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Blurb

 


Candice is thirty-four and not getting any
younger. She’s a legal secretary with a great boss and absolutely
no love life. Then something amazing happens. Without realizing how
it happened, Candice becomes engaged to Henry, a wonderful man
twice her age. Love is not important. Why, she could live the rest
of her days without that fickle emotion!

Or so she thought.

Instant attraction and passion burst into
her life the moment Nathan walks through the door. Tall, tan and
sexy, the cowboy towers over her petite body, thrilling her with
his unexpected touch. But, wait a minute! She can't feel this way.
Her engagement to Henry means a secure future with friendship
and...

What about love? And what will become of the
blossoming relationship between Candice and Nathan once Henry
discovers her growing feelings for his eldest son? Each will
discover passion, heartache, laughter and the joys of learning to
trust.
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4 Angels!
“A Matter of Trust”

A Matter of Trust
is the passionate and compelling tale of two
characters that have always been on the outskirts of happiness.
Candice has had few satisfying relationships so the excitement,
sensuality and intensity she feels with Nathan scares her, and with
good reason. The first truly important relationship in life is
always momentous and Laura Shinn
does a great job of exploring the variety of
feelings Candice is experiencing. Nathan has a few issues of his
own, namely that he just can’t seem to trust women, Candice in
particular. It was hard to see her put herself out there and have
Nathan hold back, but that doesn’t mean his issues weren’t
important. I felt that while Nathan took a longer time to come
around to trust and his emotions for Candice, by the end, he was
truly ready to grasp the brass ring and make an emotional
commitment. I’m excited to see what the rest of the
Men of Wellington, Texas series brings. Laura Shinn
has garnered my respect with this heartfelt
tale.

Fallen Angel Reviews

 


 


5 Lips!!
“A Matter of Trust”

A Matter of Trust by Laura
Shinn is a real gem that I highly recommend
reading. The attraction between Candice and Nathan is strong and
unyielding, forcing them both to be honest with themselves as well
as with each other. The sexual tension is tangible and the manner
in which their relationship develops is engrossing as it transforms
from strangers suspicious of one another to inseparable lovers.
Henry is an absolute dear, as is his younger son, Tommy. With a
fast-paced, poignant plot and beautiful character
development, A Matter of Trust
kept me riveted from beginning to end.
Laura Shinn is very
talented when it comes to adding the necessary details to turn a
book from “good” to “great” and I just can’t say enough good things
about A Matter of Trust. This book is one that you don’t want to miss, so run, don’t
walk, to get your copy!

Two Lips Reviews

 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Sweetwater, Oklahoma

 


Candice Littleton stared into the mirror
from her compact, amazed by the woman casting the reflection. The
completely new look was astounding. Two weeks ago Candice agreed to
a thorough makeover. She sported curly, sunny blonde hair, her
dishwater dull blonde being a thing of the past. The shorter cut
fit her five-foot four frame and added a touch of bounce to the
shoulder-length mass, giving her a younger appearance than her
thirty-four years.

Clear contacts replaced her glasses, though
the salesgirl at the optician’s office tried to talk her into
colored contacts. Candice was more than satisfied with her deep
brown eyes. She agreed with her mother, God rest her soul, that her
eyes were her best feature. In them a person can witness the
warmth of your heart. She missed the woman who’d been a source
of encouragement her entire life.

Candice missed her childhood when she and
Tim, her brother, grew up happy under their parent’s love and
attention. Even though Candice’s brother had maintained an active
lifestyle, she stayed overly shy.

Her brother was gone, killed in a recent car
accident and her parents passed away many years ago. Her heart
ached with their loss; she felt so alone.

Since she didn’t really have any close
friends, going out wasn’t an option. Even her kind-hearted boss
noticed her lack of appeal, though he tried not to hurt her
feelings. The other day he insisted she take a few days off to be
pampered at a full-bodied salon. Her eyes popped open when he made
the casual suggestion. He insisted she worked too hard and needed a
break. You deserve a little TLC, Candice, he said.

Candice blushed with embarrassment, raising
her hands to ward off his suggestion. When Henry insisted to the
point of rising out of his chair, she quickly agreed, unwilling to
upset him further.

Although she enjoyed her new look, it did
little to nothing in impressing any of the men she saw during the
work-week. Candice reluctantly admitted that new look or not, her
personality remained the same as always. She was dull, boring and
unappealing—make-up and a new ‘do’ could only change a woman so
much.

Oh well, the pampering did feel great, so
she made a firm decision to do it more often.

A voice boomed over the intercom on her
desk, making her jump in surprise. Candice pressed the intercom
button after allowing herself a deep, calming breath.

“Yes, Mr. Bronhart?”

“Please come into my office, Candice.”

“Right away, sir.”

Candice located her shorthand pad and pencil
then left her desk. Henry Bronhart believed in running his office
in the old school fashion. He hated computers and just about
anything electrical, except for his coffeemaker. Although Candice
was trained to use the latest operating systems and computer
software, she understood that Mr. Bronhart preferred she take
dictation ‘the old-fashioned way’.

Candice knocked softly and entered, closing
the door behind her. “Yes, Mr. Bronhart.”

In true old school fashion, Henry Bronhart
stood while waiting for her to take a seat and get comfortable.
Sitting directly across from his desk, she held her pen and pad
ready, waiting for his first word.

Candice wrinkled her brow when he cleared
his throat and moved in his chair as if he couldn’t find a
comfortable spot. Come to think of it, Henry looked anxious and
nervous. He cleared his throat again before speaking.

“Candice, how long have you been working for
me?”

“Well, sir, I’ve been with the Bronhart Law
Firm for nearly five years.”

“Yes. After all of this time, I think it’s
safe to say we know each other well.”

“Yes, sir, I guess that’s true.” Candice
narrowed her gaze cautiously, unsure where this was leading.

“As you know, my wife died close to twelve
years ago.”

“Yes, sir, I know.” What more can I say?
He’d loved his wife dearly.

“I have found myself recently wanting a
companion to share the remainder of my life.”

Candice brightened, forgetting her tongue.
“Why, that’s wonderful, sir! Are you planning to marry soon?”

“I hope so…”

Henry paused for a moment before he stood
slowly, keeping his eyes steady on Candice. He circled the desk
until he stood over her chair. “If you’ll have me,” he added
quietly.

Candice promptly dropped her notepad, pencil
and lower jaw.

“Come, come, Candice,” he admonished,
picking up her accessories from the floor. “You mustn’t be shocked.
Surely you saw this moment coming.”

“No, sir, I didn’t.” Sincere shock widened
her eyes.

“Well, don’t answer yet. It’s obvious I’ve
caught you off guard. Think on it a while before giving me your
answer. Promise me you’ll seriously think this over, Candice,” he
pressed.

“I—I promise to consider your proposal.”

Candice gulped, made her apologies and fled
his office.

Henry proposed to me! I like and
respect Henry Bronhart, but my goodness…

She remembered what he said minutes ago.
Caught me off guard? What an understatement! Never
would she enter a loveless marriage, much less to her boss. The
twenty-five years separating them would not be a problem. Candice
simply could not contemplate the idea of Mr. Bronhart as a
husband.

Henry’s features were striking. A handsome
man with silver streaks threaded through his brown hair, Henry’s
blue eyes were sharp and bright, hiding quick intelligence and good
humor. Those qualities were what she liked best about her
employer.

In his earlier years she imagined his virile
appeal devastated the fairer sex. Too bad she wasn’t attracted to
Henry. The age difference would never be an issue if she loved him
and she did…but as a father figure and respected boss. Their
relationship was based on friendship and nothing physical. Mr.
Bronhart wanted a companion in life and he apparently cared about
her or he wouldn’t have asked her to marry him.

Reality intruded and her heart sank with a
sudden realization. This would be a marriage of convenience only.
Not once did Henry mention love.

~*~

Candice took her time that evening preparing
for bed. She thought long and hard about Mr. Bronhart’s proposal.
This decision could not be made lightly. As a mature thirty-four
year old woman, unmarried, never engaged and no children, her
options were limited. With her family gone there was no reason to
say no.

And let’s face it. She didn’t have any real
friends, only a few friendly acquaintances. Candice lived a
solitary life and would probably always be alone. Her future didn’t
look all that bright.

How would she be able to face her boss again
and the dilemma he represented? Should she accept the kind proposal
of Mr. Henry Bronhart? He was a lovely man and they got along well
in the office, but marriage…?

Candice turned down the covers of her mauve
and sky blue patchwork quilt, reaching for her latest romance
paperback on the bedside table. After a moment to get settled, she
made an attempt to pick up where she’d left off in the story, but
she simply couldn’t do it. Her mind raced back and forth with
indecision. Should she accept Mr. Bronhart’s proposal?

Once more, she looked down and forced
herself to read, but it was no use. A decision would have to be
made before tomorrow. If she accepted Mr. Bronhart’s proposal, her
marriage would be one of companionship—not love or passion. She
would have a safe relationship without the fear of divorce. It
broke her heart, though, to know her childhood dreams of romance
and love would be forever gone. Tears rolled down her cheeks at the
loss. Sighing in defeat, Candice extinguished the light and rolled
to her side.

She cried herself to sleep. Throughout the
night she woke and wandered from room to room, stopping to stare
out her bedroom window. Exhaustion seeped through every pore as she
struggled to fall back asleep. Finally, she collapsed on her bed,
but sighed in irritation when she closed her eyes. There would be
no sleeping this evening.

By five-thirty in the morning she gave up
and started getting ready for the day, her heart heavy and aching.
The woman in the mirror above her vanity looked
unfamiliar—exhausted, worn-out, defeated. She couldn’t remember
feeling this alone in her entire life.

Candice pictured Henry in her mind and
smiled, though her eyes began to water. Everything within her
screamed, No, I don’t want to settle for a loveless marriage! It
goes against everything I dream of, every desire of my heart!
Quietly, she gazed at her reflection, knowing she should settle for
the loveless marriage. At least she wouldn’t be alone.

“I can do this. I can live without love and
passion. I bet I can even be happy!” Candice smiled widely at her
reflection, though the smile was forced and way too bright.

Even her reflection knew she was lying.

~*~

While Candice drove to work, she resigned
herself to tell Mr. Bronhart of her decision to his proposal. She
decided to accept, under the condition that he set ground rules
about what their relationship would entail. He said
yesterday that he wanted a companion. That sounded pleasant, and
more important, it would be safe. After all, that’s what she really
wanted, right? Security and the knowledge of having someone to talk
to, someone she could trust.

So, why am I not thrilled?

Candice no sooner sat down at her desk than
Henry called her into his office. She took a seat across from his
desk, her gaze lowered.

“Candice, look at me, please,” he commanded
gently. Reluctantly, she raised her head.

“Oh, dear, why have you been crying?”

Candice sighed heavily. “Apparently my
make-up didn’t cover it as much as I’d hoped.”

“Did my proposal cause you so much grief? If
so—”

“No! I’m honored, really. I just need
a few things spelled out before I can give you my answer.”

“Such as?” Henry knew these questions would
come. Candice’s intelligence caught his attention the day he hired
her. It was also one of the reasons he chose her for this marriage
plan.

“I gave my feelings a lot of thought last
night. I like you and care for you very much. But I don’t love you,
Mr. Bronhart.” Candice literally held her breath, afraid she hurt
his feelings.

