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Аннотация
Five years ago, Embry Jacobs ran...
She ran from a past that still hasn�t let her go, but her dream of becoming a lawyer is stronger than her fear of confronting that past. Embry�s sole focus is to get through law school�with the help of her best friend, Morgan�and make something of the broken girl she became. Not thinking about falling in love, being in a relationship or even entertaining the idea of romance, Embry is moving forward one day at a time.
Luke Brody is charming and sexy, and has a past of his own. He wants nothing more than to put his demons to rest and move on with his life. But, when Embry enters the picture, is he destined to repeat those same mistakes?
Blindsided by their instant attraction, neither Luke nor Embry are prepared for the feelings they�re developing. But will it all be for nothing?
Will they let their pasts destroy them, or will they risk everything to fight for their relationship when it all comes undone?


Undone 
Disclosure - 1
by
R.E. Hunter 

To my �Luke.�
My love, my life, my rock.


Prologue

This can�t be happening. That thought ran on a constant loop through her head as she sat in the cold, uninviting classroom, the smell of antiseptic invading her nostrils. A shiver crept up her spine, and she couldn�t tell if it was from the temperature or her nerves. Maybe both. She sat on a hard plastic chair, hands gripped in her lap, her foot tapping furiously against the linoleum. The anticipation was killing her. She studied the three people at the front of the room, their heads bent together as they whispered amongst themselves.
Her heart thumped in her chest, the dull thud echoing in her ears as she sat silently, waiting. Her head swam, and she struggled to keep herself afloat instead of drowning in the anxiety that threatened to pull her under. She strained forward, hoping to catch even a small piece of their hushed conversation, but all she could hear was the shallow murmur of their voices. She wanted to get it over with. Like a Band-Aid, it would hurt either way. Might as well make it quick. She�d had to pick up the pieces of her broken life and move on once before. But she couldn�t do it again, not after all of her hard work. She wouldn�t accept it, she couldn�t.
How did this happen? They�d been careful. Hadn�t they been careful? She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried in vain to think of something, anything else.
The older gentleman on the end cleared his throat, pulling her from her thoughts. �Miss Jacobs?�
She looked up at the members of the university�s disciplinary committee, taking them in one at a time. She straightened her back and lifted her chin, hoping the outward display of confidence would give her some semblance of the same feeling on the inside. That was shot to hell as soon as she opened her mouth. �Y-yes, sir?� she answered, her voice trembling.
�Do you know why you�re here?� the other man asked, his eyes kind.
�No, sir.� She shook her head, but she was pretty sure she had an idea.
�Let me tell you,� the older man interjected, opening the folder in front of him. He explained the purpose of the hearing and the university�s policies regarding disciplinary sanctions.
She sat back, rubbing her palms on her pants and trying to calm down. As she listened to his words, she was hit with a rush of emotion so strong it almost bowled her over. Good. Bad. Happy. Sad. Betrayal. Rage. Shock. Relief. Relief? She fought to keep focused on the seriousness of the situation before her as a litany of memories assaulted her consciousness.
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Four months earlier �

�Look to your left � now look to your right. One of you won�t be here at the end of the year.�
Those same words were repeated year after year at law school orientations around the country. Embry Jacobs fought to keep her composure as the dean continued his sad attempt to scare her out of the next three years at Whitman Law School. The old theater seats made her itch, and her long, blond hair stuck to the back of her neck, making her antsy.
She leaned over to whisper to her best friend, �Seriously? I thought they stopped giving this speech years ago. Did the dean take this straight from The Paper Chase?�
Morgan chuckled and elbowed Embry�s ribs. �Shhh, this is very important stuff, Bree.�
Embry had read the books and watched the movies. She knew all about the scare tactics used on first-year law students. As clich� as the dean�s speech was, a good number of the students in that auditorium wouldn�t make it through the first semester, let alone all three years.
Failing out wasn�t an option for her. Embry had one chance, and she had to make it count. All she�d ever wanted was to be a lawyer, and the only thing standing in her way was the next three years of school. Already in debt from her undergraduate degree, she was relying on a scholarship to get her through law school. If she didn�t keep her grades high enough to maintain the scholarship, she�d be forced to take out more loans. At least once she graduated, she�d be able to make enough money to pay them off. Embry was startled from her thoughts by a hard poke to her arm.
�Bree, you coming?�
Embry looked up to see Morgan waiting for her. Morgan Maxwell had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. She�d been through everything with Embry, and even though they�d lived far apart for the past five years, their friendship had never suffered. When Embry left home after high school without any warning or explanation, Morgan was the only person who knew why. The real reason. Even though Embry�s leaving put a strain on Morgan�s relationship with her own parents, she stuck by Embry�s side, always supportive and never questioning. When they started applying to law schools at the same time, Morgan convinced Embry to finally come home so they could experience it together. Embry had never believed they would be so lucky to get accepted to Whitman together, so when she got her admission letter, she planned her move immediately.
Morgan�s voice broke through her thoughts again. �Earth to Embry! Did you hear a word I just said?�
�What? No, sorry,� she answered.
�Where were you just now?� Morgan asked, tilting her head and shooting Embry a curious glance.
�I was just thinking about being back home,� she said, shrugging.
Morgan bounced up and down. �Oh my God, I know! Can you believe we�re really doing this? Morgan and Bree back together again! And in law school!� She grabbed Embry�s arm and pulled her up out of the seat. �Come on, I wanna catch the next campus tour.�
Embry gave Morgan a big smile, trying to match her enthusiasm. �Okay, okay, let�s go.�
The girls exited the auditorium into the bright summer sun. Embry rummaged around in her purse for her sunglasses, and her fingers brushed the hard edge of an envelope. She dragged Morgan to a stop.
�Hey, I totally forgot I have to run to student services.� She pulled the envelope from her purse. �Something to do with my tuition. You okay to do the tour yourself?�
Morgan huffed sarcastically then gave Embry a bright smile. �I�ll be fine. You know I make friends wherever I go!�
Embry chuckled. �Okay, I�ll catch you later.�
She made her way to the law school�s building and walked through the rear door. She hadn�t been through that entrance yet and found herself disoriented as she navigated the long, empty hallways. She turned a corner and stopped to take in her surroundings. She realized she had been walking in a circle about the same time something crashed into her, spinning her around. Before she could get her bearings, she felt a large, warm hand on her arm.
�Sorry about that.�
Embry looked up at the owner of the deep, raspy voice and into a pair of the bluest eyes she�d ever seen. He was beautiful�dark, perfectly mussed hair, straight nose, square, chiseled jaw, full lips�and she could have lost herself in those eyes for days. �I�um �� Struck speechless by his good looks and the warmth of his touch, she nodded and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.
�Are you okay?� he asked, his brow furrowed.
�Yeah. Yes, I�m fine,� she forced out, nodding again. Stop nodding, Embry!
�You sure?� he asked, raising an eyebrow.
�I�m good, thanks.�
He quirked his head to the side, studying her. His face twisted into something just short of � pain? He looked perplexed and frustrated. Embry watched him shake his head slightly, as if trying to clear the emotions playing across his face. He lightly dragged his thumb across her skin before he removed his hand from her arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps in its wake.
�Sorry again,� he said with a sheepish grin, and just like that he was gone. He turned and walked away as though they hadn�t just collided and had the most intense moment.
Their entire exchange couldn�t have lasted more than a minute, but Embry felt it in every fiber of her being. Shaken by her run-in with the mysterious stranger, she retraced her steps until she found the atrium. The large, open room was filled with sunlight streaming in from the sky-lit ceiling. Tables and chairs, filled with new students laughing and talking, were scattered around the big space. The walls were covered with pictures of Supreme Court justices and esteemed faculty members, and at the end was the student services office. She made her way into the office, and as she waited for her advisor, she couldn�t help but think about those bright blue eyes.
* * *
�I�m sorry to take you away from your orientation activities,� her student affairs advisor said as she flipped through a folder full of papers.
Embry sat with her hands in her lap, glancing around the office as she waited.
�But I�m glad you�re here. There was a problem regarding your tuition that I wanted to resolve as soon as possible.�
Embry had dealt with that more than once in college. Loans and scholarships were paid out late all the time. �Was my scholarship not disbursed yet?�
The woman paused her paper shuffling and glanced at Embry before shifting her attention back to the pile. �No, no, your scholarship came through,� she answered. �Ah, here it is.� She pulled a piece of paper out of the pile and handed it to Embry. �It appears that maybe you were misinformed about the amount that the scholarship would cover.�
Embry stared at the paper and felt as if the ground had been swept out from beneath her. She was free-falling, and panic took over as she looked at the amount of the scholarship. It was ten thousand dollars short for the year.
�But, I�� Embry tried and failed to get out the words. She looked down again, hoping maybe she had read the numbers wrong. No, her scholarship didn�t cover her full tuition. How could she have missed that? She was positive that the award letter said her tuition was completely covered. She handed the paper back to her advisor, hands shaking. As she looked into the woman�s eyes, the pity she saw made Embry feel that much worse.
�I can see that this is a shock to you.� Her advisor reached for another stack of papers and handed it to Embry. �I�ve compiled the financial aid application, if you�re interested. I�m not sure if they�ll be able to disburse funds in time to cover the remaining tuition bill, but at least, if awarded, the aid check will reimburse you.�
Embry nodded numbly.
�The good news is, for students who weren�t awarded full scholarships at the outset, Whitman offers merit-based scholarships during the second and third years to those who maintain academic excellence.� The woman smiled, her voice rising an octave as if that would somehow make it easier on Embry. �So just keep up those grades, and you never know!�
Great. No pressure. Embry knew she would be sick if she didn�t get out of that office. Thanking her advisor, she tucked the financial aid packet in her purse and hurried out.
Embry walked through the crowded atrium, her head spinning. She crunched the numbers again and again but came up with the same answer. Ten thousand dollars to cover tuition for the year. She had that in savings, plus a bit more, but that was supposed to go to her rent. And what about money for groceries, bills? She would be forced to shell out all of the money up front, and financial aid was never a guarantee. She took her pity party to one of the empty tables and sat down to look through the packet her advisor had given her.
A large iced coffee was placed in front of her as Morgan sat down beside her. �Looked like you could use this. I saw you pouting from across the atrium.�
Pouting was a mild term compared to the major meltdown going on in Embry�s head. �Thanks, M.�
�That�s what best friends are for. Now tell me what�s wrong.�
Embry filled her in on the meeting with her advisor. She skated over the finer details, like the fact that she wouldn�t have money for rent. Morgan�s family owned Embry�s apartment, and the last thing she wanted was their charity.
But Morgan, being Morgan, picked up on it right away. �What aren�t you telling me? You have money saved to cover the tuition, right?�
�I have money saved...� Embry trailed off.
�But it was for your rent,� Morgan said, putting the pieces together.
Embry nodded, humiliated.
�Embry, my parents don�t need the money. The only reason you�re paying rent is because you insisted.�
�I know, but I just don�t feel right doing it any other way.�
�What about your parents? Can they help?�
The thought had crossed Embry�s mind, but she�d dismissed it as quickly as it came. �I can�t ask them. Not after leaving like I did, with no explanation. I know they love me and I�m sure they�d help if they could, but I just don�t feel right asking. I�ll look around town to see if I can pick up a bartending job somewhere. Besides��she held up the papers��there�s always financial aid.�
�Stubborn,� Morgan scolded.
�Spoiled,� she shot back with a grin.
The girls talked until it was time to head to their classes. They hadn�t been able to talk their way into the same section, so they had completely different schedules.
�Criminal law?� Embry asked Morgan as they walked out of the atrium.
Morgan nodded. �Professor Charles.�
�Gasp! I heard he�s a nightmare. Good luck. I�ve got contracts with Coleman.�
Morgan shrugged. �I�m pretty sure she learned the art of torturing first years from Charles himself.�
�Sounds like we�re both in for some fun then!� Embry said with fake enthusiasm. She turned down the hallway leading away from Morgan.
�Good luuuuuck,� her friend called.
* * *
Embry walked into the classroom and stood in the back, getting her bearings. Rows of stadium seating lay before her, and she watched students mill around. She wandered down the stairs and chose a seat toward the middle of the classroom. As she pulled out her computer, someone slid into the seat next to her.
�This seat taken?�
Embry looked up into a handsome face and a pair of chestnut-colored eyes. They had nothing on the sexy guy from the hallway, but he definitely wasn�t lacking in the looks department. What has gotten into you, Embry? It had been a while but not that long. She hadn�t been in a relationship in five years, not since him, but that hadn�t stopped her from having fun. Law school was different, though. She didn�t want any distractions: no guys, no sex, no drama. At the rate hot guys were popping up, though, she�d fail out by the end of the week.
�Nope, all yours,� she answered, busying herself with her computer.
�Cool, thanks. I�m Jeremy.� He gave her a half wave.
�Embry.�
�So what�s your story, Blondie?� he asked, reaching out to twirl a piece of her golden hair between his fingers.
�What?� Her head snapped up and she tugged her hair out of his grasp.
�You know, your story. Where are you from, what did you go to school for... the usual.�
She pointed at herself. �Embry. Not Blondie.�
He raised his hands in surrender. �Okay, sorry. I like nicknames. You�re a little uptight, aren�t you?�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� she asked, losing her cool.
�I could help you loosen up a bit, you know.� He winked.
Winked! The guy was hot�she had to admit that�but was he serious? �Are you serious?�
�Only if you say yes.�
She had no words. She rolled her eyes and went back to her computer.
He didn�t leave her alone for long. �I got your mind off your first-day jitters though, didn�t I?�
All she could do was stare at him. Who is this guy?
�I did, didn�t I?� He nudged her arm.
She finally let her guard down and laughed. �Yes, yes, you did, okay? Happy?�
�Not until you go out with me.�
�Not happening.�
�Really?�
�Really,� she deadpanned.
�You sure?� he asked, wiggling his eyebrows.
�Positive.�
�Friends?� he said.
She glared at him.
He tilted his head, widened his eyes, and pouted, giving her what she was sure was his best puppy-dog face. �Come on, we got the sex out of the way. Now we can keep it strictly platonic.�
Her eyes nearly popped out of her head. �Sex? What sex? There will be no sex!� A few curious gazes settled on Embry. She said that louder than she meant to. She should have been aggravated, but for some reason, Jeremy was making her laugh. And he was right; her first-day jitters were history.
�It�s out of the way. I hit on you, you friend-zoned me, so we�re all good. It�s platonic now.�
�Okaaay,� she said reluctantly.
�That is, until you realize how ridiculously attractive I am and regret your decision. I can�t promise I�ll wait for you, though.�
She rolled her eyes again. �You�re unbelievable.�
�Believe it, baby.�
�Embry,� she stated, pointing toward her chest again.
�Embry-baby.�
�Just Embry.�
�We�ll work on it, Blondie.� He winked again.
He was infuriating, but she couldn�t fight the smile tipping her lips. �Friends,� she agreed. And that was that.
�So, you hear anything about Professor Coleman?� he asked.
�Nothing good.�
He nodded as he tapped his pen on the desk. �You know, after that Oscar-worthy performance by the dean, I�m starting to think this is all just a big setup to make us go running for the hills.�
�Yeah, I thought he was laying it on a bit thick,� she said, searching her bag for her textbook.
�I�m pretty sure it�s all a big act. It can�t be that bad,� Jeremy said.
�Let�s hope �� Embry�s sentence trailed off as the room went silent.
Students craned their necks toward the door to catch a glimpse of the professor. After the rumors she�d heard, Embry expected someone a bit more intimidating. Instead, Professor Coleman was a petite woman, about mid-forties, with librarian glasses, shoulder-length brown hair, and a stylish skirt suit. She glided up to the podium, put down a stack of papers, and headed to the whiteboard.
�I�m Professor Coleman.� The dry erase marker squeaked across the board. �I�ll be your contracts professor. This is my contact information. My door is always open during office hours, so feel free to stop in. We�re going to go over the syllabus and class objectives today. Then I�ll tell you a bit about myself and send you on your way, so you can all let out that breath you�ve been holding.�
The entire class breathed an audible sigh of relief as they realized Professor Coleman was not going to torture them on their first day.
At the end of class, Embry packed up and felt Jeremy�s eyes on her.
�So really, where are you from? What did you study?� he asked.
�Oh. Um, well, I�m from here. I did my undergrad at the University of Florida. Studied political science. What about you?�
He smiled as he gathered his things. �I�m from Rochester. My dad owns a law firm back home and one in the city. I�m going into the family business, so law school was the next logical step. I went to Syracuse.�
Before Embry could ask Jeremy about his father�s firm, Professor Coleman gave a late announcement. �Oh, before I forget. I�m looking for a research assistant for the year. If any of you are interested, come and see me.�
Embry�s ears perked up. The research assistant position would be the perfect solution to her problem. She could make the money she needed and still focus on law. All she had to do was impress the professor. �I�m going to go check that out.�
Jeremy raised an eyebrow. �Apply at your own risk. I hear she can be pretty tough.�
�Thanks for the warning.� She waved good-bye and made her way to the front of the room.
* * *
Embry walked out of the classroom in a far better mood than when she had entered it. Professor Coleman seemed nice, and Embry had a good feeling about her chances of getting the position. She was actually excited for the semester to officially start. She fished her phone out of her purse to text Morgan, and when she glanced up, she froze.
Walking toward her was the sexy stranger. He was farther away, and she had time to take in his beauty. He was tall, well over six feet, and wore a tight gray V-neck shirt and faded jeans. His dark hair set off those blue eyes, framed by long lashes. Gorgeous. He was carrying a box, and it must have been heavy because his muscles strained against his T-shirt and Embry couldn�t look away. When she finally dragged her eyes from his biceps, she found his baby blues searching hers. He held her gaze as he walked toward her, causing her cheeks to flush under the intensity of his stare. As he drew nearer, she noticed his lips twisting into an amused smirk.
�We have to stop meeting like this,� he joked, stopping in front of her.
She was momentarily stunned but recovered quickly. �If I didn�t know better, I�d think you were following me.�
�Maybe I am,� he said, and then he smiled. Not a polite smile shared with a stranger, but a real smile. A gorgeous smile. An all-out, eyes-crinkling, dimples-popping, panty-dropping smile.
Something stirred inside of Embry. Her knees loosened, heat crept up her neck, and a swarm of butterflies took up residence in her stomach. Before she had time to acknowledge her reaction, he turned and walked away again. Sauntered, really. As she studied his backside, she realized she was in big trouble.
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The rest of the week flew by with classes during the day and more studying than was imaginable at night. On top of the overwhelming amount of reading assigned, the professors required that students brief each case in a specific format. Those briefs were then collected randomly to ensure everyone was keeping up with the assignments.
Jeremy had been right about Professor Coleman. She was tough, and Embry was kicking herself for volunteering for the research assistant position. After seeing Coleman tear a few students apart in class, Embry felt extremely intimidated.
Coleman had walked into their second class with a stack of sixty-four index cards, one for each student. On the card was the student�s name and ID picture so that she could learn each student�s name and face. She shuffled the cards and called on students at random. No one was prepared for the interrogation that followed. Coleman easily undermined and embarrassed even the most articulate students.
Embry caught a lucky break at the end of the last class. As Coleman flipped through the stack of cards, Embry got a quick glimpse of her picture. Her card was next up in the pile. She knew she�d be called on first in her next class, so she spent extra time preparing the night before.
As she sat typing up her case briefs, Embry was interrupted by her cell phone vibrating across the desk. She saw Morgan�s name flash across the screen. �Hey, Morgan.�
�Hey, Bree. How�s the studying going?�
�Never ending. I�m working on my briefs for tomorrow.�
�Yeah, me too. I still have about another fifty pages of reading, too. Hey, do you want to go to the social at Scandal tomorrow night?�
�What social?� Embry answered distractedly. She held the phone between her ear and shoulder as she continued to read and highlight the case she was working on.
�For the law school. We got an email about it a while ago. Have you come up for air at all?�
�Oh, nope, I haven�t checked my email. I�ve been so wrapped up in preparing for class,� Embry answered.
�The Student Bar Association put something together for Whitman students. All we have to do is show our school IDs at the door, and we get free entry and two drink tickets. Then drinks are half price for the rest of the night. We have to go. We can celebrate surviving our first week in law school!�
�I don�t know,� Embry said, unsure. She and Morgan always had a great time when they went out, but the last thing she needed was a distraction. She had to maintain a 3.0 GPA to keep her scholarship. �The semester�s just starting, and it�s only going to get more intense. I want to get some extra reading done this weekend to get ahead.�
�Come on, Bree, you said it yourself, it�s only gonna get worse from here on out. We might as well have some fun while we still can.�
�Yeah but��
�But nothing,� Morgan whined. �We haven�t been out together in forever. Just one night. Come on, don�t make me beg!�
�Well � I�m getting called on in Coleman�s class tomorrow. I�ll probably need a drink, or five, after that.�
�That a girl! So can I take that as a yes?� Morgan screeched.
�Yeah, I guess so.� Embry fought a smile. �I�ll go.�
�Woohoo! You won�t regret it. We�re gonna have a blast!�
�Yeah, yeah. Let me go finish these briefs so Coleman doesn�t eat me alive tomorrow.� She hung up and spent the rest of the night reading cases and reviewing her notes.
* * *
Embry felt a tug on her bag as she left her criminal law class the next day.
�Hey, Blondie, wait up,� Jeremy called.
Embry turned, her lips quirking into a smile. �What did you call me?�
�Um, Blondie?� Jeremy gave her an impish grin and lifted up a piece of her blond hair as he fell into step beside her.
�I thought we covered this already. Just Embry.� She nudged him.
Embry and Jeremy had become fast friends. They sat next to each other in most classes and grabbed lunch together during breaks. It was nice to have an ally in her section. Jeremy was called on in criminal law, and he�d analyzed the case perfectly. He even got praise from their professor.
�You did good in there, by the way,� Embry said.
�Thanks. Professor Dawson wasn�t as bad as I expected. Where are you running off to?�
�Just headed to the caf� to grab a bite. Then I�m going to hide away and go over the cases again for contracts. I don�t want to give Coleman the opportunity to catch me with my pants down.�
�Now there�s a visual� Jeremy joked, wiggling his eyebrows.
�Oh, you know what I meant, perv,� Embry said, rolling her eyes as he laughed.
�Would you like some company?� he offered. �I can quiz you on the cases. I�m meeting with Dawson at twelve thirty, but I�m all yours until then.�
�Actually that would be great. Thanks, Jer. What are you meeting with Dawson for?� she asked.
�I want to talk to him about criminal law. My dad�s firm does mostly corporate and transactional stuff, so it�s probably pointless �� Jeremy trailed off.
�No, it isn�t,� Embry said. �You should definitely check it out if you really like it.�
Jeremy�s dad expected him to carry on in the family business, but Jeremy didn�t seem too excited about working in corporate law. She felt bad that on top of the normal pressures of law school, he had the family name to live up to.
�Yeah, well, we�ll see. Anyway, I�m going to run to my car and grab my contracts book. I�ll meet you in the atrium in five?�
�Sure thing,� she said, and walked off toward the caf�.
Embry studied with Jeremy until he left for his meeting. She walked toward her classroom while reviewing her notes for the last time and preparing for the onslaught that was Professor Coleman. She looked around as she tucked her notes back into her bag and wished the sexy stranger would make another appearance. No matter how focused she was on her studies, she couldn�t get those piercing blue eyes out of her head. She wanted to see him again.
�Whoa! Hey there, chicky.�
Embry jumped as she nearly collided with her best friend. �Oh, uh � hey, Morgan.�
�Hey. What�s going on? Are you all right? You look a little flustered.�
Oh yeah, I�m fine. Just, you know, daydreaming about sexy run-ins with a total stranger. �I�m fine. Sorry, I was just lost in my head. You know, getting called on today and everything.�
�You�re gonna do great, Bree, don�t sweat it! You�ve been studying these cases for the past twenty-four hours. You know them like the back of your hand.�
Embry barely heard Morgan�s words of encouragement as her mind flitted back to her previous hallway encounter. �Yeah, I guess you�re right.�
�I know I�m right. Good luck, and call me when you get home so we can make a plan for tonight!� Morgan called as she strode away.
Embry was actually looking forward to their night out. Between the stress of getting called on in class and daydreaming about a gorgeous guy she didn�t even know, she would definitely need a drink.
* * *
Jeremy slid in next to her as she set up her computer.
�Hey, how�d the meeting go?� she asked, trying to distract herself from the nerves brewing in her stomach.
�It was cool. Professor Dawson has a private criminal practice, and we spoke about possible internship opportunities depending on my grades at the end of the semester.�
�That�s great, Jer!� Embry said.
�Yeah, except I doubt my dad would go for it. He expects me to come home and work for the firm this summer.�
Embry heard the disappointment in his voice. �Well, the summer is a long ways away. You have plenty of time to butter him up.�
�True.� Jeremy motioned toward the front of the classroom where Professor Coleman waited for the class to quiet down. He squeezed Embry�s hand. �You�re up, kiddo. Good luck.�
She took a deep breath and pulled out her notes, ready for whatever her professor threw at her.
Just as she had expected, Coleman called on her for the very first case. Embry was more than prepared. She�d rattled off the facts of the case without having to consult her brief, and answered all of Professor Coleman�s questions. Granted, Coleman turned every answer around and made her second guess herself, but Embry held her own. The same couldn�t be said of the next girl, who looked as if she were about to burst into tears after Coleman called her out for being unprepared.
As soon as the professor�s attention had landed elsewhere, Embry zoned out, daydreaming about the guy in the hallway. She knew all of the cases, and she would grab any notes she missed from Jeremy. As class drew to an end, she was pulled from her thoughts by Professor Coleman calling her name.
�Miss Jacobs, please come see me before you leave.�
Embry nodded nervously. What could that be about? Jeremy leaned over and asked the same question.
�I-I�m not sure. I thought I did okay. I did okay, right?� She was freaking out.
�You did fine, Blondie. I�m sure it�s nothing. Go see what she wants. I�ll wait for you outside.� Jeremy gave her a small, encouraging smile.
�Thanks, Jer.� She was lucky she had made such a good friend in her section.
Embry headed to the front of the classroom and waited as Professor Coleman finished up a conversation with one of the other students.
�Ah, Miss Jacobs,� her professor said, waving her over.
�Hi, Professor.� Embry said, nervously twisting her hair between her thumb and forefinger.
�You impressed me today, Embry. You knew the cases and fielded every question I threw at you.�
�Thank you, Professor.�
�You were one of the students interested in becoming my research assistant, is that right?� Coleman asked.
�Yes, I was.�
�Well if you�re still interested, I�d like to offer you the position. You�re sharp, Miss Jacobs, and I think you�d do a great job. Some of the research pertains to topics that we won�t cover until later in the semester, but I have no doubt you�ll be able to keep up.�
�That would be great, Professor. I�d really like that. Thank you,� Embry said calmly.
�Wonderful. See me after Monday�s class, and we�ll set up a meeting. Go enjoy your weekend.�
Embry practically skipped out of the classroom. She couldn�t believe it. Not only had she impressed her professor, but she got the position she needed. That definitely called for a celebratory drink. Embry nearly ran right past Jeremy in her excitement.
He grabbed her arm. �Bree, what happened? Everything okay?�
�More than okay,� Embry sang. �Coleman said I impressed her, and then she offered me the research assistant position!� She jumped up and flung her arms around his neck in excitement.
Jeremy gave her a quick hug. �Wow, that�s awesome. Congrats!�
�Thanks!� Embry said, pulling away. She was embarrassed she had jumped into his arms. �Anyway, Morgan and I are going to that social tonight to celebrate. Want to come?�
�Thanks, but I�ve got a hot date tonight.� He wiggled his eyebrows.
�Oh, a hot date? Really?� Embry questioned.
�Is that so unbelievable?� Jeremy gave her a fake pout.
�No, no,� she said, backpedaling. �I didn�t mean it like that.� She laughed nervously.
�It�s okay, Blondie, I�m messing with you.�
Embry shoved Jeremy. �So who is this hot date?�
�Becky from section four.�
�Dating outside our section, interesting,� she joked.
�Well she�s no Embry Jacobs,� he said, tugging on a lock of her hair, �but she�ll do for the night.�
Embry�s mouth popped open. She�d gotten used to his flirty ways, but hadn�t realized that Jeremy was such a man-whore. �Well, um, have fun with Becky from section four,� she offered.
�Thanks, Bree. And congrats again. Have fun tonight.� Jeremy gave Embry a wave as he left.
She headed to the parking lot with a bounce in her step and dialed Morgan as she went.
Morgan picked up on the first ring. �How bad was it? I have wine, but do I need to stop and pick up some hard liquor?�
�Wine is just fine, Morgs. We�re celebrating!� Embry cheered.
�I told you, Bree! I knew you�d do well! Let�s get ready at your place. I�ll be over in an hour, and you can tell me all about it.�
* * *
Morgan burst into Embry�s bedroom, her arms overflowing with clothes and shoes. She looked at Embry and shook her head, mumbling something about �coming prepared.� Embry just stared as Morgan dropped the clothes on the bed and arranged them into outfits.
�What, did you bring half your wardrobe? I�m already dressed if you haven�t noticed.� Embry stood in front of her full-length mirror studying her outfit. She wore a blush tank top with gold accents, dark skinny jeans and nude heels. Her long, blond hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and her green eyes popped with the subtle smoky makeup she applied.
�You look cute, babe, but we�re going out. Let�s do it up a little, impress all the sexy future lawyers we�re gonna be in school with for the next 3 years.� Morgan wiggled her eyebrows.
�What are you talking about? What about Brett?�
Brett was one of Embry�s oldest friends, and he and Morgan had been dating for four years. Embry knew that as much as Morgan liked to flirt, she�d never do anything to mess up their relationship.
�Hey, I can still look good! Anyway, I wasn�t talking about me. But you, my dear��she gestured at Embry with a stiletto��could use a bit of sexy in your life.�
�Who says I don�t have sexy in my life?� Embry asked, hands on her hips.
Morgan�s face softened. �C�mon, Bree. I know things were rough with Jack, but unless you�re really holding out on me, there hasn�t been anyone even remotely serious since. It�s been five years. You should at least put yourself out there.�
Embry cringed at the mention of her ex-boyfriend. The last thing she wanted was to be reminded of her painful past. �I�m never going there again, Morgan. Especially not when I need to be one-hundred percent focused on keeping my scholarship and making it through law school.�
�I know, I know. All I�m saying is just be open to it. I want to see you happy. You put so much pressure on yourself, I�m afraid you�re gonna crack.�
�I�m fine.� She saw Morgan�s face drop as she shut her down. �Come on, I can still have a good time! Show me some of the skanky outfits you brought for me.�
�Hey, I wear these. They�re not skanky, just slightly slutty.�
�Mmhmm,� Embry joked.
Morgan went through the pile of dresses until she found the perfect one. �Here, try this one.�
Embry shrugged out of her clothes and slipped into the dress. Morgan placed a pair of black, peep-toe heels on the floor, and Embry stepped in. She examined herself in the mirror. The dress was perfect. It was short, hitting Embry mid-thigh, and hugged every curve. It had a nude bodice with a black lace overlay and a deep V-neckline. She twirled and faced Morgan. �Well?�
Morgan clapped her hands and bounced up and down. �There�s the sexy! You look great! That dress was made for you.�
�The heels aren�t too much? I feel like a giant,� Embry said, looking down on Morgan. Embry rarely wore heels. At 5�8�, she was tall enough. She didn�t like towering over everyone.
�Are you kidding me? You have legs for miles, girlfriend. You look hot.�
Embry laughed. �If you say so. Let�s grab a drink before we go.�
* * *
�The girls are back!� Morgan shouted as she danced around the living room.
Embry chuckled at her already tipsy friend.
�I just can�t believe it, Bree. You�re back! We�re gonna have so much fun!�
Embry couldn�t help but smile as Morgan picked up a wine bottle and sang into it while bouncing around. They�d rarely had the chance to go out together over the past five years, but they had partied together in high school. Field parties. House parties. Diner parking lots at two a.m. The memories were endless. Embry hadn�t realized how much she missed it.
�So tell me more about the people in your section. Any prospects? What about Jeremy? He�s hot! Anything going on there?� Morgan prodded.
�He is hot, but he�s just a friend. Besides, he�s a total man-whore. I�m pretty sure he�s sleeping his way through all of the first year sections.�
Morgan raised her eyebrows. �You could use a little man-whore in your life.�
Embry rolled her eyes.
�Any other fine specimens in your section?�
�You�re like a teenage boy, you know that?�
Morgan laughed. �Yeah, yeah. Brett and I are like an old married couple. I need to live vicariously through you!�
�Ha. Well, there is this one guy �� Embry thought about the guy from the hallway.
�There is?� Morgan shouted. �Who is he? Tell me more!�
Embry sighed. �I wish I knew. I ran into him in the hallway, and we just had this � moment. I don�t know. We locked eyes, and it was like neither of us could look away. Instant butterflies. I�ve never felt that before.�
�You�re such a whore!�
Embry chuckled.
�What does he look like?�
�Perfect.�
�Okay, that�s a start, but I�m gonna need a bit more description.�
Embry pictured him walking toward her again. �Dark hair. Bright, bright blue eyes. Full lips. Muscles � oh god, his muscles.� She gave Morgan a sassy smile. �I think I might need a minute alone.�
Morgan�s eyes bulged, and then she fell into a fit of laughter. �Wow. I don�t think I�ve ever seen you like this over a guy. He was a student, right? Maybe he�ll be there tonight! We need to find the hallway hottie!�
�Hallway hottie?� Embry asked, raising her eyebrows.
�Yes. Hallway hottie. We are going in search of the hallway hottie!�
Butterflies flapped around in Embry�s stomach at the thought of seeing him again.
Morgan�s shriek pulled her out of her thoughts. �Cabs are HEAAAAAAAAAAA!�
�Really, Pauly D?� Embry teased.
�Shut it. I�m a little tipsy and a lot excited. Let�s go!� Morgan threw herself into the cab.
Embry slid in beside her, deciding that it would be a really good night.
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The club was packed. People were everywhere, sweaty and writhing in one big mass on the dance floor. Soft blue and purple lights lined the walls, and bright strobes from the DJ booth danced across the floor. The bass pumping from the speakers vibrated through Embry�s chest. Morgan grabbed her hand and pushed through the crowd..
�There are a few levels. I think they said the social was on the second floor,� Morgan yelled over the music. �The stairs are toward the back.�
Embry nodded and concentrated on making her way through the wall of people bumping and grinding around her. They found the back of the club and hopped in line to get up to the second floor. As they got closer to the staircase, she noticed a small room that looked like some sort of lounge. Sheer panels illuminated by muted white lights hung from the ceiling and draped the walls, bathing the room in a soft glow.
The line moved, and although Embry was aware of Morgan tugging on her arm, something in the lounge caught her attention. Piercing blue eyes filled with an emotion she couldn�t begin to understand found her and pinned her to the spot. Even though she had only seen them briefly, she�d recognize those eyes anywhere. Her hallway hottie was sitting at the lounge bar.
Her belly clenched. She took him in slowly. Designer jeans, black button-down shirt tailored perfectly to his muscular build. Sleeves rolled up to the elbows exposing tanned skin and thick veins. Embry noticed him swirl the amber-colored liquid in his glass as he waited for her to finish her greedy perusal of his body. She lingered on his face. Just the right amount of dark stubble dusted his strong jaw, and the dimple in his left cheek appeared as his mouth quirked into a small, knowing smile. He was perfect.
Embry sucked in a breath and watched, frozen, as he stood and headed toward her. She felt everything around her slow down, and all she could see was him.
Morgan was getting agitated and pulled on Embry�s hand. �Embry, what the�� She squeezed Embry tighter when she saw him walking over. �Holy fucking shit! Is that him?�
All Embry could do was nod. She was fixed to the spot, captivated by his stare.
�He�s coming over here!� Morgan whisper-yelled while tugging on Embry�s hand. �And he�s really hot!�
The two girls stood holding hands and watched the gorgeous man approach. His lazy gait gave off an air of total self-assurance.
�Hey,� he said, eyes trained on Embry.
�Hey,� Embry replied breathlessly.
The left side of his mouth quirked up again. �Can I buy you a drink?�
Oh my god! He�s so hot. Okay, words, Embry, find them and use them. �I�d like that.� Turning to Morgan, Embry said, �I�ll meet you up there, okay, Morgs?�
Morgan stood slack-jawed, looking back and forth between Embry and the hallway hottie. �Uh huh.�
�Okay, I�ll see you in a bit, then.� Embry squeezed Morgan�s hand.
Snapping out of it, Morgan pulled Embry into a hug. �Holy shit! Have fun, be safe. Come find me upstairs.�
* * *
Embry watched Morgan head up the stairs and then turned back to the gorgeous man.
�Shall we?� he asked, turning his full smile on her.
Embry�s knees knocked. �Sure.�
A shiver ran through her as he pressed a hand to the small of her back and led her into the lounge. She settled on the stool beside him and tried not to look as nervous as she felt.
�What would you like?�
�Um, what are you drinking?� she asked, eyeing his glass.
�Johnny Walker Blue. Scotch whiskey.�
�Oh.� She wrinkled her nose and waved the bartender over. �Do you have wine? Pinot noir?�
�Sure thing,� said the bartender, heading off to pour her drink.
His arm brushed against hers. �You�re fancy, huh?�
�Oh, you should talk, Mr. Blue Label,� she joked.
�Ah, you got me.� He smiled again, the skin around his eyes crinkling and his dimple deepening. �I�m Luke, by the way.� He held out his hand. �Luke Brody.�
�Bree. Um, Embry Jacobs.� She placed her hand in his.
He bent his head until his soft lips grazed her knuckles, his eyes still trained on hers. �Nice to meet you, Embry.�
She flushed from head to toe. The bartender ended their moment by setting down Embry�s drink. �Thanks,� she said.
�No problem.� The bartender smiled and walked away.
�So �� Embry said, returning her attention to Luke. It came out as a strangled whisper. She sipped her wine and tried again. �So what are you doing down here? Shouldn�t you be up at the social?�
�Ah, no.� Luke rubbed the back of his neck, looking uncomfortable. �I�m not a student. I�m an attorney.�
�Oh.�
�I�m working on some research with one of the professors, so I stop by the law school every now and then.�
�That�s cool.� Embry noticed he spoke in a slow, southern drawl. �You�re not from around here, are you?�
He chuckled. �Is it that obvious?�
�Well, yeah,� Embry answered. He looked down. Oh my gosh, is he blushing? Embry quickly added, �It�s a good thing, though. I like your accent.�
He smiled, his cobalt eyes lighting up. �I�m from Georgia, actually.�
Embry loved his voice and the way his eyes shined when he smiled. She wanted him to keep talking. �What brought you to New York?�
�Change of pace. An opportunity came up, and I took it. What about you?�
�Well, I�m from here originally. I went to school in Florida and spent the last few years there. My best friend Morgan��she motioned upstairs��convinced me to come back home for law school.�
He smiled and touched her hand. �Well, I�m glad she did.�
Embry blushed, not knowing what to say.
�So where in Florida did you go to school?�
�UF,� she said.
Luke�s face dropped. �Really?�
�Yes,� she answered, thrown by his reaction.
�Are you sure?� he asked.
She let out a small laugh. �Am I sure that I went to the University of Florida? Yes, I�m pretty sure.�
Luke nodded, his expression unreadable. �Do you like football?�
�I bleed orange and blue,� Embry answered, smiling.
�That�s too bad,� he said, a playful glint in his eye. He took a sip of his drink and stood as if to leave.
�I�what?�
�I bleed red and black,� he deadpanned.
�Oh my God!� Embry�s eyes widened as the pieces fell into place.
�University of Georgia undergrad,� Luke said. �Go Dawgs!�
Embry�s face fell into her palm, and she shook her head. She peeked up at him through her fingers. �Well, it was nice while it lasted.�
Luke chuckled. �It was, wasn�t it?�
She nodded.
�Maybe we can work something out, because I don�t think I�m ready to give up on you just yet.� He winked, and her insides clenched.
She didn�t know what to say, so she just smiled and took him in. She couldn�t believe she was talking to a gorgeous man who, a few days ago, was just some stranger in a hallway.
�Like what you see, Bree?� His voice was husky, his eyes hooded.
Hypnotized by his gaze, she didn�t even think twice as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded.
Luke flicked his eyes to her mouth, licked his lips, and slowly leaned toward her. Embry�s breath caught, and she held still, waiting to see what he would do.
He lifted his hand and cupped her cheek. �You�re beautiful,� he whispered.
Embry let out a breath and melted into his touch. It felt so natural. He brushed his thumb gently across her cheekbone and smiled.
�Hi, guys!� Morgan said from behind them, interrupting their moment.
Luke dropped his hand and gave Embry a shy smile before pulling away.
�Hi, Morgan,� Embry huffed, staring daggers at her best friend.
Morgan widened her eyes at Embry.
�Morgan, this is Luke. Luke, my best friend Morgan.� Embry said, waving her hand back and forth between them.
Luke offered his hand. �Nice to meet you, Morgan.�
�You too, Luke.� Morgan placed her hand in his for a light shake. �I just stopped in to check on you,� Morgan said to Embry.
�Oh, we�re good,� Embry said.
�Yeah, I can see that.� Morgan chuckled. �I�m just gonna make a pit stop and head back upstairs. I�ll see you up there.�
Morgan walked away, and Embry turned back to Luke. They started talking at the same time.
�I should��
�I�ll let you��
They laughed.
�You first,� Luke said.
�I was just going to say I should probably head up there.�
�Yeah, I don�t want to keep you from your first law school social. They can get pretty wild,� he teased.
�Oh, I bet.� Embry laughed. �Well, thanks for the drink �� Embry was distracted by her phone vibrating in her clutch. She pulled it out and found a text from Morgan.

