasure. For a moment he pressed his weight against her, his body hard and heavy and pinning her to the mattress, the feel of him intensifying her pleasure, drawing it out into a long, thin line of need.

      Then he rolled off her, pulling out, and she missed the feel of him immediately. She turned to look at him and loved the way he was grinning so big.

      “You okay?” he asked her.

      “More than okay.” She smiled because he was so damn infectious. “Now I feel like I owe you more than ever.”
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      When Liv woke the next morning the bed was empty, bright sunlight streaming through the curtains. And a loud shrill was coming from the telephone beside the bed. She reached for it, her fingers fumbling before they finally curved around the receiver.

      “This is your automated wake-up—”

      She let the receiver fall back down before the tinny voice could finish. Her eyes felt stuck together, her lips felt tingly and swollen and the rest of her?

      Felt like a woman who’d been thoroughly ravished. Twice.

      Sitting up in the bed, she looked around. There was no sign of Adrian. He must have left already. He’d told her he had to leave at the crack of dawn to get to court on time.

      That didn’t stop her from missing him, though. And that was weird because she shouldn’t miss him. They’d only had one night together, it wasn’t as though they were in a relationship.

      That thought sent a pang to her chest. Because last night had felt special to her. More than special. He’d held her for what felt like hours, and a few times she’d looked up at him to see his big brown eyes staring down at her. And then they’d made slow sleepy love once more before she’d finally given in to the exhaustion.

      She sighed because she didn’t have time to think about this now. She had to get Sadie to court and then they had the long drive home. Climbing out of bed, she walked into the bathroom, completely unsurprised when she saw fresh clothes hanging on the shower door. Because that’s what Adrian did.

      He took care of people. Of her.

      How had she been so blind all those years ago? Last night he’d admitted he’d been a little in love with her through law school. And all the time she’d thought he was her enemy.

      Just as she was about to strip her pajamas off, there was a knock at the door. Grabbing the white fluffy robe hanging on the bathroom hook, she twisted the belt around her waist and walked over to open the bedroom door to find an Uber driver there.

      “Coffee and danishes.”

      She blinked. “For me?”

      “You’re room one-oh-eight, right?” He glanced over at the wall to double check.

      She nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “There you go then.” He passed the cup and bag to her, and she realized she didn’t have a tip.

      “Wait, let me get my purse.”

      “The tip’s all taken care of, ma’am.” The delivery guy nodded. “Have a good day.”

      The next two hours were a blur of making sure Sadie was ready and getting her over to the court building. Parker was with them, wearing a sober navy suit and grey tie, his hand constantly hovering on Sadie’s back.

      He kept looking at Liv like he wanted to say something, but then he stopped.

      Laura was waiting for them on the steps of the Las Vegas Justice Court, a large file in her hand and a huge smile on her face.

      “Okay, this shouldn’t take long,” she said to Sadie as they walked up the steps. “You need to wait until your case is called. When they read the charges I want you to plead not guilty.”

      “But I did it.” Sadie frowned.

      “I know you did, honey, but this gives me more leeway to plea bargain. We want you charged with a misdemeanor, not a felony. Just say the words and leave the rest to me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Laura nodded.

      “Listen to her, baby. She knows what she’s talking about.” Parker kissed Sadie’s brow.

      It took an hour for Sadie’s case to be called, and as Laura predicted it was over in less than five minutes. The judge looked almost bored as she gave a court hearing date for a few months in the future. Laura nodded at Sadie as if to reassure her that it wouldn’t be happening.

      When they left the court, Laura had to run to another meeting. She gave Liv and Sadie a quick hug then hurried down the steps.

      “Can I talk with you for a minute?” Parker asked Liv.

      She took a deep breath. “Okay.” She was still mad with him, but he was Sadie’s boyfriend – again. She supposed she should listen to what he had to say.

      “I’m so sorry for everything. I know this is my fault. And I’m devastated that Sadie will have a black mark on her record for the rest of her life because of me.”

      Liv nodded but said nothing.

      “But I want you to know that I’ll find a way to make it up to her. Even if it takes the rest of our lives together. I’ve been an asshole and I nearly lost her, and I’ll do anything it takes to win her back.”

      Sadie was staring up at him adoringly. It didn’t look like it was going to take a lot to win her over.