A world of understanding lit Henry’s smile.
“I realize that, Candice. As I said yesterday, I’m looking for
someone to share my life. After all, I’m fifty-nine and you’re
thirty-four. I wouldn’t be surprised or hurt if you declined my
offer.”

Candice looked down and realized her hands
were clenched together so hard the knuckles were turning white.
Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to relax. She quickly
thought over the last ten years of her life. Her earnings as a
legal secretary were good and she truly enjoyed her job. But what
advantages did her life hold if she ended up living the rest of it
all alone?

In all of her years only twice did she have
a serious, but very brief, relationship. Neither lasted more than a
few weeks. Charles was nice enough, but definitely uninterested
when he discovered she wouldn’t have sex until she was married.
Eddie, however, told her after only two weeks—and in no uncertain
terms—that she was the dullest, plainest and most boring woman he’d
ever met. You possess no spark, no adventure to taste
life.

She’d been thirty, a sensitive time in her
life. Candice wanted a relationship with a man she could love and
respect—and she wanted a family. Since that disaster four years ago
she refused to date. Fear of another rejection simply became one
more reason to be called boring and unadventurous.

Slowly, Candice raised her head and met
Henry’s waiting gaze. Why not marry him? He is a kind and decent
man, and I’ll never receive a better offer. What do I have to
lose…except a life of loneliness? She could have someone to
come home to at night, someone to talk with about her hopes and
dreams. Someone she could care for, who also cared for her.

Candice raised her chin. “Yes, Mr. Bronhart,
I accept your proposal.”

He released his breath in one big
whoosh before giving her a delighted smile. Henry circled
his desk and knelt on one knee before her chair.

“Under the circumstances, shouldn’t you call
me Henry?”

“I see your point,” she agreed with a shy
smile.

He took her face between his palms and she
suffered a moment of panic until his warm lips touched her forehead
in a fatherly kiss.

“Will you come to my home tomorrow evening,
Candice? I’d like to introduce you to my two sons.”

Her smile faltered. What would his family
think of their pending marriage? The age difference certainly would
be an issue. Henry must’ve read her thoughts through the look on
her face.

“Don’t fret, my dear. My sons will be happy
for us. I know we make an unusual match, but that should not be a
problem.”

“If you say so.”

“I say so.” That earned him a smile.

“Henry, I’m a little concerned about
something.” She simply couldn’t bring up sex right now, but there
were other concerns.

“Go on.”

“If we marry, what happens to my job
here?”

“Nothing, I hope. You’re the only secretary
I’ve ever hired who knows what’s on my mind before I do.”

Candice smiled, delighted by his compliment.
“Not really. I’ve learned much from you and have simply followed
your lead. You’ve always made working here easy.”

He made a completely male sound. “You know a
great deal more than you let on, and my company would suffer
without you.”

“I don’t believe that you couldn’t find
someone else to fill my position.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, giving her
upper arms a reassuring squeeze. “I don’t intend to try.”

Henry stood, bringing her up with him.
“Shall we take a break for lunch?”

“Yes, I’d like that.” Candice gave her smile
freely. She made the right decision. She could feel it in her
bones.

“Give me a minute to make a fast phone call
and I’ll meet you by your desk.”

“All right.” She turned to leave, giving him
some privacy.

Henry dialed his eldest son’s number in
Texas for the first time in nearly six months. He breathed a sigh
of relief when Ellie answered, the young woman who cleaned his
son’s house.

“Is Nathan out, Ellie?”

“Yeah. He’s due back in a few hours. Should
I have ‘em call ya when he gets here?”

“No. I’d appreciate you leaving him a
message, though.”

“Sure, Henry. Let me get some paper.” A
minute later she returned. “Okay, shoot.”

“Please come home tomorrow evening by
seven. I have an urgent announcement… No, strike that last
sentence. Say, I’d like you to meet my bride-to-be. She’s a
thirty-four year old beauty and I know you’ll love her as much as I
do. And sign it, Your deliriously happy father.”

“E-Yow! Congratulations, Henry!
You’re right. That little bombshell will bring him home faster than
a chicken running from the block,” she said with a thick Texan
drawl.

Henry laughed. “I hope so. Thanks, Ellie.
You’re a doll.”

“Yeah, I know.” She laughed hard and he
joined her. “Good luck, Henry,” she said sincerely and replaced the
receiver.

Henry stared at the phone for a second then
smiled. He didn’t like this deception, but the lie was necessary.
Candice and his sons deserved to be happy.

He stood slowly and gathered up his coat
over his arm. If his plan worked, he’d accomplish a great deal more
than uniting two brothers. Tommy, his youngest son, hadn’t seen his
big brother in nearly two years. It was about time those two got
together to mend their differences. Tommy forgave his brother long
ago. It was time for Nathan to forgive himself—and come home.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


The following day turned into a busy one.
Candice sat ramrod straight, focused on typing one of the many
cases she needed to enter into the clientele files.

She barely began the stack Henry dropped off
that morning when, quite suddenly, the biggest man she’d ever seen
stormed into the outer office. He towered over her with wide,
intimidating shoulders so that she craned her neck up to meet his
eyes. Stormy blue eyes…the color of the sky before a
hurricane, she decided, looking into the face of raw anger.

“Y—Yes, sir? May I help you?”

Candice swallowed unconsciously and the
man’s eyes were drawn downward toward the movement. They narrowed
and slowly rose. Why on earth is he staring at me? A
feminine instinct said He’s staring at your mouth.

In the measure of a heartbeat, she studied
him. He stood well over six feet. The overhead light reflected off
his rich, thick brown hair and suddenly Candice wondered how it
would feel to run her fingers into that mass. His warm tan spoke of
a man who loved the sun. Those deep blue eyes were probably a
lighter shade—when he wasn’t angry. He was well-muscled and the
man’s bearing screamed confidence and power. Her eyes traveled
lower to his plain cotton, red shirt that stretched across an
impressive chest. Candice attempted not to drink in his body any
lower than his chest, though that seemed to be out of her control.
His snug jeans bulged in the front and Candice’s eyes widened in
shock and excitement. The man is sinfully gorgeous.

She searched her brain and vaguely
remembered seeing his black leather boots as he walked in the door.
A cowboy? The combination of clothes and man were
frightening and thrilling in the same breath.

The danger in those challenging eyes left
her exhilarated. Either way, his powerful presence would not allow
him to be ignored.

Something else about this man seemed
familiar—his face and the way he carried himself. She would almost
swear they’d met before.

No, that’s impossible. There is no way I
could forget this man.

“Where is Henry Bronhart?” he growled.

Candice jumped in her seat at the abruptness
in his deep, baritone voice.

“He—he said he needed to run an errand about
five minutes ago and left the building. He’ll return shortly, I’m
sure, if you prefer to wait.” Please don’t wait, she
silently pleaded.

“Yeah, I’ll wait,” he muttered and dropped
his large frame into a sofa along the wall, keeping his sharp,
steady eyes focused in her direction.

It felt simply unnerving the way he kept
staring at her. She felt a flush rising through her chest and
blossoming on her face. Her skin started to heat beneath her
clothes, causing her to squirm in her seat. Candice felt she would
pass out at any moment if she didn’t get some air and soon.

Eager for an excuse to leave the disturbing
man’s presence, she stood and quickly removed her coffee cup from
the desk drawer.

“Please, excuse me,” she said politely with
a surprising, breathless voice. Candice forced a smile, trying to
cover her embarrassment. She watched as one of his brows arched
ever so slowly. Candice turned on a dime and retreated as fast as
her four-inch heels would allow.

Nathan’s heated gaze followed the woman as
she quickly walked away. The speed of her retreat caused her hips
to sway enticingly in the fitted skirt and those long, slim legs
made his imagination go wild. He nearly choked as he realized the
crazy attraction was happening all over again. Once more, a
beautiful woman made his body hunger for hers. He cursed at the
easy way he fell victim to the luring twitch of those sexy
hips.

A long time ago this kind of attraction
happened and he swore it would never happen again. Women—like this
knockout of a secretary—were dangerous and to be avoided.

So, why am I following her down the
hall? His inability to answer his own question did nothing but
fuel his anger.

She must know something about the woman
Dad plans to marry—secretaries overhear everything. He didn’t
miss her unsteady hands when she reached for her cup and he heard
the fear in her breathless voice. He would find that gold-digger
and discover exactly what she wanted with his dad, although that
seemed obvious. Thirty-four year old women did not marry men his
father’s age, unless they did it for the money. Nathan wouldn’t
allow that to happen. Henry was a good man and didn’t deserve to
get burned in any way.

Nathan heard a noise coming from the room on
the left. The door stood wide open. He peered around the corner and
quietly sucked in his breath. The woman leaned heavily against the
kitchen counter, gently stirring her coffee. She gazed down into
that cup as if entranced.

Lord, she is beautiful! Petite and
angel-perfect blonde, her waist tapered in which made her breasts
and hips appear full. An hourglass, Marilyn Monroe, figure. Every
inch of her screamed sex appeal and seduction. But women don’t
come this beautiful without a price. The memory of Charlene’s
betrayal emphasized the thorn still trapped in his side.

He closed his eyes, forcing himself to
remember the pain, the hate. She’d been beautiful too and he’d been
absolutely smitten. Nathan thought himself in love and spoke to her
of marriage.

Then she’d betrayed him, along with another
very dear to his heart. My own flesh and blood.

As always, when remembering the past, a slow
consuming rage turned his blood into a thick, boiling mass. Nathan
opened his fiery eyes and focused them on the blonde secretary,
remembering her seductive brown gaze, the color of heated molasses.
He vowed those sexy eyes wouldn’t work on him. She knew something
and he would damn well find out the truth.

Candice stared down into the swirling coffee
in her mug, slowing stirring in cream and sugar. She didn’t see the
coffee, however. All she could see were the compelling blue eyes of
the angry, giant-of-a-man who’d stormed into the office.

Why is he so upset? She’d probably
never know. Henry would be back any minute and she doubted she
would ever see him again. What a shame, too, because he was the
only man she could remember who affected her this way. He’d
delivered his intense request with a magnificent anger that
frightened and entranced her in the same breath. She wasn’t
attracted to violent men, but this man seemed different than most.
He possessed an irresistible passion that oozed from him, and his
anger only intensified the sensation. She couldn’t say how or why,
but she could sense his inner control. He would never allow his
anger to do harm to anyone.

Plucking up another sugar cube from the
bowl, Candice dropped it into her cup and continued to stir. She
tilted her head and a gentle smile lifted her lips when she
envisioned herself as the fair lady of the castle and the stranger
as the cowboy, her daring hero. She’d always dreamed of a
passionate man who would claim her as his own and carry her off
into the sunset. She probably read one too many romance novels, but
her dream man always lurked in the back of her mind, waiting to be
replaced with a flesh and blood man who fit the bill.

Candice’s smile faded when she remembered
Henry and her promise to wed him. The happy ending of her dreams
would never happen. Although Henry was a good man and she knew he’d
be kind to her, she didn’t love him. Really, she knew better than
to mix her fantasies with her own boring reality. The two were
better off staying separated.

“Hey!”

The deep, sharp word came from behind her
and reverberated around the room. Candice jumped and screamed,
turning so quickly that she unconsciously threw her spoon across
the mini-kitchen. One hand covered her mouth. The other covered the
pounding beneath her breast.