Holy hallway hottie! He is gorgeous! Find me on the dance floor when you come up for air! ;)

Before she knew what he was doing, Luke grabbed Embry�s phone.
�What the�� She watched him play with the keypad for a minute before putting the phone back in her hand.
He brushed her long blond waves over her shoulder and cupped her neck. �Now you have my number. And I have yours.� He leaned in and whispered, �I�ll be seeing you, beautiful.� He brushed his lips against her cheek.
Embry�s knees nearly gave out. She sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. �See you,� she said, as she got up to head out of the lounge. She gave Luke one last look on her way up the stairs and was rewarded with a sexy wink.
* * *
Embry and Morgan flung themselves into Embry�s apartment and collapsed onto the couch.
�I am beat!� Morgan said a little too loudly.
�You tore up that dance floor!� Embry yelled back, her ears ringing from the loud club music.
�You know I got moves.� Morgan shimmied in place.
Embry kicked off her heels and rubbed her sore feet. She dropped her clutch, and her phone bounced out. She picked it up and saw she had a new text. Opening the message, she smiled at Luke�s name.

Hi beautiful. Hope you had a good time tonight and made it home okay. 

She sighed and fell back against the seat, clutching her phone to her chest.
�Hey, why do you look all dreamy and weird all of a sudden?� Morgan questioned.
�I don�t look weird,� Embry said defensively.
�Why are you hugging your phone?�
Embry shook her head and held out her phone. �Luke texted me.�
Morgan read the text and tossed the phone back into Embry�s lap. �I think I love him already. Now spill! I need details!�
Embry hadn�t told Morgan about her drink with Luke yet. When she had joined the party upstairs, Morgan shoved a glass of champagne in her hand and dragged her out onto the dance floor. They met and mingled with some people from their sections and danced the night away. It was a blast.
Embry proceeded to tell Morgan everything about her drink with Luke up until the point that Morgan had interrupted them.
�It looked like you were getting pretty cozy,� Morgan teased.
�Yeah, until someone couldn�t help her nosy tendencies and ruined our moment!�
Morgan held up her hands . �Hey, I was just checking on my best friend.�
�Yeah right. You just wanted a closer look at Luke.�
�Can you blame me?�
�Nope. Right before you walked in, he totally caught me staring shamelessly at him and called me out on it. I couldn�t even speak. His eyes got all smoldery, and he leaned in and told me I was beautiful. But I swear, Morgan, it�s probably a good thing you interrupted when you did or I might have mauled his face.�
�That�s my girl! Whatever�s happening between you two, I like it. So are you gonna text him back?�
�No. I don�t know. Maybe. Probably.�
Morgan raised an eyebrow.
�I want to.� Embry sighed. �It�s just � I�m supposed to be doing this for me, focusing on law school, my future. I don�t want to lose myself in a relationship again. I�m scared of how he makes me feel. I don�t even know him.�
�Look, I know Jack did a number on you, but not every guy is like him. Luke is the first guy you�ve met in five years who has you genuinely interested, so why not give it a chance? See where it goes.�
�Yeah � I guess.� Embry yawned. �Maybe I�ll sleep on it.�
Morgan got up and headed for the guest room. �Yeah, sleep is good. I�m going to pass out. Love you, Bree Bear,� she said, using Embry�s childhood nickname.
Embry smiled. �Love you, M.�
* * *
Embry walked into her bathroom to get ready for bed. She washed her face and brushed her teeth. As she stood looking in the mirror, she replayed her time with Luke. She lifted her fingers to her cheek and remembered the soft feel of his lips on her skin.
Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, Embry went into her closet to change. Stripping off the too-sexy dress, she pulled on a pair of boxers and a tank and climbed into bed with her phone. She read Luke�s text a few times and decided not to text him back just yet. She tossed her phone on the nightstand and rolled over.
Embry thought about what Morgan had said. Embry�s relationship with Jack had once been so perfect, and then they completely fell apart. He was charming, popular, handsome, and sweet; everything she had ever wanted. They were high school sweethearts who started dating at sixteen. Everyone thought they were the one couple who would stand the test of time, but no one knew the real Jack.
After a year together, he changed, letting parts of his real personality show through. It started with little fits of jealousy. Jack wasn�t happy about the amount of male friends Embry had, even though they all had girlfriends. Anything that took her attention away from him caused a problem. Jack�s jealousy morphed into possessiveness, and he dealt with his insecurities by putting her down�making her feel worthless and ugly.
People at school adored Jack. Even Embry�s parents loved him. They referred to him as their future son-in-law, and he played the part well. He was the loving boyfriend who worshipped the ground Embry walked on � until she said or did something he didn�t like. Behind closed doors, Jack�s ugliness escalated. The emotional abuse he put Embry through wore her down. He had a way of manipulating her into believing it was all her fault, and if she would just behave the way he expected, he wouldn�t have to get so angry. He lifted her up so high when he wanted to, but when he put her down, she never felt so low. She lived and breathed by his moods.
By the last semester of their senior year, Embry knew that in order to save herself and her sanity, she had to get out of the relationship. She never would�ve escaped him if it hadn�t been for Morgan.
After a particularly bad fight with Jack, Embry broke down and told her best friend everything: how much she loved Jack, how he blamed her for the hurt he caused, how hard she tried to make him happy, all the awful things he said and did to her. She was at her wits� end. He would never change, never leave her in peace.
Morgan helped Embry apply to a few schools out of state and away from Jack. She made a point of always being around Embry, claiming that they�d soon be at different schools, so Jack didn�t have much time alone with her. Graduation came and went, and Embry had the opportunity to start school early, taking summer session classes at the university. She packed up without warning and moved over a thousand miles away.
Leaving Jack, Morgan, and her family hadn�t been easy. Embry moved to Florida without knowing a single person. She was determined to figure out who she was, and she came out on the other side with amazing friends, memories, and a whole new Embry.
But she never really felt free of Jack. After all those years, she still hadn�t let another man get close. She�d had some hookups and dated a few guys here or there, but as soon as it looked like it might get serious, she walked away. It was hard for her to trust that a man genuinely wanted to get to know her and wouldn�t turn on her, break her down, and control her.
Embry�s thoughts shifted to Luke. What was it about him that had her acting so out of character? She had worked so hard to put herself back together after Jack. But Luke brought down all of her walls with one look. She couldn�t hide her reaction to him. No one had ever affected her that way, and it made her uneasy. Morgan was right; she wanted to get to know Luke. She actually wanted to open up to him. Letting out a long breath, she reached for her phone.

Home safe, had a great time. Thx for the drink. x

Embry turned off her phone and went to sleep. She dreamed of a southern boy with blue eyes.
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Embry sat in the law school atrium on Monday afternoon, eating lunch and listening to Morgan ramble about one of the girls in her class. Students bustled in and out of the crowded atrium, their chatter bouncing off the walls and filling the room with a loud hum.
�I mean, I just don�t get it. She�s like a machine. She somehow manages to keep up with all of the work and stay perfectly prepared for each class. Her answers are flawless, and she doesn�t hesitate to throw one of us under the bus if we give a wrong answer. I can�t stand the girl!�
Embry tuned Morgan out when she noticed Luke walking into the atrium. Everything around her melted away, and all she saw was him. He scanned the open space, searching her out. Their eyes met and locked as he crossed the atrium. Embry felt her skin warm from the intensity of his gaze. When he passed her table, he winked, his lips tipping into a slight smile. As much as she wished he�d stop and say hi, she didn�t mind the view as he left.
She�d woken up Saturday morning to a good morning text from Luke, and they texted back and forth all weekend. As much as Embry needed to focus on law school, she wanted to talk to Luke and get to know him better. She had never felt such a pull toward a man.
�Um, wow!� Morgan exclaimed. �What was that and why do I feel like I need a cold shower after watching the two of you devour each other with your eyes?�
Embry took in Morgan�s surprised face and couldn�t help but laugh.
�On Friday, you weren�t even sure if you were going to text him back. Now he�s looking at you like he wants to eat you alive. What did I miss?�
�Um �� Embry gave a shy smile. �I wound up texting him back.�
�Clearly! And?�
�We�ve kind of been talking all weekend.�
�Why didn�t I hear about this?�
�You left to spend the weekend with Brett before I even woke up. It�s not like anything monumental happened. We just texted back and forth. He�s really sweet.�
�Sweet isn�t the adjective I would choose after seeing him molest you with his eyes, but okay, go on,� Morgan said, her face splitting into a wide grin.
Embry playfully shoved Morgan�s shoulder. �Shut it. He is sweet. He asked to see me tonight.�
�Ooooh, he did?�
�Mmhmm.�
�And?�
�I said yes, but I figured��
�Oh. Em. Geeeee,� Morgan squealed. �A date! I�m coming over after class to help you get ready, and you better give me minute-to-minute updates throughout the night.�
Embry grabbed Morgan�s shoulders to stop her bouncing. �Morgan, calm. I told him that I wanted to see him, but I was worried about getting all of my studying done. So he offered to come over and cook for me instead of us going out.�
Morgan�s eyes widened in awe. �He�s hot and he cooks? Where can I get one?�
�You already have one. His name is Brett, and you just spent a romantic weekend away with him, remember?�
Morgan laughed. �You know Brett�s idea of cooking is putting a Pop-Tart in the toaster, right? And even those wind up burnt most of the time. But nice try.�
Embry shook her head. Her phone buzzed, and Luke�s name popped up.

Hi beautiful. Looking forward to tonight. 

Embry looked up with a huge grin and showed Morgan the text.
�You really think you�re going to get any studying done with that fine piece of man in your apartment? I�m pretty sure everyone in the atrium felt the sex pulsing between you two. Ask Jeremy to send you his notes because the last thing you�ll be doing tonight is homework.� Morgan winked.
Embry raised an eyebrow. �Are you calling me a slut, Morgan Jade?�
�If the slutty shoe fits.�
Embry narrowed her eyes, and both girls broke out into giggles.
Composing herself, Morgan grabbed her things from the table. �All right, girlie, time for class. I�ll text you after. If you�re having a night in, I don�t think I need to come dress you, but I still want updates.�
�Yeah, yeah. I�ll text you later.�
Embry waved good-bye to Morgan and walked toward her next class. She pulled out her phone to text Luke and walked into what felt like a solid chest. I need to stop walking into people in hallways. Embry mumbled an apology without looking up and made her way around the chest in question. She froze when two big hands lightly gripped her shoulders.
�Fancy meeting you here.�
Embry�s eyes shot up. Luke stared down at her, smirking. �Hmmm, I have a thing for good-looking men in hallways,� Embry joked. �I was actually just texting you back.�
�Well now you can tell me in person,� he said in that deep, sexy voice.
Embry noticed that his hands were still gripping her arms. He gently rubbed his thumbs back and forth across her skin, and for a second, she forgot how to speak. Nervously shoving her hair behind her ear, she looked up through her long eyelashes. �I, um � I can�t wait for tonight.�
Luke gave her a dazzling smile. �Me neither.� He glanced over her shoulder and dropped his hands. �I have to run; I�ll see you at six?�
�Yep. I�ll text you my address.�
Embry walked into her classroom and plopped down next to Jeremy. �Hey, stranger.�
�Hey, Blondie. How was your weekend?�
�It was good. Yours?�
�Great. How was the social?�
�It was fun! You were missed,� Embry said, nudging his arm.
�Hopefully there�ll be more!�
�Yeah. You can bring Becky along next time,� she suggested.
�Nah, she turned out to be a dud. I wound up hanging out with Angela from section two.�
Embry�s mouth fell open.
The professor walked in, ending their conversation. Embry spent the entire class mindlessly typing notes and daydreaming about Luke. Thank God her professor put an outline up on the projector, because Embry didn�t hear a word he said.
By the time class was over, she was a nervous wreck. What was I thinking inviting him to my apartment? Embry hadn�t been alone with a man in quite a while, and she wasn�t sure being alone with Luke was the best idea. At the same time, she couldn�t wait to spend some time with him. She tapped out a quick text giving Luke her address and headed home to get ready.
She walked through her apartment door and immediately regretted inviting him over. Ugh, when did this place become such a mess? Embry ran around picking up shoes and purses and shoving them in her closet. All of her law textbooks were strewn around the apartment, so she stacked them neatly on her desk.
Once she�d cleaned the apartment, she had about an hour until Luke came over. She hopped in the shower, and shaved in all the important places, just in case. She blow-dried and curled her hair, threw on some makeup, and stared into her underwear drawer. Lace or practical? Sexy or cute? He is so not seeing my underwear tonight.
Embry was startled out of her thoughts by her phone. She grabbed it and saw that she had a text from Luke. He was on his way. Crap. She grabbed a lace set, threw on a silky, mint button-down blouse, dark skinny jeans, nude flats, and a gold chunky necklace. Embry took the wine out of the freezer and was in the bathroom giving herself a spritz of perfume when the doorbell rang.
�Coming!� She smoothed her shirt and headed for the front door. She pulled open the door, and instead of Luke, she was face to face with her creepy upstairs neighbor.
�Hey, Embry,� he said, leaning against the doorjamb. He gave her a thorough once-over, which left her feeling as though she needed another shower. �Looking good.�
�What can I do for you?�
Reggie had seen Embry moving in and taken it upon himself to be her one-man welcoming committee. Since then, he�d stopped by her apartment randomly, trying to convince her to go out with him so he could �show her the sights.�
�All dressed up and no place to go?� Reggie asked, raising his eyebrows.
�Um, no ��
�Actually,� said a familiar raspy voice, �she has dinner plans with me.�
Embry turned to see Luke walking up the stairs, grocery bag in hand. He looked sexy as hell in tan, pressed khakis and a dark blue button-down that made his eyes look even more amazing, if that was possible. Reggie backed up, and Luke slipped in through the door, bending down to give Embry a kiss on the cheek before walking into the kitchen to put down the groceries.
Luke came back to the door and put his arm around Embry�s waist. �Hey, man, I�m Luke. Nice to meet you.� He stuck out his free hand for Reggie to shake.
�Reggie,� he said, shaking Luke�s hand. �Well, I guess I�ll see you around, Embry. Have a nice dinner.�
�Bye, Reggie,� Embry said, relieved that Luke had saved her from an awkward conversation. She shut the door and turned around right into Luke�s chest. She lifted her gaze up to him. �Hey.�
�Hey,� Luke replied, tucking a stray hair behind Embry�s ear.
�Hey,� Embry said again, sounding more breathless than she would�ve liked.
�Hey,� he whispered, his eyes burning into hers.
He hooked his finger beneath her chin, gently tilting her head, and before she had time to think, his mouth was on hers. He ran his tongue lightly along her bottom lip until she opened for him, their tongues tentative, exploring. She thought her knees would give out at the sensation. Luke deepened the kiss, his hands roaming her curves as his hard body covered hers. Embry reached up, digging her hands into his perfect hair. She was a second away from climbing him and wrapping her legs around him.
Luke pulled back slightly, causing Embry�s hands to fall to his chest. He gently nipped and sucked at her bottom lip before dragging his mouth from hers. Staring at her with desire in his eyes, Luke braced his hands on the door on either side of Embry�s head, clearly trying to calm himself. She could only focus on the warmth of his chest beneath her hands and the sweet taste of him lingering on her lips.
Luke leaned his head against his shoulder and looked down at her. �I�m sorry, Bree, I just � I�ve been wanting to do that since I laid eyes on you in the hallway. Was that okay?�
Embry nodded, her hands playing with the buttons on his shirt. �More than okay,� she said quietly. As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she knew they were true. She felt safe with Luke.
�Good,� he said, placing a sweet kiss on her forehead. He grabbed her hand and led her toward the kitchen. �Let�s get you fed then.�
�Want to see the apartment first? I can give you a quick tour if you want,� Embry offered.
�Sure, beautiful. Lead the way,� he said, a smile lighting his eyes.
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Embry led Luke around her apartment. The front door opened into a living room/dining room combo with an open kitchen to the left. Through the dining room was the hallway to the guest bedroom/office, bathroom, and the master bedroom at the end. The master bedroom had its own bathroom. Both the living room and bedroom had sliding glass doors that led onto a sizeable balcony.
�Nice setup you�ve got here,� Luke said, looking out from the balcony. �No roommate?�
�Nope, just me. I was supposed to live with Morgan; her parents own the apartment. But her boyfriend asked her to move in with him, so I got the place to myself.�
�You don�t get too lonely all by yourself?� he asked.
�Nah. I don�t really have the chance to get lonely, Morgan still hangs around so much.� Embry laughed. �What about you? Do you live alone?�
�Yep. It�s just me. I bought a place over in Bayville.�
�So don�t you get lonely?� Embry asked, turning Luke�s question back on him.
�I�m working on that right now.� He smiled down at her and pulled her in for a quick kiss.
Embry hummed her approval.
Luke tugged her back into the living room. �Come on, let me feed you.�
Embry followed Luke into the kitchen and pointed out the essentials he�d need. As he acquainted himself with her kitchen, she went over to the island where Luke had set down the grocery bag. She peeked into the bag to see what he brought. Luke came up behind her and tickled her until she squirmed away from the bag.
�Hey, I just wanted to see what you were making,� she complained.
�Don�t worry about it.� He gave her a sly smile.
Embry planted her hands on her hips, challenging him. �I don�t like surprises, you know.�
�Then whoever was trying to surprise you wasn�t doing it right.� Luke gave her a cute smile that caused his dimple to pop. Then his face turned serious. �Didn�t you say you have work to do? I don�t want to keep you from it.�
�Yeah, I should probably try to get some reading done for crim law. I�ll be right here.� Embry motioned toward the couch. �Just holler if you need me.�
�Got it.�
* * *
Morgan was right; Embry couldn�t concentrate. There was a gorgeous man in her kitchen. When she wasn�t watching Luke, Embry was reliving the feel of his lips on hers. After reading the same sentence for about the tenth time, she put down her textbook and headed into the kitchen. She peered over Luke�s shoulder.
He sensed her and looked back. �Need something?�
�Nope. Just making sure things are running smoothly.�
�Is that so?�
�Yep. Quality control check.�
He chuckled. �I�m pretty sure I�ve got it covered.�
�Anything I can do to help?�
�Yes, go finish your work.�
Embry chewed her lip and tried her best to look innocent. �I can�t.�
�What do you mean? Do you need help with one of the cases?�
She shook her head and looked down. �I can�t concentrate.�
Luke grabbed her chin and brought her eyes to his. �What�s got you distracted, beautiful?�
A mischievous grin formed on her face. �Well, he�s about 6�3�, dark hair, blue eyes ��
�I�m distracting you, am I?�
�Mmmhmmm.� Embry nodded.
Luke pulled her in for a kiss. �Okay fine, you can help. Dinner�s almost ready, but why don�t you pour us some wine and grab some plates and silverware.�
Embry set the small glass table in her dining room, poured them each a glass of the chardonnay she had chilled, and plopped down on one of the stools in the kitchen to watch Luke.
His back was to her as he dished out the food and arranged their plates. He scooted past her to the table and called over his shoulder, �Grab the salad, will you?�
Embry brought the salad bowl over and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw an impressive meal laid out in front of her. �Luke, is that��
�Spinach and feta stuffed chicken breast,� he said.
�And mixed greens with baked goat cheese? This is one of my faves. How did you know?�
�I might have run into Morgan today, and she might have given me a few ideas.�
�I can�t believe you did this. That was unbelievably thoughtful. Thank you.�
�You�re welcome, beautiful. Come on, dig in.� Luke gestured to the table, and they both sat down to eat.
Embry groaned with pleasure at her first bite of chicken.
�You like?� Luke asked.
�More than like. This is delicious!�
�I�m glad. Enjoy it,� he said with a small, satisfied smile.
�Where did you learn to cook?� Embry asked between bites.
�My mom is an amazing cook. I used to avoid other chores by following her around and helping in the kitchen. I guess I picked up a few things along the way.�
Embry nodded and sipped her wine. Before she could ask more about his family, Luke changed the subject.
�So who was that Reggie guy? A friend of yours?�
Embry snorted. �Not really. More like the neighborhood welcoming committee.�
Luke gave Embry a curious look.
�He�s my upstairs neighbor. He stopped by to welcome me to the community when he saw me moving in. Now he drops in all the time to try to get me to go out with him. I�ve told him repeatedly that I�m not interested.�
�Is he bothering you?�
�Eh, he�s a little creepy but probably harmless.�
�Just be careful. Let me know if he makes you uncomfortable.�
�Thank you. And thanks for earlier. Maybe he�ll back off a bit now.� Not wanting to continue talking about her creeper, Embry shot questions at Luke. �So tell me more about you. Brothers? Sisters? Mom and dad? I don�t even know what kind of law you practice. Or how old you are.�
Luke laughed and raised an eyebrow. �One, none, alive and well in Georgia, general practice, and thirty-one.�
Embry smirked. �Smart ass. I was looking for a little more than that.�
Luke shrugged and gave her an evil smile. �Your turn.�
�Fine. What do you want to know?�
�The same. Parents, siblings � age, sex, Social Security Number,� he joked.
Embry chuckled. �I grew up in Westhampton Beach. My parents still live there. Only child. And I�m twenty-five.�
�Only child, huh? Did it get lonely?�
�No, never. I grew up with Morgan. She has a busload of siblings. I was never bored or lonely. I kind of hightailed it out of town when I graduated high school. Other than short holiday visits, this is the first time I�ve really been back since I left five years ago.�
�Anxious to get away and experience life, huh?�
�Yeah, something like that,� Embry mumbled. Desperate for a change of subject, she decided to try again to get more information out of Luke. �Tell me about your brother. Older or younger?�
�Camden, Cam. He�s four years older than me. Married; my sister-in-law, Lori, is pretty amazing.� Luke�s face lit up with a huge smile. �I have a niece, Mac. Mackayla. She�ll be three in a few months. They�re all in Georgia, near my parents. I don�t see Mac as often as I�d like since I moved up north, but we have Skype dates.�
�Awww, Uncle Luke,� Embry said, smiling sweetly.
�That�s me.�
Embry eyed Luke�s empty plate. �Are you finished?�
�Yup.� Luke patted his stomach, drawing Embry�s eyes to that area and leaving her thinking about what he�d look like without the shirt. �That was pretty damn good if I say so myself.�
Embry stood and cleared the dishes, bumping Luke with her hip as she walked by. �Pretty damn good indeed, Chef Luke.�
* * *
After cleaning up the kitchen, Embry grabbed the bottle of wine and their glasses and headed to the couch. She pulled her legs beneath her, sitting sideways on the couch. �So ��
�So,� Luke responded, settling next to her. He eyed the law book on the coffee table and glanced at Embry, his eyes darkening. �Do you have a lot more work to do for tomorrow? I don�t know how much longer I should continue to distract you.�
�Actually, I�m all set for tomorrow,� Embry admitted. �I�m ahead; I just like to keep up with the workload so it stays that way.�
Luke nodded and shifted toward her, stretching his arm out along the back of the couch. Suddenly shy, Embry played with the hem of her shirt. Luke�s fingers grazed her cheek, and she looked up into his intense blue eyes. With no more small talk to distract them, the desire between them was palpable.
Before she could react to her own impulses, Luke�s hand wrapped around Embry�s nape, pulling her in for a searing kiss. He started gentle, his tongue making slow, lazy passes through her mouth. She felt her need grow as the passion between them took over. She came up on her knees, her hands traveling up his chest and gripping his biceps. He paused to look at her. She was sure the desire in his eyes matched her own. His arms came around her as his mouth connected with hers.
�Mmm,� he hummed against her lips. �You taste so good.�
Luke�s raspy words were Embry�s undoing. She tugged him closer, deepening the kiss.
He pulled back, tugging gently on her bottom lip before letting it go. �But as good as you taste��he said, resting his forehead on Embry�s��we have to slow down.�
It had been over a year since Embry had been with anyone, and as much as she knew she should take it slow, she couldn�t help herself when it came to Luke. She felt drunk with need and embarrassed by how quickly she had gotten carried away.
�Sorry, I � um �� Embry hopped off the couch and turned toward the kitchen.
�Hey.� Luke�s strong arms circled her from behind. �Don�t be sorry. I liked it.� He turned her in his arms so she was looking up into his beautiful blue irises. �I more than liked it.� He gave her a sweet kiss on the nose. �I just � I like you. I want to get to know you. I want to do this right.�
Embry saw the sincerity in his eyes and relaxed in his arms. �Okay,� she said, chewing on her lip. �I like you, too.�
�Good.� He tugged her lip out of her mouth and nudged her toward the kitchen. �Because I don�t go out of my way to buy Chubby Hubby for just anyone.�
�You didn�t!� Embry slapped Luke�s chest playfully.
�I did.� Luke moved toward the freezer and pulled out Embry�s favorite ice cream. �Go grab some spoons, beautiful. Let�s have some dessert.�
�Bowls?� Embry asked as she pulled two spoons from the drawer.
�Nah, live dangerously. Straight out of the carton,� Luke said, wiggling his eyebrows.
Embry shook her head and laughed. She plopped on the couch, cozied up next to him, and dug her spoon into the ice cream. After taking a bite, she pointed her spoon at Luke and narrowed her eyes. �You, Mr. Brody, are good. How did you sneak this by me?�
�I have my ways,� Luke said with a sly smile.
They ate their ice cream and finished off the wine, laughing and joking.
Luke checked his watch and sighed. �I should probably head out, let you get some more studying done.�
�Okay. I should review my notes for tomorrow�s classes.�
Luke stood and pulled Embry into his arms, hugging her tight. �Thank you for tonight, beautiful.�
She pulled back to give him a surprised look. �I should be the one thanking you. This was an amazing first date.�
�I�m glad you thought so.�
�You set the bar pretty high for yourself though,� she joked. �I�ll expect nothing less than a private chef next time.�
�As long as there is a next time, you can have whatever you want,� Luke said.
Embry loved how sweet he was even when she was giving him a hard time. �I�d like that.� She pushed up on her toes and touched her lips to his. They were startled out of their moment by Embry�s phone blasting Morgan�s ringtone. �Sorry, let me just grab that quick. Morgan�s probably checking to make sure I�m still alive. I was supposed to give her on-the-minute updates.� Embry answered her phone saying, �You have either the most amazing or the most horrible timing ever.�
�Did I interrupt again?� Morgan laughed.
�Yes. Again.�
�Sorry, babe. So he�s still there, huh? Date must be going well.�
�Yes, Luke is still here. Yes��Embry smiled at Luke��we had a nice night. He�s just heading out so I can get some studying done.�
�Cool. I want details. I�m leaving campus now. I had a late night in the library. I�ll stop in on my way home.�
Embry heard the click as Morgan hung up, and she stared at her phone. �How does she do that?�
Luke folded her in his arms as he kissed a path up her neck. �Do what?�
�Morgan just invited herself over,� she said, laughing. �I told you I�m never alone for long.�
�Good, I don�t like the thought of you alone.� He looked down at her intently. �I better get my goodnight kiss before we�re interrupted.�
Embry didn�t have a chance to answer. Luke�s lips covered hers, and his tongue swept into her mouth. Embry went with it, enjoying the slow rhythm of the kiss. She pulled back first, placed a chaste kiss on his lips, and nuzzled into his chest. She loved his spicy, sexy scent and the feel of his arms wrapped around her.
Luke gazed down at her once more, and shot her a panty-dropping smile as he released her. He walked out the door, turning at the landing. �Night, Embry.�
�Night,� she said as she stood in the doorway.
�Morgan,� Luke said, on his way down the stairs.
�Oh hey, Luke, fancy seeing you here,� her best friend called as she passed him. Looking up at Embry, Morgan sighed. �He�s dreamy.�
�Tell me about it.� Embry pulled Morgan inside to catch her up on their date.
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The next few weeks flew by. Embry�s work load was more than anything she could have imagined, but she somehow kept up. On top of her class schedule and homework, she was working on research for Professor Coleman and trying to make time to see Luke.
They texted almost every day and talked on the phone as much as possible, but with little free time, they had no choice but to slow things down and really get to know each other. Luke seemed reluctant to talk about his family, but from the little he�d said, Embry pictured a well-off southern family. She imagined his parents living in a large plantation house surrounded by weeping willows and gorgeous old oak trees. She had no idea if that was accurate, but she liked to think so.
His father owned some sort of corporation in Georgia, and Luke�s brother, Camden, helped run the company. Luke used to handle the legal side of the family business, but he was taking a step back and focusing on his solo practice . His favorite color was blue�which, coincidentally, had become Embry�s new favorite since it reminded her of his gorgeous eyes. He worked out religiously, lived for Georgia football, and loved southern cooking and country music. The football team and music preferences were something she would have to work on.
Luke hadn�t been around campus much, and when he was, he was almost � stand-offish. They�d met for lunch a few times at his office in Oyster Bay, and Embry got the feeling he didn�t want to be seen around campus with her. Morgan chocked it up to their age difference or him being uncomfortable that he was working with one of the professors and dating a student. Embry thought maybe he just didn�t want to get too serious. Either way, she didn�t want to scare him off, so she left it alone and enjoyed what time she did have with him.
* * *
Embry walked across campus with Jeremy for a coffee break. The caf� in their law school was pretty good, but she wasn�t human without her Starbucks. Luckily, the student hub had one.
�So who�s on deck for this weekend?� Embry asked, elbowing Jeremy�s arm.
�Don�t you mean �what�?� he responded.
She raised an eyebrow. �You know exactly what I mean.�
Jeremy rolled his eyes. �Can�t get anything past you.�
�Well?�
�Fine,� he said, faking annoyance. �Kim, section five.�
�Ah hah!� She pumped her fist in the air. �I knew it!�
�I�ve never seen another girl get so excited about my hookups.�
�Well most other girls don�t have money riding on it. Morgan and I have been betting on who you bang. She thought for sure you�d go for a girl in section three, because they�re pretty much a sure thing. But I bet on section five. It�s like the Holy Grail, and you, my friend��she pointed at Jeremy��go for the challenge!�
Jeremy stared at Embry in disbelief.
�You just made me twenty bucks!� she said.
�You realize this is not normal behavior, right?�
�What? Betting on your man-whoring ways?�
�Yes.�
Embry stopped, her hands on her hips. �Are you really going to tell me it bothers you?�
�No. Actually, I was thinking I should get a cut. We can work out some kind of an arrangement �� His eyes crinkled and then widened as though he had just come up with a brilliant idea. �Insider banging!�
�Oh my God.�
�You know, like insider trading! I�ll drop hints about what girls I�m scoping out, and together we�ll take Morgan for all she�s worth.�
�Wow, Jer,� Embry said, shaking her head.
�What?�
�Your indecency knows no bounds. Just � wow.�
�Too much?� he asked.
�Nope, just enough,� she said, laughing.
They reached Starbucks, and Jeremy held open the door. Embry walked inside and froze, her mouth falling open. Sitting in a large, stuffed chair by the window, and looking gorgeous, was Luke. As if he felt her gaze, he slowly turned his head, his eyes flicking up to meet hers. His lips tipped into a small smile.
She lifted her hand to wave as Jeremy collided with her back.
�Whoa,� he said, gripping her shoulders and turning her slightly. �You all right, Bree?�
Flustered and embarrassed, Embry shook his hands off and got in line. �I�m fine.� She hadn�t told Jeremy that she was seeing Luke. She hadn�t told anyone, except Morgan. It was still too new and she wasn�t ready to share him.
They ordered their drinks. Embry chanced a glance back at Luke, but his back was to her. He was packing up and leaving before even giving her the chance to say hello. The insecure part of her flinched, hurt by his hasty departure. Why didn�t he say hello? Was he upset that she was with Jeremy? But her phone beeped a few minutes later, the text from Luke easing her worries.

Sorry had to run to meet a client. Busy tonight? 

Nope. 3-day weekend :) Plans?

I�ll pick you up at 4 outside of school.

Can�t wait 

Embry spent the rest of the day on cloud nine, excited to finally get some alone time with Luke. At four, she sat on a bench outside the law school waiting for him. She pulled off her cardigan and sat soaking up the sun in a white eyelet dress that hit above her knee. It was unseasonably warm for September, and she was enjoying the Indian summer. She was about to text Luke when Professor Coleman walked out of the law school.
�Hello, Embry.�
�Hi, Professor Coleman. Heading out for the weekend?� she asked.
�Yes, it�s much needed. Any good plans for you?�
Embry saw Luke�s black Range Rover pull into the parking lot. �Nothing special. Mostly studying.� She gathered her things, but Luke drove right by, heading toward the other side of campus. Weird.
�Well, I hope you take some time to enjoy the extra day off,� Coleman said, waving and walking to the parking lot.
Embry�s phone beeped, alerting her to a new text.

Had to run into the Admin building, meet me around the corner?