      “You need to grow up,” Liv told him. “You both do. You caused all this mess when you could have just talked things out.”

      “I know that. And we’re going to talk. Today.” He smiled at Sadie. “Until our mouths turn blue if we have to.”

      Liv pinched the bridge of her nose because all she wanted to do was get out of here. Get back to Angel Sands and figure out what the hell had happened to her over the last twenty-four hours. This time yesterday she was laying on the beach thinking about her upcoming project.

      And now she was standing on the courthouse steps, having spent the most carnal night of her life with the one man she thought hated her.

      It was a rollercoaster.

      “You owe your brother a lot,” she said because there was part of her that wanted to talk about Adrian forever. “He dropped everything to help Sadie.”

      Parker nodded. “Yeah, I know. He’s a good guy.”

      “He’s not just good. He’s amazing.” Sadie beamed. “He saved my life.”

      Liv glanced at her watch. It was ten-thirty. “We need to go. It’s a long drive home.”

      Sadie looked up at Parker and bit her lip. “We were planning to stay here one more day. Parker will drive us home tomorrow.”

      “What about Cabo?” Liv frowned.

      “It’s not happening. I don’t want to go anywhere without Sadie.” He slid his arm around her cousin’s shoulder and Sadie leaned into him.

      Maybe this was a good thing. The time alone in the car was exactly what Liv needed to sort her thoughts out. To work out how she’d spent the last day falling for the one man she never thought she wanted.

      And how to figure out if he still felt the same way about her.
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      He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind all day. Thank God it was a straightforward case, otherwise his client could have rightly sued him for negligence.

      She’d been perfect, the way he always knew she would be. Feeling her in his arms, seeing those wide eyes staring up at him, making her come until her whole body trembled, it was like a goddamned dream.

      But one thing he knew about dreams was that you always woke up from them.

      And they weren’t real.

      Maybe that’s why he’d left extra early this morning, arriving at the courthouse long before his client. And maybe that’s why he hadn’t left a note, or given her his phone number – or gotten hers, even though one quick call to Parker could have solved that particular problem.

      He didn’t want her to think she owed him anything, and right now she probably did.

      She’d said it herself, she was grateful to him for all he’d done. Crazy thing was, he didn’t need her gratitude. He didn’t do it for that. He did it because he cared. Because seeing her smile made his goddamned week.

      But a relationship didn’t survive on gratitude, no matter how much he wished that it could. Last night had been one thing, but he couldn’t ask for anymore.

      Couldn’t let her try to even the score. Because that’s not what he wanted from a relationship. Especially one with Liv Howard.

      At eleven, Parker called him to give him the rundown from Sadie’s court appearance.

      “Liv just left,” Parker told him. “She’s still pissed with me.”

      “Understandably so.” Adrian’s voice was dry. “You caused all this.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “And if you want to be in Sadie’s life, you’re gonna have to suck up to her favorite cousin for a long time.”

      “Funny, she said something similar about you.”

      Adrian lifted his head, suddenly alert. “What did she say?”

      “Nothing.” Parker paused. “Is there something going on between you two? When she said your name her face went bright red.”

      “Of course there’s not. I told you she hated me in law school.”

      “Yeah, but didn’t you two just spend the night together?”

      “We shared a room because you and Sadie wouldn’t move out of the suite,” Adrian reminded him. “And we’re friends. I think. That’s it.”

      “Man, you do like her. I can tell by your voice.”

      Adrian’s chest tightened. “I need to go. I have a call on the other line.”

      “Bullshit.” Parker sounded like he was laughing. “Imagine if you start dating Liv. Actually, that would be useful. Could take the heat off me for a while. Plus, she’d have to like me because I keep you in line.”

      “Parker?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut up.”

      Parker laughed. “Okay.”

      By the time he got back to his house that evening, he was exhausted. A combination of two five-hour drives, plus barely getting any sleep the previous night, he’d been wrung of all of his energy. He still had some emails to send and some documents to look over from his paralegal, so he grabbed his bag and walked up the steps to his cliff view cottage.

      There was a Styrofoam cup on the doorstep, along with a brown paper bag with Déjà  Brew written on the side. He leaned down to pick them up.

      “I figure another three years of delivery and we’re even.” Liv was leaning on the wall. “At least for the law school coffees. Then I can start repaying you for everything else.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. I told you that.”