The handsome man she’d fantasized about
stood directly in front of her. His eyes were glued to the hand
covering her breast, watching her chest heave as she struggled to
catch her breath. His rapt attention only caused her heartbeat to
accelerate. When that stormy gaze rose slowly to capture her own,
Candice could actually feel the heat from his body. Her eyes
widened and the hand covering her mouth went limp, falling to her
side. She licked her dry pink lips and gulped when his eyes lowered
to her mouth. Big mistake.

Candice removed her hand from her heart and
used it to clasp the counter, needing the support. Her chin rose
and she met his stormy gaze head on. The action made the fire in
his eyes burn brighter.

“Sir,” she said in a shaky voice, not
surprised to find it still breathless. “This area is for employees
only. I’m afraid you’ll need to leave. Mr. Bronhart will return
shortly.”

Nathan smiled with satisfaction, his lips
twisting with the effort. He’d originally searched out this woman,
bent on discovering what she knew about his father’s mystery
bride-to-be. But the moment she wet her lips, his objective flew
right out the window. Her eyes met his own then went south. She’d
spoken the entire time to his mouth and his body demanded he take
what she offered. She wants to be kissed. He crossed the
small room in seconds and used his body to push her up against the
counter.

“Who cares,” he said gruffly and reached out
to pull her into his arms, crushing her lips beneath his as he
swallowed her gasp of surprise.

It took her a moment to respond. As his
mouth began to move and coax for a response, she surprised him by
returning his passionate kiss.

Nathan plied her lips expertly apart and
slipped his tongue between her teeth to discover the sweetness of
her mouth. She tasted of the richest coffee and sugar. His kiss
deepened to better devour her taste.

The woman uttered a tiny sound of arousal
and pressed against his chest. Shock blew through his body and mind
when he heard himself return her aroused groan. Nathan cursed
himself and broke away, disturbed that the kiss affected not only
her, but him. That had not been the original plan. Nathan’s
limbs felt weak and his heart raced. Damn her. Damn all
women!

Releasing the woman abruptly, he stepped
back, watching her lean heavily against the counter at her
back.

“I need some information,” he growled.
Dammit! Nathan became furious with the huskiness in his
voice. It’s happening to me again! He ground his teeth
together, determined to get some answers.

“What..?” Candice blinked rapidly, her mind
swirling, her eyes in a daze. She physically shook with the effort
to orient her senses. His arms had felt amazingly good surrounding
her, holding her close. The blood rushing through her limbs still
clouded her thinking and it took everything in her to keep from
falling in a heap to the floor.

“Open your ears, dammit! I said
information. Do you know the bitch Henry is marrying?”

Immediately, Candice’s head cleared and
focused into a sharp twenty-twenty. She looked the man directly in
the eye and pushed away from the counter, her back as straight as a
board. Her shoulders went back and her chin went up. Candice’s eyes
narrowed in warning.

“That, sir, is none of your business. Please
leave,” she responded coldly.

Nathan ignored her request and advanced a
step, his body instantly responding to the challenge when she held
her ground. The woman possessed nerve, he gave her that much. Her
chin wobbled, showing fear, but he saw a steadfast defiance in her
eyes. She might be scared of him, but she wouldn’t give in. Damn,
if he didn’t appreciate that quality in her.

Nathan leaned forward to whisper, “So, you
do know her.”

“Yes, I do. And I’ll have you know she is
not a—bitch.”

He threw back his head and laughed, though
there was no humor in the sound. “I doubt it. She’s thirty-four and
you know he’s a lot older. Yes, I believe you’re right. Bitch is
too kind a word for that type of scheming woman. Maybe a greedy
whore would be more accurate.”

Candice’s neck and ears burned red with
humiliation. He couldn’t know she was the bride, but it galled her
that he would judge someone before meeting them. She spoke out
offensively. “If you don’t leave this minute, I’ll have security
throw you out!”

“Really?” He took a step closer until they
were nose to nose. She swallowed but didn’t look away. The lady had
guts. “That, I would like to see.” He smiled to himself. He knew
the security men here by name. What would she say if he told her he
was Henry’s son? He nearly did, tempted to see how she’d react, but
decided in the end not to. At least, not yet.

Besides, he confessed to enjoying their
banter. The woman acted with courage when facing him down, but she
didn’t know the game was already over and she’d lost.

Candice surprised herself and obviously the
man when she reached up and pushed hard into his chest, sending him
stumbling back about a foot. That was too easy. He allowed
himself to be pushed.

Wasting no time, she marched past him and
out of the kitchen. Reaching for the phone on her desk, she began
to press the button for security. A long, tanned finger depressed
the connecting button, hanging up the line.

Candice raised her head, her gaze narrowed.
The man is smiling, darn him! A single brow cocked and he
wore a look of lazy amusement.

“Don’t bother, kitten. I’ll catch up with
Henry later on.”

For a long moment neither moved. They
watched each other and the emotions playing across the other’s
face. Mere seconds felt like a suspension of time.

Without realizing he’d moved, Nathan found
himself reaching up and caressing a strand of her hair then
trailing his fingers across her cheek to her full lips. He searched
her eyes and saw them widen, but she didn’t move away. God, I
want to kiss her again.

Nathan reared back, straightening to his
full height. He felt like his whole world had altered drastically,
though he couldn’t explain how or why. This woman… What did she
do to me?

No. Hell, no! He wouldn’t get sucked
into that vicious game again. He’d lost once in a big way and the
risk simply wasn’t worth it.

Before he turned away, Candice saw something
like regret in the big man’s eyes. It was disturbing the way he
made her feel inside with only a look, whether passionate or
gentle. And she didn’t even know his name.

Her eager eyes followed his large,
aggressive steps all the way to the elevator. He turned his head
sharply, as if he felt the weight of her gaze. Then their eyes met
before he walked forward into the elevator, disappearing from
view.

Only then did she realize she still held the
beeping receiver in her shaking hand. She placed the phone back
into the cradle on the second attempt. Closing her eyes, Candice
inhaled deeply until her heart slowed to a more regular beat. When
she opened her eyes, she looked around the office in amazed wonder.
Everything looked new. She felt like she was seeing the world for
the first time, from another woman’s perspective.

What on earth...? For the life of
her, Candice didn’t have a clue why she allowed the kiss to happen.
Her lips still tingled and she reached up to touch them. They were
swollen and sore, but in a delicious way. His urgent, passionate
kiss left her stunned, confused and dazed. She felt another
emotion, buried deep within her woman’s core—the need to touch that
man, bring him to the same level of passionate wonder she still
experienced. The emotions battling inside of her left her reeling,
dazed. It frightened her and made her greedy for more of those
feelings.

What a shame she would never see him again.
The passion she experienced from his kiss would be with her for
years to come. It might very well be the only passion she would
ever feel, now that she would soon be married. A marriage of
convenience.

Memories were wonderful things, though.
Intense memories could stay with a person for a lifetime. And she
would always remember his unforgettable, deep blue eyes, the color
of an approaching storm.

~*~

Henry sneaked back into the main offices
from his vantage point by the fire escape stairs after his son
left. He watched as Candice returned the phone to its cradle and
plopped into her chair as if drained of all energy.

He hated lying to someone he considered a
friend, but she needed to believe he left the office in order for
him to see if his son and Candice would get along. Apparently, they
didn’t.

Casually, Henry backtracked to his office,
sat in his chair and picked up the phone to call home. He couldn’t
help feeling disappointed that the kids didn’t hit it off. His
instincts said Nathan would be the right match for Candice. He
disliked being wrong. Maybe she would get along with Tommy instead.
He’d find out tonight.

~*~

Nathan drove leisurely, in complete contrast
to the seething anger inside of him—anger he’d directed at an
innocent woman. The secretary at his father’s office proved to be
nice and patient in the face of his rudeness and sexual
harassment.

Damn! He’d behaved like an ass and
his actions were uncalled for. That settled it. He would go back
tomorrow to apologize and hope she didn’t decide to press
charges.

He remembered the soft feel of her skin
under his hands when she responded to his demanding kiss. And she
did respond. Double damn! He could still feel her
warmth as she leaned against his chest, the soft fullness of her
breasts pressed nearly flat by his embrace as he attempted to pull
her closer. She’d opened up to him like a rose opens to the morning
sun.

Something else bothered him. Her response—it
seemed shy, almost inexperienced. Nathan laughed to himself. A
woman that gorgeous would have miles of sexual experience on her
track record. Any man involved with her wouldn’t allow such a
beauty to go to waste without sampling what she offered. In any
case, if the woman’s response to him was any indication, she’d been
sampled before. She couldn’t be as inexperienced as he first
thought. She’d returned his kiss with too much ardor.

Nathan shook his head in disgust. The last
time he became so physically engrossed in a woman, she trampled his
heart and emotionally slapped him in the face with her betrayal.
Never, ever again.

Nathan welcomed the beautiful sight of his
father’s home to soothe his troubled thoughts as he pulled up the
long drive shaded by weeping willows. Pulling up
alongside one of his father’s many cars, he parked, leaving the
engine running.

He looked up at the house he once called
home. That had been two long years ago, before the accident.

Dammit! Why is this happening
now? He tried to forget it all, but how could he if he walked
through the front door? If his father hadn’t pulled this damned
fool stunt, he could still be in Texas, away from this house and
its memories.

Better to go inside and get it over with.
Quickly, before he changed his mind, Nathan shut off the engine and
exited the car. He began walking then stopped abruptly. Nathan
looked down blankly at the keys still in his hand. What am I
doing? Preparing for a quick getaway?

He grinned crookedly, shook his head and
pocketed the keys then followed the walkway to the front of the
house. Inhaling a deep breath and letting it out slow, he made his
way up the series of steps to the front door.

The two-story house held six bedrooms and
three and a half bathrooms with an American-style brick. He loved
the look of this house. He chose the plans for his own home based
on the comfortable atmosphere he’d once found here.

Nathan vividly remembered a few choice
parties given by him in this house while in high school. His father
hit the ceiling when he came home late one night from work to find
loud music and a few barely-dressed cheerleaders in his living
room. Tommy was dancing with a girl on each arm and Nathan slow
danced with a fully-stacked girl in her undies, though the music
had been loud, fast and crazy. Nathan smiled and shook his head,
grateful the girls in question didn’t have fathers with itchy
trigger-fingers.

Nathan’s smile faded as his vision focused
on the present. He unlocked the door and went inside.

The wide entry appeared longer than he
remembered with a petite table just beyond the door’s reach. His
booted feet echoed down the ceramic tile. He looked up and smiled,
remembering the sparkling chandelier high above. During Christmas,
that glowing chandelier reflected off of everything, creating an
immediate welcoming atmosphere to anyone who entered. Although the
entry was long, the walls opened to a ‘V’ that led directly into
the living room. The ceiling was extremely high since the upstairs
bedrooms were stacked on top of the large kitchen with nook and
formal dining room. He’d always loved how the stairs and upper
balcony overlooked the living room.

It was the perfect home. Yet, it also held
memories of betrayal and an accident that continually replayed
itself in slow motion whenever he thought about his younger
brother.