She had no idea what Luke could have needed in the administrative building, but she gathered her things and walked around the school. Insecurity raised its ugly head once more, making her question his motives. Did he not want Professor Coleman to see him with her? She mulled over the possibility. She had no idea why Luke was so twitchy around campus, but she wasn�t ready to talk to him about it. Their relationship wasn�t serious, and she didn�t want to overreact about something that might be nothing.
In the parking lot in front of the administrative building, Luke sat in his Rover with the windows down. The strains of a country song she didn�t recognize floated through the air. She headed toward the car as he slid out and walked around to meet her. Embry gave him a once-over. In flip flops, worn blue jeans, a black tee that hugged every muscle, and his eyes hidden behind aviators, he looked downright edible.
Luke practically rushed Embry, sweeping her into his arms and nuzzling her neck. �Hi, beautiful.�
All questions and insecurities melted from her mind as his arms tightened around her. �Hey there,� she said, kissing his cheek.
Luke continued to stand in the parking lot, holding Embry off the ground.
�Um, Luke? Can you put me down?
�Nope, don�t want to. I haven�t seen you all week. This feels nice.�
�It�s good to see you, too,� Embry said, wiggling in his arms, �but you�re cutting off the blood flow to my lower extremities.�
�Fine, we need all extremities in working order.� Luke set her down and shot her one of his stunning smiles. He helped Embry up into the SUV before leaning in for a quick kiss. �You look beautiful.�
�Thanks. You do, too.�
Luke chuckled then shook his head and walked around to his side of the car.
�What?� Embry asked, after he hopped in.
�You called me beautiful.�
�Well you are.�
�No, I�m a man,� Luke said. �We�re rugged and burly. You can�t just go around calling rugged, burly men beautiful.�
�Hah, whatever. I�ll pick another adjective so I don�t risk stealing your man card and damaging your burly, manly ego. You look sexy.�
Luke looked at Embry over his sunglasses. �Now that�s more like it. Buckle up, sweetheart.� He twined his fingers with hers and eased out of the parking lot.
�Where are we going?�
�It�s a surprise.�
�You know how I feel about surprises,� Embry complained.
�Yep. Which makes it even more fun to surprise you.�
Embry let out an exasperated breath, released Luke�s hand, and crossed her arms.
Luke grabbed her hand again and pulled it to his mouth, brushing his lips across her knuckles. He shot her a sideways look. �You really want to know?�
Embry perked up, excited. �Yes, please!�
�Well I guess it�s not really a surprise. I want you to myself for a few hours, so I figured we�d drive around aimlessly. That way there�s no way Morg��
�Don�t say it!� Embry lunged to cover Luke�s mouth with her hand.
�Don�t say what?� Luke mumbled beneath her hand.
�Don�t say her name. You�ll jinx us! She�s like State Farm. You say her name, and she appears out of thin air!� Embry said through her laughter.
She removed her hand from Luke�s mouth and settled back in her seat. Morgan had a knack for interrupting Luke and Embry whenever they were together. Whether she was inviting herself along for lunch, showing up unannounced, or calling, she always found a way to make herself known. Embry didn�t mind, but she was looking forward to some one-on-one time with Luke.
�That�s how she does it, huh?�
Embry nodded. �You really aren�t going to tell me where we�re going?�
�Nope.�
Embry looked around the interior of the car, searching for anything that might give her a hint.
�If you�re looking for hints, you won�t find anything in here to help you.�
Embry rolled her eyes. �Can I guess?�
�You can. But I won�t tell you.�
�You�re impossible.�
�And you�re adorable.�
�Well I hope you plan on doing more than driving around,� Embry scoffed. �There won�t be much to interrupt if that�s all we�re doing.�
Luke let out a hearty laugh then leveled his full gaze on Embry. �In that case, beautiful��he said, resting his hand on her bare leg��I�ll have to make sure we do something worthy of interruption.�
Embry felt the heat rise to her cheeks. �I think I�d like that.�
Luke squeezed her leg. He turned up the stereo, and the voice coming through the speakers was singing something about chillin� on a dirt road. Embry fished her sunglasses out of her purse and settled into the comfortable leather seat. With the caress of the breeze on her skin and Luke tapping on her leg to the beat of the song, she thought she might just like country music after all.
They made their way south to Sunrise Highway and then headed east. After driving for a while, Embry wondered how far he intended to go.
�Where on earth are you taking me?�
�To your favorite place.�
�But my favorite place is��
�Cupsogue Beach, I know,� Luke said with a smug grin.
�How did you � Morgan?�
�No, you told me on the phone a few weeks ago. You were talking about how much you missed the ocean when you lived in Gainesville and told me all about your favorite beach.�
Embry stared at Luke in wonder. �I can�t believe you remembered that.�
�I remember everything you say, beautiful.�
Embry�s face split into a huge grin.
* * *
Thirty minutes later, they were driving down Dune Road, surrounded by gorgeous beach houses and mansions. The smell of the ocean brought Embry back to her childhood and made her feel at home.
She took a deep breath, sucking in the salty air, and turned to Luke. �You smell that?�
�The ocean?�
�Yeah.� Embry let out a contented sigh and leaned her head back. �It smells like home. I haven�t been here since I moved back. Thank you.�
Luke remained quiet, but Embry saw a small smile tugging at his lips. They pulled into the parking lot, and Luke walked around to help Embry from the car. He pulled her into his arms, hugging her before setting her down. Then he opened the rear hatch and grabbed a blanket, two sweatshirts, and a small cooler.
�Ah ha!� Embry said. �There were clues in the Rover! I just didn�t look far enough.�
Luke shrugged, grinning. �You got me.�
Embry trailed a few steps behind him on their way to the beach, admiring the view. His faded blue jeans fit his ass perfectly, and the muscles in his back flexed as he walked. Luke stopped short, and Embry nearly ran into his back.
�Come on, pokey,� he teased. �What are you doing back there?�
She was totally caught and didn�t mind. �Admiring the view.�
Luke chuckled, shaking his head as he continued toward the beach. It was a gorgeous afternoon. The perfect ocean breeze made it just a bit chilly, but the sun was out in full force. They walked over the boardwalk and took the stairs down to the beach. Embry kicked off her flats and nearly squealed in delight at the feel of sand beneath her feet. Luke spread out the blanket and moved a few things around in the cooler as Embry wandered down to the water�s edge. She let the seawater wash over her feet as she stared out into the blue. She hadn�t had the time to even think about the beach since starting law school.
She couldn�t believe how much had changed in just a few weeks. When she came home for law school, she�d never planned to meet someone. Long Island was the last place she thought she�d find a guy worth her time. But somehow she found an amazing, intelligent, gorgeous man�her �southern sexy� as Morgan started calling him. She had no idea how it happened, but she was glad she had given him a chance.
Embry was startled out of her thoughts by Luke�s arms wrapping around her waist. �Hey, you,� she said.
�Hey, yourself. Deep in thought?�
�Yep.�
�Wanna share?�
Embry turned to face Luke. Looking into his eyes, she saw so much there, but she wasn�t quite ready to share what was on her mind. �Just thinking about how nice this is,� she said, pushing up on her toes and placing a kiss on his lips.
Luke kissed her back and grabbed her hand. �Come with me.� He pulled her back toward the blanket.
Luke sat down, his arms resting on his knees, and Embry settled between his legs, her back to his front. He swept her hair aside and rested his chin on her shoulder.
�Hungry?� he asked.
�Starving actually.�
�Good. I grabbed a few sandwiches before we left.� Luke opened the cooler and pulled out two cellophane-wrapped packages. �Caprese or Pesto Chicken?�
�Mmm, they both sound good.� Embry pouted, trying to decide which sandwich she�d rather have. �Can we share?�
�How�d I know you�d ask that,� he teased before kissing her neck. After having lunch together a few times, Luke was used to Embry picking off of his plate. She took forever to order, always conflicted about what she wanted. He started ordering whatever she didn�t so that she could have both. �Of course we can.�
�What else have you got in there?� Embry twisted out of Luke�s hold to peer into the cooler.
�Snacks, drinks, the usual.�
Embry relaxed against Luke�s chest and opened one of the sandwiches. They traded bites until it was gone, then sat in silence and watched people come and go on the beach. The sun sank low on the horizon and the air had cooled down quite a bit. Chill bumps rose on Embry�s skin.
Luke rubbed her arms. �Want a sweatshirt?�
�Yes, please.�
Luke reached for the sweatshirts. �Arms up,� he instructed.
Embry complied, and he pulled the soft, gray material over her head. She slipped her hands through the arms, and he tugged it down until she was cocooned. The sweatshirt smelled like Luke, and she snuggled into it. He pulled a sweatshirt over his own head and brought his arms back around Embry. She looked down as she twined her hands with his.
Then she shot up off the blanket, turning and pointing her finger. �No, you did not!�
�What?� Luke said, failing miserably to suppress a smile.
Embry dramatically pulled the sweatshirt away from her chest, stared down at the red and black �G� on the front, and narrowed her eyes at Luke. He stared at her for a moment before letting out a hearty laugh. Luke and Embry hadn�t yet come to a truce over their fierce love for their college football teams.
�You put me in a Georgia sweatshirt?� Embry yelled. She stalked toward him, pushed him onto his back, and climbed on top of him, poking him in the chest. �You, my friend, are a sneaky bastard.�
�Take it off if you don�t like it, sweetheart. I�ll keep you warm instead,� Luke said, his eyes gleaming.
She watched as his blue eyes burned bright with desire. Embry became aware that she was straddling his lap as she felt the heat of his body beneath her. She hovered over him, her hair creating a curtain around them. Luke gently swept her hair aside and pulled her mouth down to his. A shiver rippled through Embry as their lips met.
Luke�s tongue ran across the seam of her lips, begging for entrance. She opened and moaned as his tongue glided over hers. His hands found her bare legs and slowly slid up and down her thighs as they kissed. Before she knew it, Embry was on her back, Luke poised above her, his hands tangled in her hair. He deepened the kiss, and she lost all coherent thought.
Embry was lost in a sea of sensation as Luke placed hot, wet kisses along her jaw. She raised her hips reflexively, feeling Luke�s hardness against her core, and he groaned into her neck. He pulled back to look at Embry, but she pushed her hands into his hair bringing his mouth back to hers. Their kiss slowed, and Luke brushed his lips across Embry�s cheek as she squirmed beneath him.
He pulled back to look at her again. �Warm enough?�
Embry nodded, breathless.
�Good.� He placed a soft, sweet kiss on the corner of her mouth then sat back onto his knees. �It�s starting to get dark. We should probably head out.�
�Okay.� Embry sat up and began packing up the cooler. �Where to now?� She knew where she wanted to go�back to her or Luke�s place�but she didn�t know what else he had planned.
Luke rubbed the back of his neck, something Embry noticed he did out of nervousness or frustration. �I was thinking I could take you back to my place, if that�s okay by you. Maybe watch a movie?�
�I�d like that.�
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A while later, Luke pulled into a driveway in front of a large townhouse. �This is me.�
They unloaded the car and headed toward the house. Luke unlocked the door and gestured for Embry to go in ahead of him. The door opened into a large foyer.
�Wow, this place is bigger than it looks from the outside, huh?� Embry said.
�Yeah, it�s not bad. You want the grand tour?�
�Yes, please.�
Luke grabbed her hand and led her into the kitchen to the left of the foyer. He dropped the cooler on the counter. �Kitchen.�
The word kitchen didn�t do it justice. Embry stood in the middle of the room admiring the granite countertops, beautiful cabinets, and one-touch stove top. If she was as good a cook as Luke, she�d love a kitchen like his. Hell, she barely cooked and she�d still love a kitchen like his.
�Wow, you must love cooking in here.�
�Truthfully, I haven�t gotten much use out of it yet.�
�Maybe we can change that,� Embry said, nudging Luke.
�Maybe we can.� He smiled. Luke led Embry through the kitchen and into what looked like a formal dining room, but it was empty. �Dining room. Still waiting on the table to be delivered.�
From the dining room, they headed into the living room. A large sectional couch, with what looked almost like a bed at one end, took up most of the room. The couch was a warm brown that matched the entertainment center and other furniture. What had to be at least a fifty-inch flat screen hung on the wall opposite the couch.
�This is really nice, Luke. Did you decorate it?�
�Thanks. Nope, this is a perk of having an interior designer for a sister-in-law. I just gave her an idea of what I wanted, and she picked out and ordered everything.�
�That�s right. I forgot you said Lori was into interior design.�
�Come on, let�s go throw some popcorn in the microwave. It�ll be done by the time I show you the rest of the house. Then we can pick out a movie.�
Embry nodded and followed Luke into the kitchen. He pulled a package of popcorn from the pantry and put it in the microwave, then led Embry through the rest of the lower level. They headed up the stairs that sat off the foyer.
Luke pointed at the three doors to the left. �Those are the guest bedrooms and bathroom.� Then he grabbed Embry�s hand and led her through the door on the right. �My bedroom.�
Embry walked into a huge room with a gorgeous bed. It was so large, it had to be a California king. The bed frame was a rich espresso, the headboard padded in matching leather. Embry looked toward the right of the bed and saw two doors.
�Master bath and walk-in closet,� Luke provided, coming up behind her. He gave her a sweet kiss on the cheek. She turned to the left and saw French doors leading out to a balcony.
Embry turned to Luke. �It�s beautiful, Luke. Thanks for the tour.�
�Anytime.� He winked.
Heat rushed to her cheeks. She felt the pressure of being in Luke�s bedroom, the gigantic bed within reach. They stared at each other, the weight of it all freezing them to the spot. Embry chewed on her lip as Luke stood close enough to touch. Just when she couldn�t take a minute more, a loud beeping from the first floor startled them out of their moment.
�Saved by the bell,� Luke said with a sheepish grin. �That�s the popcorn.�
Embry stared at Luke, not sure what to say.
�Come on, beautiful. I don�t want you to feel uncomfortable.� Luke gave her a knowing look.
Taken aback, Embry shook her head. �No, I�m not uncomfortable. I�m never uncomfortable with you. It was just ��
�Intense. I know.�
That was exactly what it was. She thought about the beach and how much she wanted him. Being in Luke�s bedroom somehow made it more real, and suddenly Embry wasn�t sure if she was ready for everything that meant.
* * *
Luke dumped the popcorn into a large bowl, and they settled on the couch with it between them. Embry didn�t like that set up, so she picked up the bowl, placed it on her lap, and snuggled into Luke. He slid his arm around her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.
�So what are you in the mood for?� Luke asked, scrolling through a list of movies on Netflix.
�I don�t know. Something light and funny?�
�Sounds good to me.�
They settled on a movie about a priest and rabbi who were best friends. Luke placed the popcorn on the couch next to him, grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch, and wrapped it around them.
�Comfortable?� he asked.
Embry snuggled closer, resting her head on his chest. �Perfect.�
* * *
�Wake up, beautiful,� Luke whispered.
Embry blinked then nuzzled farther into Luke�s arms. �Mmmm, I�m tired.�
�Clearly,� Luke said, his chest vibrating with laughter. �You slept through most of the movie.�
�Oh crap. I did it again.�
�Again?�
�Yeah, sorry, I should have warned you. It�s kind of impossible for me to stay awake when I watch movies at home.� Embry said, stretching. �I don�t know why, but I almost always pass out.�
�I just figured you were exhausted from a long week.�
�Well, that too, I guess.�
Luke yawned, and Embry followed suit. �I should probably get you home.�
�What time is it?� she asked.
�After midnight.�
�I�m too tired. I don�t even want to move.�
Luke stayed quiet for a moment. �You can stay if you like.�
Embry was exhausted, and she saw how tired Luke was. She didn�t want him driving her home and then making the long drive back. She wasn�t ready to examine her other reason for wanting to stay. Embry nodded. �As long as you don�t mind.�
Luke wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled her hair. �I don�t mind at all. But are you sure?�
�Yes,� Embry said, looking up into his beautiful blue eyes. �I�d like to stay.�
Luke smiled and dropped the sweetest kiss on Embry�s lips. �Okay, baby.�
Baby.
Just like that, everything changed. That one word sealed the deal. She was falling for Luke Brody.
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Embry followed Luke upstairs, too tired to be nervous that she was spending the night with him. They walked into his bedroom, and Luke disappeared into the closet.
He reappeared with a pair of boxers and a T-shirt. �Something to sleep in?� he offered, holding the clothes out to her.
�Thanks.�
Luke grabbed Embry�s shoulders and gently nudged her toward the bathroom. �You can change in there. There are extra toothbrushes in the bottom right drawer, and the toothpaste is behind the mirror on your right.�
�Okay.�
Luke disappeared back into the closet, and Embry walked into the master bath. It was a huge, open area with double sinks, a large stall shower with multiple shower heads, and a separate Jacuzzi tub. Embry slipped out of her clothes. Picking up Luke�s T-shirt, she brought it to her nose. It smelled like him. She was in heaven as she pulled it over her head and was surrounded by his scent. The shirt was big enough that it hit her mid-thigh, so she decided to forgo the boxers.
Embry busied herself with finding a spare toothbrush, and then located the toothpaste. Just after she stuck the toothbrush in her mouth, there was a soft tap at the door.
�Can I come in, Bree? Are you decent?�
Embry pulled the toothbrush out of her mouth and called, �I�m good,� before shoving it back in. She was examining herself in the mirror, her back to the door, when Luke walked in. Seeing his reflection, Embry�s hand froze, the toothbrush sticking stupidly out of her mouth; she couldn�t function at the sight of him.
He stood just inside the bathroom door with a knowing grin. �Hey.�
Embry turned to face Luke, surprised she was able to move at all. �Hey.� she garbled around the toothbrush.
Her eyes roamed Luke�s body, taking in every delicious inch. His navy sleep pants hung dangerously low on his hips, accentuating the v of his lower abs. His bare chest was all hard lines and valleys, and a Celtic cross tattoo marked his muscular bicep. But her favorite part was the dark trail of hair that started at his belly button and disappeared beneath his pants.
Embry stood, speechless, as Luke stalked toward her. He stopped directly in front of her and slowly lifted his hand to her face. Gently swiping his thumb under her lip, eyes dancing with mirth, he leaned in to whisper in her ear, �You�re drooling, baby.�
�Oh my god!� Embry squealed, covering her face with her hands. She was mortified. At some point, she had become so enthralled with a shirtless Luke that toothpaste had dribbled down her chin without her noticing. She went back to the sink, finished brushing her teeth, and bent over to splash some water on her face.
Luke brushed his teeth alongside her. When he finished, he stood, unmoving, and stared at Embry with such intensity she thought he was angry. �You didn�t put the boxers on,� he said, his voice strained.
Embry followed Luke�s eyes down to her bare legs; the shirt had ridden up considerably as she was bent over the sink. She met his eyes. �No, I didn�t.�
Luke stalked toward her again, this time not stopping until she was in his arms and he lifted her onto the counter. He slammed his mouth down on hers as she opened her legs, allowing him to move closer.
�I like you in my shirt,� he whispered between kisses.
�I do, too,� Embry replied. She ran her hands up and down his bare torso, thrilling at the feel of his smooth skin. Luke�s tongue stroked hers expertly as his hands drifted up and down her sides, leaving chills in their wake.
�Wrap your arms around my neck,� he commanded.
Embry complied as Luke grabbed her ass and lifted her from the countertop. She automatically wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her into the bedroom.
Luke stopped at the bed, looking into Embry�s eyes. �Is this okay?�
�More than okay.�
He eased her onto the bed and crawled over her, dropping kisses on her neck, cheeks, and temple before making his way back to her lips. Supporting his weight with one arm, Luke�s other hand began a torturously slow path up Embry�s thigh and under her shirt. Her muscles clenched as his fingertips grazed the bare skin of her stomach. He drew back to look at her, but she guided his mouth back to hers, showing him with her kiss how okay she was. Her breasts swelled and her nipples tightened as his hand continued its upward journey. Embry gasped and arched off the bed as he found her breast and rolled her hard nipple between his fingers. It had been so long since she had been touched like that. Knowing it was Luke and not some quick hookup meant so much more.
He made his way across to her other breast, massaging and then pinching her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Embry lifted her hips, pushing against Luke, and causing him to let out a low groan. He was hard and straining against the thin cotton of his pants. Letting the weight of his lower body settle between Embry�s legs, Luke began moving in a slow rhythm against her core. He felt amazing, his hard length right where she needed him. With their clothes the only barrier between them, Embry knew she was on the verge of losing it.
�Luke �� she whispered, breathless.
Sensing how close she was to the edge, Luke slowed his rhythm. �Shh, baby, not yet. I want to see you.�
Embry chewed on her lip and nodded, trying to gain control. Luke slowly pulled away, dropping kisses down her body.
He sat back on his heels between Embry�s legs and motioned her toward him. �Sit up, sweetheart.�
Embry pushed herself up and sat facing Luke. He ran his hands up her thighs until he reached the hem of the shirt. Slowly, he dragged it up her torso, past her breasts, and tugged it over her head. She eased back on the bed, exposed except for the small scrap of lace between her legs. Tossing the T-shirt aside, Luke took her in with hungry eyes.
�Goddamn, you�re beautiful,� he said as his hands trailed her naked curves. He covered her body with his, and brought his mouth down on her breast.
Embry let out a small whimper as his tongue teased her nipple.
�This okay?� Luke asked, looking up from hooded eyes.
Embry gave him a slight nod, and he kissed across her chest to her other breast. She writhed beneath him as he flicked his tongue against her nipple and sucked it into his mouth. Tunneling her hands through his hair, she tried to bring his mouth back to hers.
�Tell me what you want, baby,� Luke said, his voice thick with desire.
Embry leaned forward, capturing his bottom lip with her teeth and giving it a tug. �Touch me.�
Luke shifted to his side as his hand traveled down her stomach. Her body clenched with the anticipation of what was to come. When he reached the top of her panties, he hesitated, giving Embry the chance to stop.
She wiggled under his hand, desperate for him to move lower. �Please,� she whispered, bringing her mouth to his.
Luke slid his hand over the lace of her underwear and cupped her core. Embry was so turned on, she was sure Luke could feel her dampness through her panties. He pulled the thin material aside and dragged a finger through her wetness. As he slid his fingers against her sensitive flesh, Embry let out an involuntary moan, bucking against him.
�Yes,� she whispered.
Luke�s eyes lit with desire. �Yes what, beautiful?�
�Yes, I like that.� Feeling his erection against her leg, Embry reached down to stroke Luke through his pants.
He shuddered at her touch, clearly affected, but pulled away. �No, this is about you,� he said, and slid one finger inside her.
Embry moaned her approval as he worked her with his expert fingers, but she wouldn�t give up. She wanted to feel him. She ran her hand over him once more, and when he didn�t protest, Embry grew bolder. Following the dark dusting of hair down his stomach, she slipped her hand inside his waistband. Before he had the chance to pull away again, Embry wrapped her fingers firmly around him and moved her hand in a long, smooth stroke.
�Oh fuck,� Luke choked out. Before long, he was rocking his hips against her while keeping up a delicious rhythm inside of her. He kissed her breathless, his fingers pushing her over the edge as he pumped into her hand. He ran his tongue up Embry�s neck, capturing her earlobe between his teeth. �Let go, Bree,� he whispered.
He ran his thumb over her swollen flesh, and Embry fell apart, continuing to stroke him until he found his own release.
�Oh God,� Embry moaned, writhing beneath him. Luke�s face was still buried in her neck, and she felt his smile against her skin.
�Nope, just me, baby.� He pulled away from her neck and leaned in for another slow, delicious kiss.
�Mmm, that felt good,� Embry said against his lips. She wrapped her arms around him, trailing her hands up and down his muscular back.
Luke looked down on Embry with adoration. �Yes, it did.� He pushed up on his elbows, the muscles in his arms bulging and stealing Embry�s attention. �I�m gonna go clean up. Need anything?�
Embry shook her head. �Just you.�
Luke gave her a shy smile and headed into the bathroom. Embry stretched out in his large bed, feeling spent and satisfied. A few minutes later, Luke climbed back into bed, pulled Embry toward him, and tucked her into his side. She settled her head on his bare chest, laying her arm across him.
�I like you in my bed,� he whispered as he swept his fingers over her skin.
�I like being here.�
Luke lifted his head and brushed a sweet kiss on her forehead. �Sleep, beautiful.�
Embry lay for a while listening to his heart beat out a steady rhythm. Thinking back on the past month or so that they had spent together, it all seemed so surreal. She had moved back to New York to be close to her family and Morgan. She didn�t plan on meeting anyone, hadn�t even considered it, but Luke had brought so much to her life. She was still as motivated as ever to do well in school, but she also had someone who made her feel cherished and safe. Someone she could maybe see a future with.
�Luke?� Embry asked, her voice thick with emotion.
�Yeah, baby?� he said sleepily.
�Sorry, did I wake you?�
�I was just starting to doze off.� He turned and nuzzled into her. �What�s on your mind?�
�I just wanted to say thank you for today, for everything.�
Luke planted a soft, sweet kiss on her lips. �You�re more than welcome, it was my pleasure.� He stopped to yawn. �Now close those pretty green eyes.�
Embry snuggled into Luke�s chest, tucking her head beneath his chin. �Night, baby.�
* * *
Embry was awakened by sunlight shining in her eyes and what felt like a cool breeze across her skin. Groaning, she grabbed a pillow and tugged it over her face, blocking out the light. She heard a low, throaty chuckle. Slowly peeking out from beneath the pillow, she found Luke grinning at her from across the room.
�Morning, sleepyhead.�
Embry threw the pillow aside and pushed up onto her elbows, taking in her southern sexy. The French doors were open, and Luke stood shirtless, pajama pants low on his hips, leaning against the edge of the balcony. His arms were crossed, biceps bulging, and he held a cup of coffee. The sun shone on his tan skin, making it look even more golden than usual. A days worth of stubble shadowed his jaw and his eyes burned bright as he smiled at Embry.
She sat all the way up, taking the sheet with her. �Morning,� she said. Dragging herself out of bed, sheet still wrapped around her, she turned toward Luke. �Be right back.�
Embry shuffled into the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, she was surprised she didn�t look as terrible as she expected. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, her hair messy with big, crazy waves, and since she hadn�t worn much makeup, she didn�t have raccoon eyes. She splashed some cold water on her face and brushed her teeth before heading back out to Luke. Leaving the bathroom, she found the discarded shirt Luke had given her on the floor beside the bed. That didn�t stay on for long. 
Dropping the sheet, she pulled on the T-shirt and walked toward the balcony. Luke stood with his back to her, and Embry took a second to appreciate the view. His pants hung so low that the perfect, round globes of his ass peeked out over the top. His waist was lean and his back well-muscled, leading up to big, broad shoulders. She walked up behind him, wrapped her arms around his narrow waist, and placed a kiss between his shoulder blades.
Luke angled his head to look over his shoulder. �Hey there.� He lifted his arm so Embry could shift around to his front.
�Hey, handsome.� Embry stood on her tiptoes to give him a good morning kiss. She loved that even with her height, he made her feel small.
Luke�s arms wrapped around her, his hands settling on her lower back. Letting his hands wander lower, he caressed Embry�s curves until he reached the bare skin of her legs. He pulled back just enough to look at her then raised his eyes to the sky and groaned. �Do you have something against pants?�
Embry looked down at her bare legs then back up at Luke. She did her best to appear coy, batting her eyelashes and chewing on her bottom lip. �No, why?�
Luke grabbed her bare ass and pulled her against him as he nibbled on her neck. �Because you refuse to wear the boxers I gave you, and I can�t think straight when you walk around with nothing on but my T-shirt and that tiny scrap of lace you call a thong. Go put something on, please.�
�What if I don�t want to?� Embry teased.
�You have to.�
�Why?�
�Because if you don�t, we won�t leave the bedroom, and I want to make you breakfast.�
�Mmm, breakfast?� Embry�s stomach growled as if on cue. She laughed. �I guess I can do that.�
�Thank Christ,� he joked. He spun her toward the bedroom and nudged her forward, but not before landing a light slap on her backside as she pranced away. �Get dressed and meet me downstairs, sweetheart,� he called as he headed out of the bedroom.
Embry decided to slip into her dress from the night before. She laughed when she realized she still wouldn�t have any pants on. Luke would just have to deal. She walked into the kitchen to the sexiest sight she had ever seen: Luke Brody, shirtless and cooking.
�Coffee�s on the table, baby,� he said without turning around.
Embry grabbed the warm mug, took a sip, and groaned in delight. �Just how I like it. Thank you.�
�I pay attention,� he tossed over his shoulder.
�What can I help with?�
�Nothing. Just sit there and look pretty. I�m making French toast. That sound okay?�
�Sounds perfect.�
Embry enjoyed her coffee as Luke finished making breakfast.
�This is delicious!� she said around a bite of French toast.
Luke raised his eyebrows, laughing at her enthusiasm. �Glad you like it.�
�I do.� Embry took another bite. �Sooooo good,� she crooned.
�So what�s on the agenda for today? I know you have a lot of studying to do,� Luke asked.
Embry nodded. �Yep, I have a study date with Jeremy and�� Embry�s jaw dropped open. Then she snapped it shut, and her expression fell. �Shit.�
�Shit?�
�Yes, shit. What time is it?� she asked, her voice flat.
Luke checked his watch. �Ten thirty. Why? What�s wrong?�
Embry placed her fork and knife on the plate, wiped her mouth with her napkin, and pushed back her chair. �I have to go.�
�Now?�
�Yes, now.�
�Okay. I�ll take you wherever you need to go. Just tell me what�s going on.�
Embry ran both hands through her hair, exasperated. �I just have to go, Luke. I�m going to grab my stuff.� She turned and headed toward the stairway.
Taking the stairs two at a time, Embry made her way into Luke�s bedroom and gathered her things. On her way back downstairs, she checked her phone and found a text and a few missed calls from Jeremy. She typed out a quick response and tucked her phone back into her purse. Before walking back into the kitchen, she took a deep breath. Don�t ruin this, Embry.
She walked into the kitchen to see Luke scraping the remainder of his breakfast in the garbage. She felt guilt settle heavy on her shoulders. �I�m sorry. I completely forgot about my study date, and when you said what time it was, I realized I totally missed it. I just freaked.�
Luke turned, a smile appearing on his face, but it didn�t reach his eyes. �It�s no biggie. Let�s get you home.�
Embry lost herself in her thoughts as Luke drove. She couldn�t believe she had completely missed her study date. She�d been so wrapped up in Luke that she hadn�t given school a second thought. Her first real writing assignment was due on Tuesday, and they were quickly approaching the mid-point of the semester. She couldn�t afford to lose sight of what was important. She couldn�t allow herself to be consumed by Luke. But when she thought about it, Luke had done nothing but encourage her. He never wanted to get in the way of her studying, and he�d offered to help time and time again. He made time for her when it worked for her schedule and never complained when she turned him down to study.
Luke sat silent, almost as if he knew Embry needed time to reflect and figure out her feelings. She wasn�t freaking out because she missed her study date; that was just a symptom of the problem. She was freaking out because she could no longer ignore her growing feelings for Luke. She really was falling for him, and it scared her. Luke settled his hand on Embry�s knee, gently brushing his thumb across her bare skin.
�What�s going on in that pretty little mind of yours?� he asked.
Embry looked at Luke, and he gave her knee a squeeze. She shook her head and stared out the window, watching the scenery fly by. She didn�t want to open up, didn�t want to risk being hurt again. But she was sick of being scared, of keeping her walls up all the time. It was exhausting. If anyone was worth it, it was Luke. She took a deep breath and looked back at Luke.
�I�m scared,� she admitted, and started rambling. �I was mad at myself that I completely forgot about my study group. And I have a writing assignment due on Tuesday. I got so wrapped up in you, in us, that I wasn�t thinking straight. All my walls come down when I�m with you, and it�s amazing, but scary and��
Luke squeezed Embry�s knee again. �Breathe, Bree. I don�t want to distract you from your goals. I�ve been through it; I know how much focus you have to give to law school, especially your first year. I have no intention of getting in the way of that.� He pulled into Embry�s apartment complex and parked in front of her building.
Embry looked down, embarrassed by how quickly she had shut down on him earlier. �I�m sorry. I just�I haven�t done this in a while.�
�Haven�t done what, sweetheart?� Luke asked, turning toward her. She hesitated, and he placed his fingers under her chin, forcing her gaze to his. �Talk to me.�
She let out a long sigh. �This. You and me.� Embry gestured between them. �Us.�
�A relationship?� Luke asked, raising an eyebrow.
Butterflies began to flit around in her stomach. A relationship was the one thing she hadn�t wanted, hadn�t been interested in since Jack. �Is that what we�re doing?� she asked quietly. She needed the reassurance, needed to hear him say the words.
He gently took her face in his hands, his blue eyes filled with sincerity �Yes, baby. I hope that�s what we�re doing.�
Embry nodded, not sure what to say.
�I know you�ve been hurt,� he said. �I don�t know why or how, but I�d kill the fucker who did it if I met him. I know you�re not ready to talk about it yet or you would have told me by now, and that�s fine. There�s a lot we don�t know about each other yet. But the way things are going � I want to know you. I want to learn everything about you.� He brushed his knuckles across her cheek. �I want you, Embry, all of you. I don�t know what I�d do if I couldn�t have you.�
Embry was speechless. She had hoped he had feelings for her, but she hadn�t actually considered that he�d be up front about it. As happy as she was that he felt the same way for her, it scared her even more. She couldn�t pretend this wasn�t real anymore. Even though some small part of her told her to fight it, she wanted him enough not to run. �You have me.�
Luke wrapped his hand around the nape of her neck and brought his mouth down on hers. He had never kissed her like that. Pure liquid heat flooded her veins. He didn�t wait for her to open but instead claimed her mouth, completely possessing her. He pulled back, leaving Embry breathless and blushing.
�If you didn�t have to study, I would take you upstairs and make sure that I have you in every sense of the word,� he said.
Embry�s mouth fell open. Seeing him so affected did things to her better judgment�like send it right out the window. She had rescheduled her study date and had to meet Jeremy in thirty minutes, but she couldn�t stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth. �You can come up.�
Luke shook his head and closed his eyes. �No, go study.�
�Okay.� Embry leaned in to steal another kiss. �I�ll call you later then.� She turned to get out of the car, but Luke grabbed her hand.
�I know things are happening fast between us, and it�s intense. Let�s have dinner, when you have time this week, and just talk. I�ll come over. I can cook for you again if you want. I want to know more about you �� Luke hesitated, gripping the back of his neck. �There are some things I want to tell you, too.�
Embry hesitated. Why does he seem so nervous? �Sure, I�d like that. I hand in my assignment on Tuesday, and I have some work to do for Wednesday�s classes. Can you do Wednesday night?�
�Wednesday night is perfect.�
�Okay. But I�m cooking this time, mister!� Embry poked Luke�s chest.
�Deal,� he said, leaning in for one last kiss.
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Embry sat in the library on Tuesday afternoon, waiting for Jeremy to meet her in one of the private study rooms. She�d spent the rest of the weekend buried in her books and working on her writing assignment. She�d felt the weight lift from her shoulders as soon as she handed in her assignment, but first-year law students got no rest. She and Jeremy were meeting to work on outlines for their final exams. Embry wanted to get as much of a head start as possible organizing their notes and preparing their study materials.
Other than a few text messages, she�d barely spoken to Luke. She couldn�t wait to see him on Wednesday night. Her classes started late on Thursdays, and she was hoping he would stay over. She shivered as too-cold air blew from the vents, and she wished that she still had Luke�s warm sweatshirt to snuggle into.
Jeremy rapped on the window, startling Embry.
She opened the door. �Hey, Jer.�
�Hey, thanks for grabbing a room.�
�No worries, I was just getting started.� Or dreaming about my southern sexy. Same thing.
Jeremy sat down with an audible huff.
�What�s wrong?� Embry asked.
�Nothing, I got held up talking to Becky.�
�Oooh, drama in the world of the man-whore. What happened?�
Jeremy rolled his eyes. �Very funny.�
�Wait. Is this Becky Becky? As in Becky from four that you ditched for Angela from two?� Embry couldn�t help giving him a hard time. Jeremy�s love life was better than soaps.
�One and the same,� he answered dryly.
�What did she want? I thought she was a no-go.�
�She was � until she wasn�t. Becky�s not a one-and-done kind of girl, and I knew it. But I just couldn�t help myself.�
�Oh, Jer.� Embry shot him a disapproving look.
�I know, I know. I was up front with her, but apparently she thought she�d be the one to tame the beast.�
Embry�s green eyes bulged as she stared at her friend. Jeremy smirked.
�Did you just ��
�I did,� he said proudly.
�I�m going to pretend that didn�t just come out of your mouth.�
�Fine, fine. But you�re in denial. I�m telling you, Blondie, one of these days, you�re going to realize how amazing I am, and it�s gonna be too late!� A large grin spread across his handsome face, and he winked.
�I already know how amazing you are, Jer.� She batted her eyelashes. �But I�m pretty sure I wasn�t made to tame your beast.�
His smile fell a fraction of an inch, but before Embry could recover with another joke, her phone rang. She looked at her phone and saw Luke�s smiling face flash across the display. Noticing Jeremy�s eyes on the screen as well, Embry snatched the phone. She still wasn�t ready to talk to him about her relationship.
�I have to take this,� she said.
�Go for it.� He pushed away from the desk. �I�m going to run to the snack machine.
�Hello?�
�Hey, beautiful.�
Luke�s deep, raspy voice made Embry�s belly clench. �Hey there. When did you put that picture on my phone?�
�When you were sleeping on Saturday.�
�Sneaky,� she scolded. �I love it. I miss your face.�
�You get to see it tomorrow, sweetheart. What are you up to?�
�Going over outlines with Jer. I�m in the library.�
�Oh, okay, I won�t keep you then,� he said.
�No, it�s okay. He just ran out for a sec. What�s up?�
�Nothing, just wanted to hear your voice. We still on for tomorrow?�
�Yes, I can�t wait. Do you have any requests?� she asked.
�I�ll love whatever you make, baby.�
�Nope, I�m not letting you get away with that. You don�t have a snarky best friend I can get all the right answers from. At least give me a hint.�
�Surprise me.�
�Luke.�
�Really, I like it all, babe. My favorite is barbeque, you know that.�
�Living up to your nickname, I see,� she said.
�What nickname?�
�Nothing, just something me and Morgan call you.�
�Oh I�m definitely going to get that out of you tomorrow night.�
�You can try,� Embry taunted.
�I�m going to try, all right. I can be very persuasive.�
�I bet you can. Just how do you plan on persuading me?�
�You sure you want to get into this while you�re in the library?�
�Get into what?� Embry asked, feigning innocence.
�Embry,� Luke warned.
�Luke.� She mimicked his tone.
�God, you�re sexy when you�re being a pain in my ass.�
Embry flushed at the desire in Luke�s voice. �Even over the phone?�
�Even over the phone, beautiful.�
She changed the subject back to dinner. �Seriously, Luke, I want to make something you like.�
�Let�s cook another time. You want to do sushi instead? I can pick it up on my way over.�
�Are you scared of my cooking?�
Luke laughed. �No, baby. I just want all of your attention. Now go study. I�ll text you later, okay?�
��Kay.�
Jeremy walked back in as Embry hung up. She couldn�t keep her smile from forming. When she looked up, Jeremy was studying her, an odd look marring his features.
Blushing, she tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear and spread out her notes. �Sorry about that.�
�No problem.� Jeremy walked past her and settled back in his seat. �You�re all red.�
�What?� Embry felt her face heating even more.
�You look all flustered. You okay?
�Oh, yeah. I�m fine.� She wasn�t about to share with him what�or more accurately, who�had gotten her so flustered.
�Cool. Let�s get these new sections added to the outline so we can get out of here.� Jeremy�s voice lacked its usual warmth, and she wondered what had caused the change.
* * *
The following day, Embry drove home from class with bleary eyes. She had stayed up half the night getting ahead on her assignments so that she would be free to spend the night with Luke. When she�d finally gone to bed, her sleep was plagued with nightmares. She dreamt her criminal law book had turned into a small demon with teeth and chased her around the apartment. Needless to say, she was exhausted. So she had foregone lunch with Jeremy to drive home for a power nap between classes. She hoped that would make her feel more awake for her night with Luke. By the time she got home, she could barely keep her eyes open. Letting herself into her apartment, she dropped her bag by the door and walked on unsteady feet until she reached her room. She fell into bed and was asleep before she could remember to set her alarm.
Embry woke up over two hours later, completely disoriented. She heard a faint ringing and figured it must be her cell in the other room. She looked around, confused by the daylight shining through the windows. Glancing at the clock on her dresser, she bolted straight out of bed. �Oh shit!�
It was 1:50, and class started at two p.m. Embry didn�t live far from campus, but between driving there and finding a parking spot, she knew she�d be late. She straightened her clothes then darted into the bathroom to brush her hair and teeth. She ran into the office, switched out her textbooks, grabbed her bag on the way out the door, and jumped into her car.
While waiting at a stoplight outside of her complex, Embry�s phone chirped. Fishing it out of her bag, she saw a ton of missed calls from Luke and a few text messages. He hadn�t left a voicemail, but the texts made her nervous.

Baby, please call me, I need to talk to you.

Are you there?

Shit, Bree. Please answer me.

What the hell is going on? She dialed Luke�s number while trying to keep her eyes on the road. It rang until his voicemail picked up. Crap. Embry hung up and concentrated on getting to campus. She lucked out with a spot right out front. It was 2:05, but at least Coleman would just be getting started. She hurried into school and through the atrium as she typed out a text to Luke.

Hi baby. Went home for a nap, I was exhausted. Everything ok? I�m worried.

Whitman wasn�t a huge law school, but it felt as if it took Embry forever to make it through the halls. She reached the end of the hallway, and her classroom was the last on the left. As she went for the door handle, her phone chirped again. Luke�s words made her stomach drop.

I am so sorry, baby. 

Embry pulled up short and stared at her phone. What? With shaky hands, she attempted to type a response. She had no idea what he was sorry about, but whatever it was, she couldn�t deal with it until after class. She�d call him as soon as she got out, and they�d figure it out then.

Sorry for what? You�re freaking me out. Late to class. I�ll call when I get out. xx