      She looked more beautiful than ever. He wasn’t sure if it was because now he knew how she felt when she was naked in his arms. Knew how arduously she kissed when she was turned on.

      He batted that thought away.

      “What if I want to owe you?” She took a step closer. Her face was glowing and make-up-free. “What if I want to buy you coffee every day?”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because maybe you deserve being taken care of, too.”

      Those words made his heart twinge. When was the last time anybody had tried to take care of him?

      Had they ever?

      Sure, his mom and his dad had made sure he was fed and healthy. Given him the best education they could buy. But little gestures like this? They were alien to him.

      He was the giver, not the receiver.

      Pulling his keys from his pocket, he opened the door. “You want to come in?”

      “Sure.”

      She followed him inside to the kitchen, where he put down his case and the coffee and pastries, then turned to look at her.

      “Hi.” He decided to start again.

      She smiled. “Hi.”

      “How was your drive back?”

      “Long.” She shrugged. “Quiet. I had a lot of time to think.”

      So this was what it was. A goodbye. He’d known it would come. Either today or another day, it didn’t matter.

      There were some birds you didn’t cage.

      “Before you say anything, I want to make it clear again. You owe me nothing.” His voice was low but strong. He needed her to know this. “I don’t do transactional relationships.”

      “Transactional relationships?” she questioned, her brows knitting.

      “Quid pro quo. I do this for you, you do that for me.” He shrugged. “I learned from my mistakes on that one.”

      “Is that why you left New York?” Her voice was soft. There was concern in her expression and it made his chest hurt.

      Adrian swallowed. “I refused to represent a client on ethical grounds and got fired.”

      “What kind of ethical grounds?”

      “I suspected he was running a pedophile ring.”

      Liv pressed her lips together, her eyes full of compassion. “Could you not find another firm there?”

      “And then my girlfriend left me because I wasn’t the hotshot lawyer she wanted me to be.”

      “Oh Adrian.” She touched his arm.

      “And most of our friends disappeared, too. It made me realize I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to be my own boss. Wanted to wake up and look at the ocean. Wanted to be somewhere that people didn’t see me as a paycheck.”

      “They took advantage of you.”

      “Only because I let them.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a transactional relationship,” Liv murmured. “It sounds one-sided.”

      He turned to look out of the window at the setting sun. The view was the main reason he’d bought this house. Being able to sit on the deck and watch the sun dip below the ocean was so much better than working all the hours god sent in a cramped office in New York.

      It had taken him way too long to realize that.

      She reached for him again, her palm cupping his cheek. He could feel the roughness of his beard growth rubbing against her smooth skin.

      “Adrian, you’re not just a paycheck.”

      He blinked, trying to work out what she was trying to say.

      “You’re not just a source of money or legal expertise, or even damn coffees and pastries. You’re a good man. A strong man. A man I just fell for even more.”

      The words echoed in his ears. He put his hand over hers, pressing her palm against his jaw. “You’re falling for me?”

      Her lips curled. “How could I not be? You’re everything. Kind, funny, the best lawyer I’ve met. Hot as hell.” She started to blush. “And you just gave me the best night of my life.” She looked up at him, her eyes shining.

      “I thought you hated me.”

      She ran her tongue along her lips. “And I thought you hated me, too. Turns out we were both wrong. And if you don’t kiss me soon, I think I might die.”

      He laughed because she looked so damn enticing. Gently removing her hand from his face, he leaned down, his eyes set on hers. “I fell for you a long time ago,” he murmured. “And now I keep falling more.”

      When their lips touched, it felt like he’d finally come home. She curled her arms around his neck, rolling onto her tiptoes to push herself against him, her body soft and yielding against his hard edges. He slid his hands down her sides, loving the way she felt so warm through her dress, then hooked his hands beneath her and lifted her onto the kitchen counter.

      He couldn’t get enough of her. He needed her mouth, her hands, her warm, smooth skin. Needed to touch every part of her, to make her gasp, make her sigh.

      He wanted those to be the soundtrack to the rest of his life.

      When they parted, breathless, she looked almost fevered. As turned on as he felt.

      “Adrian?” she said.

      “Yeah?” He ran a fingertip along his lip, already missing her mouth.

      “Your coffee is getting cold.”