He turned the corner around the staircase
and peered into the living room. In an overstuffed chair by the
roaring fire sat his baby brother, Thomas Bronhart. The five year
difference meant nothing, at one time. They’d been as close as any
brothers could be, except for the normal rivalry between
siblings.

Then two years ago a typical rivalry became
an obsession. After the accident, everything changed between them.
The closeness they once shared had been destroyed and a brick wall
erected in its place.

Nathan ran away soon after. Trying to live
with what he’d done to Tommy proved to be sheer hell.

Tommy’s head turned and he smiled broadly as
Nathan entered the room. “Hello, Nathan! It’s been a while. Too
damn long, brother.”

“Yes, it has. How…” Nathan cleared his
voice. “How are you these days?” How are you these days?
What a stupid question, considering Tommy’s
circumstances.

“Fine, just fine.”

There was an uneasy silence until Tommy
burst out angrily, “Dammit, Nathan! Why have you stayed
away? Do you think I’m so shallow that I can’t forgive what was
obviously an accident? I’ve missed you,” he ended quietly.

Nathan’s heart twisted painfully because he
suffered too and missed his only brother. He was miserable and it
showed.

“I’ve missed you too, baby brother. I just
can’t seem to—to…”

“Forgive yourself?” Tommy looked his brother
directly in the eye. He understood better than anyone about the
root of Nathan’s demons.

Nathan grimaced. “Yeah, something like
that.” He cleared his throat again. “Listen, Tommy, we need to
talk.”

“It’s about time.”

“I mean about Dad.”

Tommy sighed heavily. “Is that the only
reason you came back?” Silence followed. “I see. So, what about
him?”

“Did he tell you he’s marrying some
thirty-four year old bimbo who’s most likely conning him for his
money?” Nathan could feel his anger rising to the boiling
point.

Tommy's cheeks puffed out until he couldn't
hold himself in check any longer. He exploded into a fit of
laughter.

“You think this is funny?” Nathan
accused.

“Hell, yes! First of all, I trust
Dad’s judgment better than I do my own. Secondly, his love-life is
none of my damn business. Or yours, for that matter. He brought us
here together to announce his engagement, not ask our permission.
He’s in love, obviously, and I think it’s great.”

Nathan glared at Tommy’s stubborn chin and
realized he was fighting a losing battle. “It appears I’ll be
working alone to convince Dad to get out of this before it’s too
late.”

“I guess so,” Tommy said somberly, his smile
gone.

Nathan looked away, letting the subject
drop—for now.

“When are they supposed to arrive?”

“Dad’s meeting her at his office then
they’ll be coming directly over here.” Tommy checked his watch. “It
should be any minute now.”

No sooner did Nathan sit down than he heard
two car doors shut. He stood abruptly, unwilling to face the
accused while sitting.

He heard quiet voices as they entered
through the front door and a twinge of familiarity struck him when
he heard the soft purr of the woman’s voice.

When the couple entered the living room,
Nathan caught his breath, too surprised, then too furious, to
move.

Damn the little liar. It’s
her! The all-too-sweet secretary from Henry’s office. If
the stunned look on her face could be believed, he assumed she
didn’t know his identity when they talked earlier.

Talked? Kissed…and with no small
amount of passion. She was a smooth actress, all right, but one
who wouldn’t be walking away with his father’s money. Later on
tonight, she’d endure more of an interrogation. He’d see to
that.

~*~

Candice tensed the moment she saw him, the
man who’d constantly been in her thoughts since she’d laid eyes on
him only hours ago. Her rigid posture must have translated to Henry
because he patted her hand in a reassuring, fatherly way. He
stepped forward, propelling her with him as he walked.

“Candice, I’d like you to meet my eldest
son, Nathaniel Bronhart.”

Candice didn’t move to touch him in any way,
but clung to Henry with a firm grip. She suffered a moment of
uncomfortable awareness when Nathaniel took her free hand
and brought it to his lips.

“It’s Nathan—and the pleasure is all
mine,” he murmured.

She didn’t miss the inflection in his voice
and what it implied. Remembering her own pleasure at his earlier
kiss, she blushed until her cheeks felt hot. Surely Henry would
accurately guess the cause of her embarrassment.

“Yes,” Candice responded quietly. “It’s—nice
to meet you.” She nearly choked on the words. Her emotions were all
tangled up and confused. She felt scared silly, surprised to see
him here, but her heart jumped in her chest when she spotted him in
the room, waiting. Is this fear, or something else?

Henry moved her toward the fireplace where
he introduced his other son.

“And this is Thomas Bronhart, the baby.”

The younger man cringed and sent her a silly
expression that instantly made her laugh with ease. Henry smiled at
their interaction. Nathan scowled.

“Please, it’s Tommy, okay? Welcome to the
family, angel face.”

“Oh, yes.” Henry turned so he and Candice
faced both of his sons.

“Boys, I’d like you to meet Candice
Littleton, my bride-to-be.”

Tommy spoke up. “You’re going to fit into
this family just fine, Candy. You might even help it,” he added
quietly.

Candice turned her head and found Nathan’s
hateful eyes upon her. “I’ll try.”

Henry cleared his throat. “Well, now, I’m
starving. How about some dinner?”

Tommy slapped his hands together and rubbed
briskly. “Sounds good, Dad. If you’ll call Judy, I’ll be right
behind you,” Tommy said.

“Of course, son.”

Henry used an intercom on the wall and in
seconds a trim, young woman in a white nurse’s uniform came in.

Candice watched in silence as Judy helped
Tommy move into the wheelchair she’d failed to notice in the
corner. She searched the room, only to find Nathan gone. Something
was terribly wrong here and it appeared to involve both brothers.
Now wasn’t the time to ask sensitive questions, though. Perhaps
Henry could enlighten her, later.

Dinner would’ve been lovely if not for
Nathan’s disturbing silence and constant stare. She couldn’t help
remembering his accusations that afternoon. Is he blind? Any
fool can see I’m not a conniving gold digger. I happen to care for
Henry a great deal.

Okay, so she didn’t love him. Their
relationship was completely platonic, but satisfying in other, more
important ways. They shared an equal respect and a great many
common interests. If I’m ever labeled in any way, they’ll say
that Candice Littleton is loyal to a fault.

“It’s getting late,” Henry said at the end
of the meal. “I’d better drive Candice home.” He rubbed his right
temple as he spoke.

“Headache?” Candice placed a gentle hand on
his arm, concern in her voice and manner. She missed the angry
twitch of Nathan’s lips.

“Yes, my dear. We’d better hurry before it
worsens.”

“I’ll call a cab,” she suggested.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Nathan bellowed
abruptly, coming to his feet. “I’ll take her home,” he said
gruffly, leaving the room to retrieve their coats before she could
argue.

“I wish you’d stay with us, son,” Henry
said, walking them to the door. “There’s no need to stay at a
hotel.”

Nathan handed Candice her coat. “I can’t,
Dad. Not—yet.”

Henry nodded sadly.

There it is again, Candice thought in
aggravation. What is so wrong with this house? Or is it because
Tommy lives here?

“Let’s get you home, Ms. Littleton. I’m sure
you have a busy day at the office tomorrow.”

Candice fumed at his obvious, sarcastic
tone. He thought she was a lazy, cheap, greedy, loose woman with no
morals. How quickly he accused her without knowing one single thing
about her personality and beliefs. I’m not the bitch he’s named
me, but he is every bit a bastard!

Once Henry said his good-nights—by way of a
gentle kiss on her cheek—and Candice assured him she would return
for dinner the following evening, she entered Nathan’s car. He
closed the door just short of a slam and purposefully made his way
to the driver’s seat. She prepared herself for a confrontation.

They rode in silence for nearly five minutes
when Candice realized she never gave him directions to her
apartment. She opened her mouth to tell him where to turn for her
exit when he broke in abruptly.

“Not one word! Not until we get where we’re
going.”

“But I haven’t told you—”

“Shut up! I mean it, not one
word!”

Tears sprang to her eyes, but she worked to
blink them away. She didn’t deserve his anger or his abusive
treatment. He didn’t know her at all. She decided, when they
arrived to—wherever, he would get an earful.
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Candice remained quiet until he pulled into
a deserted recreational park, overlooking a man-made lake. The dark
sky covered the park like a blanket, so she couldn’t see very much
of anything.

The second the car stopped, she opened her
door and ran, her high heels making it difficult to gain too much
distance. She finally stopped before she broke her ankle while
wearing the blasted shoes. It served no purpose to run. He followed
her steadily only a few feet behind.

Choosing one of the four swings along the
swing set, Candice sat and waited. His verbal attack came seconds
later.

“You lied to me!”

Candice raised her chin and met his gaze
head on. She had nothing to hide. This time she confronted him with
pride and resolve. “I did nothing of the kind. You asked me if I
knew her and I said ‘Yes.’ You judged me incorrectly from
the second you walked into the office today and I wasn’t about to
tell you anything. I didn’t know you from Adam.”

He took two steps closer, his voice
deepening. “Well, you know me now,” he sneered.

Her blush darkened to a deep red,
understanding too well his meaning. She wouldn’t allow the snide
remark to make her defensive, though. He was the one in the
wrong!

“I know your name,” she corrected.
“And I know you’re a very angry man, for some mysterious reason.
Although, I believe it has something to do with the relationship
between you and your brother.”

His gaze had dropped to study the sand under
his feet, but her last words caused his head to whip up until he
stood glaring down into her stubborn face. Yep, his reaction
confirms my suspicions. There was a strange animosity between
the brothers she couldn’t define, but she would. She most
definitely would.

Nathan took another step forward until he
gripped the chains of the swing, right above her hands. Their legs
touched and a rush of adrenaline shot up his spine. “My
relationship with my brother is none of your business!”

“As is my relationship with your father,”
she retaliated quietly, her face lifted upward with her eyes steady
and firm.

He leaned down, his face only inches away.
“That’s where you’re wrong, Candice.”

Her heart did a wild flip when he spoke her
name. She imagined he could actually be charming, if he ever chose
to be.

“Do you love my father? And don’t you dare
lie to me.”

Candice tilted her chin up another notch, no
longer afraid of him. “Yes and no.” When Nathan made an angry
sound, she held up her hand and hurried on. “I love your father,
but I’m not in love with him. He and I have a comfortable
relationship and we care for each other. That’s all you need to
know.”

Watching him closely, Candice saw him clench
his teeth and she knew he didn’t understand. He didn’t believe
anything she’d said.

“You don’t believe me,” she said flatly.

“Of course not! I’m not a fool.”

“That’s debatable,” she whispered under her
breath. His deadly glare gave her pause for only a moment. His face
started to turn a nice shade of red and for a moment she thought
his head might explode.

Then the anger simply drained from him and a
mysterious gleam entered his eyes. For some reason, the gleam made
her heart race.

“Would you like to know why I’m so
suspicious?” he whispered down into her face, a rough huskiness in
his voice.

“I’m all ears,” she replied warily.

Candice blinked in surprise when he pulled
her to her feet. Instantly, she was in his arms. Although she
pushed against his chest, he held her easily.

Candice loved being in his arms again. If
only it could be under different circumstances. His hot, sweet
breath caressed her cheek as he spoke.

“I can see why Father is so taken with you.
What I don’t understand is why you’re taken with a man who’s nearly
sixty. Especially when you could have any man you wanted.”

Candice laughed, but the sound emerged as if
she were choking to death. “You’re joking, of course!” Is he
blind?