Embry took a deep breath, steeling herself and settling her nerves, and walked into the classroom.
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As she entered the room, Embry breathed a sigh of relief. A man stood at the front of the classroom writing on the whiteboard, and she realized they must have a sub. Weird, why didn�t Coleman just cancel class? She was mesmerized by him. She liked the way the muscles in his back expanded and contracted under his white dress shirt, sleeves rolled halfway and exposing thick, tan forearms. He reminded her of Luke. Get a grip, Bree.
She was about to move toward her seat when the man turned to address the class. �I wasn�t supposed to start until next semester, but Professor Coleman had an emergency. Unfortunately, she won�t be back this semester. So I�ll be taking over from here on out.�
Embry was frozen to the spot. She heard the words, but they weren�t registering. Luke, her Luke, stood in front of the room, speaking to the class like � No, it couldn�t be. She focused in on the words written on the board behind him: Professor Lucas Brody.
The room swayed, and Embry felt light headed. Professor. The word ran through her head on a loop, assaulting her mind and ripping through her chest. She couldn�t focus, and her heart pounded so loud in her ears, she wondered if the entire class could hear it. No one had seen her yet. He hadn�t seen her yet. Embry backed toward the door, but her movement must have caught Luke�s eye. His beautiful blue irises locked onto hers, a million emotions playing across his face. She was paralyzed, too stunned to move. She blinked furiously, willing herself to see something different, but there was nothing different to see. Luke stood at the front of the class, his sad eyes still searching hers, and in that moment she felt as if her heart had leapt from her chest and fell to the floor.
He lied to me.
That thought snapped her out of it. As quickly as she had frozen, Embry sprang into action. With one last look at Luke, she pushed out of the classroom, walked back down the long hallway, and straight out to the parking lot. She sat in her car gripping the steering wheel for dear life, her bare legs sticking to the warm leather seat. Of course I wore a dress. She�d planned on teasing Luke with her lack of pants again.
Embry let out a choked sob, and the tears began to fall. It was too much. She couldn�t get her head around it. He had lied. A huge lie. A lie that could affect both of their futures. And for what? They may be falling for each other�or had been until that revelation�but he knew that she was a student. And he was a professor. Luke was a professor. Her professor. She sat there trying to make sense of everything as the tears continued to stream down her cheeks.
Embry put the car in gear and pulled out of the parking lot. She drove until she found herself at the beach. She grabbed a blanket out of the trunk and walked toward the ocean. It had always been the one place she could find peace, but every step she took on the soft, white sand was a memory. Walking with Luke, laughing with Luke, kissing Luke. She shut out her thoughts and settled by the water, wrapping herself in the blanket.
Her phone chirped. As much as she�d wanted to leave the phone in the car, she couldn�t help but wonder if Luke would call. She looked down at the text: Jeremy. She sighed, disappointment ripping through her. As hurt as she was, she couldn�t help wishing for Luke. Right back to the same old patterns. How fucked up am I?
Her thoughts turned to Jack. He had ruined her. He�d done everything possible to break her down�and she was broken�but she wasn�t that girl anymore. Part of her wished Luke would comfort her, come running after her on his white horse with some crazy explanation. But there was no plausible explanation, and this wasn�t a fairy tale. He�d lied. For what reason, she didn�t know. Maybe he got off on fucking his students.
Oh my god! I fooled around with my professor. Embry cringed. She didn�t want to remember those moments with Luke as anything other than beautiful. But she�d have to sit in his class for almost two hours a day, three days a week. She knew what he looked like under his clothes, knew what he felt like, had traced the hills and valleys of his chest. She knew the sounds he made when he came, knew how he tasted.
She threw a rock into the calm water, watching it skip across the surface and leave ripples in its wake. She sat and stared, letting her thoughts drift away. The sound of waves lapping at the shore calmed her and lulled her into a haze. Embry�s phone rang, and Luke�s face popped up on the display. Her heart ached, and she rubbed at her chest. Stupid picture. She hit ignore and threw the phone into the sand. She�d have to speak to him at some point, but not when she was so raw. His betrayal was still too fresh.
Minutes passed, maybe hours. She had no idea how much longer she sat there staring at the ocean, but as she watched the sun kiss the horizon, she knew she had to pull herself together. She headed home, trying not to think about the empty apartment waiting for her. Luke had called a few more times, and each time, she sent him to voicemail.
She drove down the highway, with the windows down, wind blowing through her hair, trying to focus her thoughts on anything else but Luke. Her phone danced across the passenger seat again, and Embry rolled her eyes, wishing he�d stop calling. She grabbed the phone to shut it off but saw Morgan�s face on the display.
�Hello?�
�Bree! Where�ve you been? Everyone is talking about what happened to Coleman and the hot new professor who took her place! Were you in class today? Is he seriously gorgeous? I hear he�s, like, seriously gorgeous! Why didn�t you call me?�
�It�s Luke.� Embry could barely get the words out. She took a deep breath and fought off the tears threatening to fall. Just saying his name hurt.
�What about Luke? I�m talking about your hot new professor. Did you hear anything I just said?�
Exasperated, Embry replied, �Yes, Morgan, I heard what you said.�
�So what are you talking about?�
�My hot new professor,� Embry said slowly.
�Yes?�
�Is Luke.�
Morgan shrieked, and Embry held the phone away from her ear. �Embry? Embry! Are you there? Helloooooo?� Morgan called.
She brought the phone back to her ear. �I�m here, Morgan.�
�Are you okay? What�s going on? Why didn�t you tell me?�
�Because I just found out when I walked into class today.�
�I don�t understand.�
�That makes two of us,� Embry said flatly. She felt as if all of the life had been sucked out of her voice, along with the promise of what could have been between her and Luke.
�You�re not okay.� It wasn�t a question.
�No, I�m not.�
�Have you spoken to him?�
�He announced to the class that he was supposed to start as a professor next semester, but with Coleman out for the rest of this semester, they asked him to take over.�
�Wow, okay. But have you actually spoken to him? Outside of the classroom?�
�And say what?�
�Oh, I don�t know, maybe start with �What the fuck� and go from there?� Morgan suggested. �Don�t you want to hear what he has to say?�
�I don�t know.�
�Has he tried to get in touch?�
�Yeah, he�s called at least a half a dozen times. Sent some texts. I haven�t checked them.� Embry told Morgan about her morning: almost sleeping through class, Luke�s missed calls, and the text he sent right before she walked into class.
�Wow.�
�Yeah.�
�I think you should at least hear him out. Clearly this was sprung on him, too,� Morgan said.
�I get that, but really, we�ve been together over a month. Don�t you think that in all the conversations we�ve had, the fact that he was going to be a professor next semester might have come up? It�s kind of an important piece of information. I was dating a fucking professor.�
Morgan went silent for a minute. �That�s kind of hot, Bree.�
�Shut up, M.�
�What? I�m just saying.�
�Not helping.�
�Well at least you with him. It would be much worse sitting in his classroom knowing what he looks like under those sexy clothes.�
Embry stayed silent. She and Morgan had both been working on big assignments over the weekend, so she hadn�t had a chance to catch her up on what went on with Luke.
�Embry?� Morgan questioned.
�Yes?�
�What aren�t you telling me?� Her friend�s tone was a combination of suspicion and curiosity.
�Nothing,� Embry said flatly.
�You dirty whore! You hooked up with him? I can�t believe you didn�t tell me!�
Embry let out an audible sigh.
�How was it?�
�Again, not helping,� Embry deadpanned.
�Okay, okay. You want me to come over?�
�No, I�m just gonna go home and crash. I�ll call you tomorrow.�
�You sure you�re all right?�
�No, but I will be. I always am.�
Embry hung up and pulled into her parking spot. She grabbed her things and made her way toward the stairs. When she looked up, she saw Luke sitting on the top step outside of her apartment. His arms rested on his knees, hands dangling between his legs, and his head hung low. At the sound of her footsteps, he lifted his eyes and sucked in a breath. Her heart thudded at the sight of him. His shirt was wrinkled, hanging untucked out of his pants. His eyes were bloodshot, and his normally perfect hair stuck up at odd angles as though he had been running his hands through it repeatedly. He still looked gorgeous.
�Embry,� he said.
�What are you doing here?� Her harsh tone left a bitter taste on her tongue.
�I tried to call.�
�I know. I didn�t answer for a reason.�
Luke stood, making space for Embry to move up the stairs. She juggled her bags as she pulled out her keys. Opening her door, she threw her stuff to the side, and turned back to Luke. He leaned against the door jamb, looking disheveled and delicious. It was impossible for the man to look bad. It only fueled her anger.
�What do you want, Luke?�
He stepped toward Embry, lifting his hand to gently cup her cheek. �I�m so sorry, baby.�
Embry leaned into his touch for just a moment before she pulled away, shaking off his hand. �I can�t do this.�
�Please just let me explain.�
Embry shook her head. The tears she thought she had under control threatened to fall, and she didn�t want him to see her cry. �Just go.� She made the mistake of looking at Luke. He stared at her as though he could make it all go away if she�d just let him. �Please, Luke.�
At that moment, Reggie came down the stairs. Embry didn�t know how long he�d been listening in, but he�d heard enough.
�Hey, Bree. Everything okay here?� Reggie asked.
She quickly swiped at her eyes and turned to Reggie. �Yeah, Reggie, it�s fine.�
�You sure? You don�t look fine.�
�No, really,� she sniffled. �It�s fine.�
Reggie eyed Luke carefully. �Hey man, maybe you should go.�
Luke�s gaze didn�t leave Embry.
She stared back at him and realized he wasn�t going to go until he had explained himself, but she just couldn�t handle that yet. She was too angry, too hurt. �Maybe you should,� she said quietly.
Luke gaped at her. �Embry.�
�Come on, man, leave her alone,� Reggie said.
Embry had never been more thankful for her creepy upstairs neighbor.
�Bree, please,� Luke begged, his eyes reflecting his pain. �I just want to talk.�
�I can�t, Luke. Not right now.� Embry shook her head, trying to stay calm. She wanted to yell and scream and cry and yell some more. She wanted to ask him �why,� but she couldn�t. She was afraid of the answer. She took a deep breath, schooling her features back to neutral, and looked him in the eye. �Just leave.�
She saw the defeat in his eyes when he nodded. �Okay,� he whispered. He rubbed the back of his neck. �I guess I�ll, um, talk to you some other time.� Shoulders slumped and head hung low, he turned and walked toward the stairs. Watching Luke walk away broke her. Tears streamed down her face as she stepped back into her apartment and collapsed against the door.
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Thursday morning came too fast, and Embry decided to take a mental health day. Other than contracts the day before, she hadn�t missed a class yet, and Wednesday�s events seemed like as good an excuse as any to take time for herself.
Standing over her bathroom sink, Embry splashed cold water over her face and inspected herself in the mirror. Her eyes were puffy from crying and small, dark circles had formed from lack of sleep. After she had cried herself out the night before, she slipped into an uneasy sleep. She woke every few hours to check her phone. Luke hadn�t tried to contact her since she asked him to leave. Part of her was glad he was respecting her wishes. The other part still clung to what they had and wished he would call. Luke had torn down all of her carefully crafted walls, and she was determined to spend the day building them back up and focusing on herself.
She pulled back her long hair, threw on gym shorts, a tank, and running shoes, found some hard rock music on her iPod, and set out on a long, head-clearing run. Between Luke and school, she hadn�t taken enough time for herself, and she missed her runs. Arms pumping and shoes slapping against the pavement, she concentrated on matching the beat of Fall Out Boy blasting through her headphones. She ran until she thought she�d collapse then caught a second wind and ran some more. By the time she jogged back into her complex, she was sweaty, spent, and feeling more like herself. She was ready to try to put Luke behind her and tackle the rest of the semester.
Checking her phone, she found texts from Jeremy and Morgan. She told Jeremy she�d come down with a bug, and he promised to send notes from the classes she missed. Morgan, being Morgan, wanted to make sure Embry wasn�t trying to drown herself in the bathtub. She suggested drowning in vodka instead. Great friend.
Embry settled on the couch, caught up on her reading and legal briefs, and tried to mentally prepare herself for her first class with Luke as her professor.
* * *
Embry started Friday morning feeling great. She�d actually slept through the night instead of tossing and turning. Unfortunately, as she stared at her lunch and listened to Jeremy catch her up on what had happened in class the day before, Luke was all she could think about. She picked at her salad as Jeremy filled her in on what happened to their professor. Coleman had fainted on Tuesday evening and was taken to the hospital where they discovered a leaking aneurysm in her brain. She had emergency surgery to repair it and everything had gone well, but she wasn�t out of the woods yet. She�d be taking the rest of the semester off to recuperate, and that�s where Luke came in. Unfortunately, Luke�s appearance at Whitman was bigger news than Coleman�s medical emergency.
Apparently Embry wasn�t the only one with Luke Brody on the brain. It was painfully obvious that the girls in her class were bent on impressing their hot new professor. Embry studied the group at the next table and shook her head. Usually dressed for class in sweatpants with their hair a mess, the girls had gone extreme makeover crazy and were decked out in sweater sets and pearls. She felt underdressed in her messy ballerina bun and sundress. As if they weren�t annoying enough, Embry couldn�t escape their shrieks and whispers about Luke. Her Luke. She mentally slapped herself. She had to stop thinking about him. He wasn�t hers anymore. He couldn�t be.
Jeremy nudged her. �What�s on your mind, B?�
�Nothing, just thinking about Coleman.� It was a lie, but a plausible one.
�I�m sure she�ll be all right.�
Embry nodded distractedly. Just then, the girls erupted into a fit of giggles, and she heard Luke�s name again. She cringed at the way they said it with such familiarity. Familiarity she actually had just a few short days ago. The man she had been falling for was her professor, and she realized she really didn�t know him at all.
* * *
Embry let out a small sigh of relief when she entered the classroom and saw that Luke wasn�t there. Feeling exposed and raw, she attempted to settle in and keep her mind off of him. She decided to use Jeremy as a distraction.
�So what are you up to this weekend, Casanova?� she asked.
�Who, me?� Jeremy said, with a sexy wink.
�Yes, you. Don�t play coy. I know your game. Different girl, different section, every weekend.�
�Hey, don�t believe everything you hear.�
She laughed. �I heard it from you.�
He playfully put his hands up in surrender. �Okay, okay, you got me. This is a stressful environment. A guy needs to blow off some steam every once in a while.�
Embry rolled her eyes. �So which of the slutty sisters is it this week?�
�Nah, I had the sisters last week. I�m moving on.�
Her jaw dropped, and she shoved him in the arm. �Jeremy! I was just kidding!�
�I wasn�t,� he said, nudging her and throwing another wink her way.
Embry wrinkled her nose. �You�re gross.�
The energy in the room suddenly shifted, and the hair on the back of Embry�s neck stood on end as she felt Luke�s eyes on her. She knew the minute he entered the room. She felt him as if they were planets in orbit, always circling, each aware of the other at all times. If the shiver that ran through her wasn�t enough to tell her that Luke had walked into the room, the lack of annoying giggles and chatter was the other clue.
As Luke set up at the podium, the girls around the classroom sat up and primped. They pulled out their mirrors to check their makeup, stuck out their chests, and fluffed and tossed their hair. Embry would�ve felt self-conscious in her simple sundress if they hadn�t looked so utterly ridiculous. It was like watching an episode of National Geographic.
Reading Embry�s mind, Jeremy leaned in and whispered in his best British accent, �The twenty-something female dresses in brightly colored cardigans and pearls in order to attract her mate.� Embry could barely contain her laughter as he continued. �As we observe the twenty-something in her natural habitat, we see her stick out her chest, a mating ritual designed to attract the male with her ample cleavage.�
Embry flew into a fit of giggles. Jeremy would never know how thankful she was for him at that moment. Then Luke looked up, and her heart stuttered. He stared at her for a beat, his mouth set in a straight line, and she saw the muscle in his jaw working. She raised her eyebrows at him�taunting�and watched as the shutters went down behind his eyes. He turned away, tension rolling off of him. His reaction was all Embry needed to boost her resolve. She sat with a smug smile as Luke began class.
He stood behind the podium, casual and in control. He owned the room. He owned any room he entered. He was a bit more dressed up than normal in black dress shoes and pants and a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar and showing off his tanned skin. His sleeves were rolled up in his signature Luke way, causing Embry to feel warm. She shook her head, annoyed that he had an effect on her.
�All right, everybody,� he addressed the class. �We�re going to pick up where we left off on Wednesday and talk about damages for breach of contract.� He picked up the index cards with everyone�s names and pictures. He shuffled them mindlessly. �Until I get to know y�all a bit better, I�m going to leave the index cards alone. So how about a volunteer, instead, to give me the facts on Hawkins versus McGee?�
Embry�s arm shot up without her permission. Jeremy caught her eye and gave her a horrified look. They never volunteered. But she continued to hold her hand in the air. Luke saw her, but he was stalling, and she took pleasure in watching him look around the room uncomfortably before coming back to her.
�Okay,� he said, pointing at her. �Br��
Her wide eyes caught his, and he coughed, effectively covering up the fact that he had almost used her nickname. She let out a relieved breath when he made a show of flipping through the index cards to find her picture.
He pulled her card and looked at her. �Miss Jacobs?�
�Yes, Embry.�
�Embry.�
The way her name rolled off of his tongue was pure sex. His deep voice combined with the southern twang did things to her. It wasn�t fair.
�We missed you in class on Wednesday,� he said.
Her ears heated, and a flush crept up her neck. She couldn�t believe he was calling her out in front of the entire class. What a dick. �I was ill,� she said with a bit more attitude than was necessary.
Jeremy nudged her, raising his eyebrows in question. She ignored him and focused her attention on Luke.
�Well then, I hope you�re feeling better. Why don�t you give us the rundown on the hairy hand case.�
�Actually,� she said haughtily, �we�ve covered this case already.� She didn�t even recognize the person speaking. She never behaved that way, but she didn�t care; it felt good.
�Have you?� Luke asked, unfazed.
�Yes, we have. The boy burns his hand on an electrical wire. He goes to a doctor to fix the scarring, and the doctor wants to experiment with skin grafting��
�Hold on a second, Miss Jacobs.� Luke held up his hand. He turned to the blonde in the front row who was frantically waving her hand back and forth. �Yes,� he paused to find her card in the pile, �Ashley?�
The girl nodded.
�Okay, Ashley, did you have something to add?� he asked.
Embry watched, mouth hanging open, as Ashley twirled her over-processed hair and batted her eyelashes at Luke. �Actually, Professor Brody, we haven�t covered this case yet.�
Luke gave her a face-splitting grin, totally feeding into her infatuation. �Thank you very much, Ashley.�
She let out a small giggle and beamed at him.
He turned back to Embry, eyes narrowed. �Maybe Miss Jacobs has been reading ahead. Whether you�ve covered it or not, let�s hear the rest of it, Embry.�
She wasn�t about to let some skank in the front row make her feel stupid. She lifted her chin, glared at Luke and continued with the facts. �The doctor promised Hawkins a one hundred percent good hand before the surgery. He took skin from the boy�s chest, grafted it to his hand, and the boy wound up with a hairy hand.�
�And what did the court find as far as damages?�
�Well, Professor,� Embry emphasized the word, �they found that the boy had relied on the doctor�s representation, which didn�t turn out to be true.�
�Meaning?� he prompted.
�Meaning��she stared into his blue eyes and poured all the meaning she could into her words��he lied.� She saw a crack form in Luke�s cool demeanor. To anyone else, he would appear calm and collected, but the tense set of his shoulders and the way he rubbed at his neck told her a different story.
He took a breath, most likely trying to compose himself. �I�m not sure he lied,� he said carefully, �he just didn�t fulfill his guarantee.�
Embry raised her eyes to the ceiling and let out a huff. �Either way, the doctor guaranteed a one hundred percent good hand, but Hawkins was left with scarring, � she paused for effect before continuing, �and a hairy palm to top it off.�
Jeremy choked on his laughter next to Embry and she stared Luke down, a self-satisfied smirk on her face.
�Okay, Miss Jacobs, thank you for your enthusiastic statement of the facts. But what did the court actually decide?� he asked, irritation clouding his usually clear blue eyes.
�They found that damages should be determined as the difference between what Hawkins was promised, a one hundred percent good hand, and what he received, a hairy palm.�
�Thank you,� he said, turning to address the entire class. �So let�s discuss the significance of this case on how damage awards are determined.�
He outlined the finer points of the court�s decision as Embry looked on with disgust at him, at herself. She couldn�t believe she had behaved that way in front of the entire class. She was motivated by her hurt and anger, but now that Luke had moved on, she could see how childish she had been. She kept quiet the remainder of class, taking notes but not bothering to pay close attention to Luke or his interaction with the other students. By the time they finished, she was downright depressed.
As they packed up, Jeremy leaned over. �What�s gotten into you?�
She gave him doe-eyes, feigning innocence. �What do you mean?�
The look on his face told her he wasn�t buying it. �You know what I mean. I�ve never seen you like that. It was a ballsy move, pissing off the prof like that, Jacobs.�
�Oh, come on, I was just��
�Miss Jacobs?� Luke�s voice stopped her short.
Embry looked at Jeremy with eyebrows raised before turning toward Luke.
�Yes, Professor?� She winced at her own tone. Try as she might, she couldn�t keep the snark from her voice.
Jeremy pinched her side, and she noticed Luke�s eyes following Jeremy�s hand. The muscle in his jaw jumped once more.
�Please come see me before you leave.�
Jeremy rose from his chair, grabbing his books. He leaned in as he walked past her. �You�ve gone and done it now.�
She swatted at him. �Shut it, Jer.� After packing up her computer and books, Embry slipped her tote over her shoulder and walked toward Luke. She looked behind her only to realize that the rest of the students were exiting the room � and they were alone.
As soon as she was within reach, he pounced. �What the hell was that?� he whispered harshly.
�What was what?� she asked, shrugging. She was desperately trying to keep her cool, but she felt heat creeping up her neck at Luke�s obvious anger.
He ran his hand through his short hair, letting his frustration show. �What the fuck, Bree? It�s one thing to be pissed at me, but taking it out on me in the classroom? What�s gotten into you?�
Her eyes went wide, and she worried at her bottom lip. She had no answer. All of her bravado had disappeared, and she was left with uncertainty. She felt empty and unsure. Looking into his eyes, she saw nothing but frustration and anger, and it made her nervous. She�d never seen him that way and was completely unprepared for his reaction. She also wasn�t prepared for the heat pooling between her thighs. When Luke was angry, his southern accent got stronger. Embry felt a little foolish and a lot turned on.
As if he could sense her discomfort, Luke visibly softened. His eyes closed, and he took a breath, relaxing his tense shoulders. When he opened his eyes, they were bright blue and sad. He reached for her but hesitated. He must�ve thought better of it because he let his arm fall back to his side. She would have welcomed his touch at that moment, and his resistance stung. She was an emotional basket case; hating him one minute, desperate for his touch the next.
�Are you finished grandstanding in class?� he asked. His voice was smooth and calm, but there was still a hint of warning underneath.
Her snark wanted to make a comeback, but Embry tamped it down. Embarrassed and uncomfortable, she twisted her hands and continued to chew on her lip. �Yeah,� she mumbled. �I am.� She looked at Luke, his closeness making her feel things she didn�t want to feel. �I am pissed at you, Luke. Really pissed. But I shouldn�t have brought it into class like that.�
�Fine,� he said, �it�s already forgotten.�
�It is?�
�Yes, Bree. That�s not why I called you up here.�
�It�s not?�
�No, it�s not.� He shook his head in frustration. �Well, it was part of it. I mean � what the hell?�
Embry watched as he ran his hand through his hair again and tried to calm himself. It was a rhetorical question, and she didn�t have an answer anyway. Unless she wanted to admit that she was acting out because he�d hurt her.
�I need to talk you about your research position with Coleman,� he continued.
�Wow, okay,� she said, taken aback by the subject change. �I hadn�t even thought about that. I guess I should start looking for a new job, huh?� Her shoulders slumped as defeat filled her. The good news just kept on coming.
�Not necessarily,� Luke said.
Embry perked up. �Really?�
�I�m taking over.�
�Taking over what?� she asked.
�I�m taking over the research.�
�Oh.� She still didn�t fully comprehend what was happening.
A small smile crept over Luke�s face as she processed his words.
�Oh!� she said again, realizing the implications of what Luke had just said. �So then me and you?� She gestured between them as a blush rose on her cheeks.
�Yes, me and you,� he said, his sea blue eyes boring into her green ones. �I�ll supervise, set the parameters, and report the findings back to Professor Coleman.�
She felt elated and crushed all at once. She wouldn�t lose her position, but it meant working closely with Luke. Can I do this?
When Luke reached out again, he didn�t stop himself. Resting his hand on her shoulder, he looked into her eyes. �Look, I know this is a lot to digest, but we can make this work. I want to make this work.�
Embry didn�t hear his words. She was too distracted by the searing warmth on her shoulder. His touch caused a reaction in her that she couldn�t control no matter how pissed off or hurt she was.
Luke continued to speak. �I don�t want you losing your position. I know how hard you work, and the last thing you need is to serve beer on the weekends instead of focusing on school.�
Embry agreed with that. She wanted the research position on her resume. It would open doors for her, especially if Coleman got published and Embry�s name was on the research. But could she and Luke really work together? �Can I think about it?�
Luke dropped his hand from her shoulder and brought it up to rub his neck. �Yes, think about it. But I want you to consider one thing.�
�Okay,� she said, warily.
�If we�re going to do this, if we�re going to make this work, I need you to hear me out first. You have to let me explain why I did what I did.�
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Embry sat on her living room floor, back against the couch and long legs splayed out on the carpet. Her hair was in a haphazard ponytail, and her right hand gripped a bottle of her favorite white wine.
�You are one hot mess, my love,� Morgan said, walking into the living room with two plates of steaming hot pizza in one hand and her own glass of wine in the other.
�Hah,� Embry scoffed, taking a swig straight from the bottle. The sweet taste lingered on her lips, and her head was becoming cloudy enough to relax.
�And classy, too. What happened to your glass?� Morgan looked around for the missing object.
�I ditched it about the same time I decided to go to town on the whole bottle.�
�Nice. Not that I don�t love drunk Embry, because I do, but what brought this on?� Morgan slid onto the floor beside Embry.
�Seriously?� Embry eyed her best friend. �You have to ask?�
�I know who brought it on. But when I spoke to you earlier, it seemed like you two were playing nice.�
�That was before I had the chance to think about him trapping me into hearing his explanation.�
�Oh, so before the half-bottle of alcohol was consumed?� Morgan countered.
Embry smiled, held the bottle up, and swished the liquid around. �That too.�
�Okay, so what�s really the problem?�
�There is none. I�m okay. I just wanted a bit of alcohol to help me decide if I wanted to spend the rest of the semester working one-on-one with my sexy, kind-of-sort-of ex-boyfriend-turned-professor.�
�Well when you put it that way,� Morgan joked.
�I don�t want to hear his explanation. I would rather just put it behind us and try to have some semblance of a professional relationship.�
�How about this,� Morgan suggested. �Dig into that delicious New York pizza. Let�s polish off the wine and have some fun, and we�ll worry about Luke later.�
�I like the sound of that,� Embry said, taking a large bite. �Oh my god, so good.� Melted cheese and sauce dripped down her chin. �Real pizza � You have no idea how much I�ve missed this.�
�You really are in rare form tonight,� Morgan teased, throwing a napkin at Embry.
The girls polished off the pizza and finished their wine. They talked about school, the past, their families, and everything else while keeping the conversation far away from Luke. Morgan connected her iPod to the speakers, and they danced around the apartment, drinking and singing.
After they collapsed on the couch, Embry rested her head on her best friend�s shoulder. �Thanks, Morgs.�
�That�s what I�m here for,� she said, nudging Embry. �You know Brett�s going to have to come get me since you got me drunk.�
�Brett!� Embry cheered. �I miss him. Tell him to come pick your drunk ass up so I can say hello.�
�You call and tell him,� Morgan said. �Then maybe he won�t yell at me for standing him up tonight.�
�You stood him up?�
�You needed me.�
�I did. Now give me your phone so I can get your man over here.�
�Okay,� Morgan said, tossing her phone at Embry. �I�m just going to lay down in the guest room for a bit.�
�Seriously? You always pass out!� Embry whined, chucking a throw pillow at Morgan as she disappeared down the hall.
* * *
A knock sounded on the front door a while later.
Embry jumped up and flung the door open. �BRETTY!�
�Hey, Bree-Bree,� he said, his big brown eyes shining down at her.
Brett swept Embry into a huge hug, completely dwarfing her, and she immediately felt better. Getting teary-eyed, she pulled away from the comfort of his arms.
�Come on in. Your girl is passed out in the guest room,� she said, motioning toward the hallway.
�Typical.� He rolled his eyes.
�Want something to drink?� Embry asked as Brett followed her through the door.
He surveyed the empty wine bottles on the kitchen island. �Is there anything left?�
�Har har. I have beer in the fridge.�
�Sure, whatever you have,� he said, arranging his large body on the couch.
Brett Parker stood at least six feet, four inches. His size and muscles could be intimidating, but he was a big softie underneath. His sandy mop of hair, big brown eyes, and toothpaste-commercial smile gave him that perfect All-American look. He was like the big brother Embry had never had.
Brett, Embry, and Morgan had grown up in the same town. Brett�s parents were close with Embry�s and she�d spent a lot of time with him when they were younger. He had always been Embry�s protector, but by the time she was mixed up with Jack, Brett was away at college.
Embry grabbed a beer, snapped the cap off, and brought it to Brett. She plopped down on the couch next to him and let out a huge sigh.
�Wanna talk about it?� he asked.
�No. But I probably should.�
�Morgan gave me the Cliff�s Notes version. What�s going on?�
�Well, you probably don�t know the newest development. Luke is not only my professor, but he�s taking over my research project as well.� She filled Brett in on their conversation as well as Luke�s ultimatum: if she wanted to keep her position, she�d have to hear him out.
�Okay, so what�s the issue?�
�What good will it do?� Embry threw her arms up in the air. �We�re done, over. Even if he explains himself and I understand or forgive him, we can�t be together, so what�s the point? I�d rather not rehash our feelings when there�s nothing we can do about them. I just want to move on.�
Brett looked on with sympathetic eyes as Embry continued to relay her feelings about Luke. Before she knew it, she had given him the entire back-story and he was completely up to speed on their screwed up attempt at a relationship.
�You want honest or you want sugar-coated?� he asked.
�You know I want you to be honest with me. You�re the one person I know always will be.�
�You�re hurting, I get that. He fucked up. But that�s what guys do. We fuck up. Especially when a beautiful girl is involved. From what Morgan said, she hasn�t seen you this happy since �� Brett�s fists clenched in his lap.
Embry knew it was hard for him to talk about Jack. He carried a lot of guilt over the fact that he hadn�t been around for Embry during such a bad time. She put her hand over his, drawing his attention back to her.
He blew out a breath. �She said she hasn�t seen you this happy since before Jack. I get that Luke lied and hurt you, and now you�re in an impossible situation. But I think the real reason you don�t want to let him explain is because you�re afraid.�
�Afraid of what?�
�You don�t want to deal with your feelings for him, and if you never let him explain, you�ll never have to. You can put the blame on him, never face what you felt for him, and pretend to move on. But you won�t move on,� Brett said.
�And why is that?� Embry asked somewhat defensively.
�You were falling for him.�
Embry blanched at the easy way such a big statement rolled off Brett�s tongue. She knew she was falling for Luke, but hearing it out loud made it real. All of a sudden, that deep ache in her chest began to throb. She crossed her arms, looking like a five-year-old on the verge of a tantrum. �Was not.�
�You�re not ready to admit it, and that�s fine. I�m not saying you should go all Say Anything outside his window, but if you keep all your feelings stuffed inside, they�ll eat you alive.�
She sank into the couch, feeling defeated.
�Or if you�re dead set on shutting him out and losing a great job,� he continued, �I hear Hooters is hiring.� Brett nudged her, wiggling his eyebrows.
�Oh shut it, Parker,� she said, smacking his arm.
Morgan chose that moment to stumble down the hallway rubbing her eyes. �What about Hooters?�
Brett let out a hearty laugh and stood to greet his girl. �Hey, the party has arrived!� Morgan face-planted into his chest. He shook his head, wrapped her in his arms, and planted a kiss on the top of her head. �Girls� night was successful, huh babe?� He shot Embry a wink over Morgan�s head.
Morgan groaned and mumbled something unintelligible.
Brett laughed again. He pulled back and forced Morgan�s head back to look at him. �I�ll take that as a yes, baby?�
She smiled at him, whispered, �Take me home,� and lifted up onto her toes to plant a kiss on his lips.
Embry blushed and looked away, not wanting to intrude on their private moment. Had she and Luke looked like that? Happy and in love? Well, maybe not in love, but getting there. The realization that she would never have that with him broke her heart.
�All right!� Brett announced, bringing Embry out of her thoughts. �Time to take my lush of a girlfriend home.�
Morgan smacked his chest playfully. �Hey, I�m an overworked law student, it doesn�t take much these days.� She pulled Embry into a hug. �You okay?�
Embry nodded into Morgan�s shoulder. �I�m good. Thanks, M.�
Morgan smiled. �Anytime, you know that. Take care of you, Breebear.�
�Yeah, yeah.�
Brett grabbed Embry in another big hug. �Good to see you, beauty.�
�You too. Thanks for the advice, big bro.�
He gave her one of his award-winning smiles and started toward the door where his girlfriend waited. �Just remember, guys do stupid shit all the time, but the majority of the time, it has something to do with a girl.� He winked. �Hear him out, B.�
Brett and Morgan walked out, and Embry settled back on the couch. Her head was all over the place. She was pissed at Luke, but she missed him. She was torn between hearing him out and staying as far away from him as she could. Flipping on the TV, she attempted to distract herself with late-night reruns. Even an hour of mind-numbing reality television didn�t help, so she shut off the TV, cleaned up the kitchen, and headed to bed.
Sleep wouldn�t come easy, and she knew it. Staring at the ceiling, she let her thoughts drift to Luke. He�d probably have a good explanation. It may not excuse him from lying, but somehow, she was sure he�d had good intentions, however misplaced. But then where would she be? Her anger at Luke was the only thing keeping her sane, helping her keep distance between them. If she heard him out and forgave him, then what? Brett was right�she was in an impossible situation. Was it easier to stay mad at him and ignore the feelings that kept rising to the surface?
She knew she was kidding herself. There was no ignoring Luke. The best she could do was figure out a way to coexist with him. Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her cell phone and typed out a quick text to Luke.

Okay, let�s talk.