      He laughed because he didn’t give a damn about the coffee. Or his work or Parker and Sadie or anything else outside the confines of this house. All he wanted to think about was him and Liv Howard. The woman who’d made him feel alive from the first time their eyes clashed. The foe that had pushed him to become the man he was today, flaws and all.

      The woman who could well be the love of his goddamned life.

      “Fuck the coffee,” he said, lifting her against him. “I’ll make a fresh pot later.” Then he turned and carried her to his bedroom because there was no place he’d rather be than buried inside this woman who looked at him with wide eyes.

      The way he’d been waiting for her to look at him for years.

      “I’ll make the coffee.” She gasped as he laid her on his bed, then slid his hands up her thighs, taking her panties off while leaving her dress on.

      “You can do it another day,” he told her. Because there would be another day. Lots of them. One after another.

      And he couldn’t wait for them to begin.
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      “I don’t get it. I thought you hated him,” Sadie said as she and Liv got out of Adrian’s car and followed him and Parker into their mom’s house.

      “I thought you hated Parker,” Liv replied, smiling when Adrian turned around to wink at her. He was so damn dreamy. For the past month they’d spent every free moment together. And no, not just in bed – though that’s always where they eventually ended. They spent hours having conversations, too.

      Every night they’d sit on his deck and watch the sun descend into the ocean, and he’d stroke her hair and tell her about his day. Sometimes she’d make suggestions about a case, and he’d listen carefully to her, making notes in his phone on things he wanted to follow up on.

      He was the best kind of sounding board, too. When she’d come up against a problem with filming permits, he’d talked through her options and suggested some people she could meet.

      She loved that he didn’t try to solve every problem for her, the same way she didn’t try to solve all his. They were a partnership. Equals.

      Nothing transactional about that.

      They’d only come out about their relationship last week. Sadie had been too distracted by moving back in with Parker to even notice that Liv wasn’t around much. And Parker was behaving surprisingly well. According to Adrian, he’d even started working at their grandfather’s company.

      Adrian reached his hand out for her, and she walked up the steps to take it. Folding his fingers around her palm, he lifted it to his lips. “You ready for this?”

      “To meet your mom? Of course.”

      “And my grandparents.”

      Liv nodded. “Them, too.” He kissed her softly, and she smiled at him. “Although I’m thinking that you might owe me after this,” she told him.

      The corner of his lip quirked. “I thought we weren’t doing transactional?”

      “Yeah, but this thing you owe me will be equally enjoyable for you.” She slid her hand up his chest, her palm caressing him through his white shirt. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Oh God, can you two get a room?” Parker groaned.

      “We already did. Because you wouldn’t let us have your suite.” Adrian didn’t take his eyes off hers.

      “Exactly!” Parker was animated. “You owe me, man. You both do. If it wasn’t for me and Sadie you two wouldn’t be together now.”

      Adrian smiled again and it made her heart skip a beat. She lived for his smiles. He’d had so many of them in the past few weeks and they were all for her.

      If she’d have known how perfect they were she would have prised them from him long ago. She hated to think of all the time they’d wasted.

      The front door opened, and a man in a suit nodded at them. Liv stepped forward, assuming he was Adrian’s stepfather. But Adrian leaned in front of her and shook his hand.

      “Damien, this is Liv. Liv, this is Damien, my mom’s butler.”

      Of course they had a butler. She blushed because she’d been about to hug the poor man. “Hi.” She shook his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “The family is on the lawn.” Damien led them through the elegant hallway, and Liv tried not to gawp at the paintings on the wall. It looked like Adrian had a lot of ancestors.

      “You’re gonna have a shock when you come to my mom’s house,” she whispered to him. “It could fit in this hallway.”

      “I can’t wait.” He kissed her.

      It was funny how excited he was to meet her mom when she was as nervous as hell about meeting his. It was like they’d changed personalities. When they walked out of the doors onto the lawn she felt like her heart had lodged in the center of her throat. Adrian put his hand on the curve of her spine and smiled reassuringly as they approached an elegant-looking woman.

      “Liv, this is my mother. Helena. Mom, this is Liv.”

      The resemblance between mother and son was clear. They both had dark, inky hair, and the same color eyes.

      “Liv? Is that short for something?” his mom asked.

      “Olivia,” she told her.

      “But she prefers Liv,” Adrian murmured.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Liv. Come meet my parents while Adrian gets you a drink.” She indicated an older couple sitting at a table on the lawn.