“You think so?” His gaze narrowed as he
watched her reaction. He searched her incredible eyes and found
himself staring at her mouth. The game she played wouldn’t last for
long.

With a gentle yank, he pulled her more
tightly against his body and leaned in close. “Allow me to
demonstrate.”

Candice gasped, barely able to breathe. His
head lowered and before she had time to say “No…” his mouth
descended on hers in a passionate kiss. It felt like heaven.

Unfortunately, if she let him continue, it
would be like the kiss in the kitchen. She would bend to his expert
touch and surrender shamefully to his possession. What would he
think of her then? I’m supposed to be engaged!

With an effort, she pushed at his chest and
broke her mouth away, though he kept her within the circle of his
arms.

“Nathan, no!” she panted breathlessly. “You
don’t understand…”

“Yes, I do.” Nathan sucked in great gulps of
air, his breathing as labored as hers. “You should be paid millions
for your acting performance.”

“But I’m not act—” She gasped when his hand
found the fullness of her breast.

Her innocent response angered Nathan further
and his grip on her breast increased slightly. The woman can’t
fool me this way! He wouldn’t be taken in again by another
pretty face, only to find a black soul beneath the surface.

Nathan watched her eyes close and her head
fall back. Dammit, she loves my touch! His emotions swirled
in a mystified kaleidoscope and he eased the grip of his fingers,
gently stroking her breast. Her hands tightened in his shirt behind
him and Nathan hardened. Apparently my body loves her touch
too.

His instinct pulled him towards this woman.
Her appearance and scent drove him crazy and he burned to kiss her
again. Inches away, the smooth creamy expanse of her neck called to
him and Nathan fought against the desire to ravish the tender skin.
Why am I fighting the desire to kiss and hold her? I never fight
my passions.

Confused and shocked over his turbulent
actions, Nathan released her quickly, stepped away and shoved his
hands deep into his pockets. He didn’t try to stop her when she ran
from him again. Candice didn’t return to the car, but ran over to a
group of picnic tables by the small lake, collapsing onto a
bench.

Nathan gave her a few minutes to pull
herself together before he slowly approached and sat across the
table from her, watching her closely. Her limbs still shook and he
understood completely. His insides were tied in knots too and for
the life of him, he didn’t know why.

He could also see the truth quite clearly.
He wouldn’t blame her if she came after him with a
sledgehammer.

Nathan spoke the statement quietly. “You’re
a virgin.”

Candice didn’t speak. She raised her chin,
unashamed, refusing to defend her strong moral character. She
nodded once.

Sighing heavily, Nathan ran the palm of his
hand over his tired face. “That explains it. I guess I was wrong
about you. You’re not an experienced seductress.”

Candice lifted her head and studied his
face, her tears making her eyes red and swollen. “So, why don’t you
look apologetic?”

His weariness vanished and he narrowed his
eyes. “Because you could still be after his money,” he said
bluntly.

Candice finally reached the end of her
patience. Enough of this nonsense!

She pulled herself upright on the bench and
glared at him. “You’re so ignorant! I’ve been making my own
living…an honest living, for a great many years. I’m quite
content with my current paycheck. I have no wish to get rich quick,
regardless of what you think.”

Nathan remained silent for a moment, taking
in this latest bit of information. Quietly, he asked, “Then why
marry Henry?”

Candice lowered her head, shaking it sadly.
She simply couldn’t tell him why she ended up accepting his
father’s proposal, but didn’t see a way out of it. He would hound
her, demanding the truth until she told him every humiliating
detail. She could only hope that when she did reveal the pitiful
truth, he wouldn’t ridicule her. Or worse, laugh.

Slowly, she stood, keeping her eyes averted.
“Come on, I’ll show you,” she replied in a deadpan voice.

He followed as she walked back to the car to
dig through her purse. When she handed him her wallet, he stared at
it in confusion. Her eyes would not meet his. He didn’t like that
about her. Nathan wanted to see her internal fire again, her
spirit. It was his fault she was acting this way and he wouldn’t
move a muscle until he saw that fire return.

Patiently, he waited. After a long minute,
she found his gaze timidly and met his glare. Slowly, her face
changed until her eyes blazed with impatience. Nathan restrained
his smile of satisfaction.

“Well, open it!” she demanded.

He did so and blinked, gaping at the
picture. His eyes traveled from the license to her face several
times to make certain he wasn’t hallucinating. The license would
expire in two years, so the picture was semi-current. Looking into
the eyes of the woman in the picture, he shook his head in
disbelief. The woman in the picture couldn’t hold a candle to the
woman standing in front of him. The comparison revealed them to be
complete opposites in every way. Her picture showed a plain, homely
example of the female sex.

“This is—ugh, was you?” he asked
incredulously.

“Up until four days ago, yes.”

“Other than the obvious make-over, what
happened?”

“Your very sweet, loving father told me to
take a break from work for a few days and mentioned that I might
want to have my hair done and get a facial. So, I went to a salon
and emerged like this,” she said, opening her arms. “But hair
color, contacts and a little bit of make-up didn’t fix what’s
inside. I’m boring, I’m afraid. And I’ve never been—appealing to
men. There’s no reason to believe I am now.”

Nathan’s eyes popped open wide. She must
be kidding! Candice could easily pose as a centerfold. He found
it incredible that she didn’t see it. Maybe he should show her. It
was the least he could do after the way he’d behaved.

“Here,” he said, handing her the wallet.
“Get in. I want to show you something.”

“What? Where are we going now?” she said in
exasperation, hurrying inside. He’d already slid behind the wheel
and buckled up.

Nathan gunned the engine while still in
drive and sent her a devastating smile.

“Dancing.”

The car tore out of the parking lot with a
thunderous roar.

~*~

Candice stood by Nathan’s side at a local
night club. It was loud, busy and exciting. She would love to watch
everyone dance, but she didn’t belong here. Candice would never fit
in with this type of atmosphere and these exhilarating people.

Candice raised her voice about the den.
“Nathan, I hate to break it to you, but…”

“You can’t dance,” he finished and she
nodded sheepishly. “I had a feeling. I’ll show you, trust me. I
have some experience in clubbing,” he said with a crooked grin and
led her onto the dance floor.

It was disgusting how Nathan’s voice had no
problem rising over the music and multitude of people talking and
laughing. She pitched her voice higher, hoping he could hear her.
“May I ask why you brought me dancing?”

Candice glanced down at their joined hands
and couldn’t believe the awareness she felt at such a simple touch.
His eyes faced forward, finding a place for them on the dance
floor. Her heart beat pounded so loud, vibrating through her limbs,
she felt sure he could hear it over the deafening music. The
anticipation of being in his arms once more left her weak in the
knees and dry-mouthed.

“Just give it a minute, you’ll see.”

Five minutes later, after dancing to only
one song with Nathan, she did find out.

“Excuse me. May I?” a tall gentleman asked,
glancing from Candice to Nathan.

Nathan handed her over. “Of course. I’ll be
over at the bar, sis.”

What? Candice’s eyes widened in
disbelief. Did he just call me ‘sis’?

Nathan smiled and winked at her before
walking away. She must’ve danced with at least a dozen men in
forty-five minutes before Nathan claimed her back for a slow
dance.

“Not appealing, huh? I’d say you’re a
sensation.”

It’s true. Amazing. Nearly
every man in the club looked at her with expressions she’d never
seen before. At least, never directed my way.

Candice noticed something else. The women
were salivating whenever Nathan passed within five feet of them.
Some looked at him with puppy adoration, others with a near
animalistic hunger. It seems he’s a sensation, too.

“You know, I’m the only woman you’ve danced
with since we arrived. I bet other ladies would like to have the
honor,” she said, nodding to the women scattered throughout the
room.

Nathan didn’t look away from her face. He
smiled in a sensual way she’d not seen before and Candice’s heart
did a triple-flip. His voice lowered when he said, “You’re the only
one I’ve wanted to dance with all evening.”

Her heart raced with joy. Delirious emotions
from Nathan’s attention distracted her so that she forgot their
situation. Candice spoke honestly, from her heart.

“I’ve had so much fun tonight, Nathan.
Dancing with so many men is an experience I’ll never forget—but I
never wanted to be in their arms. Only yours,” she said shyly.
“That’s terrible, isn’t it, considering I’m engaged?”

When Nathan frowned heavily and stopped
dancing, Candice realized those were the wrong words to say. He
turned sharply and drew her away from the dance floor. Candice
barely had time to scoop up her coat from the back of her chair
before he escorted her from the club. Candice rushed to
apologize.

“I’m sorry, Nathan. I know my engagement is
a sensitive subject for you.”

Nathan jerked her forward toward the rows of
cars but came to a full stop to steady her when she nearly fell to
the asphalt. He found her eyes, desperately trying to maintain his
anger.

“Sensitive? Not even close,
Candice.”

She shrugged, sighing heavily when he turned
to continue walking toward the car, taking it slower this time.

“Fine, then it’s a subject you can’t deal
with very well.”

“Wrong again.”

“What do you mean?”

“I plan to deal with it at the soonest
possible moment.”

“Oh, really? And just how do you plan to
‘deal with it?’” Candice became angrier by the minute. He had no
say in what she did and no say in her life.

“By making damn sure you don’t marry my
father, but insisting you marry me instead!”

Nathan dragged a shocked and speechless
Candice behind him. He shook his head to try and clear it.
Married? Did I just say married? Where in the hell did I
get that idea?

 


 



Chapter
4

 


“Y—You want to marry me?” she stammered as
he eased her through the maze of parked cars.

Candice stumbled several times and Nathan
once more slowed his pace. He might be pissed, but he sure didn’t
want her to fall and get hurt.

“I shouldn’t have said that I want
to, but that I’m going to,” Nathan muttered, his
granite-like face revealing nothing.

“Then I’d really be guilty, according to
your original accusation. Nathan—I don’t love you.”

Nathan stopped so abruptly that she slammed
into his side. Candice looked up and found his dark, formidable
eyes drilling into her own. She didn’t dare move.

“Nonetheless, dear Candice, you’re
either going to marry me, or not marry at all.”

Candice lost all patience with his
ever-continuing commands and yanked her hand out of his grip,
placing both hands on her hips in growing irritation.

“Good heavens! What’s so terribly wrong with
your father?” she yelled.

“Not a damn thing!” he yelled back.

Comprehension came to her slowly, her face
changing with the realization. “It’s me. That’s why you’re doing
all of this. You don’t trust me to take care of your father.” Her
heart hurt, simply saying the words.

“Bingo,” he sneered. He ignored her pained
expression, afraid to trust it. Grabbing her hand once more, he
continued to drag her the final distance to his car.

“I was right the first time. You are a class
‘A’ jerk. Take me home right now, the East Lake Apartments.”
Candice felt immense relief when her demand didn’t emerge as a
whine.

Nathan complied and drove in silence. When
he pulled into a parking space in front of her building, he kept
her from leaving with a hand on her arm. The touch burned Candice
through her skin.

“I wasn’t kidding earlier, Candice—I meant
every word. It’s either me or no one. Henry is out of the
picture.”

His eyes were dark with emotion. It
should’ve been her first clue to his seriousness, but she missed it
and spoke without thinking. “Hmm… Well, if Henry’s out and
you’re obviously out, there’s always your brother.”