Butterflies took up residence in her stomach as she hit send. Too nervous to wait for his response, she shut off the phone and went to sleep.
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Embry pulled her car into Luke�s driveway and took a deep breath, trying in vain to calm her rapid heartbeat. The butterflies from last night were back and her nerves were spiraling out of control. We�re just going to talk. That�s all. She sat for a moment to gather her thoughts.
When she�d woken up, she turned on her phone to find a text from Luke asking to talk that afternoon. She suggested waiting until school on Monday since she wanted to spend as little time alone with him as possible. But he didn�t think it would be appropriate to have a conversation about their relationship at Whitman, and he was right. Since she lived closer to campus, Embry agreed to meet at his place.
Grabbing her purse, she got out of the car, and walked to the front door. She took another deep breath and rang the doorbell. There was no answer. Just as she lifted her hand to knock again, Luke swung the door open.
�Hey,� he said, out of breath.
�Hi.�
He wore distressed jeans, a tight white tee that showcased every curve of his muscles, and a worn Georgia ball cap that looked as though it�d seen better days. He looked far younger than his thirty-one years and absolutely gorgeous. �Were you waiting long?� He leaned in to kiss her cheek as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Embry froze, not knowing how to respond. She pulled in a breath, loving how he smelled, and savored his nearness. It took everything she had to back away instead of leaning into his warmth. �Not long. Just a minute.�
�Sorry about that.� He guided her through the door, his hand on the small of her back. His touch seared through the thin material of her top and set fire to her skin. He was completely oblivious to the effect he had on her. �I was pulling my rods out of the basement.�
She looked at him in confusion.
�Fishing rods,� he said hurriedly. �I thought we could go down to the dock and talk. I think better with a fishing pole in my hand.�
�Oh, um, okay.� She didn�t care where they talked. She just wanted to get it over with. After just a minute together, the sexual tension was thick between them, and Embry didn�t want to stay a minute longer than she had to.
They walked through his town home and out onto the back deck where he�d stashed two fishing poles and a small bucket of night crawlers. Luke led the way down the stairs and toward the dock in silence.
As they reached the end of the dock where two fold-out camp chairs were waiting, he looked over his shoulder and shot her a wide grin. �Have you ever been fishing before?� He was all innocence and charm.
In that moment, she couldn�t remember why she�d been upset with him. �Nope, I haven�t.�
�Want to try?� he asked, hope in his voice.
�Sure, I�ll give it a shot.� She looked into the bait bucket. �But can you, um, put the bait on?�
Luke chuckled. �Yeah, I�ll do the dirty work,� he said, giving her a wink.
She didn�t know what his game was. They were supposed to be having a talk, hashing things out. Instead, he acted as though nothing had happened. She leaned against one of the pilings and watched him bait the hook. The wind picked up, and she wrapped her arms around herself.
�Cold?� Luke asked.
�A little,� she admitted.
Reaching into the back pocket of the fold-out chair, he pulled out the Georgia sweatshirt he�d snuck over her head on the beach. �I thought you might be.�
She eyed the sweatshirt. �No funny business?�
He held his hands up in mock surrender. �No funny business. I thought you�d be cold. I don�t have any Gator sweaters lying around,� he joked.
�Thanks.� She pulled it over her head and was engulfed in him. Taking a deep breath, she lost herself in his scent.
�Here,� he said, coming up behind her and startling her. He held the fishing rod in front of her, waiting for her to grab it. �Cradle the pole in your arm like this, and use your thumb to control the spool.� He took her hand in his, positioned her fingers where he wanted them, and lightly stroked his thumb over hers.
The feel of his body against her back and the warmth of his touch was suddenly too much. She was surrounded by him. He was invading every one of her senses and putting cracks in the walls she had put back up. She was frustrated, confused. She felt so good being near him, but it hurt, too.
�Luke,� she said sharply, wiggling out of his grasp. Turning to face him, she tried to ignore the hurt on his face. �You told me if I wanted the research position, then I needed to hear you out. I�m willing to do that. I�m here. But I can�t do this.� She motioned between them. �We can�t do this.�
He propped the fishing pole against the chair, took off his hat, and ran his fingers through his hair. �You�re right. I�m sorry.� Leaning against the railing, he gestured to the chair. �Sit. Let�s talk.�
She immediately regretted speaking up. The spell was broken, and Luke�s demeanor had changed. She wanted nothing more than for him to wrap his arms around her again and show her how to fish. But as much it hurt to lose what could have been, a relationship wasn�t worth risking their futures. She sat down, and he stared out at the bay. Knowing how hard the conversation would be, Embry sat patiently, giving Luke time to gather his thoughts.
He turned toward her, his apprehension palpable. �Where should I start?�
�At the beginning. Tell me why you lied.�
�Short version or long?� He laughed nervously, grabbing at his neck.
She eyed him, waiting for a serious answer.
He let out a breath and settled in the chair beside her. �Because I didn�t want to lose you.�
�Lose me?� Embry�s eyebrows pushed into her hairline. �But you didn�t even know me.�
�I know, but��
�But what?� All of her feelings, buried deep under her desire for him, rushed to the surface. �I was just another girl. A student. You didn�t know me, but you knew I was a student.�
�I know.�
�And you�re a professor.�
�Yeah.�
�Then why? Why approach me at all?�
�Because I couldn�t stay away,� he said, scrubbing his hands down his face. His blue eyes burned bright. �Because you were never just another girl to me.�
Embry balked at his statement. She snapped her mouth shut and waited for him to elaborate.
�I was drawn to you, Bree. I wanted you from the moment I saw you.� His eyes held hers, refusing to let go. �I can�t explain it. I just knew I had to be near you.�
�But you knew I was a student.�
A crooked smile formed on his lips. �Yes, beautiful, we�ve established that.�
His endearment cut her to the core. �I just don�t get it.�
�What don�t you get?� he asked. �I was falling for you the minute I saw you.�
Throat thick with emotion, she was once again stunned into silence by his candidness. If she had any question about whether their feelings were mutual, she had her answer.
�You think I didn�t know the risk? That I didn�t think about it?� he asked. �It was all I could think about. The first time I saw you in that hallway, I cursed you in my head. I didn�t want to want you; I didn�t want this. But here we are.� Pain streaked across his face.
�Here we are,� Embry said, her voice barely audible. She remembered their first encounter in the hallway, his hesitation, the emotions that passed across his face before he could hide them.
�I planned on telling you. When I asked you to have dinner the other night, I was going to come clean, tell you everything. We�d established our feelings, and I didn�t want to keep it from you any longer. �
�But you kept it from me for over a month, Luke.�
�Do you think I wanted to lie to you? That I enjoyed it?�
She saw he was becoming frustrated, but his frustration only served to stoke the embers of her anger. �I don�t know what I�m supposed to think.�
�You wouldn�t have given me a chance, Bree.�
�How do you know?� she responded, indignation clear in her voice.
�Seriously?� He chuckled. �You�re the most determined, motivated, dedicated person I know. You were born to be an attorney, and you worked so hard to get here. If I�d told you I was a professor, I�d never have convinced you to spend time with me. I wanted you to see me, without the stupid title and school conduct code.�
Embry thought about it for a minute. As strongly as she felt for him, he was right. She never would have gone for it. But that didn�t excuse it.
He said, �Look, I know how important school is to you, and I respect that��
�Do you, Luke? Because if you really cared, if you weren�t just thinking about yourself, you wouldn�t have put my whole future in jeopardy. You weren�t a professor - my professor - at the time, but you took away my choice in the matter.�
�I knew it was a risk,� he said quietly, �but you were worth it.�
She looked into his sad eyes, and just like that her anger dissipated. A dull ache took its place. She was upset that he had lied, but it wasn�t just to get her into bed. She knew his feelings were real. She knew because she felt the same.
�I was careful, Bree. I wasn�t even supposed to start teaching until next semester. I thought we had time. I never wanted you to find out like this.�
Tears welled in her eyes and slid slowly down her cheeks. �I just don�t get what the point of all of this was.�
�Because I need you, beautiful.� He tugged on her chin to bring her eyes to his. �I told you on Saturday that I don�t know what I�d do if I couldn�t have you.� He gently wiped away her tears. �I thought once you got to know me, it wouldn�t matter. I wasn�t supposed to ever be your professor. I thought we could find a way around my job. I know lying was wrong. I fucked up. But I couldn�t take the chance of letting you get away.�
Embry stared back at Luke, her Luke. She couldn�t let him go either; she just didn�t want to deal with the hurt anymore. She wanted to feel something good. Reaching out, she grabbed his face and brought his mouth to hers. Every nerve ending in her body flared to life as their lips connected. She knew he was holding back, letting her run the show. She parted her lips, allowing him access, and he slowly swept his tongue into her mouth. As he wrapped his arms around her, all of the feelings she�d been pushing down for the past week rose to the surface. Thoughts of Luke as her professor played through her head. She tried to push them away, tried to lose herself in the kiss, but it was too much. She pulled away, trying to catch her breath.
�Embry?� Luke questioned, his eyes searching.
She stared at her hands, unable to look at him.
�Hey,� he said, gently lifting her chin so their eyes met again.
�I � I can�t.� She shook her head as new tears threatened to fall.
It was Luke�s turn to be stunned into silence. She watched his Adam�s apple bob as he swallowed thickly, pain and regret painted across his face.
�I�m sorry,� he whispered.
�I know you are. I�m sorry, too. I just can�t do this.� She rose from her chair.
�Bree, wait,� he pleaded, grabbing her arm. �Look, forget about the kiss. Stay. Let�s talk this out, okay?�
She hesitated, but nodded numbly as she folded back into the chair. Luke sat quietly as if he knew she needed time to process her thoughts.
�This is why I didn�t want to talk,� she explained. �I get why you lied. I�m not happy about it, but I get it. But where does that leave us? Being angry made it easier to ignore my feelings for you. I don�t know how to do this. How to feel the way I do and pretend I don�t.�
Luke�s hand went to his neck again. �I don�t know either, but we have no choice. I put us in this position. I�ll work it out.�
�How?� Embry asked, genuinely curious as to how Luke thought they could pull it off.
�I don�t know. But I have no intention of letting this affect you. Your future is too important. We�ll do what we have to. Keep it professional. You�ll assist me with Coleman�s research, and we won�t spend time together outside of school. We�ll make it work.�
The thought of losing Luke brought back the dull ache in her chest, but they had no choice. At least with her research position, she�d get to spend some time with him. �Okay, we�ll make it work.�
�And if after �� he said quietly, looking unsure.
Warmth unfurled in Embry�s belly. He didn�t have to finish his sentence; she was right there with him. Maybe once the semester was over and he was no longer her professor, they could be together. They�d have to keep it quiet, of course, but it could work. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She couldn�t believe she was actually thinking about having a relationship with a professor. A few months ago, she never would have entertained the possibility. Feeling the way she felt about Luke, she didn�t think she could just walk away. She snuggled into his sweatshirt and gazed out over the water. �Yeah, maybe after ��
They sat in silence until Embry became restless. Being in Luke�s presence was too easy and comfortable, and she needed to get used to not having a connection with him. She rose from the chair. �I should head out. I have some studying to do.�
Luke nodded, rising from his chair. �Okay, I�ll walk you out.�
She walked back toward the town house, Luke close behind. Stopping in front of her car, she turned and found herself staring into Luke�s hard chest. She stepped back, trying to create space between them, but found her back against the car door.
He lifted his hand toward her face but let it fall back to his side before making contact. He offered an apologetic smile instead. �Thanks for hearing me out. I�m glad we got to talk.�
�Me too.�
Luke didn�t move to leave, and he stared down at her intently.
�Well, I�ll see you Monday,� she offered awkwardly.
That seemed to snap him out of it. He stepped back and shoved his hands in his back pockets. �Yep, see you then.�
When she unlocked her car door, the sleeve of Luke�s sweatshirt fell past her hand. She spun around, pulling up on the sweater. �I should probably give this back.�
Luke caught Embry�s hands, stilling her movements. �It�s chilly out. Keep it.�
�You sure?�
He nodded and dropped his hands, his steel blue gaze boring into hers. She was rooted to the spot, once again lost in his eyes.
�Come here,� he said, holding out his arms, his voice nothing but a sexy rasp.
Embry didn�t hesitate. She stepped forward, and Luke wrapped her in his arms. He nuzzled her neck, breathing her in. A small strangled whimper escaped her lips. At the soft sound, Luke�s head lifted, his eyes ablaze. He ran his hands into her hair and slammed his lips on hers in a bruising kiss. For just a moment, Embry surrendered, reveling in the feeling of being consumed by him.
It ended as fast as it began. Luke tore himself away, sadness flooding his features, and Embry ducked into her car, offering a short wave. As she pulled out of the driveway, her eyes cloudy with tears, she lifted her fingers to her kiss-swollen lips, knowing that it was good-bye.
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Embry was dragged out of a delicious dream by her alarm clock blaring. She rolled over to silence the music, and she was immersed in Luke�s scent, warm and woodsy. She shot up, groggy and confused, to search for him. Finding her bed empty, she looked down to see that she was still wearing his sweatshirt, and the events of the previous night came crashing back. Pulling it to her nose, she inhaled deeply, taking in as much of Luke as she could before ripping it over her head. She folded it and left it on her pillow, knowing that was the closest she�d get to Luke. They�d drawn their lines, and both of their futures depended on them staying on their own sides.
She ran through her morning routine, grabbed her books, and headed to class. Her first research meeting with Luke was that afternoon, and she was jumpy and nervous. Her anxiety grew as she sat in her first class.
What would it be like with Luke? Would he be friendly? Could she really pretend he was nothing but a professor to her? She was confused and upset over they way they had left things. They�d agreed to keep their relationship professional�make it work any way they could�but then they�d shared that kiss. It was supposed to be an ending, a good-bye, but it didn�t feel like it.
She caught herself running her fingers over her lips, remembering the feel of Luke�s mouth. Pulling her hand away, she glanced at Jeremy to see if he�d noticed her petting her lips like a freak. He winked, reached in his pocket, and put whatever he�d pulled out into her hand.
Her cheeks heated as she looked at the stick of lip balm. Busted. �What�s this?�
�Chapstick,� he answered.
�I can see that, thanks. Why are you giving it to me?�
�Chapped lips?�
�My lips are fine,� she said.
�Well you were rubbing at them, so I figured you needed some relief. Unless it�s another kind of relief you�re after. You know I�m good for that too.� He wiggled his eyebrows in typical Jeremy fashion.
�Ick, Jer!� she said, throwing the Chapstick at his chest.
�Hey, take it easy!� He threw his hands up and laughed.
�Mr. Price.� Embry and Jeremy jumped to attention when the professor called Jeremy�s name.
�Yes, sir,� Jeremy answered.
�Were you volunteering for the next case or interrupting my class to flirt with the pretty girl next to you?� the professor asked.
Embry felt her cheeks turn an embarrassing shade of red.
�Neither, sir?� Jeremy answered, shrugging.
�Well, in that case, why don�t you tell us about State versus Jackson and the felony murder rule.�
* * *
By the time Embry had to meet with Luke, she was ready to go home and hide under her covers. Jeremy hadn�t been prepared, and the professor had torn him apart. Since Jeremy couldn�t answer the questions, the case was dumped on Embry, and she�d done a shit job of analyzing the case law. She�d never felt so stupid.
Then there was contracts. Two hours of Professor Brody was its own special brand of torture, especially since she couldn�t stop daydreaming about his mouth on hers. They�d avoided eye contact for the duration of the class, both struggling with their newfound professor-student relationship, but when she wasn�t looking at him, she felt his eyes on her. She kept to herself, not volunteering and trying to avoid any emotional outbursts, all the while squirming in her seat.
As she made her way up the stairs toward the faculty wing, dread settled heavy in her stomach. Their meeting was at four o�clock and she was already running behind, but she couldn�t seem to get her body to cooperate. She dragged her feet when she should have been rushing. She walked down the long hallway until she found �Professor Lucas J. Brody� printed on a small, gray plaque next to a door. She breathed deeply, trying to calm her unruly nerves, and knocked.
�Yes?� he called from the other side of the door.
She pushed the door open and peeked in. �Professor?� The word felt all wrong on her tongue. Especially when she still felt the ghost of his lips on hers. Focus, Embry.
His face lit with a gorgeous Luke smile that quickly melted away as he shut down his emotions and put up a wall. Enter Professor Brody. �Yes, Miss Jacobs, come on in.�
She walked in and sat in one of the leather chairs facing his desk. She perched awkwardly on the edge of the seat and hugged her bag.
�How are you?� he asked, the words bursting with meaning.
�I�m �� She distracted herself with the zipper on her bag before looking into his penetrating stare. �I�m okay. You?�
�I�m good,� he answered, holding her gaze.
�That�s good.�
They sat in awkward silence. The room was charged with all of the emotions and desires they couldn�t act upon. She wasn�t even three feet from Luke, but she suddenly felt worlds away. He cleared his throat, and Embry shook herself from her thoughts.
�So where are you with Coleman�s research?� he asked.
�I-um �� She let out a small nervous laugh. �Sorry��she pulled her bag open��let me grab my notes.�
Embry gave Luke the rundown on her work with Coleman, and they came up with a new research schedule. They�d meet two to three times a week in his office to go over her findings and work together. She had a feeling that meeting so often wasn�t necessary, but she didn�t say anything. He gave her a few small tasks to work on for him then stood and walked around his desk as she packed up.
�So I�ll see you on Friday at four?� he asked.
�Well, I�ll be in class, but yeah, Friday at four.� She started toward the door, but she jumped when she felt Luke�s hand on the small of her back.
�Sorry.� He pulled his hand back and rubbed his neck. �I just, um � I�ll walk you to the door.�
�Oh no, it�s okay.� Heat rushed to her cheeks. She was embarrassed and so uncomfortable.
Luke pulled the door open, and she practically ran through it, dying to get away from him.
* * *
�It was terrible! And when I say terrible, I mean unbelievably awkward, uncomfortable, and torturous!� Embry said, flailing her arms.
�Tell me how you really feel,� Morgan said dryly, sipping her beer.
Embry had met Morgan for happy hour after seeing Luke. That meeting definitely necessitated more than one alcoholic drink.
�It was awful,� she shouted over the happy hour crowd.
�I�m getting that.�
�I have no idea how we�re going to make this work. Going from whatever we were to � to this. It sucks.�
Morgan shrugged and took another sip of her beer.
�What?� Embry asked.
�Nothing,� Morgan replied, looking bored.
�What do you mean nothing? Why are you so quiet about this? You always have two cents to put in.�
�You don�t want to hear my two cents on this,� Morgan warned.
Embry rolled her eyes and let out an aggravated sigh. �Of course I do. You�re my best friend. I need advice.�
�My advice won�t be what you want to hear.�
�Well tell me anyway,� she prodded.
�Fuck him.�
�What?� Embry was sure she had heard wrong.
�Fuck. Him.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Told you you wouldn�t like it,� Morgan said.
�I don�t understand what you�re suggesting.�
�I�m suggesting that you get over yourself and get under Luke.�
Embry gasped, smacking her best friend on the arm. �Morgan!�
�What?� Morgan laughed. �I�m serious. This thing between you two won�t go away. Fuck him. Have fun. Fall in love. Whatever. But just be happy, because this Bree��she motioned toward Embry��is no fun.�
Embry opened and closed her mouth like a fish, having no idea what to say. �You think I should have an affair with my professor?�
�No. I think that you should have a relationship with Luke, the man who makes you happy.�
�I don�t know, Morgan,� she said, completely unsure of what to do.
�Try for friends then.�
�Friends?�
Morgan shrugged.
�Have you ever been friends with a professor? Let alone a hot male professor that every student wants to sleep with? How am I supposed to be his friend? Can I even go back to being friends after � well, you know. How can I be friends with my professor when I know what he can do to me with his mouth?� Embry snapped her jaw shut and her eyes widened as she realized she�d been thinking out loud.
Morgan smirked and shook her head. �What choice do you have?�
* * *
On Friday, Embry experienced deja vu as she dragged herself up the stairs toward the faculty wing. She wasn�t looking forward to another awkward meeting with Luke. Class with him had been more of the same: avoiding eye contact and sneaking glances when the other wasn�t looking. There was only so much more she could take. Morgan�s words ran through her head. �Fuck. Him.�
Embry pushed away the thought, knowing that wouldn�t solve anything. She approached Luke�s office, knocked, and waited for an answer.
The door swung open, and Luke stood in the doorway. �Hi, Embry. Come on in.�
He looked about as worn down as she felt. She watched him walk back to his desk, sit down, and loosen his tie. She was mesmerized as he unbuttoned and rolled up his sleeves, unable to take her eyes off of his hands.
�You gonna sit?� he asked.
Embry flushed. She took her place on the edge of one of the large leather chairs and dug through her bag, pretending to look for something instead of acknowledging Luke�s eyes on her.
�Okay, enough,� he said, voice tight.
Embry looked up, eyes wide with confusion. �What did I do?�
�Nothing. You didn�t do anything,� he said, running his hands through his hair. �This is just so goddamn uncomfortable. It�s ridiculous. I�ve had you in my bed, for Christ�s sake.�
Embry looked at him in surprise, not believing what had just slipped from his mouth. �Hence why it�s so awkward,� she said, smirking.
Luke lifted his eyes to the sky and shook his head at her, a wide grin splitting his face. They broke into laughter as the tension eased from the room.
�This isn�t us,� he continued after they�d composed themselves.
�There isn�t an us anymore. We can�t be us,� Embry said quietly.
�Yes, we can. We�re not strangers, Bree. We don�t have to act like it.�
�Okay.�
�We can be friends.�
She looked at him skeptically. Morgan�s suggestion of friendship played in her head. She wasn�t sure professors and students were supposed to be friends.
�Friend-ly,� he amended.
�Okay, we can try.�
His dimples deepened as a large smile spread across his face. She was left with the thought that being friend-ly with Luke would be the death of her.
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As the weeks passed, Luke and Embry fell into an easy routine. They met every Monday and Friday, and most Wednesdays, at four p.m. Embry became something of a personal assistant on top of working on Professor Coleman�s research. She helped keep his office organized, did filing, and even helped with the few private clients he had. Since he had to be on campus, Luke kept all of his files in his faculty office instead of splitting time between Whitman and his office in Oyster Bay.
Embry learned quickly that Luke was incapable of keeping his office organized. As clean and put together as his town home was, his office was the complete opposite. He didn�t seem able to put anything back where it belonged. His desk was littered with papers, and large accordion files for each case lined the floor. She was positive he would have no idea where anything was without her.
By October, leaves of orange, red, and yellow littered the grounds. Embry made her way across campus and pulled her sweater tighter around her body as wind whipped against her cheeks and knotted her hair. She�d forgotten how much she�d missed fall in New York. Amazing foliage, apple picking, pumpkin spiced everything, hayrides, roasted corn, home-baked pies � It was heaven.
In the warmth of the law school, she made her way to the faculty wing and didn�t bother to knock before she walked into Luke�s office.
�Where�s the Allen file?� he asked without looking up when she walked in.
�Hello to you, too.� She plopped a coffee on his desk. �Bottom drawer, middle file cabinet.�
�Hi.� He grabbed the coffee, looking up and giving her his signature Luke smile. �You�re too good to me.�
�I know.� She walked over to the cabinet and pulled the file, dropping it on the ledge behind him.
Their new normal was pushing boundaries, seeing how far they could go without crossing the imaginary line they�d drawn. But somehow, the line seemed to keep moving. She hopped up on his desk, and he rolled out his chair, making room for her between his legs as his warm hands came down on her jean-clad thighs. She looked at his hands then back up at his face, her eyebrow raised. He shot her a mischievous look, and she held his heated gaze. He gave her thighs a light squeeze and dragged his hands down her legs before dropping them back into his lap.
�Change in schedule this week,� she said, ending the moment. She pushed him back and hopped off his desk, creating some much-needed distance.
He smirked, unaffected by her brush off. �Oh yeah? What�s that?�
�Memos are due on Friday, so I won�t be around the rest of the week to help out.�
Luke sobered instantly. �Embry, your first memo is due this Friday?�
�Yes.� She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.
�Why didn�t you tell me? You should be working on that. Research can wait.�
She knew he was right. It was the first serious assignment of the semester. She didn�t have to worry about midterms because most classes had comprehensive final exams instead. But she had two large legal memorandums that accounted for the majority of her legal writing grade. The first one was due that Friday, and she hadn�t put nearly enough time into it. �I know, I know.�
�So go, get on it. Don�t worry about me. I�m good.� He flashed her another gorgeous smile.
�Yes, Professor,� she said mockingly, rolling her eyes and trying to fight a smile of her own.
* * *
The following evening, Embry headed home to work on her memo. After throwing her things down by her desk, she grabbed her cell and thumbed through her missed calls. She skipped over new messages from her mother and Morgan to listen to a blocked number. It was a hang up. After deleting the message, she went back and listened to her mom�s message.
�Hi, sweetie! I haven�t spoken to you in quite a while. I don�t want to call too much and bother you while you�re studying, but I wanted to check in. Hope all is well. Your dad and I miss you. If you have any free time, we�d love to see you and give you a squeeze! Oh! That reminds me. I ran into Jack Stowe today. Can you believe that? He�s grown into such a handsome man. Anyway, I let him know you were back in town. He just moved back to run his father�s company. You know Mr. Stowe has been thinking of retiring for a while. Well, I passed along your number. Maybe you�ll get to see him when you come visit. I never did understand why things didn�t work out between you two. All right, honey, I love you. Call us when you can.�
Embry slowly lowered the phone from her ear, and stared at the screen in disbelief. The cogs of her mind turned furiously, trying to process what she�d just heard. Jack was back on Long Island and, thanks to her mother, he knew that she was, too. And he had her number.
She wanted to scream. Cry. Run. Run. It was what she did best. But she couldn�t run this time. She had law school to think about now. And Luke. She had someone to run to. Despite what had happened between them, she knew he wouldn�t hesitate to keep her safe. Just thinking about him sent a wave of warmth and comfort through her, but she couldn�t involve him in this.
The phone rang in her hand, tearing her from her thoughts. Blocked. She stared at the phone and realized who might be calling. She threw it across the room, getting it as far away from her as possible. She wouldn�t answer. Couldn�t. Would he be on the other end?
The ringing stopped, and Embry set up her laptop, getting ready to work on her memo. As she pulled out her research, the phone beeped to alert her to a new voicemail, and she nearly jumped out of her chair. Her nerves were shot. Just the possibility of Jack calling caused her to spiral out of control. But a niggling curiosity made her stomach flip. Maybe he�d be different. It had been five years; maybe he�d changed.
She got up, grabbed the phone, and pulled up the voicemail. Another hang up. Maybe it wasn�t him. She realized she didn�t want to find out. Whether he had changed or not, she didn�t want to know Jack again. She stared at the phone for a while, waiting for it to ring. When enough time had passed without another call, she got to work.
Embry made headway on her memo. She�d finished all of her research and was putting a dent in her first draft. It was getting late, but she was determined to get as much done as possible. Her phone rang again. Distracted by her work, she picked it up without checking the caller ID.
�Hello?�
The line was silent.
�Hello?� A chill slithered down her spine as she waited. Still nothing. �Jack?� she whispered.
�Hello, Embry.�
Her world crashed down around her. The voice on the other end was one she had never wanted to hear again, and the minute she heard it, she knew he hadn�t changed one bit.
Memories barreled into her, taking her back to a time she never wanted to revisit. She dropped the phone and ran to the bathroom as a wave of nausea hit her. She fell to her knees in front of the toilet and dry heaved. Her body was determined to expel all that was Jack Stowe from her system. She breathed deep and fought to gather herself and calm her nerves. She sat on the cold bathroom floor cursing her mother for being so clueless, cursing herself for never telling her parents the truth. Her phone rang again in the living room.
She realized Jack was right where he wanted to be. In. her. head. But she wasn�t the same broken girl. She wouldn�t let him win. Dragging herself up from the floor, she walked into the living room and picked up the phone. She hit ignore on Jack�s call and dialed Morgan. The voicemail picked up. Hanging up without leaving a message, Embry checked the time and realized it was after midnight. Her phone rang in her hand again. He knew he was getting to her, which meant he wouldn�t stop anytime soon. She ignored the call again. Before she could talk herself out of it, she dialed Luke.
His sleepy voice came through the phone after a few rings. �Hello?�
�Luke,� she choked out.
�Embry?�
She heard his sheets rustle as he moved in his bed. She pictured him lying there�shirt off, muscles flexing, pajama pants low on his hips�and she remembered the comfort of his arms around her, the security his presence gave her. She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head to clear the thought.
�Bree?� he asked. �What�s wrong?�
His question brought her crashing back to reality. Jack. She couldn�t tell him. She wasn�t ready. �I just ��
Maybe the Jack thing would blow over. She could change her phone number and be done with it. But in that moment, she just wanted to feel safe.
�What is it?�
�I need you,� she said. It was as simple and as true as that.
�I�ll be right there.�
He hung up before she could form a response. He was coming over. The phone continued to ring as Embry sat on the couch, numb and waiting for Luke. At some point it must have died, or Jack gave up, because the ringing stopped. A million thoughts flew through her head. What would she tell Luke? What could she do about Jack? She would have to tell her parents the truth. She couldn�t have her mother telling Jack where she was.
That thought made her pause. What if she already had? She shuddered at the thought.
Thankfully, her doorbell rang, stealing away her scary thoughts. She looked through the peephole to make sure it was Luke. The concern on his face took her breath away. He was through the door and scooping her up before she could speak. Wrapped tight in his warmth, her resolve crumbled, and she broke down.
�Shhh.� Luke lifted her easily and carried her to the couch. He settled her against his chest, his arms never leaving her. �It�s okay. I�m here. What happened?�
She couldn�t tell him. She didn�t want to. But she needed to explain why she�d dragged him out of bed in the middle of the night.
�I just got spooked,� she said, wiping away the moisture on her cheeks. �I got these weird hang-up calls. They were probably nothing, but then someone banged on my door and I thought they were trying to break in. I tried to call Morgan, but she didn�t answer. I was so scared.� Her voice trembled.
She was scared. Scared of everything. Being harassed by Jack. Loving Luke. Failing out of law school. It was all suddenly too much.
�I just needed you.�
He pulled her head against his chest and ran his fingers through her hair. �You�ve got me.�
* * *
Embry stretched out in bed with no recollection of how she got there. As her brain began to wake up, memories clicked into place. Jack. The phone calls. Luke coming over � shit.
She was sure she�d find Luke by her side�he must have put her in bed at some point�but she was alone. She slid out of bed, washed up, and headed for the living room to find her phone and call Luke. Instead, she found him asleep on the couch, his shirt folded neatly on the floor. Her eyes feasted on his body, taking full advantage of the opportunity to stare at him without notice. He lay on his back, one arm tossed over his eyes, making his abs stretch in a delicious way. His perfect lips were parted slightly, and his breathing was deep and even. He was out.
It hit Embry all at once. Her feelings for him�barely contained before�were spilling over the surface. It made her heart ache. She�d needed someone, in the middle of the night, and he hadn�t hesitated. He must�ve held her until she fell asleep, taken her to bed, and crashed on the couch instead of sleeping with her. She felt guilty. She�d been flirting, pushing the boundaries, and pulling away just as quickly. He was trying as hard as possible to respect her wishes, and she�d been sending mixed signals left and right. She owed him more than that. But the lines had been blurred and she had no idea how to go back.
Letting him sleep, she found her phone and plugged it in. When she turned it on, she was surprised that her voicemail wasn�t filled with more hang ups. Whether Jack continued to call or not, she knew she�d have to deal with it at some point. At that moment, she just wanted to focus on Luke. As quietly as possible, she set coffee to brew and got breakfast ready. While she was cooking the eggs, Luke wandered into the kitchen looking adorably disheveled.
�Hey,� he said, his voice a low, sleepy rasp.
�Hey yourself. Want some coffee?�
�Please. How are you feeling?� he asked, coming up behind her.
�I�m fine,� she answered too quickly.
She felt the warmth of his chest against her back as he leaned in to whisper in her ear, �Liar.�
Jumping at the feel of his breath on her neck, she swatted him. �Really, I�m fine.�
He leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms, his Celtic cross stretching across his bulging bicep. She wished he�d put a shirt on. �You weren�t fine last night. Want to talk about it?�
Part of her wanted to spill it all�her past, the phone calls�and seek comfort in his arms. But the more she let him in, the harder it was to keep things professional. She had a good laugh at that thought. Professional, my ass. Her professor was shirtless and standing in her kitchen.
She turned to face him, plastering on a convincing smile. �Really, I�m fine. I�m just over stressed. I put the memo off until the last minute, I�m not getting enough sleep, and I got myself all spooked.�
�Okay.�
�Okay?� She was surprised he�d let it go so easily.
�Okay.� He shrugged in a way that told her he didn�t believe her, but he�d leave it alone for the moment.
Feeling uncomfortable under his scrutiny, Embry shoved a cup of coffee in his hand. �Go sit. I�ll bring you breakfast when it�s ready.�
Luke settled on the couch with his coffee, and Embry followed with bacon and eggs. They ate in front of the TV, and she was thankful for the distraction. She wouldn�t be able to avoid Luke�s questions forever. He helped her clean up and stayed for another cup of coffee before heading out.
They stood at the door, neither saying a word, avoiding the awkward good-bye. Another line had been crossed between them, and Embry wasn�t sure how to act. She was trying to do the right thing, but lately, nothing felt right.
He smiled a smile that didn�t quite reach his eyes and lightly stroked her arm. �Are you sure you�re okay?�
She nodded. �Yeah, I am. I�m sorry about last night.�
He slipped a finger under her chin, gently coaxing her eyes to his. �Don�t ever apologize for needing me. I�ll always be here.�
�Thank you,� she whispered. Without a thought, she pushed up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his.
He returned the kiss, soft and slow, his tongue tangling with hers. All of her thoughts and worries were swept away. His hands lifted to run through her hair and she nearly let the kiss take her over. Nearly. They had to stop before they did more damage. It had been over a month since that night on his dock, and although their feelings were always simmering beneath the surface, they had been making a professional relationship work. But they couldn�t keep those crossing lines.
She gently pushed against his shoulders until he broke the kiss, and she knew with one look that she�d hurt him. There was no need to explain; he knew why she�d stopped. Her forehead fell against his chest. �We can�t. I�m sorry, I shouldn�t have��
He pulled back, his features stiff. �I know. It�s fine. I�ll see you tomorrow.� There was a coldness in his voice she�d never heard. A coldness she�d put there. He walked out the door without another word.
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Embry was half-awake as she wandered to the atrium on Friday afternoon. She�d pulled an all-nighter to finish her memo and had just turned it in. She�d been working on it non-stop since Luke left her apartment on Thursday. It was a miracle she�d finished at all considering how distracted she�d been.
When she wasn�t worrying about Jack and waiting for more harassing phone calls, she couldn�t take her mind off Luke. Hoping he�d just needed time to cool down, Embry had texted him, thanking him again for his help and setting up a research meeting with him for Friday afternoon. His response did little to curb her anxiety. A simple �yep� was all he had said.
Lost in her thoughts, she didn�t hear Jeremy and Morgan calling her until they were beside her.
�Ready for a drink?� Morgan asked.
�Is it espresso?� Embry shot back.
�No way,� Jeremy chimed in. �I need alcohol. That memo killed me.�
She could relate.
�Sucks for you, pretty boy,� Morgan joked. �I made that memo my bitch! We�re celebrating!�
Jeremy groaned and threw his arm around an exhausted Embry. Morgan continued to ramble in the background.
�Is she ever not like a cheerleader right before the big pep rally?� he asked quietly.
�Nope. This is pretty much her norm.�
They walked through the atrium and toward the front doors of the building. Embry pulled away from Jeremy toward the stairs leading to the faculty wing.
Morgan, who had just realized she no longer had an audience, turned around. �Hey, where are you going?�
�I have to meet with L��
Morgan shifted her eyes toward Jeremy.
�Professor Brody,� Embry corrected herself. By the look on Morgan�s face, her best friend knew something was going on and wanted the scoop.
�Okay, I�m going home to grab Brett, and I�ll swing by in a while to pick you up. Jeremy, you want to meet us there at five?� Morgan asked, organizing their happy hour excursion.
�Sure. Duffy�s at five. See you guys later.� He walked out of the building.
Morgan closed in on Embry. �What�s going on with you and the prof?�
�Nothing,� Embry answered nonchalantly.
Morgan narrowed her eyes. �Nothing, my ass. I�ll get you talking tonight, Jacobs.�
�You can try,� Embry teased and walked away.
As she climbed the stairs, she felt the unwelcome dread she�d experienced the first few times they met for research. But they were so far beyond that. At least, they had been. As Embry neared Luke�s office, she realized she had no idea what mood she�d find him in. The door was ajar, and Embry walked in without knocking.
�Okay, so I�ll see you tonight then,� he said into the phone.
He was staring out the window and hadn�t realized she was there. She didn�t feel right listening to his call, so she dropped her bags louder than necessary to make her presence known.
He turned around, his eyes flicking to hers, and spoke to whoever was on the phone. �Yep, I�ll see you then. I look forward to it.� He hung up and regarded Embry. �Did you turn in your memo?�
�Yep.� She tried to pretend she didn�t notice the chill in his voice.
�Good,� he said, busying himself with a stack of papers.
She sat uncomfortably for a few minutes before she realized he had nothing else to say. She�d never seen him like that and had no idea how to act. He wasn�t awkward or uncomfortable. He wasn�t hostile. He was just � shut down. Pulling out her computer, she tried connecting to the school�s WiFi to continue her research. After a few failed attempts, she realized the Internet must be down. It was a normal occurrence at Whitman. �Shit.�
He barely glanced up, as if responding would take too much effort.
Letting out a frustrated sigh, she explained her problem.
�Fine. Use my computer,� he said, unfolding himself from the chair. �I have to go through the Allen file anyway.�
Embry dove into her research, trying to block out Luke�s presence. At some point, she became aware that he�d stopped what he was doing and was watching her. She tried to ignore him by scrolling through cases, but she felt his eyes boring into her. She kept her gaze trained on the computer screen, tracking him from the corner of her eye when he stood and walked toward her. Without a word, he leaned over her, his palms on the desk on either side of her, his arms caging her in. Her body heated at his close proximity.
�Finding what you need?� he asked, his breath tickling her neck.
She swallowed hard, trying to block out all of the inappropriate answers running through her mind. �Um, well this one here seems like the seminal case as far as the ethics issue goes.� She nodded at the screen.
�That�s good,� he said, leaning in farther.
He began talking about the case and all of the ethical issues they were researching, but she didn�t hear a word. His voice was a deep rumble in his chest, vibrating right through her. He rambled on about case law as if he wasn�t practically on top of her. She looked down in an effort to concentrate on his words, but all she could see were his strong forearms on either side of her. Her thoughts were muddled and confused. She couldn�t make sense of his behavior. Giving her the cold shoulder one minute, invading her personal space the next. She didn�t know what to make of it. He had to know how he was affecting her.
Suddenly it was all too much. She couldn�t be so close to him without responding, but she couldn�t have a repeat of Wednesday either. What was he thinking getting that close? In a quick, uncoordinated move, Embry shoved the chair back into Luke and jumped up. He rubbed his thigh where the chair had hit him and looked at her.
She searched her mind for an acceptable excuse. �I � I have to go!�
He quirked an eyebrow in that irritatingly sexy way she both hated and loved. 
I have to go. Good one, Embry. Real smooth.
�You have to go,� he repeated.
It was a statement, but she saw the question in his eyes. �Yes, I-um, I have��
�To go,� he cut her off.
His tone snapped her out of it. She did have to go. She had drinks and friends waiting for her. She was in no mood to put up with the tension and confusion that came with being around Luke.
�Yep.� She grabbed her purse and headed for the door. �I do.�
* * *
Embry sat at a high-top table with Morgan, Brett, and Jeremy. Brett hopped up to drag over another stool while Jeremy carried over two pitchers of beer.
�Who�s that for?� Embry asked Brett.
�Oh, my friend Brendan is stopping by.� He wouldn�t look her in the eye. Brett had never had a good poker face, so she knew something was going on.
�Brendan?� she asked.
�Yeah,� Morgan cut in. �He�s Brett�s new best friend from CrossFit.�
�Oh God.� Embry rolled her eyes. �Really? You�re turning into one of those, Brett?�
�Hey, don�t knock it,� Morgan said. �You should see his abs. And his stamina ��
Brett flexed and shot her a wink.
�Ick. No thanks.� Brett was like a brother and Embry had no desire to hear about his stamina.
�Brendan�s a great guy. You�ll like him,� Brett said.
�I�m sure,� said Embry. She had enough on her plate and just wanted to enjoy drinks with her friends. She had no desire to meet a new guy.
Jeremy squeezed past her. �Be right back.�
She watched him approach a table full of girls. She had to give it to him; he was smooth. Within a few minutes, he was heading back to their table with a girl Embry recognized from school.
�Everyone, this is Cindy,� Jeremy said, pulling up another stool. �Cindy, this is everyone.�
They said their hellos and settled in with their beers. They�d polished off one pitcher and were starting in on the second when a guy with sandy blond hair walked into the bar. He was no Luke, but he was tall and good looking and caught Embry�s eye. He glanced toward their table and began walking over.
�Hellooooo, Brendan.� Embry was feeling a little fuzzy and didn�t realize she�d actually said the words out loud until she heard her friends laughing. She clapped her hand over her mouth, turning beet red. She gave each of her friends as stern a look as she could manage before Brendan reached the table. �Do not say a word!�
Brendan walked up to Brett, smacked his buddy on the back, and introduced himself to the table before taking the stool conveniently set across from Embry. She looked at her friends, and Brett shrugged, shooting her an obviously guilty grin.
�So, Embry,� Brendan began, �you go to law school with Morgan?�
She smiled, trying her best to be friendly. �Yep. We also went to high school together, along with your scheming friend Brett over there.�
Brendan laughed, and it was a nice sound. He even had the decency to look a little embarrassed. He had a cute smile and sparkling green eyes, and she decided that for one night, she�d let herself enjoy being around a guy who wasn�t her professor and didn�t bring more complication to her life.
She had a great time. The conversation flowed as freely as the beer, and Brendan was really funny. It felt good to just let loose and laugh. They had a lot in common, which was nice.
The TVs surrounding the bar were each tuned to a different sports channel, and Embry noticed the Yankees game starting. �I forgot we�re playing Boston tonight!�
�You like the Yankees?� Brendan asked.
�Yep, love them,� she answered.
�Me too!� His hand shot up into the air.
Embry stared at him in confusion.
�You gonna leave me hanging?� Brendan asked, his arm outstretched and hand up high.
�What?� She looked to Morgan who was snickering across the table.
�High five!� he exclaimed, pushing his hand toward her.
�What?� She was positive a grown man wasn�t trying to high-five her.
�High five� he said again, louder and with more enthusiasm.
Was a person over the age of ten really that excited about a high five? �Oh. Um, okay,� she said.
As she half-heartedly slapped hands with him, Morgan barely contained her laughter. She mimed a high five at Embry and laughed into Brett�s arm. Embry actually admired his enthusiasm. It wouldn�t have been that bad, but the high-five rampage continued throughout the night, and Embry�s hand was getting sore. Brendan was wearing her out.
A while later, Morgan dragged her to the bathroom. �So first of all, what�s going on with you and Luke?� Morgan asked as soon as they were out of earshot from the table.
�Nothing I want to talk about right now. I just want one night without thinking about him.�
�Okay, okay. So what do you think about Brendan?�
Embry narrowed her eyes at Morgan. �Way to warn me about that one.�
�I�m sorry. It really was innocent at first. He and Brett have become good friends, and we thought he would be a good way to take your mind off of Luke.�
�He�s nice and super cute and funny,� Embry mused. �But if he tries to high five me one more time, I might need to start drinking something harder than beer.�
Morgan laughed loudly. �High five denied!�
The girls left the bathroom. As they headed back to the table, they saw Jeremy reaching to high five Brendan.
�Oh my God! It�s contagious!� Embry whispered to Morgan, having a hard time controlling her laughter.
�You�re just going to have to embrace the high five, Bree.� Morgan laughed and pushed her back toward Brendan.
As she neared the table, Brendan hooked his arm around her neck, pulling her in toward him. �Are you having fun?� he asked.
She was having fun, but that didn�t stop her from wishing she was looking into her favorite pair of blue eyes instead of Brendan�s green ones. Longing crashed into her, and she felt the weight of all that had been going on with her and Luke. Wanting to erase the sad feelings, she grabbed her beer and downed it. �I am having fun.� She gave Brendan a flirty smile. �Thank you.�
�You�re very welcome,� he said, pulling her closer.
She adjusted so that she was leaning against his body and turned back toward the table. When she did, she found the blue eyes she�d been thinking about trained on her. Luke stood across the bar looking murderous. What is he doing here?
Her jaw dropped, and all she could do was stare back. Brendan said something in her ear, but nothing registered except Luke. Until she noticed the gorgeous blonde by his side, looking up at him adoringly. What. The. Fuck.
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Embry snapped her jaw shut as she watched Luke. He turned toward the woman and guided her to a table, his hand on the small of her back. Bile crept up Embry�s throat, and she had to grip the table for support. Turning away from Luke, she saw Morgan�s concerned face. She must have followed Embry�s eyes.
�Um, we�ll be right back!� Morgan announced, hopping from her stool to grab Embry.
�Weren�t you girls just in the bathroom?� Brett asked, shaking his head.
�Shut it, babe.� Morgan�s eyes sliced across the room, giving Brett a hint. He had no idea what Luke looked like and probably thought his girlfriend was crazy, but he shrugged and went back to his conversation.
As Embry followed Morgan back to the bathroom, she heard Jeremy say, �Hey, isn�t that Professor Brody? Holy shit, that chick is hot!� A small whimper escaped her lips.
Morgan pulled her into the bathroom. �Shit, Bree, I�m so sorry. What the hell is going on with you guys?�
�Clearly nothing is going on with us,� Embry said, trying to compose herself. She flipped the toilet cover down with her foot and plopped on top of it, staring at the floor. How had it gotten to that point between them? They were angry and bitter, fighting their feelings so hard, and seeking comfort anywhere else.
He�d seen her with Brendan and that had to have hurt, but she hadn�t gone on a date. Brendan was sprung on her, and although she was having fun, nothing could distract her from Luke. But him? He was on a date. After everything, he was with someone else. Images flooded her mind: Luke kissing someone else, touching someone else, shirtless and turned on and braced above someone else in his bed. She couldn�t bear it. That had to have been who he was on the phone with when she�d walked into his office earlier. He was planning his date right in front of her.
�Morgan, I have to get out of here,� she pleaded. Tears threatened to fall.
�Bree, think about how that�ll look. Luke walks in and you turn white as a sheet and leave? I dragged you away from the table before Jeremy and Cindy saw your face, but you can�t let on that he�s bothering you. Just go out there, have another beer or two, and try to ignore it. I promise we�ll leave soon.�
It was easy for Morgan to suggest that. She had no idea what�d been going on. Embry and Luke had been pushing every boundary they had. A touch here, a kiss there, his middle-of-the-night rescue. There was no ignoring Luke, especially when he was across the room with another woman. Embry could lay no claim to him, and that hurt the most. No matter what went on between them behind closed doors, no one could know. She could never go out to dinner with him or be seen with him in public. But that would never change.
She had two choices at the moment. She could put on a brave face, enjoy the rest of her night, and deal with Luke later, or she could run out crying. No matter how upset she was, she knew option two wasn�t the way to go.
She stood up, splashed some water on her face, and touched up her makeup. �You�re right. Let�s go have fun.�
* * *
About an hour later, Jeremy left with Cindy. Embry hadn�t made much effort to get to know her. Cindy wouldn�t be around long anyway, so Embry didn�t feel too bad about it. She had enjoyed herself, laughing with Brett, Morgan, and Brendan, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn�t keep her eyes off of Luke. He seemed to be having the same problem. She felt his eyes on her and caught him glaring at her multiple times.
When she sat back down after giving Jeremy a hug good-bye, she glanced in Luke�s direction. He and his date had slipped out. Anxiety clutched at her stomach, and she struggled to keep her thoughts from going to what they�d be doing next. Would he kiss her? Take her home? Had he been with her already?
�Hey,� Morgan said, gently nudging Embry. �You want to get out of here?�
Embry nodded. They walked to the parking lot, said their good-byes to Brendan, and got in the car. Morgan or Brett must�ve warned him off, because other than a sweet kiss on the cheek, he didn�t push her. She was relieved she didn�t have to turn him down. She didn�t want to have to explain her situation. She didn�t even know what her situation was.
Morgan and Brett dropped her off by her car in the student parking lot. She slipped in, threw her purse on the passenger seat, and searched for her school tote. Her studying had taken a back seat to her memo, and she had a lot of catching up to do over the weekend. She checked the back of the car and rummaged around in her trunk before she realized exactly where her bag was. She�d left it in Luke�s office when she ran out that afternoon. Shit!
She was thankful Luke had given her a key to his office. After grabbing her purse, she walked back to the school and up to the faculty wing. The building was still open since the law library didn�t close until late, but all of the faculty had left. It was eerily quiet. She walked to his door, inserted the key, and walked in. Her eyes went to her bag, sitting right where she�d left it. She nearly screamed when she looked up and found Luke sitting at his desk with his head in his hands, his banker lamp the only thing lighting the room.
�Oh! You scared me. I�m s-sorry,� she muttered. �I didn�t think you�d be here.�
He looked up at her, his face unreadable. �Who was that?�
�What?� She wasn�t sure who he was referring to.
�Who was that you were with at the bar?� he asked again.
She felt the tension rolling off of him, and she didn�t like his tone. It was too accusatory considering he�d been there with someone himself.
�You should talk,� she scoffed. �Who was that woman you were with?�
�You didn�t answer my question,� he said. �Who. Was. That?� The words were spoken deliberately as if he were fighting to keep his calm.
�It was no one, Luke. I was out with friends.�
�He looked more than friendly to me.�
�Yeah? Well it didn�t look like you were just having a friendly bite to eat with that blonde bimbo.�
�Careful. She�s a colleague.�
�Careful? You show up on a date, and you�re pissed at me because I was having fun with some friends? Brendan is just a friend.�
He flinched at Brendan�s name. Shit. He didn�t need to know his name, just like she had no desire to know the name of the girl he was with. She knew why Luke was upset. She felt the same way.
�Look, he�s a friend of Brett�s,� Embry said. �I just met him.�
�Really? You looked pretty cozy. You were practically in his lap.�
�What do you want me to say? I�m sorry I flirted with someone else?�
He stared daggers at her but refused to respond.
Embry threw her hands up. �Fine! I�m sorry. I�m sorry I tried to have fun for one night. I�m sorry I wanted to feel like a normal person instead of the girl sneaking around with her professor she has feelings for.�
He let out a breath, some of the tension falling from his shoulders. �You ran out of here so fast today. Why?�
She was thrown by the change in subject. �Seriously? Are you completely oblivious to how you affect me?�
His anger seemed to recede further as he stared at her with an unreadable expression.
�Do you need me to explain to you how hard it is for me to be around you? How I can�t think straight when you�re near me? How I can�t breathe when you get too close? That despite how hard it is, I find myself rationalizing all of this,��she waved her hand around wildly��just to find another excuse to be near you?�
Luke�s face fell. He stood from his desk and stalked toward her. He cupped her cheeks, and her hands flew up to his forearms, trying to steady herself.
�I didn�t know,� he said, his voice filled with sincerity.
�Didn�t know what?�
�How I affected you,� he said quietly.
�How can you even say that?�
He just shook his head, looking down. His proximity was distracting. Having him so close, his hands on her, was a heady feeling, but she refused to let it sidetrack her.
�Luke,� she said, wanting an explanation.
He met her eyes. �I�m going along with this because it�s what you want. I didn�t give you a choice to begin with, so I�m giving you one now. You say we can�t be together, and I�m trying to respect that. But then you play these games��
�Games? You think this is a game to me? I�m not playing a game. I�m trying to stay away from you, and it�s impossible. I�m not playing a game,� she said again, barely a whisper. She saw the battle raging in his eyes.
�You want to stay away from me, Embry? It�s not impossible.� He dragged his hands down her body, coming to rest on her hips. �Tell me to stop.� He held her eyes for a minute before snaking his thumbs under the hem of her shirt, brushing gently across her bare skin and leaving a trail of heat. �Tell me you can�t work with me.� He gripped her hips and pulled her to him as he leaned in, nuzzling her neck. �Tell me not to touch you.�
Chills broke out across her skin.
He pulled back, flicking his eyes to hers once more before gently ghosting his lips against hers. �Tell me not to kiss you.�
She was rendered speechless as he ran his hands back up her body, tangled them in her hair, and settled his mouth fully on hers. She was putty in his hands, and her body responded without another thought. �I can�t. I can�t tell you to stop.�
He pulled her lip between his teeth and sucked gently, causing a tightening in her core. �Tell me why.� He released her lip to kiss down her neck, his hands finding their way under her sweater.
She could tell him to stop�should tell him to stop�but his lips were everywhere and she couldn�t think straight. She was forced to say the first thing that came to her muddled mind. The truth. �I don�t want you to.�
His eyes shot to hers and she gave a small nod, answering the question in his eyes. Luke growled as he found her mouth again. All thought left her mind, and she let her body take over. Digging her hands into his hair, she climbed his body, wrapping her legs around his waist as he walked her backward. Sweeping the files from his desk, he set her down, never breaking the kiss.
She pulled back to stare into those baby blues she�d missed so much. So many thoughts ran through her mind as she lost herself in his eyes. A nagging voice told her to slow down, but she pushed it back. She�d deal with the consequences later. She pulled him down, and he swept his tongue into her mouth again, demanding and unapologetic. Cupping her neck, he gently lowered her back onto the desk. He lifted her leg to his hip as he leaned over her, every hard inch of him pressed against her.
�Luke,� she whispered.
He rocked against her, creating a delicious friction that made her arch up off the desk. �Hmmm?� he mumbled as he trailed his tongue up her neck and nipped her ear lobe.
�I�� She was cut off by obnoxious dance music coming from her phone. Morgan. �Ignore it.� She worked the buttons on his shirt while the phone continued ringing in the background. He brought his mouth back to hers as she pushed past the buttons and ran her hands over the hard contours of his chest.
The techno beat pumped from her phone again, and Luke pulled away. �Morgan?� he asked, adjusting himself discreetly.
�Yeah, sorry. She�s probably checking to make sure I got home safe.�
He held his hand out and pulled her up from the desk. �Answer it.�
Embry sat up, smoothed out her clothes, and hopped off the desk in search of her phone. By the time she�d pulled it out of her bag, it had stopped ringing. She sent Morgan a quick text letting her know she had forgotten a book and was on her way home. When she looked up from her phone, she saw Luke staring out the window. She wished she knew what he was thinking. They�d pretty much destroyed all of their carefully drawn lines, and it could�ve gone a lot further had Morgan and her impeccable timing not interrupted. But she couldn�t bring herself to regret it.
She walked up to him and gave him a light nudge with her elbow. �Hey.�
He looked at her with a fondness in his eyes that she never got tired of seeing, but something under the surface worried her. �Hey, yourself,� he replied, managing a half smile.
The window looked out over the sprawling campus. In the middle of the grounds was a manmade lake with a fountain at the center. It was set aglow with multi-color lights and Embry was mesmerized as the falling water cast iridescent reflections across the glassy surface of the water.
�Beautiful,� Luke said.
She nodded and glanced up at him, but he wasn�t looking out at the fountain. His eyes were locked on her. She smiled shyly, not knowing what to say, and instead leaned into his side. He brought his arm around her, and they stood staring out the window in comfortable silence.
The loud ringing of Embry�s phone interrupted them once again.
�I swear to God, I�m going to take away her phone privileges,� Embry said.
�She�s probably just worried about you. Go answer it.�
Embry stalked back to her bag and grabbed her phone. �Hey, M, didn�t you get my text?�
�Yeah, but you were a little vague. What are you doing at school at this time of night?�
�I had to grab something from Luke�s office.� She turned toward Luke and rolled her eyes dramatically. A small smirk appeared on his lips.
�Grab something? Or someone? Are you grabbing Luke?�
Embry could practically hear Morgan�s eyebrows raising. �Hah, very funny.� She stared into Luke�s eyes, still burning bright with desire. �I left a book. He�s not even here.� She wasn�t ready to discuss her and Luke with Morgan until she figured out exactly what �her and Luke� were. But as soon as the lie rolled off her tongue, she saw his face fall.
By the time she hung up, his shirt was re-buttoned and he was packing his work bag. �We should probably get out of here, huh?� he suggested.
Looking at her watch, she realized the library would be closing soon. �Yeah, I guess.� She was confused by his mood change. Maybe he just needed some time to sort out his feelings. Embry slowly gatheri her things, unsure of what to say but not wanting to leave yet. They couldn�t continue the way they�d been going. They needed to talk. �Luke, I��
�No, Bree,� he said, holding up a hand. He let out a long, low sigh. Digging his hands into his pockets and slumping his shoulders, he looked completely defeated. �It�s okay. I know what you�re going to say, and you�re right. I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have pushed you into that.�
�No, I wasn�t going to��
�Really,� he rushed to say. �It was a mistake. It won�t happen again. I�m sorry.�
She faltered, the words crashing into her as if she�d been hit. A mistake? She didn�t understand how he could think that after all she�d revealed to him. It was the farthest thing from what she was about to say. They had blurred the lines�or completely obliterated them�but she never considered being with Luke a mistake. She knew it was improper and against school rules. It was a huge risk because of their professor/student relationship, but being with Luke felt more right than anything else.
�Bree?�
�Yeah,� she answered, turning away. She pulled her keys from her bag and tried to compose herself. She�d never expected that. How was she supposed to respond?
He came up behind her his voice softening. �Hey.�
�Hi,� she answered, turning back to him. She stared at the solid wall of his chest, refusing to make eye contact.
�You all right?�
�Great,� she answered.
�Convincing,� he shot back. �What I said��
�No, it�s fine. It�s not what I was going to say, but you�re right. We can�t keep this up.� She tilted her head up to look into his eyes, and noticed the light had gone right out of them.
�Yeah, okay. Well, let�s head out then.�
�We probably shouldn�t walk out together,� she suggested, throwing her bags over her shoulder.
�Okay, then I�ll follow you. Make sure you get to your car okay.�
He followed close behind her as she walked down the hallway. Each step carried her farther from where she wanted to be. She had to fight every instinct to turn around and throw herself into Luke�s arms, tell him that she didn�t care about the rules. He was where she wanted to be. But instead she kept walking, trying to ignore the ache creeping back into her chest.
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Everything looks different in the light of day. Embry saw the truth in that statement � if different meant worse. As the sun streamed in through her sheer curtains, she pulled the covers over her head and groaned. She�d left school last night and thrown herself in bed, trying as hard as she could to not think about what had happened in Luke�s office. Unfortunately, her brain had other plans and she�d tossed and turned all night.
She was mortified that she�d revealed her feelings to Luke, and he�d brushed her off. It was nobody�s fault but her own. How could she expect Luke to take her seriously when she�d been pushing him away for the better part of a month? She�d let him in, and as soon as he got too close, she pushed him away again.
Dragging herself out of bed, Embry made her way to the coffee maker and started a pot. She had no business thinking about love when her brain was barely awake. A mistake. Although the words made her wince, her gut told her he hadn�t meant them. The pain and desire in his soulful blue eyes had betrayed him. But it didn�t change the fact that they were stuck in the same holding pattern. The only way to stop the cycle was to avoid each other, but neither one of them seemed able to do that.
Embry took her coffee out to the balcony and called Morgan.
�Hey chicky! I was just gonna call you,� said her best friend.
�You�re way too enthusiastic for this early in the morning.�
�Early? It�s eleven o�clock. Rough night?�
�You could say that,� Embry responded. The fall breeze scattered leaves across the grass and left Embry chilled. She tucked herself into the lounge chair and pulled a blanket around herself, trying not to think about the warm arms she wished were wrapped around her instead. �I saw Luke last night.�
�You mean after he showed up at the bar with Trampy McBimbo?�
�Yeah. I lied. I was with him when you called.�
Morgan let out a fake gasp. �You don�t say!�
�You knew?�
�I had my suspicions,� Morgan admitted. �You�re a shit liar.�
�Yeah, well, I don�t know if there�s much I�m not shit at anymore.� Embry decided to come clean. She told Morgan about everything that had been going on for the past month. The flirting. The kisses. Jack. She felt especially guilty about keeping Morgan in the dark about her ex�s harassing phone calls.
�Are you kidding me?� Morgan�s voice lost its earlier playfulness. �How could you not tell me this was going on? Did you at least tell Luke?�
Embry let out a long sigh. �No. I don�t want him to know about Jack. He shouldn�t have to deal with my drama.�
�I seriously have my doubts about your intelligence sometimes,� Morgan said.
Embry winced. �That hurt.� She hadn�t expected such a strong reaction. She was used to Morgan�s light-hearted demeanor.
�This isn�t a joke, Bree. I can�t believe Jack�s been harassing you, and you haven�t told a single person! What if he knows where you live?�
�He doesn�t,� she said, becoming defensive.
�How do you know? Have you even talked to your mom about it yet?�
�No.� Embry dropped her head in shame. As much as she wanted to argue, she knew Morgan was right. She wasn�t making smart decisions when it came to dealing with Jack.
�Embry, I know running to Florida worked for you last time, but you can�t run again. You have to handle this. You need to come clean to your parents. Your mother would be mortified knowing she gave that abusive fuck your phone number.�
Embry worried at a frayed edge of her blanket. �I just don�t want to make them feel bad. She�ll blame herself; you know how my mom is.�
�Stop thinking about everyone else and worry about yourself for once. I�m telling Brett, and when you get yourself sorted out with Luke, I suggest you let him know what�s going on as well.�
�But he��
�Won�t think you�re weak,� Morgan interjected. �You�re one of the bravest people I know. You were sixteen when you met Jack. He was all you knew. You were strong for getting out when you did. He charmed the pants off of everyone he met while putting you through hell. You did what you had to do to survive.�
Embry sometimes forgot how deep Morgan was. She gave nothing away with her cheery facade. But at times like that, Embry remembered why she put up with Morgan�s crazy antics. Her best friend was fierce. And she was right. Embry wasn�t a scared teenager anymore. She needed to handle it. She would handle it. �You�re right, you�re right. I�ll call my parents.�
�Good.� And with that, Morgan went right back to her bubbly self. �So what are we going to do about this Luke situation? Maybe I was wrong about getting under Luke. Maybe you need to get over Luke and under someone else. Brendan?�
�No!� Embry clasped her hand over her mouth and heard Morgan giggling. �No. I mean, he was nice, other than nearly high-fiving me to death, but I think I need to sort things out with Luke. Whatever this is between us, it isn�t just going to go away.�
�How about you do your sorting tomorrow?� Morgan suggested, sounding way too innocent.
Embry was certain if she had been sitting in front of her best friend, she would�ve seen a devilish glint in Morgan�s eyes. �Are you scheming?�
�Well, there�s this party tonight ��
�Famous words,� Embry mumbled.
�No, really, it�ll be amazing. It�s at Scandal, you know, the one we went to for the social. It�s not a school event, but a few girls in my class were talking about it. It�s a masquerade ball. We can pick up some sexy Venetian masks, maybe new dresses, and go all out. We�ve busted our asses these past few months, so let�s go let loose!�
Embry wasn�t sure she was up for another night out. �I thought that�s what last night was for.�
�It was supposed to be,� Morgan admitted. �But it didn�t go too well, did it?�
�No,� Embry agreed, �it didn�t. But it�s not even Halloween yet. Why the party?�
�Halloween is this week. You need to get out more, girl!�
�Yeah, there�s this thing called law school that�s been in the way,� Embry deadpanned.
�Well for tonight, I say we have a school-free, Luke-free, stress-free night. Get your mind off of things and just have fun.�
Hearing his name caused a small tug at Embry�s heart. A Luke-free night was just what she needed.
* * *
Embry sat in the back of a cab, squished between Brett and Jeremy. Morgan sat up front giving the cabbie an earful. The girl could literally talk to anyone.
�How did I get stuck back here with you two?� Embry grumbled as she tried to adjust her long legs around the hump in the floor.
�Hey,� scolded Jeremy. �Any girl would be lucky to be stuck between us. It�s like a sexy sandwich.�
Embry rolled her eyes at her friend. �This would be an Embry sandwich because I�m in the middle.�
�Dude��Brett leaned past Embry to get Jeremy�s attention��did you just call me sexy?�
Embry watched Jeremy, waiting for his answer.
�Yep.�
She looked back to Brett.
�Okay cool, just making sure.�
�You guys are weird,� Embry said.
�No,� Jeremy corrected, �we�re sexy.�
�That we are,� agreed Brett, reaching across Embry for a fist bump from Jeremy.
�At least you�re not high-fiving,� Embry said under her breath. When Brett nudged her ribs, she knew she�d been caught.
�What do you have against high fives?� he asked.
�Nothing, they�re awesome,� Embry said with fake enthusiasm.
�Come on. Brendan�s a nice enough dude.�
�Not as sexy as us though,� Jeremy added.
�Well, who is as sexy as we are? It�s not a fair competition,� Brett said.
�Seriously, Embry��Jeremy put his arm around her and pulled her toward him��you really should be honored to be in the middle of this man-meat sandwich.�
�Hmm, I could go for a sandwich,� Brett mused.
Morgan craned her neck from the front seat. �Really, babe? Jeremy talking about man meat made you hungry?�
Embry burst into a fit of laughter, and her friends followed. All thoughts of Luke drifted to the back of her mind as she laughed with her friends. She was having fun.
The cab pulled up to the curb outside the club. Morgan took care of the cab fare while Jeremy hopped out and held out a hand for Embry. She took his hand, climbed from the cab, and stretched her legs. She had tamed her long waves into a sleek ponytail with a small bouffant at the front. The top half of her face was covered by a black mask with an intricate lace design. Jewels accented the arch of each brow, their sparkle casting more attention on Embry�s green eyes. Her lips were a deep red and glossed to perfection, and her dress was to die for. While out with Morgan, she�d come across a little black dress she couldn�t pass up. Strapless and short, it hugged every one of her curves and showed off her toned legs. Jeremy didn�t bother to hide his appreciation as his eyes traveled up and down her body.
�You look gorgeous, B,� he said, pulling her hand to his lips in a rare show of genuine affection.
�Thanks, Jer.� She tugged on the collar of his dress shirt. �You�re not looking so bad yourself.�
Morgan marched right up to the bouncer, whispered something in his ear, and he waved them into the club. Smoke from the DJ booth covered the crowd in a light mist as warm bodies moved together to the electric dance beat. Embry felt the bass in her chest, and the familiar vibrations brought her back to another time, standing in a similar spot in Scandal.
�Deja vu?� asked Morgan, sliding her arm through Embry�s.
Embry nodded, looking out over the dance floor. She could almost feel Luke. That was where it had all started for them. She wished that for one night, they could forget everything, ignore all the reasons keeping them apart, and just be.
�Deja don�t,� Morgan warned, pointing a finger in Embry�s face. She tried hard to school her face into a stern look to match her voice.
Embry laughed.
�I�m serious! No thinking about southern sexy tonight. This is our night. Fun only. No downers allowed!�
�Aye-aye, captain,� she replied, mock saluting. �Let�s go get some drinks.�
�That�s more like it,� Morgan responded.
Embry rolled the moment over in her head while they followed the guys toward the bar. �How�d you know?�
Morgan stared at her. They stood on the outskirts of the dance floor, waiting for Jeremy and Brett to push their way through with drinks. Embry looked around the club.
�That I was thinking about Luke,� she amended.
�You get this wistful, dreamy look in your eyes anytime Luke is on your mind or nearby,� Morgan answered.
Embry�s eyes gravitated toward the lounge where she first met him. She couldn�t help herself. She wanted to look into the room and not see him. To know he wasn�t sitting there waiting for her. She scanned the lounge, taking in all the different people standing at the bar. It was more crowded than the last time, but the majority of the patrons weren�t wearing masks so she could see them clearly. No Luke. The weight lifted off her chest just a little. She didn�t have to think about him. She could enjoy herself, just like Morgan had suggested.
Speaking of Morgan, she�d ignored her statement. �What do you mean, a look?� Still distracted by the lounge and drawn by some unknown force, Embry continued to scan the room. Just as she began to turn back toward Morgan, the crowd parted.
Morgan was talking again. �What look? That look. You�re doing it right now. That�s exactly what I�m talking about, Bree. Embry?�
Embry heard her. She knew that Morgan was speaking to her, but she couldn�t respond. She couldn�t even breathe.
�Oh for fuck�s sake!� Morgan spit as Luke came into view.
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Embry stared across the club, unable to take her eyes from Luke. What is he doing here? He sat at the lounge bar talking to a man she didn�t recognize, swirling a drink in his hand. She watched him tip the glass back, empty the contents into his mouth, and push the glass toward the bartender. A frown marred Luke�s perfectly sculpted lips, and she saw the tension in his shoulders. The other man had a sympathetic look on his face as he talked to Luke. Part of her wanted to go and ease Luke�s tension; another part knew she was probably the cause.
Morgan grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. �I know what you�re thinking. I can see it in those dreamy doe-eyes you�re giving me, but I�m not letting you do it. Tonight is about you. Do what you have to do, pretend he isn�t here, but don�t let this ruin your night.�
Morgan�s pep talk snapped Embry out of her daze. She was conflicted over Luke, but nothing would be solved in a noisy club with alcohol involved. She grabbed Morgan�s drink, tossed it back, and called to Jeremy and Brett. �Let�s go dance!�
They made their way across the club, past the lounge, and up the stairs to the second floor. The energy upstairs was completely different. A slow, sexy beat thumped through the speakers as the people on the dance floor writhed in one large mass. Muted lighting illuminated the dance floor and cast shadows across the crowd. Everyone was in masks, making the mood more sensual and mysterious.
�Now this is a masquerade party,� Morgan said, dragging Embry out onto the dance floor.
Brett and Jeremy followed, and soon they all melted into the crowd, just more bodies moving to the beat. A club remix of Lana Del Rey�s �Young and Beautiful� played in the background as Jeremy pulled Embry toward him. His hands landed on her hips as she shimmied around in front of him. He was a surprisingly good dancer and kept up with her easily as she spun around the dance floor. She was finally loosening up and enjoying herself.
�Let�s grab another drink,� she suggested after they�d been dancing for a while.
She and Jeremy left Morgan and Brett on the dance floor and headed to the bar. Jeremy paid for their drinks, and they leaned against the bar to talk.
�So I have a question,� he said.
�Nope. No questions,� Embry teased. A mischievous smile crept across Jeremy�s face.
�What�s your deal?� he asked.
�This sounds eerily reminiscent of the first time we met,� she said.
He leaned in close to speak over the music, and his proximity made her squirm. �It is. But I mean, really, B. You�re beautiful. Why don�t you date anyone?�
Embry hadn�t expected Jeremy to go there. He�d become one of her best friends, and they never crossed that line. As she looked into his handsome face, she couldn�t help wishing she could just fall for him. He was sweet, good-looking and had an amazing sense of humor, but she couldn�t force herself to feel something that wasn�t there. She couldn�t feel anything for anyone other than Luke. Things would be so much easier if she could.
She let out a long sigh. �It�s complicated, Jer. I had a rough relationship. I�m just focusing on me right now.� At least that was partially true. That was her plan when she got to law school. Unfortunately, she hadn�t planned for Luke Brody.
Usher�s �Euphoria� started playing, and Embry took the opportunity to drag Jeremy back onto the dance floor and end their awkward conversation.
�I love this song!� she shouted as she hopped up and down, waving her arms and shaking her ass.
�I can see that,� joked Jeremy, falling into step with her and accepting that the conversation was going no further.
They danced through a few more songs before a beautiful brunette in a feathered mask walked by and stole Jeremy�s attention. He darted off but returned in a flash, towing her along and letting Embry know he was leaving with her. She waved him off and went back to dancing. Morgan and Brett were somewhere nearby, but she wasn�t concerned. The alcohol was having its desired effect, erasing any reservations she may have had about dancing by herself.
The crowd had thinned out a bit, and she was about to take a break when a slow electronic beat thumped through the speakers, setting her hips in motion. She let herself sway in time with the music as Robin Thicke sang about putting lovin� on him. She ran her hands down her body and let loose as she lost herself to the beat. Strobe lights flashed, casting shadows off the other dancers and making their movements appear in slow motion. The music pulsed through her and she gave herself over to the rhythm. She felt good, hips swaying and body moving, as she owned the dance floor.
Strong hands landed on her hips, and a warm chest pressed against her back. Her body responded immediately. She knew without looking who was behind her, but she couldn�t help herself. Stealing a glance over her shoulder, she saw a gorgeous man in a black Venetian mask. No one else would know it was him, but those piercing blue eyes gave him away. Luke.
�Nice mask, professor,� she quipped.
�Thought you�d like it,� he said as his lips grazed her ear. He gripped her tighter and pushed his hips into her backside as they began to move to the music.
Embry thought Jeremy was a good dancer, but he had nothing on Luke. Luke wasn�t simply following her moves. He led her with his hips and hands, guiding her body with his. Suddenly she couldn�t remember why she�d avoided him earlier, why she was trying to stay away at all. The fog of alcohol, combined with her heightened emotions, had erased all logical thought. His hands left a trail of fire on her skin as he skimmed her curves, and she rocked her hips from side to side, keeping with his perfect rhythm. She was suddenly consumed by the thought of his dance-floor abilities and how they�d translate in the bedroom. She was desperate to know how good Luke�s body would feel moving above and inside of hers. Embry reached back and hooked her arm around his neck, pulling him closer. His mouth landed on her nape, licking and kissing up to her ear.
�You look downright edible tonight, Miss Jacobs,� he rasped as he pushed forward with his hips again, letting her feel just how edible he thought she was.
He was leaning so close, she couldn�t resist turning her head and letting her lips graze the corner of his mouth. Just that simple touch sent a bolt of desire straight to Embry�s core. Luke spun her in his arms, and her hands landed on the solid wall of his chest as she caught her balance. The left side of his mouth pulled up in a delicious smirk before he brought his lips to hers igniting the fire in her belly. His arms tightened around her as he licked into her mouth and she tasted whiskey sweet on his tongue.
Pulling back slightly, Luke nodded toward the bar and grabbed her hand. �Follow me.�
She shook her head in agreement and he led her toward a hallway beyond the bar. She�d follow him anywhere. At least in her current hazy, lust-filled state. They pushed through groups of people dancing and mingling and made their way past the bar. The hallway was dimly lit and flashes of the strobe lights from the dance floor exploded before them. The muffled bass beat pumped through the hall as they walked. Embry focused on Luke�s back, the way his muscles flexed and jumped as he moved down the corridor. He gave her arm a tug, and she was pulled into an alcove.
Before she could get her bearings, he had her up against the wall. He caged her in and slanted his mouth over hers. Their masks crashed together as their lips collided, hungry and desperate. Her hands ran over every inch of his body as his tongue stroked hers. She would have climbed inside of him if she could.
Luke tore his lips from hers, panting. His eyes were filled with desire. �Embry.�
She coaxed his mouth back to hers. �Shhh,� she said, between kisses. �No talking. For one night, let�s just pretend��
He pulled away, a pained look crossing his face. �Pretend what?�
Pushing up onto her toes, she pressed another kiss to the corner of his mouth. �Pretend for one night that you�re not my professor and I�m not your student. That we�re just us.�
Luke�s body stiffened. He dropped his hands from her hips and stepped back. His entire demeanor changed. �I�m done pretending, Embry.�
She was completely thrown. He was giving her whiplash with the speed in which his mood changed. He went from seductive to pissed off in the span of a two-syllable word. �What?�
�You want to pretend. Why? So you can push me away again?�
Embry�s eyes widened. She crossed her arms. �Push you away? You mean like you did to me last night?�
�I heard you lie to Morgan about being with me. You were getting ready to give me another one of your �We can�t do this, Luke,� speeches, so I figured I�d save you the trouble.�
Her jaw dropped. The bitterness in his voice cut her to the core. �Why did you come here tonight? Why did you find me on the dance floor? Why did you kiss me?�
He ripped off his mask and ran his hand through his hair. �I came here to get away from you. I had no idea you�d be here. I just wanted one night without having to think about you � about us. But then you walked in, and I couldn�t stay away. I can never stay away.�
He had such a look of disgust on his face, Embry felt as though she�d been slapped. �There is no �us,� Luke, so don�t let me stop you from whatever it is you came here to do.� The words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them. She didn�t mean a word of it, but she wanted to inflict as much pain on him as he had her.
She wanted him. She wanted everything. But she couldn�t tell him that. Pushing past him into the hallway, she tried to hold back the tears threatening to fall. Embry made a beeline for the bar. Time to drink away the tears and get the night back on track after being derailed by the freight train that is Luke Brody. 
Luke followed her out and came up beside her at the bar, his mask back in place. He leaned forward to get the attention of the beautiful bartender. She walked over and leaned in, practically shoving her cleavage in his face. Embry couldn�t hear their muted conversation over the music, but soon the woman put a shot of whiskey in front of Luke. He slammed it back, winked at the bartender, and threw a few bills on the bar before walking off.
Embry�s head spun. She was pretty sure it had nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with her run-in with Luke. She scanned the dance floor for him and saw Morgan and Brett. She waved, and they made their way off the dance floor.
�Where�ve you been?� Morgan asked. Brett headed to the bar for more drinks. �We saw you dancing with Jeremy, and then you disappeared.�
�Oh, I found another dance partner,� she said.
Morgan must have picked up on her tone because she rolled her eyes. �Seriously? You just can�t help yourself, can you?�
�What can I say, I�m a masochist.�
�Clearly,� said Morgan, looking around the club. �Where is Mister Tall, Dark, and Academic?�
Embry shrugged. �Not sure. We had a bit of a blow up.�
Morgan eventually turned back to Embry with sympathy pouring from her eyes. Grabbing Embry�s hand, she walked away from the dance floor. �I think we should probably head out.�
Embry pulled against Morgan. �What? I just found you guys. Why would we leave?�
�Trust me, let�s just get out of here.�
Embry wasn�t buying it. She looked over Morgan�s shoulder and into the crowd, trying to find what her friend had seen. She scanned the sweaty, euphoric faces, their bodies swaying to the slow beat of Blackmill�s �Let it Be,� until she found him.
She wished she hadn�t. Embry couldn�t look away as she watched a girl grind against Luke. Her back was to his chest, her ass rubbing into his groin. His hands gripped her hips as he moved behind her, but his eyes were trained on Embry. His stare was unwavering and intense, a million emotions in his steely gaze. She saw every feeling she was experiencing mirrored in his eyes: desire, frustration, pain. She realized in that moment that no matter what they did, they were helpless�slaves to their feelings for each other.
The girl spun around to face Luke, clueless to the fact that his attention was elsewhere. She ran her hands up and down his chest, causing a pit to form in Embry�s stomach. Seeing someone else�s hands on him was more than she could take. The pain it was causing her was reflected in his eyes, but she saw something else as well � determination. As much as it killed him, he wouldn�t pretend anymore. He wouldn�t play games. It was all or nothing.
Tears streamed down Embry�s face as she realized, with complete certainty, that she was losing him. Even as the tears fell, she felt her anger brewing. How dare someone else put their hands on Luke? How dare he let her? They weren�t over. They weren�t finished. They were just getting started. Those thoughts tried to break through her drunken haze, but at the moment, she couldn�t process anything except another girl�s hands on Luke. All Embry could think of was removing those hands and giving him a piece of her mind.
Ripping off her mask, she started toward Luke and his dance partner, ready to unload all of the emotional turmoil that had been tearing her apart inside. She made it all of two feet before two large hands clamped down on her arms and pulled her back.
�Cool it, sweetheart,� Brett whispered. He wrapped his forearm across her collarbone, trapping her against him.
Morgan came up in front of her, blocking her view of Luke. �Whatever he�s doing, however much it�s hurting you, you cannot do this here. I know he has a mask on, but if you make a scene, someone is bound to notice. Neither of you can afford to take that risk.�
�I don�t care,� Embry snapped.
�I know you don�t, but when you�re sober, you will. You both will. You and Luke will figure things out, but this is not the time or the place to do it.�
Morgan was right. Embry couldn�t do anything other than hope that things between her and Luke weren�t beyond repair. A drunken fight at a club wouldn�t help anything. She let Morgan and Brett lead her out, but not before sparing a quick glance over her shoulder to see Luke�s pained eyes following her across the floor.
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Embry slept fitfully, constantly waking up to check her phone to see if Luke had called. She wasn�t sure why she thought he would, but she couldn�t help hoping. After waking up with those hopes dashed, she was thankful to have a study date with Jeremy. He showed up at her apartment with a bag of greasy egg sandwiches and her favorite coffee. She was so happy for the distraction she could have kissed him.
When Jeremy left, Embry was finally alone with her thoughts. There was nothing left to keep her mind from wandering to where it really wanted to be � Luke. She�d slipped on his sweatshirt and made her way out to the balcony. Sitting on the mesh chair, she watched the rain fall, one drop chasing the next onto the pavement below. Pulling her knees to her chest, she snuggled into the sweatshirt, fighting the chill in the air as the wind licked at her cheeks and blew her hair in every direction. Overwhelmed by her thoughts, she played and replayed the events of the previous night in her head. She�d reached for her phone numerous times, desperate to connect with him somehow, but she didn�t know what to say. She eventually resorted to staring, unseeing, into the stormy sky, trying to make sense of her muddled feelings.
Somewhere between the raindrops, she realized the truth. Memories crashed into her like waves assaulting the shore�every touch, every interaction, every moment they�d shared�and she realized she�d been kidding herself. Her thoughts from the night before floated through her mind. They weren�t over. They weren�t finished. They were just getting started. She realized now how true that was. They�d never been friends. They�d never not been together. Every decision she�d made was because she wanted, no needed, to be close to him.
She�d fooled herself into thinking that if she fought her feelings, held them back, they�d fade or go away. That if she pulled away before their kisses went too far, didn�t cross too many lines and ran from her feelings, they weren�t doing anything wrong. But everything they�d done had crossed lines, pushed boundaries. She suddenly realized with stunning clarity that Luke had known that all along.
He�d let her do it. He�d humored her. He knew from the start where they stood, how he felt. He�d never denied his feelings. But for whatever reason, he�d stepped back, let her believe what she needed to believe to be okay with spending time with him. He�d done it for her, and all it had brought him was pain. He had been waiting for her to admit her feelings, to realize that it didn�t matter what job he had but that they were supposed to be together. She shot out of her chair, worried that it might be too late.
Embry couldn�t move fast enough. She brushed her teeth, ran a brush through her hair, and stepped into her flats. She was out the door and on her way to Luke�s in a matter of minutes. She couldn�t bear the thought of him not knowing how she felt. She didn�t want to lose him. He�d worked his way into her heart in such a short time, she couldn�t imagine her life without him. But she couldn�t worry about that just yet. All she knew was that she had to tell him how she felt, how she really felt. No more running.
Embry pulled into Luke�s driveway. His car was parked out front and lights shone through the windows. He was home. She tore out of her car, running through the rain to reach his front door. She was frantic. The drive over had done nothing to help her anxiety. Her heart pounded in her chest as she pounded on his door. No answer. She rang the doorbell and knocked some more. Nothing. She fought back tears as she continued to slam her fist on the door, calling his name. He was home. He had to answer.
After what felt like an eternity, the porch light turned on, blinding her. When the spots cleared from her vision, she saw Luke in the doorway, shirtless. All thoughts left her brain, and her eyes traveled greedily over his smooth, muscled chest. She took in every inch of his carved torso down to the delicious v that disappeared beneath his jeans.
�Embry?�
Luke�s voice brought her back to reality. Rain was pouring down on her. She was soaking wet and freezing, shaking uncontrollably. Her hair was plastered to her head, her makeup surely streaming down her face, but she didn�t care.
�Hi,� she squeaked out.
�Hi yourself,� he responded.
She stared at him at a complete loss for words.
�You want me to believe you�re standing out in the rain, pounding on my door like a lunatic, just to say hi?� he asked.
�No.� Embry shook her head, steeling herself. �I came to say I�m sorry. I�m so sorry.� Her voice cracked, and tears clouded her vision. �I don�t want to lose you. I don�t want to pretend anymore. I can�t. I�ve been fooling myself thinking we were just friends. We�ve never been just friends. I don�t care if you�re my professor. I don�t care about any of it. I don�t want to lose you, Luke. I can�t lose you. I � I ��
She stopped, trying to catch her breath. She stood in the cold, crying and rambling, while he silently stared at her. The rain splashing against the pavement and Embry�s short inhales were the only sounds as they stood, eyes locked on one another.
Luke�s cobalt gaze gave nothing away, and then slowly, so slowly, one side of his mouth turned up in a smile. �Are you finished?�
�Am I � am I finished?� she asked, bewildered.
�Yes,� he said calmly, giving no hint of his feelings. �Are you finished?�
�I-I guess so. Yes � I�m finished.�
�Good. That�s real good.� He reached out to push the wet hair from her forehead and stepped closer. Framing her face with his hands, he gently brushed his thumbs across her tear-stained cheeks.
Embry was at a loss. She had no idea which way was up. She didn�t know whether to laugh or cry, but Luke�s hands were on her and that was all that mattered.
He stared down at her, his eyes filled with adoration. �I love you, Embry,� he whispered.
Her lips parted and her eyes widened. She gaped at him, completely astonished at the words that had come out of his mouth. Those three words had caused so much pain in her past. But hearing them from Luke, she felt no fear. Pressing up onto her toes, she grabbed his face and got as close to his eye level as she could. �I love you too.�
He bent his head slightly to capture her mouth in a soul-shredding kiss. Their chemistry had always been off the charts, but something about that kiss was different. Nothing stood between them anymore. No more walls, nothing to stop them. Luke dragged his fingers through Embry�s hair. Pulling back, he took in her appearance.
�You�re soaked. Let�s get you out of these clothes,� he said gruffly, the strain evident in his voice.
She nodded and followed him inside. As soon as she entered the foyer, he was on her.
�Nice sweatshirt,� he said, tugging the wet sweater over her head as she kicked off her flats.
His eyes burned with desire, lingering on her torso, naked except for a black lace bra. Lifting her effortlessly, he pushed her back against the door. Embry thrilled at the feel of his skin against hers. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she pulled him closer. She couldn�t get close enough. Tunneling her hands through his hair, she deepened the kiss.
Luke groaned into her mouth. �God, I missed you.�
�I missed you, too.� She panted as he traced a path down her neck with his tongue. �Take me upstairs, Luke.�
�Are you sure, baby?� he asked, nipping her bottom lip.
Baby. She�d missed that so much. Suddenly feeling shy, she leaned into him, burying her face against his neck and hugging him closer. �Yes.� She nodded against his shoulder as butterflies swooped and dove in her stomach. She hadn�t been with someone, really been with someone, in a long time. She wanted Luke, needed him. Pulling back, she tried to convey all she was feeling with her eyes. �Make love to me.�
Luke�s mouth came down on hers, hot and hungry, as he carried her toward the stairway. His warm hands ran up her back, stopping when he reached the clasp of her bra. He made short work of it, dragging it down her arms and dropping it to the floor. He started up the stairs, stopping every few steps when he got too distracted with her to move.
Every kiss, every touch, set Embry on fire. She squirmed against Luke, causing him to lose his balance. Catching their bodies against the wall, he ground his hips into her, his hardness connecting deliciously with her core. She couldn�t wait to remove the layers between them. �Luke, please ��
�Please what, baby?� he said, licking and kissing down her neck.
�You know,� she moaned, throwing her head back against the wall.
�No, I don�t. Why don�t you tell me?� He nipped at her collarbone.
�Bedroom, please,� she said, her voice thick and throaty. She tugged on his hair, forcing his eyes to hers. �I need you.�
He sprinted up the few stairs left, pushed into the bedroom, and had Embry on the bed within seconds. �You have me, Embry,� he said as he covered her body with his. �All of me.�
He dropped a delicious kiss on her lips before making his way back down her body. Starting with her neck, he kissed and sucked his way to her collarbone. His hands found her breasts, and Embry�s back arched at the contact. He pinched and rolled the hard bud of her right nipple as his hot mouth came down on her left. He licked and sucked, swirling his tongue around her sensitive flesh before dropping kisses down her flat stomach. He nibbled at her hip bone as he painstakingly unbuttoned her pants and dragged them down her legs. Eyes smoldering, he stood back to take her all in. She was naked save a black, lace thong.
�Have I told you how beautiful you are?� he asked, devouring her with his stare.
�Not lately,� she said shyly, pushing herself up onto her elbows.
�So fucking beautiful.�
He reached for his belt, but she shot to the edge of the bed, her hands moving to his. �No. Let me.�
He watched her as she unbuckled his belt, pulled it from his jeans, and dropped it to the floor. Looking up at him, all green-eyed innocence, Embry worked the button on his jeans. She slid down the zipper, pushed them off his hips and watched them fall. He must have stepped out of them, kicked them to the side, but she didn�t notice. Her eyes were glued to his tight black boxer briefs, his hard cock straining against the soft cotton.
Luke bent toward her, caging her in on the bed. She smoothed her hands up and down his arms, feeling every dip and ripple of his biceps before moving on to his shoulders, and eventually digging her hands into his hair.
�So.� He planted an open-mouthed kiss on her collarbone. �Fucking.� He ran his nose up her neck, nuzzling her. �Beautiful.� Then his mouth was on hers. His arm wrapped around her back, dragging her body up the bed beneath his.
She groaned, loving the weight of his body on hers. �More, Luke,� she pleaded, pushing her hips up into his. �Touch me.�
He clearly didn�t need to be told twice. Snaking his hand between them, he pulled her panties aside and slid his fingers through her slick, wet heat. Embry writhed as he worked her over, his fingers moving in a delicious rhythm against her clit.
�So wet for me,� he groaned as he slipped a finger inside of her. Embry clenched around him, begging for more. �So tight.�
He dragged his finger back out of her, and she nearly cried out at the loss. A sexy smile crossed his lips as he explored her body further. He kissed and licked his way back down her stomach, hooking his thumbs in the tiny scrap of lace and pulling it down her legs. He left a fiery trail of kisses, worshipping her body with his mouth and hands. He grabbed her legs, pulled them apart, and kissed his way to the apex of her thighs. She squirmed closer to his mouth, and he took the hint. Sliding his finger back inside of her, he nipped and kissed the insides of her thighs, teasing her relentlessly.
�Luke �� she sighed impatiently.
�I know, baby.�
His hot breath against her core was almost too much for her. Then he replaced his finger with a long, wet stroke of his tongue, and Embry cried out in pleasure. Gripping his hair, she moved against him as he made love to her with his mouth. She was getting close, her insides coiling and clenching, begging for release. Then suddenly his mouth was gone, moving back up her body.
�Please, Luke,� she pleaded.
She was everything and nothing all at once. Ruled by lust and love, she saw nothing else, felt nothing else. She rolled her hips against him as he brought his mouth back to hers, and she tasted herself on his tongue. Feeling the cotton of his boxer briefs and wanting nothing else between them, Embry pushed impatiently against his shoulders. Luke rose up on his knees, and Embry scrambled onto hers to face him. She slipped her hands into the elastic band of his boxers and dragged them down his hips. His cock jutted forward, thick and long.
Towering over her, he watched her take him in with hungry eyes. Then he was on her, his mouth everywhere, his cock sliding against her slickness. No more teasing. No more foreplay. �I need to be inside of you, baby. I want to feel you when you come.�
�Yes,� she whispered. He lifted off of her, reaching toward the nightstand, but she pulled him back. �I�m on the pill.�
He studied her for a minute, his eyes burning into hers before he relaxed against her. He rested his elbows on the bed on either side of her head, the muscles in his shoulders bunching with his weight. He framed her face with his hands and brought his mouth to hers. �I love you.�
She saw the truth in his eyes. �I know.�
That earned her a huge grin that soon faded into a determined look as he positioned himself at her core and slid in with one long, smooth stroke. �Fuck.� He groaned into her neck. �You feel so good.� Luke lifted his eyes to hers. �Is this okay?�
She felt herself stretching to accommodate his size, and she nodded, wrapping her long legs around his waist and pulling him in deeper. She was right about his dance moves�he was even better in the bedroom. She sighed with pleasure as he moved inside of her, a slow, punishing rhythm that hit every spot. Embry felt a delicious sensation build in her belly.
�Oh God, Luke,� she said breathlessly. She felt as if she would explode. He had already worked her up so much�they�d both wanted it for so long�that she didn�t know if she could control herself much longer.
He increased his pace, joining their mouths once more as his tongue stroked and teased hers. Small noises of pleasure escaped him as he continued his rhythm. His movements became faster and less controlled, and she could tell he was getting close. He was having just as much trouble holding back as she was.
�Let go, baby. Come with me,� he whispered.
Those words were all Embry needed to hear. Her head flew back as she closed her eyes and cried out, exploding around him. Luke followed her over the edge seconds later. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight as he came. He dropped light kisses on her lips and eyelids as he continued slow, lazy strokes inside of her. Finally slowing to a stop and pulling out of her, he looked at Embry, his blue eyes sparkling.
�Be right back.� he said, planting a quick kiss on her forehead.
Embry lay on the bed, trying to stay awake. She was completely drained, emotionally and physically exhausted. But she was happy. Luke had gone into the bathroom, and he came out with a damp towel. He helped her clean up before climbing back into bed and pulling her to face him.
�Hi,� he said, smiling.
She ran her hand over his stubble, returning the smile. �Hey.� Until that moment, she hadn�t seen what a toll the past month had taken on him. She couldn�t remember ever seeing Luke so happy, but the dark circles under his eyes were hard to ignore. She�d come over to tell him how she felt, and she had. But they still needed to talk. �Luke, I ��
�Shhhh.� He tugged her closer, tucked her head under his chin, and stroked his fingers through her long hair. �We�ll talk tomorrow, baby. Just sleep.�
She probably would have slept deeply all night had she not been woken up sometime in the pre-dawn hours by Luke pressing into her from behind. They had slow, lazy sex as he dropped wet kisses on her neck and whispered in her ear how beautiful and loved she was. Wrapped tight in his strong arms, she felt truly safe for the first time in a long time.
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Embry was warm. Too warm. An unfamiliar weight across her back held her in place against the mattress. A low, sexy groan next to her ear was all she needed to wake her sleepy brain and remind her where she was. Luke shifted, his arm wrapping tighter around her body, his leg stretching out and tangling with hers. Suddenly she didn�t mind the temperature.
She snuggled into him, soaking up his heat, and replayed the night before. A shiver ran through her, causing her insides to clench, as she recalled feeling him inside of her, all over her. She wasn�t sure how she had gotten so lucky, especially after all she�d put him through, but the beautiful man beside her was all hers. She had fought him so hard and wound up in his bed anyway. But there was nowhere else she would rather be.
As her body came awake, she realized she was sore, deliciously so, and she needed to pee. Stretching, she rolled out from beneath Luke and tiptoed to the bathroom. Peeking back to make sure she hadn�t woken him, she walked silently into the bathroom. Embry examined herself in the mirror. She was stark naked, her hair falling in wild waves around her face. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks were flushed, giving her a healthy glow. She looked good, happy, and she couldn�t help but grin. She dug through the bathroom drawers until she found a brush. After trying in vain to tame her long locks, she grabbed a toothbrush and freshened up.
She snuck back into the bedroom and found Luke sprawled on his stomach, the comforter kicked aside. Just the white top sheet was draped over his waist. Embry lifted the sheet, climbed into the bed, and tried her best not to wake him. That turned out not to be a problem�he was out. She watched him, eyes roaming his body, as the sound of his even breathing filled the room. He was gorgeous, even in sleep.
His hair was ruffled from her hands, his eyelids closed and fluttering, framed by long dark lashes. His lips looked plump�perfect and kissable. Her gaze traced every line of his lithe, lean build. Unable to help herself, she lifted the sheet, stealing a greedy glance at his sculpted ass. But as she took in his perfect form, she found a surprise. Her hand flew to her mouth, trying and failing to stifle a giggle. Tattooed on the right side of his beautiful butt was a small dark green shamrock. What the hell? Her tiny snicker quickly turned into an all-out bed-shaking laugh, causing Luke to stir.
He turned toward her, looking up with adorable, sleepy eyes. �Hey.� His voice was nothing more than a throaty rasp.
She acknowledged him with a nod, her face turning pink. She tried to control her laughter, which just made her laugh more.
�What�s so funny?� he grumbled.
Embry shook her head and continued laughing until she found herself pinned to the mattress. Luke hovered above her, nudging her with a very noticeable erection, as he stared at her with a burning intensity.
�Not that I don�t love waking up to your gorgeous laugh, baby,� he said, kissing her face, �but do you mind telling me what you�re laughing at?�
Her mouth parted slightly, her tongue darting out to run across her bottom lip. �I � I was peeking under the sheet, and I found your tattoo.�
He raised an eyebrow. �You were peeking under the sheet?�
She nodded.
�At what?�
�Your ass,� she whispered.
�You were peeking at my ass?� he asked, deadpan.
She squirmed beneath him. His heated gaze and the weight of his body made it hard for her to think straight. �Yes.�
He nodded thoughtfully. �Did you like what you saw?� he asked, pushing his hips into hers again.
Her legs fell open, giving him more room. Luke�s question went unanswered as he settled against Embry�s core, eliciting a low moan instead.
�Answer me, baby.� He planted a soft kiss on her lips.
�Yes, I liked it,� she said against his mouth.
Slowly, he pushed inside of her. �Do you like this?�
�Mmhmm.�
Luke thrust the rest of the way in, erasing all thoughts of the tattoo from Embry�s mind.
* * *
�It was a bet in college,� Luke said.
Embry lay tangled in his arms as he explained how he wound up with a shamrock on his ass. She found it hysterical when she had first come across it. But after seeing him moving around unabashedly naked in the morning light, she decided it wasn�t funny at all. It was hot�seriously hot. She tipped her face toward him. �A bet?�
�Yep,� he answered, giving her a quick kiss on her nose.
�What kind of bet?�
�The kind that I lost and wound up with a shamrock on my ass,� he joked.
He was being uncharacteristically vague. �Did it have to do with a girl?�
Luke remained quiet.
�It did, didn�t it?�
He chuckled. �Several, actually.�
Embry�s jaw dropped open. �Several?�
He nodded. �My fraternity brothers and I had a little game we played when we went out. We bet who could come home with the most numbers.�
Embry pushed herself up on his chest, coming to his eye level. �Seriously?�
He nodded. He grinned sheepishly, and the tips of his ears turned red in embarrassment.
�And you lost?�
�It was a setup!� Luke said, becoming animated. �I lost by one number, and it was a technicality!�
She laughed. �Oh, I have to hear this.�
He sat up against the headboard and tucked her underneath his arm. �I was getting bored with the game��
�Ohhhh, you were bored?� Embry scoffed. �Getting numbers was too easy for you, sexypants?�
Luke looked at her. �Did you just call me sexypants?�
Embry raised an eyebrow. �I may have. What�s it to you?�
He grabbed her sides and dug his fingers into her hipbones.
�No tickling!� She squealed. She squirmed down the bed, away from him, and he followed, pulling her back against his chest.
�Fine, no tickling. But for the record��he lightly kissed her hair��I like �southern sexy� better.�
Embry gasped. �How do you know about your nickname?�
�I have my sources.� He wiggled his eyebrows. Her eyes widened in alarm, and Luke laughed. �I�m kidding, baby. I overheard you and Morgan talking.�
Embry shook her head. �Fine, southern sexy. Finish your story.�
�Demanding little thing aren�t you?� he joked, nuzzling her neck.
She pulled back, giving him an expectant look.
�Fine. I was bored,� he said, poking her in the side, �so I decided to make it more interesting. I�d dated a girl a while earlier, and things hadn�t ended on good terms. I thought it would be a challenge to get her to give me her number again since she wasn�t a very big fan of mine. Or so I thought ��
�What do you mean, �or so you thought?��
�Well, I got her number. But one of my brothers was sleeping with her roommate. It turned out she�d still been lusting after me pretty hard. She kept pictures of me stuck to the wall next to her bed. It was � creepy. Her phone number put me over the top, but when my brothers found out about her little obsession, they disqualified me. Said it was cheating and didn�t count. Hence the tattoo.�
Embry laughed. �Sounds like you had to fight them off with a stick, huh, Casanova?�
Luke rolled her up and onto his chest. �Usually I do,� he said, a cocky grin on his face. �But not you.�
Embry winced, her laughter dying on her lips. It was too fresh, too new, to joke about all of the ways she�d pushed him away.
�Hey.� He ran his fingers along her jaw. �Stop whatever it is that�s putting a frown on your beautiful face.�
He kissed the frown away, and Embry went boneless, rolling off of Luke and back onto the mattress. She caught sight of the clock on the nightstand and let out a frustrated sigh.
�What�s wrong?�
She peeked up at him, lips pouting. �I wish I made up with you on a weekend so we could stay in bed all day. I have to be in Dawson�s class in a few hours.�
Luke brought his lips to hers in a sweet kiss before pushing up and out of bed. �I don�t care what day it is. I�m glad you�re here.�
She made no secret of her appreciation of his gloriously naked body as he walked into his closet. He came out a minute later in a pair of flannel pants. He handed her a pair as well, along with a T-shirt.
�I�ll go get coffee started. Feel free to use the shower, and you can wear these home if you want.� He kissed the tip of her nose, shooting her a cute smile before heading out of the room. �Towels are in the closet in the bathroom,� he called over his shoulder.
A hot shower sounded perfect. Embry wandered down the stairs and into the foyer to collect her clothing from the night before. She arranged everything in a pile on the foot of the bed then took the clothes Luke had given her and headed for the bathroom. She found a fluffy white towel in the linen closet, started the shower, and walked into the large stall. The hot water warmed Embry and massaged her sore muscles. Condensation dripped down the beautiful tiles, pooling on the bench across from her. The shower was big enough to hold a group of people, and as she lathered herself in Luke�s body wash, she wished he had joined her. She shut down the highlight reel in her head before she got herself all worked up again and switched gears.
Jack. She knew she had to talk to Luke about him, but did she really want to start their relationship with a talk about her ex? No. No excuses. As much as she wanted to believe she was free from her past, it still had an impact on her. Not only was it affecting her, it was haunting her. The phone calls had stopped, but she knew it was only a matter of time before Jack started calling again or found where she lived. If she hid him from Luke and tried to handle it herself, she was giving Jack power over her emotions and over her relationship. She wouldn�t do that. She didn�t want him affecting her and Luke. She had to stop running.
She would tell him. She just had to find the right time.
* * *
Embry stepped into the pajama pants, tied them tight, and rolled the waist a few times so that she could walk without tripping. She pulled Luke�s shirt over her head, ran her fingers through her damp hair, and made her way downstairs. The smell of coffee drew her in, triggering her caffeine craving.
Padding into the kitchen, she snuck up behind Luke and wound her arms around his bare torso, resting her head against his muscled back. She drew in a deep breath, loving his spicy masculine scent. It was that delicious body wash combined with something inherently Luke. She wanted to be surrounded by it always. He turned in her arms to hand her a steaming mug of coffee.
�Pumpkin spice?� she asked, hopeful that Luke had her favorite fall flavor.
�Yes, ma�am,� he answered as he poured a cup for himself.
�My favorite,� she crooned as she took a sip.
�Mine too,� he said, smiling.
Embry took her coffee to the breakfast bar. She pulled out a stool and noticed the Georgia sweatshirt hanging on the back. It was still damp from the previous night.
�I�ll give you another one to go home with if you want,� Luke said, coming up behind her to kiss her cheek.
She shook her head. Putting the coffee on the bar, she turned to face the gorgeous man in front of her. She rose up on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. �I don�t need the sweatshirt,� she said, planting a soft kiss on his lips. �I�ve got the real thing now.�
Luke grabbed her before she could pull away, lifting her onto the counter. His tongue begged entrance into her mouth and Embry opened for him. She was awash with sensation. Luke�s fingers danced through her golden locks, his legs pushing between hers, as he kissed her silly. She was completely wrapped up in him, but if she let it go any further, she�d surely miss her first class.
Pushing gently at his chest, she pulled her mouth from his. �I don�t mind Luke Brody for breakfast,� she said, smoothing her palms over his chest, �but I have to leave soon and I kind of wanted to talk.�
�Talk?� he asked. His hands fell from her waist as his brows pulled together.
Embry reached for his hands to pull him back toward her. She positioned him between her legs and looked into his beautiful face, his features marred with unnecessary concern. She�d figured she�d give him a quick rundown on the Jack situation, but when she saw the uncertainty on Luke�s face, she reconsidered. �Yes, talk. Why are you looking at me like that?�
�Nothing, I just thought��
Embry stopped his words with her finger over his lips. �You thought I was going to run. Even after everything?�
Luke shrugged, not meeting her eyes. She had never seen him so vulnerable. Is that what her insecurities and fears had done to him? He was questioning her even after everything that happened between them in the last twelve hours. She felt the tension rolling off of him and changed her game plan. She could talk to him about Jack another time. They needed a day with no drama, no negativity. They had endured too many false starts, and she wanted to make sure he knew she wasn�t going anywhere.
Embry twined her hands in his and pulled him even closer. �We can talk later, it�s not important,� she said, planting kisses across his chest. She felt the tension easing out of him.
He dipped his head and captured her lips in a sweet kiss. �I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have assumed, after everything ��
Embry wrapped her arms around Luke�s neck. �I�m not going anywhere.�
He picked her up and walked toward the stairs.
�Except for class, Professor. Are you trying to make me late?� she asked.
�I�ll give you a pass,� he said, wiggling his eyebrows and carrying her back into the bedroom.
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Embry ran into her apartment, kicked off her shoes, stripped out of Luke�s clothes, and dug through her drawers for an outfit. Luke had given her another sweatshirt to wear home, and Embry threw it back on after pulling on a pair of jeans. She brushed on some mascara and lip gloss, grabbed her bag, and headed out the door. She drove as fast as she could to campus, speed-walked through the hallway, and breezed into the classroom just as her criminal law professor began his lecture.
He peered at her over his reading glasses. �Nice of you to join us, Miss Jacobs.�
�Sorry, Professor Dawson,� she said, taking her seat next to Jeremy.
After class, they walked to the atrium for a bite to eat before contracts. Luke�s class. Embry had been in such a rush that morning, she hadn�t had time to think about the fact that she�d see him in class. She would have to act as though nothing had changed between them when everything had changed.
�You look different today,� Jeremy said around bites of his bagel.
�I do?� she asked, running her hand self-consciously through her hair.
�Yeah, you�re like ��
�Glowing,� Morgan interjected as she walked up and regarded Embry with knowing eyes.
Embry smiled despite herself, feeling heat rise to her cheeks under her friends� scrutiny.
Morgan gripped Embry�s bicep, pulling her out of her chair. �Excuse us, Jeremy. We have to have a chat � just us girls.�
Jeremy shrugged and took another bite of his bagel.
Morgan dragged Embry through the back doors of the law school. Embry stopped short, not enjoying being manhandled. �What are you doing?�
Morgan turned on her, a smile lighting her features. �Oh, nothing. Can�t I have a little chat with my best friend? Let�s go sit on the bench!�
Embry followed Morgan and took a seat.
�Sooooo,� Morgan said, �what�s new, best friend?�
�Oh, not much,� said Embry, playing along. She couldn�t keep the smile off her face.
�Liar.�
�What?� She laughed.
�You got laid is what,� accused Morgan.
Embry�s eyes widened. Either she was completely transparent or her best friend knew her better than she thought. �How did you��
�Please. You really are glowing. And you have a ridiculously goofy grin on your face.�
Embry tried in earnest to school her features into something a bit more serious.
�That you�re shit at trying to hide, by the way.�
Embry lit up with a face-splitting grin as she turned to her best friend. �He loves me.�
�Well, can you blame him?�
�I love him, too. I told him. We �� Embry let out a dreamy sigh as she thought of how she�d spent the morning and the previous night. �We worked things out.�
�Ha. I bet there was some working out going on,� Morgan teased.
�Morgan!�
�Oh, stop playing innocent. How was it? How was he?�
�Sooooooo good,� Embry admitted. �Best I�ve ever had.�
�Now that�s saying something, you slore.�
�Pshhh, say what you will. That man is sex. Wrapped in sin. Dipped in chocolate.�
Morgan hooted with laughter. �I didn�t think southern sexy had it in him!�
Embry rolled her eyes. �Yes, you did.�
�You�re right, I did. He�s Luke I�m-fucking-delish Brody. A man doesn�t look like he does and turn out to be a disappointment in the bedroom. It�s like a law of nature or something.� Morgan turned serious. �Did you talk to him about Jack?�
Embry let out a long sigh. �No. I was going to, and then I just � No, I didn�t tell him.�
Morgan gave her a look that rivaled an angry mother�s stare. �Why not?�
�It�s nothing. It�s not important. I�ll tell him, okay?�
�Fine, fine.� Morgan bumped Embry�s shoulder with her own. �I�m happy for you, Bree, really. I�m glad you opened yourself up to something good.�
�Yeah, too bad the first person I�ve fallen for in five years happens to be my professor.� The butterflies in her belly chose that moment to wake up and stretch. �I have no idea how to act in class.�
�Just act normal. The good thing is, he�s so fucking hot that half the girls in class fall all over themselves for him anyway. If you get all hot and bothered, you�ll just look like you�re getting in line.�
�Thanks. That�s helpful.� Embry rolled her eyes, not wanting to think of how many women were lusting after her � boyfriend? Lover? 
�So you have to keep it in check a few hours a week. Think of all those poor girls who can do no more than lust after him while you�re in his bed.�
�And his shower. And on his kitchen counter.� A sly smile spread across Embry�s face.
�Now that deserves a high five,� Morgan said, throwing her hand up. �Where�s Brendan when you need him?�
* * *
Embry sat in contracts, trying not to jump up and turn around every time someone walked through the door. She was anxious for Luke to arrive. How will I feel? Will it be different? Will he treat me differently? She squeezed her eyes shut, shook the thought away, and concentrated on Jeremy. He was going on and on about the girl from the club Saturday night.
�She was amazing and so bendy,� he said.
Embry cringed. Whatever came after, she didn�t want to hear it. She thought back to Saturday. The masquerade party felt like a lifetime ago. So much had happened.
�And then she did this thing with her mouth,� Jeremy said, nudging her.
�What?� she said too loudly.
�There you are. Just trying to get your attention, Blondie.�
�You�re gross.�
�It was effective.� He shrugged. �And seriously, she did some amazing things with her��
Embry held up a hand. �Stop. No. Do not go there. Can�t hear it. Nope. I won�t.�
�Okay, okay.� He chuckled. �So what�s going on with you?�
Just then, the door opened, and Embry jumped in her seat.
�Are you okay?� Jeremy asked.
�Huh?� She was utterly distracted. Every fiber of her wanted to turn toward the door and see if Luke was there.
�I asked if you were okay.�
�What? Oh, yeah. I�m fine. Thanks.�
�Uh huh.�
She turned to see Jeremy watching her with narrowed eyes.
�You�re a little jumpy,� he said.
Embry waved him away. �Oh, I�m fine. I think I had a bit too much caffeine. That�s all.� Or too much Luke.
�You sure?�
�Yep! Positive!� She was becoming flustered.
�You�re being weird today.�
�No, I�m not.�
�Yes, you are. You�re weird today.�
She couldn�t explain the sensation that came over her when she and Luke were in the same room, but she felt it then and knew he�d walked in. She�d always been aware of him, felt an instant pull when he was near, but after what they�d shared the night before�and that morning�her body was on high alert. She fought against her desire to turn toward him, to go to him, and forced her attention back to Jeremy. �I�m not weird.�
�That�s debatable,� he teased, �but I just meant you�re acting a little twitchy.�
Luke passed by at that moment, looking straight ahead, but she noticed the corner of his mouth lift into a slight smile. He�d heard Jeremy.
Cheeks burning, she turned back to her friend and gave him a shove. �You�re twitchy. Shut it, Jer.�
Luke strode toward the podium, all southern sex and charm. He looked casual in boat shoes, Dockers, and a blue, half-zip sweater over a collared shirt. She caught herself leaning forward as if her body was trying to erase the space between them. Forcing herself to relax, Embry fiddled with her computer and tried to focus.
�Wow,� Jeremy whispered a while later. �I know you�re a crazy over-achiever and everything, but I�ve never seen you take so many notes.� He leaned closer to read off her screen. �I�m pretty sure you won�t need to know Professor Brody�s favorite Supreme Court justice for the final, though. You can probably ease up there, killer.�
Embry flushed again. She had been so intent on keeping her eyes off of Luke and focused elsewhere that she had transcribed his entire sidebar conversation with another student about the Supreme Court. Okay, breathe, Embry. It�s just Luke.
Taking a breath and rolling her eyes at herself, Embry looked up to the front of the room. Luke happened to glance in her direction at the same time, and their eyes collided. She was sure sparks should�ve flown at the impact. That was why she�d been avoiding him. He stumbled over his words but quickly recovered. Warmth unfurled in her stomach, spreading in a slow wave. Her thoughts wandered, and soon she was back in his bed, surrounded by him, engulfed in him, completely consumed.
As Luke conversed with another student, Embry took a break from her overzealous note-taking to gawk, unabashed, at her hot professor. Her vision was flooded with his gorgeous, naked form. It was a trick of the eye, an optical illusion. He was dressed to perfection, but his clothes weren�t registering. All she saw was the sexy underneath. As he moved about the classroom, she imagined how his muscles flexed with every movement�how they�d expanded and contracted as he held his weight above her.
Shaking herself out of her too-hot-for-school thoughts, Embry straightened and flipped through her textbook, realizing she�d missed quite a few cases while in her Luke-induced haze.
�Page three-oh-three,� Jeremy whispered.
Embry jumped, unaware that he had noticed her mini mental lapse. �Oh, thanks.�
Jeremy simply inclined his head, a curious look on his face. Embry managed to control her dirty thoughts for the rest of class. She avoided Jeremy�s eyes as she packed up her computer, but she couldn�t ignore the sexy voice calling her from the front of the classroom.
�Miss Jacobs? Can I have a word?�
She glanced up, and those beautiful baby blues were trained on her, filled with mischief she was sure only she could see. �Sure, Professor.� She picked up her bag and turned toward Jeremy. �See you in legal writing?�
He nodded and went back to packing up his books. Students milled around the classroom as Embry walked toward Luke, concentrating on keeping her features neutral. She rested her hands on top of the podium, her fingers dangling over the edge. Luke glanced around before sliding his fingers gently under hers, their hands hidden behind the stand. She thrilled at the contact, her body waking up with that one simple touch.
�You wanted to see me, Professor?� She felt empowered, sexy, brave. For the life of her, she couldn�t remember why she�d been so anxious to come to class.
He took her in, eyes ablaze. �Nice sweatshirt.�
She dropped her gaze to the red sweatshirt, Georgia written in black across her chest. She brought her eyes back to meet his. �Oh this? What can I say? I�m in love with a Georgia fan.�
For a split second, he gave her a blinding, mouth-splitting smile before schooling his features back to that of the straight-faced professor. �I�m rescheduling our research.�
�Is that so?� She grazed her thumb across the back of his hand. She managed to keep her expression impassive, professional, while her insides danced.
He nodded. His eyes fell to their entwined fingers. They were practically glowing they were so bright. �Your last class ends at three forty-five?�
�Yes.�
�Good.� He turned his hand over under hers and traced a pattern across her palm. It was a heart. �I�ll be over at five.�
Embry nearly melted into the podium but instead gathered all the professionalism she could muster and pulled away. �I�ll see you then, Professor.�
* * *
Embry�s last class of the day had come and gone, and she was stuck in the library. She rolled her eyes at Jeremy, but the sentiment wasn�t reciprocated. He gave her a reproachful look and focused his attention back on the blonde to his left.
�Tessa, you need help with that one?� he asked sweetly.
The blonde looked at Jeremy, blue eyes wide and innocent. �I don�t get how we�re supposed to find the answers in these old books. Can�t we just look it up online?�
Embry walked away from their table. If she didn�t, she may have hit the girl over the head with one of their heavy law books. Their legal writing professor had decided that instead of a typical class, they�d work in the library doing traditional research. �Because you never know when you might lose power or Internet and have to research like they did �back in the old days.��
The professor had put groups together by row, and Embry and Jeremy were grouped with Tessa, a bouncy blonde who appeared to be dumber than a post. Embry had seen her hanging around Jeremy recently, but he�d never mentioned her, and he continued with his whorish ways.
Embry stood in the stacks, looking for a secondary source for their research project. She tried to quell her frustration. The assignment was taking forever, and their academically challenged research partner wasn�t helping. How did she even get into law school? 
She typed up a quick text to Luke.