      “You okay?” Adrian asked her.

      “I’m good.” A complete lie. But she forced herself to follow Helena anyway, steeling herself to meet the grandparents that had been so influential in Adrian’s upbringing.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” His grandfather gave her a stiff nod, folding a newspaper in his hands.

      “She’s even prettier than he said she was,” his grandmother said, smiling at her. “No wonder he’s smitten.”

      “He’s smitten?” Liv repeated, smiling.

      “She means he’s in love with you.” His grandfather looked up from his paper.

      “Take a seat. Let me look at you properly.” Adrian’s grandmother patted the empty chair beside her. “I hear you and Adrian met at law school.”

      Liv nodded. “That’s right.”

      “She was my nemesis.” Adrian slid a glass of champagne in her hand and sat down beside her, casually putting his arm around her shoulders. He always wanted to be touching her and she was completely down for that.

      Because she always wanted his touch.

      “I wasn’t your nemesis. You sent me coffee.”

      “That’s because you were the most beautiful nemesis I’ve ever seen.”

      “Isn’t that romantic?” his grandmother said. His grandfather grunted. “Adrian says you work as an entertainment lawyer,” she said, looking at Liv.

      “That’s right. I couldn’t stand the heat of the courtroom.”

      Adrian smoothed the hair on the nape of her neck. “She’s amazing in a courtroom,” he told his grandmother. “The only one who could give me a run for my money.”

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Liv said. “He won nearly every time.”

      “It was fifty-fifty,” Adrian said. “And I have a feeling you were out having fun while I worked through the night on every argument I had to pitch in front of you.”

      She turned to look at him. There was such an expression of love in his eyes that it made her melt. “Don’t listen to him,” she murmured. “He’s the best lawyer I know.”

      Sadie and Parker approached, and they shuffled around seats so they could sit at the table.

      “Speaking of lawsuits, how’s yours going, dear?” their mom asked Sadie.

      “It’s all done. I had to pay a small fine.”

      “Which I paid for her because I’m the asshole here.” Parker kissed her cheek. “It’s kind of a shame.”

      Parker and Sadie continued talking to his grandparents, and Adrian leaned in to whisper in Liv’s ear.

      “You doing okay?”

      “I’m good,” she whispered back. “Your grandmother is a hoot.”

      “She likes you. I can tell.” He looked over his shoulder. “Want me to take you on a tour of the gardens?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      He stood, holding his hand out for her and they excused themselves. Closing his fingers around Liv’s he led her down a wide path, bordered with leafy shrubs, and past a large ornamental pond that reflected the yellow glow of the sun. When they turned a corner and were away from prying eyes, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her like they’d been apart for thirty years.

      “What was that for?” she asked when he pulled away.

      “Because I can never get enough of you. Give me five more minutes and I’ll be ravishing you behind the rhododendrons.”

      She laughed because he looked kind of serious.

      “I have a question for you,” he said, smoothing the hair from her brow.

      “What?”

      The word had barely escaped her lips before he was dropping to his knees. He pulled an antique ring box from his pocket and opened it.

      “One of the reasons I needed to come here today was to pick this up,” he told her, his eyes warm as he stared up at her. “It was my great-grandmother’s. And I was planning on asking you once we were at my place on the deck. But I can’t wait. I haven’t had it for an hour and the damn thing’s already burning a hole in my pocket and I need to know. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      Her breath caught in her throat. The ring was truly beautiful. A round emerald set in a halo of diamonds, on a platinum setting. She reached her hand out, shaking as he slid it onto her finger.

      “Is that a yes?” he asked her.

      Tears stung her eyes. “Yes.” She nodded, and dropped to her knees, too, because she needed to see his beautiful face up close. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      “Thank God.” He cradled her face in his large palms, kissing her softly. “I spent last night writing up a closing argument in case you weren’t completely sure.”

      “Is that what you were doing? I thought you were working?”

      “I was, kind of.” He smiled. “I was working out the rest of my life. The one I want to spend with you.” Lifting her hand to his lips, he kissed the finger with his ring on it. “I can’t tell you how happy you make me.”

      “Almost as happy as you make me,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. How had she lived without him in her life for so long?

      She had no idea. But she was going to spend the rest of their lives making up for it.
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