Candice gasped in shock when Nathan grabbed
her by the shoulders, giving her a firm shake.

“Don’t even think about it,” he ground out
dangerously, his face a deep red.

Candice bit her lip. She came dangerously
close to tears. If she didn’t get out of here, she’d break down
completely.

“I wasn’t serious and you should’ve realized
it. But for some reason, one you prefer to keep secret, you and
your brother are at odds. That’s why I am marrying Henry,
not you! He knows me and understands me. He would’ve
realized I was only kidding.” More quietly she added, “And he
doesn’t frighten me the way you do.”

Blinking rapidly to force her tears away,
she tore her shoulders from his grasp and left the car before he
could stop her. She didn’t look over her shoulder but stormed up to
the front door of her apartment, slamming it behind her. The
physical and emotional evening had drained Candice of all strength.
Her back fell heavily against the door.

Candice closed her eyes when she heard
Nathan’s tires squealing against the pavement as he sped away. When
blessed silence reigned, she finally opened her eyes. The echo of
her breathing should’ve been reassuring, but it sounded labored and
loud. She could feel tears building behind her eyes again. Her
throat clogged on the emotions swirling inside her mind and
heart.

The composure she’d desperately clung to all
evening stayed with her until she saw her harried reflection in the
bathroom mirror. Candice broke into quiet sobs, unable to hold them
in check any longer. Her heart hurt and she couldn’t figure out
why. Nathan means nothing to me. Why should I care what he
thinks or what he does? I won’t waste my tears on Nathan
Bronhart!

Her heart didn’t listen. Candice cried until
there were no tears left to shed.

Weary to the bone, all she wanted right now
was blessed sleep. Digging through her drawer, she found one of her
old flannel gowns and the soft cotton fabric instantly soothed and
comforted her raw emotions as it brushed along her body.

Familiar, secure, content—those words
described Henry to a ‘T’. Anger, bitterness, arrogance—those
described Nathan. Without a doubt, Candice knew exactly who she
would marry.

~*~

“All right, Candy, what’s wrong with you?”
Tommy wheeled himself closer to her chair, leaning against his
armrest. They were alone. Henry and Nathan were nowhere to be
found.

“Nothing,” Candice said softly, hating to
lie. Though she felt better today, her emotions and sound judgment
remained a jumbled mess when she thought of Nathan. “Why do you
ask?”

“You’ve been moping around ever since you
and Dad arrived then all through dinner.” He paused only a moment
before asking, “Is it Nathan?”

Candice’s eyes popped open wide. “What?” she
croaked.

“I’m not blind, Candy. I saw the way he
acted last night. Even this evening, he couldn’t stop glaring at
you. Is he giving you a hard time about Dad?”

“Yes, just a bit. I know he’s only looking
out for his family. I can understand his reasoning.” Why am I
defending him?

“He’s not worried about Dad nearly as much
as he’s determined not to let another woman interfere in our
family.” Her head lowered. “No, Candy, you are not
interfering. You’re more than welcome, as far as Dad and I are
concerned. But Nathan’s going to take some convincing.”

“I know.”

“No, I’m afraid you don’t. You see, there
was this woman two years ago named Charlene—”

“Tommy!”

Both heads turned toward the doorway. Nathan
stood barely inside the room with his hands on his hips. He looked
about ready to blow a fuse. Slowly, Candice began to see past his
anger, learning what each look on his face meant. She saw fear
tonight instead of anger. It lay buried in the depths of his eyes.
The question was, fear of what?

“Tommy,” Nathan repeated in a softer tone.
“I don’t think we need to resurrect old skeletons around
Candice.”

“You might be right, brother—if they’d
actually been buried in the first place,” Tommy replied through
clenched teeth.

“Regardless, I’m asking you to keep it to
yourself. At least for now,” he amended.

“For now,” Tommy agreed and wheeled himself
toward the living room door. “I’m going to find Dad.”

Nathan closed the door behind Tommy. He
didn’t move toward Candice—he didn’t trust himself. He folded his
arms against his chest and eyed her up then down. Damn if she
didn’t look better every time he saw her. His weakness for this
woman caused his words to be harsh and abrupt.

“So, what tricks have you been using on my
brother? He obviously adores you,” he mocked, his false
smile matching his mood.

Candice cocked her head to one side,
studying him. She found it amazing to discover his snide comments
could no longer make her angry. If she didn’t know any better, she
would swear he felt jealousy over her growing relationship with
Tommy. Why would he be jealous, though? He didn’t care about her or
her feelings. Why act this way?

Slowly, she stood, facing him directly.
“You’re still convinced I’m out to hurt your family, even though
I’ve never done anything to give you that indication. Well, Nathan,
I have a news flash for you. I’m not the one hurting your family.
I’m not the one shutting them out of my life because I’m too afraid
to face the past. You are!”

Nathan’s face, once twisted in anger, slowly
drained of color. He looked like a wounded child.

Candice watched patiently as Nathan strode
deeper into the room, though he didn’t approach her. He appeared
deep in thought while walking around aimlessly. For long minutes he
would walk, then stop, walk, then stop. She noticed the range of
emotions crossing his face and hoped he was seriously considering
her words, for she knew in her heart they were true. His bitterness
and self-anger were tearing his family apart. He wouldn’t be able
to live with the guilt if he allowed that to happen.

Nathan didn’t hear her approach. Candice
reached out to touch his back, but changed her mind at the last
second. Rational thought left her whenever they touched, so it
would be better to keep a certain distance. She stood directly
behind him when she spoke. Her words were quiet and gentle. If he
bolted from the room, she wouldn’t be able to tell him what he
needed to hear.

“Nathan, please listen to me and I won’t
bother you again. This problem you have isn’t with me and I think
you know it. So, please, for both of our sakes, just drop it.
Making peace with your family should be your top priority.”

Candice opened her mouth to say something
else then quickly clamped it shut. Enough said.

Turning, she quietly left him alone with his
thoughts.

Nathan turned as her footsteps receded. He
watched her close the door gently behind her. He walked over to the
couch and plopped down with a tortured sigh. Is Candice right?
Shouldn’t making peace with my family, with Tommy, be a priority
over everything else in my life? For so long he chose to hide
in his pain, only allowing anger to surface. The remainder of the
time he felt numb. Then he entered this house and memories of the
tragedy nearly two years old brought back his nightmares and guilt.
He felt like the guilt would never go away.

Releasing a determined sigh, he realized it
was time to try and bridge the gap in his family. Tommy was right
about not being able to forgive himself. He’d obviously put the
past behind him by forgiving his older brother. Maybe, if he took
more time to talk with Tommy, Nathan could learn to forgive himself
as well.

Then there was Candice. He still didn’t
trust her completely, despite her innocence in many ways. His lack
of trust would have to be overcome, if that were possible. Yet, one
thing could not be escaped, he owed her an apology—several, in
fact.

Determined to set things straight, Nathan
stood and pulled out his cell to make a fast phone call to his home
in Texas. He let Ellie, his housekeeper and friend, know he’d be
gone for a few weeks. Ellie promised to keep an eye out on his
place of business, as well. She grumbled, It’s about damn time
you saw reason, then she hung up. Nathan grinned and shook his
head. Only Ellie had the nerve to tell it to him straight. That’s
why he valued her friendship so highly. She spoke with complete
honesty, even when it hurt.

He replaced the receiver as his father and
brother opened the door and came into the room. He took one look at
their determined faces and groaned. The shit was about to hit the
fan, but good—and he was the propeller.

“Here comes the third degree. Okay, guys,
lay it on me,” Nathan said affectionately, though he crossed his
arms and leaned deeper into the couch.

Tommy rolled his wheelchair up to Nathan and
slapped him on the leg. “Now, why would we do that to a great guy
like you?”

Nathan rolled his eyes dramatically at
Tommy’s sarcasm. It felt good to exchange barbs again with his baby
brother.

“Damned if I know,” Nathan mumbled, but
smiled. “I do have some news, though. Dad, if the offer’s still
open, I’d like to stay here a while. There are a few things I need
to—settle while I’m here.”

“All right!” Tommy cheered, looking
ten years younger in that moment and more like his old self.

“Of course, son. You’ve always been welcome
here. This is your home, too.” Henry’s voice emerged with rough
emotion and he cleared his throat several times.

Nathan found his own eyes moist with tears
and quickly stood, turning slightly so his family couldn’t see his
weakness. Opening up that way would take time.

Nathan took a few steps toward the door.
“Where did Candice go?”

Henry also stood. “I asked her to wait for
me in the study until I could take her home.”

Nathan lowered his head for a moment then
turned it to meet his father’s gaze. “Can I take her home instead?
I have a few things—apologies I need to make and my conscious won’t
allow me to wait.”

“By all means,” Henry replied, his internal
smile hidden from his sons.

Nathan felt a comforting hand on his forearm
and looked down into his brother’s compassionate eyes.

“I’m proud of you, Nathan. I know that was a
hard decision to make.”

“Yes, it was.” Nathan smiled and walked to
the living room door. “I’ll drop her off, pick up my things at the
hotel and be back later.”

“We’ll have your room ready, son.”

“Thanks, both of you.” Nathan made his
escape before his tears gave away his deeper emotions. His family
meant a great deal to him and he considered himself a fortunate
man.

Long strides took Nathan to the study. He
paused only long enough to make sure all traces of tears were gone
before opening the door. Candice stood in front of the far wall
studying a family picture, taken when his mother was still
alive.

Clearing his throat, he saw Candice jump and
turn abruptly. He watched her stiffen and couldn’t blame her. He’d
never given her a reason to relax in his company.

“I’m taking you home, Candice. We need to
talk. No, I need to talk and I need you to listen.” He paused then
added, “Please.”

The soft request, and what it cost him,
helped make her decision. “Okay.” She looked into his eyes,
grateful he didn’t appear angry. Distressed, maybe. That emotion,
coming from a man of unbelievable confidence, gave her pause.

They were silent during the entire drive
until he reached her apartment complex. He shut off the engine and
turned in his seat to face her. Giving her a moment to relax, he
spoke.

“Can I come up for a minute?”

The Nathan she knew would not ask this so
quietly, humbly. There were no demands and no ordering her around.
Candice appreciated this softer, more gentle version of Nathan. She
felt compelled to see the encounter through.

“Yes, of course.” Is this just a clever
ploy to fool me? How can I possibly trust him? Normally her
nature allowed her to trust almost anyone, but Nathan’s track
record up to this point showed him to be a rude and cocky jerk. She
prayed this mood he was in would stay with him through the rest of
the evening. She didn’t know how many more of his emotional
outbursts she could withstand.

“Coffee?” she asked when she closed the
apartment door.

“Scotch on the rocks, if you have it.”

“I think I have some wine. Will that
do?”

“Whatever.”

His distracted response caused her eyebrows
to shoot up. He must be really worried about something.

She fetched the wine, more worried than ever
when his silence continued. His behavior threw off her guard
because she’d never expected him to act this way. Nathan appeared
somber, with a sad and heavy heart. She couldn’t explain why she
ached for him, but she wanted to see Nathan smile, hear him laugh.
She wanted to be the one to make him happy.

He kept his vulnerability hidden well. This
strong, confident man only now began to show a very human side of
his personality. It was refreshing.