Prof M insisted on a library research exercise. Running late. 

His response was immediate.

Text me when you�re finished. I�ll pick up dinner. xo

Luke and dinner; that was all she wanted. She found the book she was looking for, walked back to the table, and dropped the heavy tome in front of Tessa.
�Here. You see number ten?� Embry asked, indicating their assignment sheet. �Look through this book and find that. Just use the index and write down the number of the statute when you find it. It�s simple.�
�If it�s so simple, why can�t you do it?� Tessa asked without any hint of sarcasm.
�Because��Embry tried and failed to keep the agitation from her voice��I�ve already done the rest of the sheet.�
Tessa looked at the answers on the sheet then back up at Embry. �Hey, aren�t you supposed to be a Gator?�
�What?� Embry asked, completely befuddled. �What are you talking about?�
�You went to the University of Florida, right? Jeremy mentioned it. But aren�t the Gators supposed to hate the Bulldogs?� She motioned toward Embry�s sweatshirt.
Embry cringed. The girl couldn�t tell the difference between legal research and a Google search, but she�d managed to remember every word that left Jeremy�s mouth. Maybe she was more observant than Embry gave her credit for.
�Yeah,� Jeremy piped in. �Where did you get a Georgia sweatshirt?�
�An old friend. I had it lying around and threw it on in a rush this morning.� She wouldn�t do that again. She had to separate Professor Brody from Luke Brody, or she would find herself in trouble.
�Oh. Okay,� Tessa said with a small shrug and flipped through the text.
Jeremy glared at Embry. �Bree, help me find a book?� He angled his head toward the shelves.
�I just pulled the last one,� she argued.
�Please.�
Embry unfolded herself from her chair and walked toward the stacks. When she was a ways into the aisle, she turned back and bumped right into Jeremy�s chest. �What are you doing, Jer?�
�I could ask you the same. Why are you being so nasty to Tessa?�
Her eyes widened, blush staining her cheeks. Her friend had called her out, and he was right. She looked away, searching for the answer, but it was inexplicable. Tessa had done nothing to garner Embry�s wrath. She was nice enough, but something about her hit Embry right in the gut and made her uncomfortable. Not to mention she was lazy, dense, and a tad annoying. �I�m sorry, Jer. You�re right.�
�So what�s the problem?�
Embry thought of Luke�s arms waiting for her. �I just want to get out of here, that�s all.�
�Why? So you can get back to your precious professor?�
Whoa. Embry fought to keep her composure. Jeremy was probably just referring to the fact that she did so much research with Luke, but he�d hit a little too close to the mark. �Why would you even say that?�
�Isn�t Professor Brody from Georgia?�
�Excuse me? What exactly are you implying?� It was a miracle that she kept her voice from shaking. Her insides trembled, and her stomach fisted into a ball of anxiety.
�Nothing,� he said quietly. �I saw how you looked at him today. Just � don�t be one of those girls.�
Embry felt sick. She swallowed thickly, at a complete loss. �I just ��
�Look, why don�t you head home? I�ll finish the assignment and hand it in. Just try to be nice to Tessa. She�s a pretty cool chick when you get to know her.�
�I didn�t know you had gotten to know her at all,� Embry said, still too stunned to address his comments about Luke.
�There�s a lot about me you don�t know, Bree,� Jeremy said, giving her a sad smile and walking away.
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�He knows, Luke,� Embry said. She poured herself a large glass of red wine and curled up on her couch, wrapping herself in a blanket.
�Tell me again what he said.� Luke settled himself next to her.
Embry went through her entire interaction with Jeremy for the second time. She was still shaken up. He had no proof, and he hadn�t actually accused her of anything, but it hit way too close to home. �I don�t understand why he would even go there. And the sweatshirt thing��her palm collided with her forehead��what was I thinking?�
Luke pried the wine glass from her fingers and set it on the coffee table before pulling her to him. He smoothed his hand over her hair, kissed her forehead, and rested his chin on her head. �It�s okay, Bree. I promise. He doesn�t know anything.�
Embry pulled back, tilting her head to meet his eyes. �How do you know?�
�Because neither of us has done anything in the least bit inappropriate. Well��he rubbed the back of his neck��let me amend that. He hasn�t seen us do anything inappropriate. No one else has either.�
�But then why would he say that?�
�I don�t know, jealousy? But I don�t think he has any reason to suspect anything. So you stared at me in class today.� He lifted his shoulder in a casual shrug. �You�re no different than half of the other women in class.�
�Wait, can you repeat that?�
�Which part?� he said, a devilish smile falling into place.
�You saw me staring at you?�
His eyes softened as he lifted his hand to her face. �Yes, baby. Just a little.� He trailed his finger down to the corner of her mouth and tapped lightly. �I was worried you were going to start drooling.�
Embry�s mouth fell open, and she jabbed her elbow into Luke�s stomach.
His breath came out in a whoosh, and he laughed. �What was that for?�
Embry crossed her arms and glared at him.
�Okay, maybe it wasn�t that obvious.� He slid his arms around her and brought his lips to her neck. �But I like your beautiful eyes on me.�
She shook him off. �And who says other girls stare at you?�
Luke rested his forehead against hers, rubbing his hands up and down her back. �Jealous?�
�No, I�m just wondering how you got so full of yourself. You�re almost as bad as Jer.�
�I can be worse,� he said with a suggestive lift of his eyebrows. �I�ll take you in the stacks anytime you want. What do you think those private study rooms are for anyway? You clearly aren�t getting all that you should out of your legal education.�
Embry shoved at his chest. �I�m serious, Luke. What if he knows?�
�I was serious too, Bree. He can�t possibly know.�
She pushed away from him, tucked her feet beneath her, and snuggled into the blanket.
He moved closer and ran a hand through her hair. �Are you really that worried about it?�
She nodded, leaning her head into his palm.
�We�ll be more careful, okay? Maybe we need a few rules to follow.� His eyes darkened with desire as he brought his other hand up to cup her cheek.
�Rules?�
�Mmmhmm. You know, to keep us in line.� He placed a delicious kiss on Embry�s lips, sending a shiver of pleasure up her spine. �The first rule��he drawled, pushing aside the blanket and dragging the sweatshirt up her body and over her head��is no wearing my clothes on campus.�
Embry felt exposed in her lace bra and thin camisole, the gauzy material doing nothing to hide her hardening nipples.
�Rule number two.� He pulled her astride him. Her hands landed on his chest to steady herself. �Want to guess this one?� A wicked grin spread across his face as his hands traveled her body in slow, sexy caresses.
Heat shot through her veins, her body coming alive under his touch.
She gazed into his eyes as she slipped her hands under his shirt, letting her fingers explore the contours of his chest before following the dark line of hair that disappeared beneath his waistline. She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, contemplating. �No touching?�
Luke nodded. He sat forward, holding her steady with one arm as he peeled off her camisole. His strong hand came up to grip the back of her neck as he trailed wet kisses from the tops of her breasts to her collarbone.
Embry arched her back�exposing her neck and giving Luke more room to explore with his lips�as her heart fluttered. She felt him hard and ready beneath her. Unable to control her hips, she rocked against him, eliciting a deep, throaty growl.
�I�m gonna lose control real fast if you do that, beautiful,� he said into her neck.
�Do what, Professor?� Embry ground down once more.
Luke narrowed his eyes, pure need carved into his features. Before she knew what he was doing, she was on her back and he was above her, working the button on her jeans.
�Is this one of the rules?� she asked sweetly, gazing up through her long lashes.
Luke�s hand stilled, one side of his mouth curling up into a sexy smirk. He popped the button and tore the pants from her body. �Yeah, baby. Keep your pants on at all times.�
He reached back to grip his shirt and pulled it over his head with one hand. He leaned over her, his biceps straining against his weight, his eyes burning into hers. Embry wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing her mouth to his. The touch of their lips ignited a frenzy, his tongue pushing into her mouth hard and demanding. She slid her hands between their bodies, making no secret of what she wanted.
He pulled away, dropped his head, and took a breath before bringing his eyes back to hers. �I can�t do slow and nice right now, baby.�
�I don�t want it slow.� She stared into his blue depths. �Or nice.� She worked him free of his pants and gripped him firmly. �I just want you.�
That was all it took. Luke ripped off her panties and slid into her in one smooth stroke. She cried out, tender from all of their lovemaking, but it was just what she needed. His forehead fell to hers, and he stilled, giving her a chance to adjust.
�You okay?� he asked.
�Yes.� She nodded and turned her head, coaxing his lips to hers. �Fuck me,� she said against his mouth as she dragged her nails down his back.
Luke dragged himself slowly out of her, inch by delicious inch, and then he thrust back inside, hard and fast. He picked up his rhythm, and Embry matched him, her hips meeting his in time. She couldn�t get close enough. Pulling up her knees, she shifted to take him deeper. It was raw, carnal � perfect.
Her phone vibrated, dancing across the coffee table until it clattered loudly on the floor.
�Rule number three,� Luke said. He came up on one knee, the other foot planted on the floor for leverage, and gripped Embry�s hips.
�Four,� she managed to say.
�What?�
�We�re on number four.�
�Fine.� He lifted her hips and plunged into her, hard and deep. �Rule number four, no phone calls from Morgan.�
�What does that have to do � with us getting caught?� she asked between breaths.
�It doesn�t.� His voice strained as he pumped his hips into her at a delicious pace. �It has to do with not being interrupted when my cock is inside of you.�
Her polite, southern gentleman was dirty in bed, and she loved it. Just then, he reached between them finding her clit, and she exploded around him. He thrust once more, burying himself to the hilt as he found his release. Her inner muscles spasmed around him as he pulsed inside of her.
�Fucking Christ, Embry.� He collapsed on top of her, peppering her face and neck with kisses.
She hugged him tightly. �You turn dirty south when we make love,� she whispered in his ear.
His head popped up, his eyebrow raised. �What�s that?�
�You,� she answered, eyes bright. �Southern sexy turns dirty south when you�re riled up.�
Luke rolled his eyes and shook his head. �Did you really just refer to me as dirty south?�
�I did. Dirrrrrty,� she said, mocking his accent.
�You can�t help yourself, can you?� He laughed.
�I can�t.�
�You�re a nut.� He gazed down at her adoringly.
�But you love me.� She wiggled beneath him.
�I do.�
* * *
Embry was curled into Luke�s solid chest, his warmth wrapped around her like a blanket as he ran his fingers through her hair. She loved having him in her home, in her bed. Pillow talk with Luke.
�You know, I don�t think I ever asked you. What class are you teaching next semester?� she asked.
He shook his head and smiled.
�What?�
�Guess.� He offered a sheepish smile before tossing his arm over his eyes.
She was too tired to play a guessing game. �I don�t know, just tell me.�
�Professional Responsibility,� he mumbled and let his arm fall away from his face.
Embry groaned and buried her head in his chest. She peeked up at him, an eyebrow raised in question. �Serious?�
He nodded, his ears turning red.
Embry laughed. �You�re teaching legal ethics. And you�re ��
�Yeah,� he said. He traced a finger along her jaw and smiled. �I see the irony in the situation, thanks, baby.�
She propped herself up, her eyes never leaving his. She lay on his chest, lost in his eyes and in her thoughts. Going to Luke�s�finally giving in�had been a simple decision. Her feelings had reached a breaking point, and loving Luke was no longer something she was willing to deny. But it was easy to get lost in those feelings and not consider all that they were risking, all that they were potentially giving up by being together. She�d thought about the risk of dating a professor as she fought her feelings, but she hadn�t thought about how much Luke was putting on the line as well. As she lay in his arms, letting his words sink in, anxiety coursed through her veins. He was an ethics professor having an affair with a student. He was risking his future as much as she was hers.
Luke bent his head, kissed her hair, and smoothed his finger over the crest of her eyebrows, easing the tension in her face. �What�s going on in that brain of yours, baby? You look so worried.�
Embry shook the thoughts away, attempting a smile.
Luke�s eyes turned sad. �Talk to me.�
�It�s just, this�you and me�is easy. But the rest of it ��
�We keep it professional, Bree, keep to our rules.� He winked. �We keep ourselves in check. I know it�s easier said than done, but that�s what it takes for us to be together.�
�You make it sound so simple. Have you done this before?� she joked.
Luke�s eyes turned fierce. �Why would you say that?�
That wasn�t the reaction she was expecting.
He ran a hand through his hair, and his eyes softened. �I�m sorry. It�s not simple. It�s complicated, and it�s risking your entire future.�
�What about yours? I�m worried for you, too. I know I�m taking a huge risk, but you always seemed so willing � I guess I just didn�t consider all that you�re putting on the line for me. You have as much to lose as I do.�
Luke shook his head. He pulled her up so their noses nearly touched. �The only thing I care about losing is you, Embry.�
�But what about your career? Everything you�ve worked for?�
�I don�t figure into this equation. Please don�t worry about me. I hate myself for putting you in this position. But I can�t �� His head fell back against the headboard, and he stared blankly at the ceiling. �I can�t stay away.�
She reached out, running a hand across his chest. �Well, that makes two of us.�
�I won�t let anything happen to you. You know that, right?� He rolled to face her, his head resting on his hand. His eyes found hers, intense and serious. �To us. We just have to make it through this semester. I�d resign before I let anything affect your future.�
�No,� she said, shaking her head adamantly. �We�re in this together. We�re both adults. We�re both making the decision to be together.�
�I can�t be responsible for your future falling apart, Embry. I may not be strong enough�good enough�to stay away from you, but I won�t let anything hurt you or jeopardize your future. I promise.� His words were strong, confident.
�I believe you.� She leaned in to place a soft kiss on his lips.
He let out a small noise of approval and rolled her beneath him. �I like this.�
�What?� she asked.
�Being in your bed,� he said, smiling at her.
�I like it too.� she said, returning his smile. Glancing over his arm toward her nightstand, she realized she needed to get some sleep if she wanted to stay awake through her classes the next day. She pushed at his chest to roll him off of her. Dropping a kiss on his lips, she hopped out of bed. �Be right back. I forgot my phone in the living room.�
�Okay, baby.�
Embry found her phone on the living room floor under the coffee table and made her way back into the bedroom after a stop in the bathroom. Luke�s eyes were closed, his breathing even. She sat on the edge of the bed and swiped her finger across the screen to check her missed call. Blocked.
A pit formed in her stomach. Oh no, no, no. There was no voicemail from the missed call, but when she exited to her home screen, she saw the small red circle indicating a new text. She opened it, hoping it was just Morgan or Jeremy. Instead, it was from the blocked number. Jack.

Ignore my calls all you want. Now that I�ve found you, I�m not going away.