With her mug of hot coffee in one hand, she
handed him his glass of wine in the other. Candice sipped from the
liquid and waited patiently. She sat next to him on the couch,
timid and afraid to speak first. Afraid, mainly, that she would say
the wrong thing.

Beneath her lashes she watched him roll his
drink in his large palms, from between his spread thighs. The
movement became hypnotizing and she understood his thoughts were
lost in the easy movement.

She set down her coffee mug without a sound
on the glass coffee table in front of them and gave him a minute
more. When he still didn’t speak, she took the initiative by
reaching out to touch his arm.

Nathan’s thoughts exploded at Candice’s
touch. His head whipped toward her and for a moment he didn’t see
Candice, only the past. Then her concerned, sympathetic brown eyes
took shape and he remembered where he was and why.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I was lost in the
past—thinking.”

“Regretting?” she guessed.

“Yeah,” he said after a stunned moment. Her
exceptional astuteness surprised him. She is every bit as kind
and caring as Dad said. His accusations were wrong—he saw that
now. Nathan never felt more ashamed than at this moment. There was
no excuse for his actions and behavior. Only he could make amends
between them.

“I was wrong…about everything. I’m sorry,
Candice.”

Candice blinked several times with tears in
her eyes. A simple, honest and beautiful apology—it meant so much
to her.

“Thank you. I forgive you, Nathan. What you
did, you did out of love for your father. That’s commendable. I
think you’re a wonderful son to be so concerned.”

He nodded once, though he didn’t look up.
His eyes were focused on the drink in his hands. She watched his
face and saw his lips tremble with emotion. That touched a
sympathetic chord deep within her heart.

Gently, Candice reached over to remove the
untouched wine from his fingers, placing the glass on the coffee
table. Her hand still held one of his, swallowed in the much larger
grip. His warm touch scalded her senses. Nathan’s fingers trailed
over the back of her hand before turning it over to make small
circles on the inside. Candice’s body quaked in response and her
breathing became short. He’s touching me passionately, like a
lover.

Nathan looked up and Candice nearly cried
out at the tender ardor on his handsome face.

“Candice…” he breathed raggedly, turning to
face her on the couch.

The combination of his husky voice and the
fever that consumed her in his deep blue gaze drew her closer. He
looked lost, confused, desiring something he knew he couldn’t have.
Candice’s strong reaction to him no longer shocked her. Desire
rocked her untried body, insisting she take action. Without
realizing it, she leaned closer.

Nathan recognized the small movement as
surrender and pulled her into his arms. His mouth began to
descend.

Oh, no—this can’t be happening again!
Though she wanted his kiss more than she wanted to breathe, she
knew once his lips met hers, she’d be lost to his sweet and
wonderful possession. That couldn’t happen!

“Nathan, stop!” she urged, pushing at his
chest. “I can’t do this to Henry and you can’t betray your own
father.”

Betray. The telling word worked like
magic and Nathan released her abruptly. He stood in one smooth
motion, shaking with the effort it took not to pull her up with him
and carry her into the bedroom.

“You’re right—as usual,” he said quietly,
fighting the desire to hold her, make crazy love to her. His body
hummed with life and his arms ached to fit her against the length
of his body. If he didn’t get out of here very soon, they'd be
making love on the living room floor.

Nathan moved quickly to the front door,
afraid that if he looked back and saw a mutual craving in her eyes,
he would damn the consequences and take her with an uncontrollable
force. He wanted her that much.

Nathan kept his eyes focused on the
doorknob. “I’ll be staying at my father’s house for a while. I—I’ll
see you—sometime.”

Without another word, he left quietly.
Candice bit her tongue to keep from screaming after him, begging
him to stay. The tortured look in his eyes, the passion of his
embrace, nearly broke her heart. She wanted this man
desperately—and he was the one man she couldn’t have.

My God, what have I done? I threw
myself into his arms! No wonder he questions my sense of
morality. She would’ve given anything, done anything to
be able to make love with Nathan. Anything, that is, except break
Henry’s heart. Not even for Nathan could she hurt his father. Deep
down, she knew Nathan couldn’t either.

Oh, this is a horrible situation! I’m
engaged to a kind and decent man, yet I’m falling in love with his
oldest son. What on earth am I going to do?

 


 



Chapter
5

 


If the next two weeks could be considered
painful for Candice, the third week after Nathan’s apology proved
sheer torture.

She saw Nathan on and off for the first few
weeks and her heart tore painfully each time. Not once did he speak
to her. He no longer sent her deadly stares, but his silence in
many ways hurt much worse. At least before, he acknowledged her
existence.

In the third week, something finally
happened. Henry saw to it that Candice made a habit of joining them
for supper several times a week.

On Saturday of the third week, Candice once
again joined them for dinner, aware that Nathan, as was typical of
late, kept his distance whenever possible.

After dinner, Candice excused herself while
Tommy and Henry played dominos. Nathan sat in a chair on the other
side of the room, staring into the fireplace as if it held the
secrets to his past. Wanting privacy in order to think, she stood
quietly and left the house to take an evening stroll.

Dusk painted the sky with an artist’s
palette and only a faint glow remained in the horizon. She would
never tire of seeing this view. Peace, quiet, tranquility—the night
reflected beauty and life as much as the day.

Candice walked at a leisurely pace, her
relationship with Nathan heavy on her mind. What else was new?
Unable to stop thinking about him, since the moment she laid eyes
on such a magnificent man, his mere presence in a room demanded
respect and attention. She smiled when she thought about the room
she just left behind. Even though her gaze stayed focused on
Henry’s game with Tommy, her full attention, her senses, were
centered totally on Nathan.

He remained nearly mute since his
apology—and his marriage proposal. She could only assume he made
the offer, or should she say demand, in the hope of frightening her
away. Of course, it didn’t work.

Yet, for all of Nathan’s silence in the last
few weeks, her feelings were growing steadily, day by day. She
deemed herself a sentimental fool. It would appear his desire for
her had steadily dwindled down to nothing. What should’ve been
grounds for celebration left only a gaping wound in her heart. The
one and only man, who appeared interested in her as a woman, turned
away, refusing the passionate spark between them. This confirmed in
her mind that Henry was indeed the man she needed to marry. He
offered stability and she knew he cared about her as a person. She
only wished her heart would agree with the choice of her mind.

A branch broke behind her and Candice spun
on her heel in fright. The glowing moon lit up the night and she
caught a glimpse of Nathan’s dark profile before he tried to hide
it behind the bulk of a tree. She smiled at the feeble attempt.

“Come out, Nathan. I’ve seen you,” she
teased in a sing-song voice.

He immediately did so, but not as she
anticipated. He walked hurriedly toward her at full speed. She
blinked in surprise when he passed her and kept right on
walking.

“Wait!” Running to catch up to him, she
reached out her hand. The second she touched him, he spun around
quickly, throwing off her hand as if disgusted by her touch. That
hurt.

“What?” he growled down into her worried
face. He stared deeply into the face of innocence and concern
before he forced himself to look away. Candice was way too good for
the likes of him.

“I… Why did you follow me out here,
Nathan?”

He whipped his head around to meet her gaze.
“I did not follow you!” He stepped around her, moving
forward. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

Apparently he felt the inept phrase could
stand without explanation. She would not allow him to get away with
it.

Candice brought him up short when she
stepped in front of him and held her ground. He would either stop
or run her over.

He stopped.

“Yes, you did follow me, Nathan. Why?”

Why am I doing this to myself, to both of
us? What could she gain by his rejection? Her eyes dropped to
his working jaw, as if it took everything out of him to answer her
question.

“I wanted some air, okay? I guess you did,
too.” He huffed and looked away. “It’s just too small of a damn
world.”

She squinted, her expression wary. Even if
their feelings were wrong, honesty must remain between them,
whether they wanted it or not. “I think you missed me and that’s
why you’re here now.”

Oh goodness! She couldn’t have been
so bold, so stupid as to actually say that out loud. When he
answered her, she cringed.

“Damn you, Candice,” he hissed. “One minute
you’re cold, the next you’re as hot as damnation. I don’t like it
at all. I don’t play that kind of game anymore.”

Her body shook. Candice’s instincts were
right on the money and she’d just proved them.

He cares—he still cares! Her heart
leapt with joy, her happiness so great she could barely
breathe.

“I’m sorry, Nathan. I’m not trying to play
games with you. I only meant that I missed your company.” Who am
I kidding? From the twist of Nathan’s lips, he realized it
too.

“My company?” His brow rose,
challenging her statement.

Candice swallowed. “Yes. I hope we can be
friends. I’ve missed you.”

Nathan lowered his head, shaking it. She
must truly be innocent not to understand what lay between them.

Looking up, he captured her gaze with his
own. “We were never destined to only be friends, kitten. Our blood
runs too hot when we’re together, and it’s all I can do to control
myself when you’re around.”

Well, I asked for honesty. His
admission left her speechless and weak in the knees. He stood as
still as a statue, waiting for her to respond. For the life of her,
she didn’t know what to say to him.

Hoping he wouldn’t abandon her, Candice
slowly turned and continued walking away from the house and further
down the dirt road. A silent sigh of relief escaped between her
lips when Nathan appeared at her side, keeping pace. They both kept
their eyes forward on the trail leading through the garden,
remaining quiet to better enjoy the night smells and sounds.

Candice still reeled from the shock of his
admission. He still wants me! He only held himself back
because of her relationship with Henry. She couldn’t help but
respect him and like him all the more.

Deciding to speak, she chose the safest
topic she could think of.

“Tommy is working on attaining his law
degree so he can work with Henry in the office.”

Nathan nodded, watching the ground a few
feet in front of him, shortening his steps in order to keep pace
with Candice. “It’s always been a dream of his to be Dad’s
partner,” he replied quietly.

“What about you? Any dreams of a career in
law?”

No, only dreams of you. “No. Being a
lawyer has never interested me. I’m more…creatively inclined.”

“Really?” she said with genuine surprise and
interest. “What do you—”

“I don’t like talking about my hobby,” he
said swiftly. His voice quieted noticeably. “It’s a very private
thing to me.”

Candice did her best to show her interest,
while understanding his need to keep it to himself.

“Although I don’t understand your reasons, I
do understand your desire for privacy. I’m a very private person,
too. Being alone these past few years instilled that in me.”

Nathan stopped and turned, searching her
eyes.

She watched him as he studied her, unable to
define his expression. Then his eyes changed and she saw a budding
respect for her spread across his face. The thought warmed her
heart.

“We’d better head back before it gets too
late,” she said quietly. Then he smiled for no apparent reason. It
took her breath away.

“W—Why are you smiling at me?”

“I just envisioned you alone in your
apartment, relaxing with a book. Probably a romance.”

Her eyes opened in surprise. “So?” she
replied defensively, taking a step back and stiffening her spine.
Nathan’s smile grew even wider, irritating her beyond belief.

“I knew it!”

“What’s wrong with a little romance?” she
asked, all indignation. “If men were more romantic, women would be
less inclined to prove themselves worthy of their attention!”

“Ahh, well then…”

Turning toward the dirt shoulder, Nathan
searched through the greenery for—something. Squinting, she saw him
pick a few wild flowers. Candice smiled in contentment. Nathan was
a true romantic at heart, if only he’d stop fighting it so much.
Her heart felt light and giddy, reveling in the camaraderie and
friendship developing between them. For the first time in her life
she felt comfortable talking with someone who touched her
heart.

But she kept the door to her heart firmly
shut, at least for the time being. If Nathan broke her heart, she
feared it would never open again.

Candice watched closely as Nathan continued
to search through the thick greenery. He found a small, purple
blossom in mid-bloom. He bent over from the waist to pick it. With
a mischievous grin, Candice ran over and gave his backside a good
push, laughing with glee as he tumbled in a roll into the
two-foot-tall grass. It immediately swallowed him.

“You brat!” came the disembodied voice.

Although he growled it, she could easily
hear the laughter in his tone. It made her smile.

“That’s what I get for being romantic,” he
mumbled, leaping to his feet.

Nathan quickly turned toward the sound of
her echoing laughter. She ran in her full, knee-length skirt,
treating him to enticing glimpses of her shapely legs. So, she
wants a chase, does she? He smiled wickedly. So be
it.

Waiting to give her more of a head start, he
counted to five then launched himself forward, running like the
wind.

Nathan kept a sharp eye open when she ran
off the dirt road and into the tall standing thick foliage that was
more wildly unkempt, in an effort, he guessed, to lose him. His
smile grew. Her head of bouncing blonde curls stood out like a
beacon.

Pushing his speed a bit more, he came close
enough and dove at her back, bringing them both down with a
whoosh. He landed on his back then rolled them over until he
lay halfway on top of her.

Candice gasped for breath, laughing in
abandon. “I’ve never done anything so foolish in all my life,” she
said in between fits of laughter.

Nathan had never heard anything so wonderful
or seen anything more beautiful than Candice laughing and happy
beneath him.

Struggling to catch his own breath, he said,
“It’s great, isn’t it?”

Unconsciously, he threaded his fingers
through the hair covering part of her face and combed it back then
searched her eyes. In the span of a heartbeat, their laughter
faded. All that remained was a spark of excitement and the mix of
their labored breathing.

Her conscience said this was wrong, but she
ignored it. A moment like this one would never come again. Raising
her hand, Candice sampled the texture of Nathan’s lips, watching as
they parted on an involuntary gasp. Candice found his blue eyes.
They darkened with desire and she welcomed it. The same burning
need also flowed in her veins. Slowly, his head descended.

The kiss didn’t force or demand anything. It
was tender—beautiful. Nathan’s lips and tongue were exploring her
mouth, teasing her senses. Pouring her heart and soul into the
kiss, she was surprised to feel his hand kneading her breast with
great care and attention to detail—how it was shaped, its fullness,
the location of her nipple at the crest. His touch drove her senses
wild and she arched her back, encouraging him to do more.

A moan worked its way past Candice’s parted
lips when his hot mouth followed the trail of her neck, down to her
aching breast. Feeling a cool breeze against her skin, she realized
he’d undone the buttons of her blouse without her knowledge. She
gasped and arched like a cat when his callused fingers reached
under her bra and scorched her skin with his touch.

When she felt the pressure of his firm thigh
sliding between her legs and up against her womanhood, the raw
intimacy snapped her back into reality, leaving behind the
wonderful haze of desire.

“Oh, Nathan, please. I—I can’t…”

“You want me, Candice. Don’t try to deny it.
I can feel it here…” He touched her erect nipple. “And here,” he
finished hoarsely, replacing his thigh with his large hand, cupping
her apex and rocking against her slowly. Candice groaned and
unconsciously moved against his hand, merging into the rhythm he
created.

He leaned down to whisper huskily in her
ear, “You want me inside of you, filling you, making wild love to
you. Even if your mind is saying no.”

Her mind? Her engagement…

Henry. Oh, God, how could I
forget?

Weak and shaky arms pushed Nathan away. He
rose up and moved off to the side. She struggled to yank her skirt
back down to her knees and refasten her blouse with fingers that
wouldn’t work.

“You’re right, Nathan. My mind is saying no,
regardless of how I feel.”

“Listen to your feelings,” he growled in
frustration. Couldn’t Candice see how good they could be together,
and how wrong she was for his father?

“No, I won’t do that.” Candice turned and
pinned him with an aggressive stare. “Answer me this, Nathan. Can
you offer me more than one night?”

He answered her with silence. Even the night
creatures held their breath, waiting for a response. Candice’s
heart broke when his gaze turned stony and he looked away.

The wounded expression in her eyes tore him
in two. He hated putting that look into such a beautiful set of
eyes. He wanted to touch her, taste the sweetness of her mouth,
make love to her. He never considered the future, didn’t want to
think that far in advance. His body’s only concern was to possess
her, here—with the night to blanket them.

His memory remained sharp. He remembered
telling her she would marry no one but him. But the scare tactic
didn’t work. She stayed.

Moments ago, she hinted that he should offer
marriage again. Wasn’t that the “more” she’d referred to? Yet, how
could he offer her marriage? He didn’t really want to. It could do
nothing but go wrong.

Nathan rearranged his own clothes and
allowed her to walk back along the dirt road that led to the house.
Since he apparently couldn’t walk upright yet, giving her a head
start seemed like a good idea.

Once the house came within sight, he caught
up with her, having reached the tree trunk where she’d first
spotted him. Taking her arm in a firm but gentle grip, he briskly
led her to the tree until her back pressed against it. She didn’t
fight him. Nathan leaned his solid body into her softer one until
she became pliable in his arms.

Candice welcomed his aggressive touch. Her
body betrayed her, even in the face of her refusal.

“Nathan…” she whispered in a thick voice
full of anguish and need.

“Don’t talk. Just kiss me once more.”

She did, damn the circumstances.

Nathan coveted the feel of her arms wrapping
around him, pulling him closer to her heat. She kissed him until he
felt her knees go weak with wanting. Knowing the moment should end
before he did something they'd both regret, he drew completely
away.

Though Nathan’s words were harsh, his eyes
pleaded. “I realize you told me No, for my father’s sake,
but tell me how you’ll feel after you’ve married him. Will my face
be the one you see while you're sharing his bed? Will I be the one
you think of when you close your eyes as he makes love to you?”

Candice gasped. Blindly, she reached out and
struck him without realizing it. His eyes glittered dangerously and
she feared he might retaliate. His words surprised her.

“I have my answer. Good-night, kitten. I
guess I don’t need to say sweet dreams,” he said quietly,
but with an irritating arrogance and confidence that was all
Nathan. She didn’t know whether to hate him or pull him back into
her arms.

He turned on his heel and walked away, not
to the house, but to his car. She recognized his need for distance
and sighed in gratitude that he’d gone so Henry could take her
home. Trying to explain to Nathan that she and Henry would not be
intimate would be fruitless. He would never believe her. After all,
they’d be married and it would be expected, in normal
circumstances. Not, of course, if it were a marriage of
convenience.

Nathan, though, did not know.

~*~

Through a window in the Bronhart house,
Henry watched the exchange between Candice and Nathan and witnessed
their desperate kiss under the large tree.

The curtains fluttered back into place.
Henry smiled, satisfied.

~*~

Candice faced a very serious problem. Each
day, her problem about what to do concerning her engagement to
Henry became more and more complicated. If she thought things were
difficult now, she could well imagine how much of a nightmare
they’d be once she and Henry were married. Especially if Nathan
lived in the house, or close by. She would die of a broken heart
every time she saw him. And the pain would only get worse with
time.

That evening, Candice realized her choices
were limited to only one. Her engagement to Henry must be cancelled
before things got worse and even more complicated.

The following morning, she knocked quietly
on Henry’s door then entered as he spoke to a client on the
phone.

“No, Martin. I don’t care,” Henry said. “If
you want to win this case, you’d better stay away from your lover.
At least until after the divorce is final. No, not long.
Maybe five more weeks.”

He finally noticed Candice in the open
doorway and motioned for her to come in and wait. “All right, then.
Good-bye, Martin.”

Henry sat back in his plush, leather chair
and sighed heavily, his strength drained away. He looked old and
distressed.

“That was Martin Gregory. He and I have
known each other for years and I’ve known his wife even longer.
She’s a loving, supportive woman and God alone knows why he cheated
on her. Now he’s filing for divorce. In my book, the man is clearly
a fool.”

Candice waited patiently for him to
continue. He looked up and her heart broke for the sweet man with
such sorrow in his eyes.

“In all the years I spent with my late wife,
I was never unfaithful—not even once. What makes a man leave such a
rare, loving woman for nothing but a younger face and a tight
butt?”

“I’m not sure, Henry. Maybe it’s a fear of
growing old.”

“Hogwash! Growing old is wonderful, when you
have someone special to share the years,” he finished quietly.

She looked away, unable to keep his gaze. He
narrowed his eyes intently, hoping Candice was considering her own
future. Nathan needed a strong woman who’d be willing to give of
herself and sacrifice her own future to be with him. From what he
saw last night, their relationship was developing nicely. It
appears his first estimation of their compatibility proved wrong.
Any relationship with his oldest son would not go smoothly. Candice
could hold her own, though, and he believed the two of them could
work out their differences.

Candice watched Henry’s face, confused to
say the least. If she left Henry and he discovered her growing love
for his son, wouldn’t that be nearly the same betrayal as Martin’s?
She couldn’t hurt him that way, but she couldn’t allow this to go
on any longer. The trap she’d willingly walked into seemed
inescapable.

“Candice, dear, what’s the matter?”

She blinked and focused on Henry’s face.
“Oh, I was—thinking.”

“About the wedding?” He watched her
closely.

“Of course,” she said automatically, pasting
a smile on her face.

Henry smiled at her blatant lie. Things were
progressing wonderfully, if that kiss she and Nathan shared last
night was any indication. She appeared dazed most of today and he
knew beyond any doubt that Nathan was the reason.

Candice cleared her throat delicately,
coming to an instant decision.

Henry raised a brow, waiting for her to
speak.

“Henry, could I ask a tremendous favor of
you? It’d be putting you in a bind.”

“Please…” He motioned for her to
continue.

“I need about a month’s leave away from
everything—for personal reasons. I can’t explain it right now, but
it’s imperative that I take this vacation.”

Thick brows drew down in a frown. Candice
looked suddenly pale and fragile to him. His brows puckered in
concern.

“Candice, are you sick?” He quickly stood
and circled his desk, taking her hands into his own.

“No, it’s not physical. It’s emotional. I
have some—problems I need to work out in my life before we marry.
Do you understand?” What am I asking of him? I don’t even
understand the turmoil going on in my own life.

Henry, however, understood perfectly.

“Yes, my dear. You take your vacation and
call me if you need anything. And I mean anything,” he
stressed.

Tears swam in Candice’s eyes. She didn’t
deserve such a generous man. Henry stood above the rest as one in a
million. What a shame she couldn’t love him as a wife should.

“Thank you, Henry. I truly appreciate you
allowing me this time away.”

Henry cupped her chin and turned it to kiss
her cheek. “Anytime, my dear.”

He helped her to stand and she quickly left
his office before her tears spilled over.

Throwing back his shoulders, the illusion of
the depressed, tired, old man disappeared. Henry smiled with a
twinkle of devilment in his eyes, pleased with the turn of events.
“I understand more than you realize,” he said and closed the door
to his office.

Returning to his desk, he reached for the
phone. He felt certain he could now initiate the next step in his
plan. It would be set in motion once he made this call.
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