Tension shot up her spine as she stared at the screen. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to erase the words, but they were burned into the backs of her eyelids. I�m not going away. The pit in her stomach turned to a weight, sinking quickly and pulling her under. She felt panic coming on, but suddenly she was swept into a warm embrace. Luke�s arms wrapped around her stomach, and he dragged her back onto the bed.
�Come here, baby,� he said.
She snuggled into his arms, letting his nearness comfort her.
�You feel tense. Everything okay?�
She nodded against his neck. She was afraid if she spoke, her voice would give her away. His breathing soon became deep and even again. Lying awake in his arms, Embry couldn�t help but think that Luke may have to protect her sooner than he thought.
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Embry dug through her closet, throwing clothes everywhere as she searched for something to wear. Luke was picking her up in an hour to take her to dinner, and she wasn�t even close to ready. Flicking through the clothes on hangers, she found a long-sleeved knit dress. She pulled it over her head, grabbed a pair of tights, found a belt and scarf to match, and stepped into a cute pair of suede booties. She was spending the weekend at his place and still had to pack.
As she pulled clothes from her drawers, she came across her Gator jersey and stuffed it into her overnight bag. The following day was a big one for Florida and Georgia football fans. Each year around Halloween, the two teams met on neutral turf in Jacksonville to play. It was the first time in almost five years that Embry wouldn�t be at the game in person. She�d watch it at Luke�s instead. She still couldn�t believe she was dating a Georgia fan, but she had an idea or two for that jersey.
After rushing to get ready, she still had a good twenty minutes until Luke showed up. She paced the apartment until she wound up in front of her mirror fussing with her hair and makeup. She sat on the couch, legs crossed, foot shaking in anticipation. She hadn�t been alone with Luke since he�d stayed over Monday night.
He�d been busy with new clients all week, and her workload seemed to be increasing. All of her free time had been spent in the library with Jeremy and Tessa, who were attached at the hip. Sitting in Luke�s class had been nothing short of torture. By Friday�s class, she was sure she would rip her clothes off and throw herself at him in the middle of the room. Her only saving grace was the text messages he sent her throughout the day. He missed her as bad as she did him.
Her phone rang, and she jumped to grab it. As she got closer, she saw �blocked� on the screen. She tensed for a moment before hitting ignore. Jack had been calling on and off all week, but she�d become numb to it. He hadn�t sent another text message, and she was too caught up in studying and Luke to worry much. She figured if she continued to ignore him, he would get tired of calling and give up. Hopefully. She knew Luke needed to know about him, but for some reason, she couldn�t bring herself to let Jack into her new relationship. They had enough to deal with; they didn�t need more stress.
A knock sounded on the door a few minutes later, and she opened it up. Luke wore black pants, a white dress shirt, and a black skinny tie. His blue eyes sparkled as a gorgeous smile spread across his face.
�Hi, beautiful,� he said.
�Hi.� She dragged him into the apartment.
Pushing him against the door, she crushed her lips to his before he could say another word. Her arms wrapped around him, fingers digging into the hair at the nape of his neck. Luke�s hands traveled down Embry�s body and cupped her ass as he pulled her into him and deepened the kiss.
She pulled her mouth from his and took a deep breath, her lips swollen and pink. �Sorry.�
�Do I look like I mind?� Luke leaned in for another kiss. �Are you ready to go?�
Embry nodded. �Yep, all set.�
�Great, I�ll grab your bags.� Luke put Embry�s bags in the back of his Rover and helped her into the car. As they pulled out of her development, he scooped up her hand and brought it to his lips. �I missed you, baby.�
�Me too,� she said, feeling relaxed and calm in his presence. Maybe calm wasn�t the right word. Being near him, being able to kiss and touch him, did nothing to calm her. Liquid fire ran through her veins whenever he was close. But for the next two nights, she wouldn�t have to pretend that every look, every touch, didn�t affect her. He was hers.
�I thought about cooking for you,� he said, his eyes mirroring her desire, �but I figured if we were going to get any eating or talking done, we should probably be in a public place.�
�Probably a good idea.� She squeezed his hand. �But what if someone sees us?�
�It�s off the beaten path. We won�t have a problem,� he assured her.
A while later, they pulled up to a quaint restaurant off the main road. Luke hopped out of the SUV and helped Embry from the car. She loved how much of a gentleman he was. It was ingrained, natural, as though he didn�t even have to think about it. If she parted his hair, added some gel, and dressed him up in a tailored three-piece suit, he could be an actor in one of the old movies she used to watch with her grandmother�laying his coat over a puddle and helping her across. The thought amused her as they walked toward the restaurant entrance. It looked more like a cottage. The sign, La Belle, glowed above the entryway, and decorative white lights twinkled all over the exterior of the building.
�This place is beautiful,� Embry said, turning to Luke with a broad smile.
�Wait until you see the inside. A client recommended it, and from the pictures I saw online, it looks pretty great.�
Luke reached for the front door, but Embry tugged on his hand. �Thank you. For doing this. I know we haven�t gone inside yet, but I just want you to know it�s perfect,� she said.
Luke�s lips brushed the corner of her mouth. �I�m just getting started, baby.�
He tugged her to his side and led her into the restaurant. After notifying the ma�tre d� of their reservation, they were led to a cozy corner booth. It was private, intimate. Embry slid into the rounded booth, Luke following after. Her eyes roamed the interior of the restaurant. Authentic wooden beams ran the length of the ceiling, and a stone fireplace sat in the center of the room, the mantle glowing with more lights. Embry�s gaze returned to Luke.
He was studying her, a content look on his face. �Do you like it?�
�I love it. It�s gorgeous.� She picked up the menu and flipped through it.
She ordered duck breast with goat cheese croquettes over a salad, and Luke ordered some kind of veal. He also ordered a delicious bottle of Bordeaux. While they waited for their meals, they chatted about the kinds of things a new couple should, instead of discussing how to hide their affair.
�We should�ve done this a long time ago,� Luke said, running his hand down Embry�s arm and clasping her fingers. �I can�t believe I�ve never taken you for a nice dinner.�
Embry smiled sweetly and rubbed her thumb over the back of Luke�s hand. �We were a bit preoccupied. Besides, you did cook me an amazing dinner.�
�I did.�
�That was pretty smooth too, Professor.�
Luke winced and shook his head. �Don�t, Bree.�
�I was just playing.�
�I know.� He dragged her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips lightly across her skin. �But that�s not who I am with you, not tonight. I don�t want to think about it.�
�Okay. Well, let�s revisit our first date then, shall we?� she suggested.
�And how do you suggest we do that?� He raised an eyebrow.
�Rapid-fire question round.�
Luke rolled his eyes. �Oh no, here we go.�
�What?�
�Nothing, beautiful. You�re up. Shoot.�
Embry rubbed her chin, thinking about where to start. �Okay. Ready?�
�As I�ll ever be.�
�We�re doing favorites. Number, season, band. Go!�
Luke smirked. �Why do I feel like you�re just warming up?�
�Go!�
He held up his hands, chuckling. �Okay, okay. Fourteen. Summer. Kings of Leon. You?�
Embry shook her head. �Nope. We�re not finished with you yet.�
�Oh, I see how this works. You pry all the information you can from me and then leave me in the dark, huh?�
�Something like that.� She leaned in, and lightly swept her lips across his jaw. It was sweet and simple, but it gave her pause. Showing him affection came so easily, but for the most part, she would never be able to do that in public. The thought made her sad.
Luke picked up on the shift in her mood. As if reading her mind, he slipped his fingers under her chin, tilted her head up, and kissed the ever-loving shit out of her. He pulled away, his bold blue eyes fixed on her. �I know what you�re thinking, baby. But tonight, don�t think. You can kiss me wherever and whenever you like. Okay?�
Embry nodded and realized she wasn�t good at hiding her emotions with Luke. She was breathless and didn�t trust herself to speak. The waiter appeared at their table, presenting their meals and pouring more wine. As Luke chatted idly with the man, Embry touched a finger to her lips. She still felt the caress of his tongue, his soft, warm mouth against hers. No matter how many times she kissed him, it always felt like the first time. Always new, exciting � erotic.
�Eat up, baby.�
Embry looked up to find Luke staring at her. Her finger was still pressed to her lips. She dropped her hand into her lap.
�You all right?� Luke asked.
�Yes, fine. I just � That kiss. I �� She was still at a loss for words.
�Sorry I flustered you. I shouldn�t have done that��
�No!� she said too loudly. She looked around in embarrassment before she realized they had privacy in their booth. �No. I liked it. Loved it. You just caught me off guard.� She smiled. �In a good way.�
�Well then, maybe I�ll try to do it more often.�
�I think you should.�
�Oh, really?�
She pulled him in for another kiss, hoping her actions showed what her words failed to say. �Really.�
It was Luke�s turn to look flustered. He offered her an impish grin as he ran a hand through his hair and then gestured toward the food. �Dig in. And continue with your questions if you�d like.�
Embry took a bite of her duck and groaned. �Mmmm, so good. Okay. More questions?�
�It�s your show, beautiful.�
She loved his easy demeanor. He humored her, playing along with her silly game, and she loved him for it. She rubbed her hands together and wiggled her eyebrows, trying to think of more information to pry out of him. �Food you can�t live without.�
A big, stupid grin formed on Luke�s face. �Mac n� cheese. Hands down.�
Embry�s eyes rolled toward the ceiling, but she couldn�t help the smile splitting her lips. �What are you, five?�
Luke shrugged. �I love it.�
�Okay, next question. First kiss.�
�Really?�
Embry straightened, giving him a serious look. �Yes, really.�
�Will we play truth or dare next?� His eyes twinkled with humor.
�If you�re lucky, Brody. Answer the question.�
�Savannah Leighton. I was six; she was eight. She ran up to me on the playground, kissed me, and pushed me into the dirt.�
Embry laughed and ran her hand over Luke�s. �Aww, poor kid.�
�I�ve never fully recovered,� he joked.
* * *
The game continued through their meal. Embry eventually ran out of clever questions. She let Luke take the reins, and instead of grilling her, he made her answer her own questions. She was forced to relive her awkward first kiss with Connor Gallaway during a game of suck and blow, and she had to admit that she, too, was a five-year-old and would eat macaroni and cheese every day if she could.
They finished their bottle of wine and shared a delicious pastry for dessert. Luke held her hand as they drove down the dark highway toward his house, his thumb grazing back and forth against her skin. Embry stared out the window. She always had fun with Luke, but that date took the cake and proved to her that they had something special. Embry jumped when a loud ringing came through Luke�s speakers.
�Sorry, baby, my phone�s connected to Bluetooth. It�s my mom. I have to take this,� he said.
Embry nodded and leaned her head back against the seat. Luke pressed a button on the console and answered the phone.
�Lucas?� Embry smiled at his mother�s use of his full name.
�Hey, Mom.�
�How are you, sweetheart?�
�I�m good. I�m in the car. I�ve got you on speakerphone, okay?�
His mom said, �Oh that�s fine, honey. Who�ve you got with you?�
�My girlfriend, Embry.�
That got her attention. Her head whipped around, finding his eyes burning into hers. He gave her hand a squeeze and shrugged, smiling.
�Lucas James! You didn�t tell us you were seeing someone.�
�Haven�t had the chance, Mom.� He rolled his eyes playfully at Embry.
�Hello, Embry!� she called through the phone. �What a pretty name.�
�Hello, Mrs. Brody,� Embry answered. �Thank you.�
�Well, are you bringing her down here with you next weekend, Luke?�
�No, she can�t make it, Mom.�
Embry raised her eyebrows. That was news to her. Luke hadn�t mentioned going to visit his family, and he definitely hadn�t asked her if she wanted to come. She left it alone though, assuming he hadn�t mentioned it because they had just gotten back together.
�Well, that�s just too bad. Next time, then. Will you send us your flight details, son? Your father will send a car.�
Embry tuned out the rest of their conversation and returned to her thoughts, which were spinning wildly in her head. He had referred to her as his girlfriend and he�d told his mother. That was big. But she wondered why he�d never mentioned his trip to Georgia.
* * *
Embry lifted her hand from the water and dragged it down Luke�s arm. After arriving at his house, they popped open another bottle of wine, made slow, sweet love, and wound up in the Jacuzzi tub. She lay in the warm water, covered in suds, with her back to his chest and his arms wrapped around her.
�You called me your girlfriend,� she said quietly, entwining her fingers with his.
�I did.� He kissed her hair and squeezed her a little tighter.
�And you told your mom.�
She felt him nod. �I did.�
She angled her head so that she could see his eyes. �Why?�
�Why did I call you my girlfriend?�
Embry waited.
�That�s what you are, aren�t you?�
�Yes. I mean, I suppose,� she answered.
�You suppose?� he asked, incredulous.
�Well, yes � I am. We�re dating. We�re together. We�re � I�m your girlfriend.� She smiled as she tested it out on her tongue.
�You�re my girlfriend,� he repeated.
�But you told your mom.�
�Yes,� he said. �I did.�
�That was � a big deal.�
His deep blue stare connected with hers. �I�ve been wanting to call you mine for a while now, Bree. I won�t miss a single chance I get.�
Her heart beat faster as his lips found hers�soft, coaxing. She opened for him, turning in his arms and lying across his chest as his tongue stroked into her mouth.
Will this ever get old? She hoped not.
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Embry sat in the middle of Luke�s floor, surrounded by baking flour. It was everywhere.
He walked in, and she did everything she could to hide her smile when she saw the look on his face. He was sexy as usual with no shirt, pajama pants hanging off his hips, and bedroom eyes. Until he took in the scene in the kitchen. His beautiful bedroom eyes widened into surprised saucers as he stared at Embry.
�Problem?� she deadpanned.
Luke shook his head, seemingly at a loss for words.
�I was going to make you breakfast.� She picked up a handful of flour and let it sift through her hands like a child would sand on the beach.
�That was nice of you,� he said carefully. �What happened instead?�
Embry hung her head. �I had an incident with the flour.�
Luke walked toward her, leaving floury footprints on the dark, tiled floor. Squatting in front of her, he brushed her hair from her face. �I can see that, baby. But what, exactly, happened?�
Good question. She�d woken up determined to surprise him with a nice breakfast. After searching his well-stocked pantry and refrigerator, she found all the ingredients necessary for blueberry pancakes. She pulled everything out that she would need except for the flour. His pantry had tall pull-out cabinets, and the flour sat at the top of one. She�d poked around until she located a step stool. She used it to reach the flour, but the stool didn�t give her enough height. Stretching as far as she could, her fingers grazed the tip of the package. She hoped she could knock it over into her arms, but the flour toppled into her chest before it fell to the floor and exploded.
�I was going to make you blueberry pancakes, but I knocked the flour down from the top shelf of the pantry, and it kind of exploded.�
His eyes traveled around the kitchen. An inch of flour covered most of the surfaces, including Embry. He brought his eyes back to her and wiped at a smudge of flour on her cheek. �I kind of figured that part out.�
She glared at him, grabbed his arms, and pulled, causing him to fall to the floor in a cloud of white powder.
He narrowed his eyes and tackled her, pinning her arms above her head and hovering over her. �Really, Bree? You sure you want to play this game? You�ll lose.�
Never one to back down from a challenge, Embry wiggled beneath him, trying to pull her arms free. �Bring it on, Brody,� she said, her voice husky.
His mouth found hers, and he released her arms, giving her free rein to explore his body. She ran her hands over his muscled back, up his arms, and into his hair. Just as she was starting to enjoy herself, he pulled away. Before she knew it, he had pulled her back to her feet.
�All right,� he said, clapping and making flour fly. �Pancakes. Let�s do this.�
Embry stepped toward him, softening her eyes and sticking out her bottom lip in a perfect pout. �I�m not interested in pancakes anymore.�
He cupped the back of her neck, dragged her in for a searing kiss, and let her go abruptly, a smirk on his kissable lips. �Well I am, beautiful.� He walked toward the stove but not before landing a solid smack on her ass. �Hop to it!�
Her hands flew to her hips, her eyes wide. �And how do you suggest we make pancakes without flour?�
Luke pulled out the pantry cabinet and dug around. She watched the sculpted muscles of his back move beneath his skin. The flour had become a road map on his body, every place her hands had roamed evidenced by a dusty handprint on his golden skin. He rummaged around a bit more until he pulled out another package of flour.
�Backup,� he said, smiling.
Embry let out a huff and crossed her arms. She had no interest in making breakfast anymore. All she wanted was to be back on the floor underneath Luke. But he was hungry, so she�d give him his pancakes. They swept up the majority of the flour and set to work.
�So why didn�t you tell me you were going to Georgia next weekend?� Embry asked between bites of pancake.
Luke was quiet for a moment. He lifted his shoulder indifferently. �Slipped my mind, I guess.�
She didn�t believe that for a second, especially because of how easily he�d lied to his mother about Embry being too busy to go with him. The truth was, she was too busy to go with him. The semester had kicked into high gear. But he�d let his mother think that he�d invited her, and he hadn�t mentioned the trip at all. Maybe Embry was reading too much into it. They�d only gotten back together the previous weekend, and his plans had probably been made well before that.
�Any special occasion or just going for a visit?� she asked, hoping to garner some more information.
�Early Thanksgiving, actually.�
�Oh?� Embry hadn�t even thought about it. Her calendar went by finals, not holidays. Everything got serious after Thanksgiving break. Study days began in the beginning of December, then finals would be there before she knew it. Her stomach dropped thinking about how soon she�d be taking her first law school finals.
�My parents take a cruise every year during Thanksgiving week, and Camden, Lori, and Mackayla go to Lori�s parents, so we celebrate early.�
�But what about you? What do you do on Thanksgiving?�
Luke�s eyes crinkled, and his lips tipped up into a sweet smile. �Worried about me?� he teased. �I used to go to Cam�s in-laws, too. But since I�m living up here now, I�m not going to take two trips down. I�ll just have a nice, quiet night here.�
Embry�s eyebrows drew together, and she worried away at her bottom lip. She didn�t like the idea of Luke spending Thanksgiving alone. Should she invite him to go with her to visit her family?
�Don�t give me that look.�
�What look? I�m not giving you a look.�
�You are. And you�re doing that thing with your lip,� he said.
�I do a thing with my lip?�
�You pull it between your teeth when you�re nervous or overthinking.� He ran his finger across her bottom lip. �What�s on your mind, Bree?�
�Come with me.� Her eyes widened as the words escaped before she was ready for them.
�Where?� His look of confusion was almost comical.
�To Thanksgiving,� she said quietly, almost not believing she was asking him to commit to something so big.
�With your family?� he asked.
�Sure.� She shrugged, trying not to let on how much she wanted him to come. �I�m going to have to tell my parents I�m seeing someone eventually.�
He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. �That�s your sales pitch? Are you sure you don�t want to rethink that one? Maybe try again?�
Embry blanched. If she wanted him to spend the holiday with her family, she had to tell him that, not just give some lame excuse for why he should tag along. She pressed her lips together, her eyes serious as she put on a show of making a decision. �I love you, and my family will love you. It�s really important to me that they get to meet you. Please have Thanksgiving with us?� A bright smile appeared on her face.
�Sure, I guess,� he said indifferently.
Embry smacked his chest. �You guess? That�s it?�
Luke stood and scooped her up in his arms. �Yes, baby. I love you too, and I would love to come for Thanksgiving and meet your family.�
She beamed at him as he walked toward the stairs. �Where are you taking me?�
He shook his hair, sprinkling her with more flour. �Shower time,� he said with a naughty grin.
* * *
Embry snuck up the stairs and into Luke�s bedroom while he reviewed a case in the living room. They�d had an amazing day, shower included. She smiled as the memory gave her a shiver of pleasure. Best. Shower. Ever. She was quite thankful for what she referred to as the Great Flour Debacle. She couldn�t wait to get dirty again.
Making her way into Luke�s walk-in closet, she found her duffel bag and began to dig through. Luke had pulled on his favorite Georgia T-shirt and hat the minute he was out of the shower, but Embry had a different plan for her jersey. They were trying their best not to behave like five-year-olds, but as the game drew nearer, she felt the tension building. It was a big game, and whoever�s team won would have bragging rights. Her Gators better pull through. Stripping off her jeans and T-shirt, she dug her Gator jersey from her bag and pulled it over her head.
Embry checked herself in the floor-length bathroom mirror. The jersey was small but still a little loose. It hit right below her butt and allowed just enough of her lacy boy shorts to peek out. She was about to touch up her makeup when she heard Luke calling her from downstairs.
�Babe! Baby! Game time! Get your fine ass down here right this instant!� His voice was filled with excitement.
Embry let him know she�d be down in a minute and took one last look in the mirror. She ran a hand through her messy waves, straightened her jersey, and pranced out the doorway. She had no idea what had gotten into her. Luke made her feel as if she was the only person in the world. She felt beautiful, intelligent�the best version of herself. With Luke, she felt safe, comfortable, and confident. She sure as hell wouldn�t flounce around in a tiny jersey and boy shorts if she felt any different.
She descended the stairs and walked into the living room. Luke was on the couch, legs up on the ottoman, with a football in his lap and a beer in his hand. Typical. He�d thrown together a few snacks, which were on the coffee table along with a glass of wine for her, and a big thick blanket was strewn in front of the fireplace.
He began to talk, eyes still trained on the television. �I poured you some wine, and I threw down the blanket for you. I know how you like to spread out when you�� He looked at her, looked back at the TV, and as if realizing what he�d just seen, his head whipped back around. His eyes widened and his lips parted, desire written all over his face.
She felt his eyes like a caress as they traveled the length of her body.
�Fucking Christ, Embry.� He shook his head.
Being bold was easy when he looked at her like that. She stalked toward him, the jersey shifting across her hips as she moved. She watched his eyes lock onto her legs as she straddled him. The jersey slid up her thighs, and his hands automatically slipped under the shirt to grip her hips.
�Back to no pants, huh?� His hands roamed her hips before reaching around to grip her ass.
She nodded.
�I like you better this way.�
�Well��her hands traveled aimlessly over his chest� �I thought maybe we could have our own version of Florida/Georgia,� she whispered suggestively.
His fingers flexed on her ass, and she knew she had him.
�You�re mine at halftime,� she said, nipping his bottom lip before hopping off his lap and spreading out in front of the fireplace to study.
* * *
The game turned into a complete slaughter, and by the time they reached the half, all Embry wanted to do was run and hide. She attempted to study, but couldn�t concentrate with her team getting killed. Luke handled it with his typical southern charm and didn�t say a word to rub it in, which might have been worse. He just let her sit and stew. When halftime came and went and he didn�t say anything, she figured he was giving her a break. Her mood had taken a nose dive.
She was able to tune out the second half of the game and get some reading done. When the game ended, she was in the middle of writing her briefs for contracts. She lay on her side in front of the fireplace, jersey riding up her stomach and panties in full view.
�Whatcha working on, beautiful?� Luke asked from behind her.
�Huh?� She was vaguely aware of him saying something, but she was concentrating on her case. She nodded and chewed her bottom lip as she read the same sentence for the third time.
Luke kneeled beside her and ran his hand over the curve of her hip.
She darted up, surprised. �What are you doing?�
�I asked if you needed help. You nodded. So here I am.� He smiled a devilish smile. �What are you working on?� He reached for Embry�s notebook.
�Baby, no,� Embry said, snatching the notebook from his grasp. �I�m sorry, I wasn�t paying attention when I nodded. You know I don�t want you helping with anything law school related.� She moved away from him. His nearness was distracting.
�Can you at least tell me what you�re working on?� he asked.
�Nope.� She pushed off the blanket with her notebook, but Luke was quick.
He followed, wrapped his arms around her, and tugged her into his chest. His lips grazed the length of her neck, and she couldn�t think straight. She let her head fall to the side, giving him more access, until she realized that his lips had disappeared. He was leaning over her shoulder, trying to peek at her notebook.
She turned and pushed at his chest. �Stop trying to read my briefs! You�ll see it when I hand it in on Monday, Professor.�
�You�re working on contracts? Oh, now I really want to see,� he teased.
Luke made a grab for the notebook, but Embry darted away. He chased her and caught her around the waist. He dug his fingers into her hips, tickling her. She shrieked, twisted out of his grasp, and ran toward the dining room. Standing behind the table, elbows on the back of a chair, she caught her breath and waited for him to make his move. A predatory look took over his features as he came at her. She ran back into the living room, skidded over the carpet, and flew onto the couch. She hopped up and down, wagging her hips and holding the notebook above her head.
Luke laughed and jogged into the living room. He bent over, his hands on his knees, making a ridiculous show of being out of breath. She knew better. He didn�t get that body going for light jogs. She continued to hop up and down, shaking her hips and taunting him until she realized that he�d stopped smiling. His bright eyes were dark with desire. She forgot what she was doing as she watched Luke stalk toward her. Before she knew it, she was thrown over his shoulder.
�Luke! Put me down!� She kicked the air and smacked at his ass. At least it�s not a bad view.
Without warning, he tossed her onto the blankets in front of the fireplace, peeled off his shirt, and hovered above her. �You don�t know what you do to me,� he said, his mouth coming down on hers possessively.
�Turn you into a caveman, apparently,� she murmured against his lips. �You forgot to club me over the head, though.�
�I missed my halftime show.� His hands snaked under her jersey and traveled up her rib cage.
A smart answer was on the tip of her tongue, but all thoughts left her mind as Luke�s hands brushed the bottoms of her breasts. She sucked in a breath as he slid his hands behind her and unclasped her bra. Then the jersey was pulled up and over her head. His lust-filled eyes took her in before he hooked his thumbs into her panties and dragged them off of her. Before she could set her legs back down, he spread them wide and kissed a path up her inner thighs. His fingers slid inside of her, and Embry whimpered, pushing against his palm, needing so much more. He curved his fingers inside of her as his mouth came down, licking and sucking. Her back bowed as the unexpected release barreled through her. Holy shit.
Before she could get her bearings, he gripped her roughly and flipped her over. Pulling on her hips, he brought her to her knees, and she felt the heat of his body as he leaned over her, trailing kisses down her spine.
She heard his belt buckle as he undid his jeans, and then he was pushing inside her, stretching and filling her. She wasn�t sure if she could take him in that position. She was overwhelmed by him, consumed. Luke gripped her hips, slamming into her at a feverish pace. Each time they made love, she saw a different side of him, but she liked the rough, demanding side of him the most. His hand left her hip, and his palm came down on her ass, the sound echoing through the room. The sharp sting of his hand combined with his hard thrusts caused her to clench around him and threw her spiraling into another intense release. She let out a soft cry as he buried himself deep inside her and came with a shout.
Luke slowly eased out of her, wrapped the blanket around them and pulled her against his chest.
Embry snuggled closer. �If this is what I can look forward to, I might have to start rooting for a Bulldog win every Saturday,� she joked.
He smiled, brushing her sweat-dampened hair from her forehead. �I�ve never seen a Gator jersey look so good, baby.�
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One week rolled into the next as Luke and Embry fell into a comfortable pattern. They rarely spent a night apart. Embry, having no other choice, got over her discomfort in class, and they continued as professor and student while at school. The only difference was that their research meetings took place at Luke�s home office so they could properly take advantage of Embry�s �study breaks.�
Outside of time with Luke, Embry spent all of her time with Jeremy and their new study buddy, Tessa. The three had finalized all of their outlines and were preparing for finals. Embry still felt uneasy around Tessa, but Jeremy seemed to like her. Embry was determined to give her a chance.
Embry sat in the passenger seat of Luke�s Rover as they cruised down the highway on the way to the Hamptons. She was on Thanksgiving break, which gave her a few days to recharge before finals began. She was lost in her thoughts as she stared out the window and watched the Pine Barrens go by in a blur. Butterflies kicked up a storm in her stomach the closer they got to her parents� house. She hadn�t brought anyone home since Jack.
When she�d called her parents and asked if she could bring her boyfriend to Thanksgiving, they tried to hide the surprise in their voices. She�d been avoiding her parents since her mother had called about Jack. She gave them short conversations here or there, always making the excuse that she had to get back to studying. She hadn�t even told them she�d been seeing someone, and then she sprung him on them. They�d handled it well though, welcoming Luke without asking too many questions. She and Luke only planned on staying a day or two since she had to get back to study for finals, but she was excited to show him her hometown and spend some time with her family.
Luke pulled into her driveway a while later. �Nice place.�
Embry felt warmth envelope her at the sight of her childhood home. It was nice. It was a modest log cabin, set back from the road and surrounded by acres of land. She was flooded with memories as she sat staring out the windshield. When she�d run from Jack, she�d run from everything else too, including her loving and supportive parents. She didn�t know why she could never bring herself to tell them about Jack. She wasn�t sure if she was afraid of ruining their image of him or of her. She�d grown up surrounded by love, and she was ashamed that she�d fallen into an abusive relationship. Would her parents think less of her that she�d let someone treat her so poorly? Would they be angry that she kept it from them? She knew she needed to talk to them�and Luke�about Jack, but Thanksgiving was hardly the time or the place.
Luke ran his fingers down her cheek, recapturing her attention. �Ready, baby?�
Embry nodded. �I�m nervous.�
Luke leaned in to place a soft kiss on her lips. �I�ve got you.�
They�d talked multiple times about how they�d handle his profession with her parents. To put it simply, they were going to lie. Luke had been against the idea at first. He was willing to sacrifice their opinion of him and tell them the truth�hoping they�d respect him more for that�but Embry knew her parents wouldn�t overlook the fact that she was dating her professor. She and Luke had enough on their plate; the last thing they needed was to involve her parents. If it was up to him, he would�ve waited to meet her parents until they were no longer in their compromising situation, but he made it clear that if she wanted him at Thanksgiving, he�d be there. Somehow, even though he was the one who would be under scrutiny, he was reassuring her.
Luke walked around the car, helped her out, and tucked her into his side to shield her from the cold. White smoke curled out of the chimney, the smell of wood burning carrying on the breeze, and Embry was anxious to get out of the wintery weather and warm up with her family.
She stepped through the front door, Luke close behind her, and saw her mother coming down the hallway to greet them. Her mother was beautiful, but Embry looked nothing like her. Celia Jacobs was tall and willowy with rich brown hair. Embry had inherited only her height and her thick hair.
Her mother wiped her hands on her apron. �Come in, come in.�
The house smelled delicious, a mix of turkey, stuffing, and mulled spices. �It smells great in here, Mom,� Embry said as her mother pulled her into her arms.
�Oh, it�s so good to see you, sweetie,� her mother cooed.
�You too, Mom.� Embry felt as though she was five years old again. Extracting herself from her mother�s arms, she turned to introduce Luke and found her mother�s eyes already on him.
�You must be Luke,� her mother said with a smile.
�Mrs. Jacobs,� Luke said in his sexy southern rasp, bending to kiss her mother on the cheek. �Pleasure to meet you.�
Her mother swooned. �So nice to meet you, Luke. Please call me Celia.�
Embry chuckled to herself. That was easy.
�Is that my daughter?� her father�s voice called from the kitchen.
�Yes, Dean, they�re here!� her mother called. �Give me your coats and go say hi to your father.�
Handing off their jackets, Embry grabbed Luke and headed for the kitchen.
Her father spotted them, pulled off his apron, and pulled Embry into an embrace. �How�s my girl?� He held her out to give her the once-over.
�Good, Dad.� She motioned toward Luke. �Dad, this is my boyfriend, Luke.�
Luke approached and stuck his hand out to shake her father�s. �Sir.�
�Hello, Luke.� Her father gave Luke�s hand a solid shake. �Dean Jacobs. Nice to meet you.�
�You too, Mr. Jacobs. Thank you for having me.�
Her father nodded and turned back to Embry. He was a handsome man, tall, and still in good shape for his age. He had salt-and-pepper hair and wore thick-framed glasses. As far as features went, Embry was his spitting image. They had identical coloring, and she shared his nose and eyes, including the bright green color. She also mirrored his humor and personality.
�Why don�t you go help your mother finish setting the table and give me a few minutes to get to know Luke here?� He directed his attention back to Luke. �Do you know your way around a kitchen, son?�
�Yes, sir, I do.�
Embry smiled. She glanced at Luke, making sure he was comfortable. He gave her a wink, and she set off to help her mother.
* * *
Luke and Embry settled in at the dining room table as Embry�s mother poured some wine and her father carved the turkey. It would be a quiet Thanksgiving, just the four of them. Embry�s aunt and uncle alternated every other year with their families, and that was the off year. She was glad to have the time with just Luke and her parents. It would�ve been a bit overwhelming introducing him to the extended family as well. They chatted idly while they ate.
�Do I hear a bit of a southern accent, Luke? Where are you from?� Celia asked.
A slight blush stained Luke�s cheeks. �Yes, ma�am. I�m from Savannah, Georgia.�
�Oh! Savannah! Did you hear that, Dean?� her mom asked, pulling her father into the conversation. �We drove down to visit Embry a few times when she was at the University of Florida, and we always stopped in Savannah. We love it there. Beautiful town.�
�Yes, it is,� Luke said. He turned toward Embry with a smile and placed his hand on her thigh. �Have you been?�
His touch warmed her. She loved that he wasn�t afraid to show her affection in front of her family. �Nope. I hear it�s a great town.�
He nodded. �We�ll have to visit.�
She beamed at him, thrilled at the idea of visiting his hometown and meeting his family.
Her parents kept him talking about Savannah for quite some time. After that, they asked Luke all about his family. The conversation was nice and relaxed, until her father decided to go in for the kill.
�So what is it that you do, Lucas? You don�t mind if I call you Lucas, do you?�
�I don�t mind at all, sir. I�m an attorney.�
�Did you two meet through the law school?� her mother chimed in.
The interrogation had officially begun. Embry was glad that Luke seemed so comfortable because she was squirming in her seat.
�Yes, ma�am,� he said. �I stopped in to meet with a colleague, and Embry and I literally ran into each other in the hallway.�
�Oh, that�s nice,� her mother commented. �What kind of law do you practice?�
�A little bit of everything, really. I�m building a general practice in the Gold Coast area. I handle a lot of real estate, along with some bankruptcy and estate planning.�
�That sounds interesting,� said her mother.
Luke nodded. �It keeps me on my toes.�
�How old are you, if you don�t mind my asking?� Embry�s father pried.
�Thirty-one,� Luke answered.
�And do you usually make a habit of hitting on younger law students?�
�Dean!� her mother gasped.
�Dad!� Embry said at the same time.
The only indication that the question bothered Luke was the slight tightening of his hand on her thigh. He looked her father dead in the eye as he answered. �No, sir, I don�t make a habit out of picking up students at the law school. But as I�m sure you�re aware, your daughter is pretty special. After running into her on several occasions, I couldn�t help but want to spend more time around her.�
Embry�s father smiled and winked at Luke. �See?� He gestured toward Embry and her mother. �Good man. Honest answer.�
�Glad you think so, sir,� Luke responded.
�You can cut the �sir� crap now, too, son. Call me Dean.�
�Okay, Dean,� he said with a smile.
Embry rolled her eyes and let out the breath she had been holding. Her mother did the same.
* * *
Luke helped Embry clear the table, and her mother began washing the dishes. Luke was heading out of the kitchen to keep her father company, but he spun around and looked at Embry, eyes wide.
�I almost forgot!� he said, reaching into his pocket for his keys.
�Forgot what?�
�I picked up a little something special.� He was grinning like a kid on Christmas.
�You did?� She couldn�t help but smile at his giddiness. �When?
�When you were in class the other day. I took a little day trip.�
�What? Where?�
�Be right back.� He twirled his keys around his finger and shot her a wink.
�Frustrating man,� she mumbled.
�He�s very handsome,� her mother whispered. �And he clearly adores you, honey.�
�You think so?� Embry grabbed a dishtowel and began to dry the dishes her mother had washed.
�I know so. The way that man looks at you, well � it�s the way your father looked at me when we first started dating.�
That made Embry smile. The majority of her friends� parents were divorced, but her parents were happily married and going on thirty years. She always joked about how gross it was, but she hoped to find a love like that. One to last through years, tears, and fears, someone to share it all with. She didn�t want to think too far into the future�she knew they had a lot on their plates already�but she was starting to hope that maybe Luke could be that person.
�You seem so � happy.� Her mother was hesitant, as if she thought that pointing out Embry�s happiness would spook her.
Embry had kept her parents�and everyone else for that matter�at arm�s length since she left New York, but had she really kept herself so closed off that her mother was scared of pushing her too much? �I am, Mom.� She put down the dish she was drying and pulled her mother in for a hug. �I�ve missed you and Dad. I�m sorry I�ve been so distant.�
Her mother began to shake it off, probably about to blame it on school, but Embry saw something shift in her eyes, a decision not to brush it under the rug like they�d done for so long. �Whatever it was, we�re just glad to have you back, sweetheart.�
Embry had never wanted to tell her mom about Jack � until that moment. �Mom, I��
Luke interrupted them, walking back in with a square bakery box in his hands. She�d recognize the logo on that box anywhere. He�d gone to the best pie shop on Long Island. People drove from far and wide just to get their pies for Thanksgiving.
�You didn�t!� Embry was completely stunned by Luke�s thoughtfulness.
Luke nodded. �I heard they�re the best. I took a ride out there to check them out.�
�What kind?� Embry pulled the box from Luke�s hand, set it on the counter, and pre-heated the oven.
He gave her a devious grin. �Guess.�
Before she had the chance, her mother opened the box. �Oh! Pecan pie! This looks delicious, Luke! Thank you!�
Embry rolled her eyes dramatically but couldn�t hide her smile. �Could you be anymore southern?� She loved how sweet he was but couldn�t resist giving him a hard time.
Celia pushed past her and set the pie in the oven. �Ignore my rude, teasing daughter, Luke. It was very thoughtful. Dean just loves pecan pie. Why don�t you go relax and we�ll get everything set in here.�
�Thanks, Celia.� Luke headed out of the kitchen, but as he passed Embry, he brushed his lips against her cheek. �I�ll show you just how southern I can get later, baby.� He left Embry in the kitchen with her mother, blushing furiously.
* * *
Embry and Luke snuggled on her parents� big leather couch, sipping spiced cider and warming up in front of the fire. She was stuffed and content. Her parents seemed to like Luke, and he appeared comfortable around them. Her father and Luke had just begun a discussion about fishing spots when the doorbell rang.
�Did you invite someone over, Embry?� her father asked.
�You know I always extend an invite to Morgan, but she and Brett were going to spend time with their families. She told me she�d call if they were stopping by.�
Her father looked over at his wife, who sat quietly, awkwardly. �I�ll get the door,� he said, heading toward the front of the house.
Embry�s mother stood and smoothed her sweater, an uncomfortable look on her face. �I seem to have made a bit of a mess of things.�
�What are you talking about, Mom?�
Her mother gave a sheepish smile and shrugged. �Remember I left you that message a few weeks ago? You know, about Jack?�
Embry stiffened beside Luke.
�Well,� her mother continued, �I happened to run into his father in town, and I thought it would be nice for you to see him again. I didn�t know about you and Luke at that point, or that you�d be bringing him. I just got so caught up since then that I completely forgot ��
�Forgot what, Mom?� Embry said slowly, trying to control the tremble in her voice.
Her mother offered Luke an apologetic look before returning her attention to Embry. �I invited the Stowes to stop by after dessert.�
At that moment, Jack walked into the room, his gray eyes trained on Embry.
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Embry went completely rigid. She literally felt the blood draining from her face. She was frozen, paralyzed. All of the air left her lungs in one big whoosh, and she fought to suck in another breath. He�s here. No, no, no, no, no.
He stood directly in her line of sight. She felt as if she were in an alternate universe. Things were moving in normal time around her�Jack�s parents exchanging hellos with hers, friendly chatter everywhere�but in her world, everything was suspended, stock-still. She stared at Jack, his intense eyes boring into hers. She had loved those eyes once. She�d loved everything about him. But none of those feelings were surfacing. All she felt was numb.
He was tall, handsome. His black hair was shorter than she remembered, but the smile on his face was the same. That was how Jack had sealed the deal. His charm and that smile. It was more dangerous than any weapon he could have wielded. It could tear her down or make her feel alive. She once saw the world in that smile. But in that moment, all she saw was hate.
�Hello, Embry,� he said, his voice smooth.
�Jack,� she responded. It was a wonder she was even able to speak. Operating on auto-pilot, Embry stood�a saccharine smile sweeping across her face�and walked past Jack, both sets of parents, and straight out the side door. The minute the cold air hit her skin, her composure shattered. She collapsed against the porch rail, gasping. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sucked in air, trying to take a breath.
She hadn�t seen him in five years. Before she�d left home for college, she destroyed every picture, every memory of him. She didn�t want a single piece of him with her. The scar he�d left on her heart was enough of a reminder. For five years, she had avoided her family, her friends, her hometown. She distanced herself from everything she loved just to avoid him. She suddenly longed for her life in Florida: the warm sun, simple friends, easy hookups. No reminders of her past.
Luke walked out onto the porch, wrapped her in his jacket, and surrounded her in his warmth. His arms came around her, and he eased her onto the porch swing. Her head fell to his shoulder, her face against his neck as he stroked her hair.
�Whatever that was in there, baby, I need to know,� he said softly.
Embry nodded but wasn�t ready to speak.
�Just breathe, Bree. I�ve got you.�
She took deep breaths against his neck, breathing in that spicy, masculine scent she could never quite place that was all Luke. She concentrated on the feel of his arms around her, and she began to calm down. Luke�s arms around her were her saving grace. If not for him holding her, protecting her, she felt as if she would fall apart, split into a million pieces. She lifted her head, bringing her tear-filled eyes to his.
�Hi, beautiful,� he said, brushing her hair from her face.
Beautiful. She was in the middle of a complete and utter break down, and she was positive there was makeup streaked down her face, which was probably blotchy with tears. But somehow, he still saw beauty.
�Hi,� she replied, her voice hoarse.
He cupped her cheek and brushed a stray tear from beneath her eye. �Tell me what�s going on.�
Embry took a deep breath before speaking. �He taught me how to run.�
Luke�s face gave nothing away as he waited for her to continue.
�He�s the reason I ran,� she continued. �The reason I picked up and left after high school and have barely been back since.�
�Okay,� he said. �You dated him?�
Embry nodded. �All throughout high school.�
�I know there�s more to it than that. You wouldn�t be this upset if there weren�t. What happened?�
�He was �� She searched for the words to describe him. Mean? Yes, but that doesn�t cover it. �Terrible.�
Luke stiffened. �How was he terrible, Embry? Did he put his hands on you?�
Embry shook her head. �No. I mean, yes. Well �� She was confused, lost and unsure how to talk about it.
�Is that a yes?�
She�d never told anyone, not even Morgan. The emotional abuse took the greatest toll. She never really considered him pushing her around to be on the same level. But she knew in Luke�s eyes it would be.
�Yes.� She watched his jaw tighten and his fists clench. She placed her hands over his, willing him to calm down. �He never hit me exactly, but he was rough when he was angry.� She dropped her head, staring at her hands and willing the tears not to fall. �His words hurt much worse.�
Luke hadn�t moved. He was statue still, fighting for composure. But his eyes � his eyes said everything words couldn�t. They were soft, pained, and Embry saw the struggle within them. Morgan was the only person in the world that Embry had ever spoken to about Jack�s abuse. But she wanted to tell Luke everything, bare her soul to him. The love pouring out of his eyes gave her all the strength she needed.
�I want to tell you everything, Luke. You won�t like it. But I need you to stay calm.�
The muscle in Luke�s jaw ticked. His eyes were on fire, boring into hers as he took a calming breath. �I�m trying my best, baby. But a man who hurt you is standing inside that house. I don�t know how much composure you expect me to have.�
Embry nodded.
�How could your mother��
�She didn�t know,� Embry interrupted. �No one does. Except Morgan and you.�
That got Luke�s attention. �Embry, you have to tell your parents. Your father would lose his mind knowing someone who hurt his baby is standing in his living room right now.�
�I know. I know, Luke.� She knew the next part would put Luke over the edge, but she couldn�t keep it from him anymore. �You know how my mom mentioned that she ran into Jack a while back?�
He nodded.
�Neither of my parents really understood why I up and left right after high school. They always chalked it up to teenage impulses. They loved Jack and assumed that I broke his heart when I moved away.� She realized she was rambling and waved her hand as if to clear away her jumble of words. �Anyway, when she ran into Jack, she mentioned that I was back. He charmed her into giving him my phone number.�
The muscles in Luke�s jaw tightened again. He ran a hand through his hair. �Has he called you?�
She knew Luke�s anger wasn�t directed at her, but she was nervous nonetheless. She chewed at her bottom lip.
�Has he called?� Luke asked again.
Embry nodded. �He�s, um, been calling nearly every day.� Luke�s eyes went wide, and she continued, �But I never pick up! I�ve wanted to tell you. I told Morgan, and she told me I had to tell you, but I could never find the right time. I didn�t want to bring him into our relationship.�
Luke exploded off of the porch swing and dug his hands into his hair. �Are you kidding me?�
She winced.
He lowered his voice and eased back onto the swing next to her, his fingers brushing against her cheek. �I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to scare you.�
�No, it�s okay. I should have told you. It�s just � things have been so amazing between us. I didn�t want to ruin that.�
�You couldn�t ruin that,� Luke said, pressing a kiss to her forehead. �But I need you to come to me with these things. I need to be able to protect you.�
�You did. Without even knowing it,� she said, offering him a small smile. �Remember that night when I called you to come over before we were back together? That was the first night Jack called. He called over and over again, and I thought I was going to break. You were there when I needed you.�
�You need me, Embry, I come running. I don�t work without you.�
Embry nodded, her eyes filling with tears. �I love you.�
�I know, baby.� He pulled her back into his arms and rested his chin on her head.
They sat huddled together in the cold, and Embry recounted her ugly past. The fights with Jack. Running to Florida. The empty hookups and friendships because she wouldn�t let anyone get close. She told him about the calls from Jack, the threatening text message he�d sent just a few weeks prior. She told him every thought and feeling that came to her mind. He listened quietly, taking it all in and holding her tight. When she finished, she felt lighter, more at ease. She didn�t have to carry that burden on her own anymore. Luke could handle it, and he would protect her at any cost.
�This ends tonight, Bree,� he said. �You need to tell your parents. Then we�ll deal with Jack. I�m friendly with a judge who should have no problem issuing a restraining order. I�ll call him first thing on Monday.�
�Okay,� she said quietly. He tightened his arms around her and she felt his body tremble against hers. Embry lifted her head. �You�re shivering.�
�I�m fine,� he said, his lips sweeping against hers.
A shiver passed through her, but it had nothing to do with the cold. All she wanted was to be wrapped in Luke�s arms in front of the fire. She wiggled free and stood, stretching. �I�m going to run inside��
Luke grabbed her hand and pulled her onto his lap. �No.�
She pushed against him to break free, but he wasn�t budging. �No?�
�You�re not going anywhere near him,� he growled.
�Whoa. Okay, baby. I just was going to get another jacket for you.�
�I don�t care if I have to freeze my ass off all night. If I walk through those doors, this will turn into a very unpleasant Thanksgiving. And there�s no way in hell you are going near him without me.�
He was pissed�really pissed�but she couldn�t help the smile that tipped her lips. She loved her southern sexy, and hearing that accent get even thicker made her insides clench. Plus, his alpha-caveman side was ridiculously hot.
�What are you smiling at?� he asked, his brow furrowed.
�You.�
�Me?� he said, his frustration easing.
�Yes, you, baby.�
�Why?� He smiled too.
�Because you love me.�
�I do,� he said, nipping her bottom lip. �A lot.�
She smiled against his mouth. �And you want to keep me safe.�
He pulled back, his eyes intense. �I will keep you safe. There�s no question.�
Embry wrapped her arms around his neck as she captured his lips in a sweet kiss. �Thank you.�
The door flew open, interrupting their moment, and Embry�s mother stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. �Really, Embry. I know it�s an awkward situation of my doing, but I thought you would handle it like an adult. Not sit outside making out with your boyfriend.�
�That�s not what��
�It doesn�t matter,� her mother said. �The Stowes just left.�
Embry approached her mother, Luke close behind. �Then I think we should talk, Mom.�
* * *
Embry gripped Luke�s hand as she recounted the details of her relationship with Jack for her parents. She gathered strength from his presence. She wasn�t sure she could have even faced them without him. Her heart broke as she watched her parents react. Her mother�s eyes gleamed with unshed tears. Her father sat stock-still and silent. The fire popped and crackled as she waited for either of them to say something. Anything.
Her mother broke the silence first. �I�m so sorry, sweetheart,� she whispered. �I invited him into our home and back into your life. I never knew ��
Embry shook her head. �It was inevitable. He would�ve found out I was back eventually.�
�I just wish you would�ve let us in. You can tell us anything, Embry, you know that,� her mother said, her voice cracking.
Her father�s jaw was working overtime and making Embry nervous. �Dad?� she asked meekly.
He sucked in a breath and shook his head. �I can�t believe that little shit had the nerve to set foot in this house.�
�I�m sorry. It�s my fault. I should�ve spoken up a long time ago.�
�None of this is your fault. Do you understand that?� Her father�s eyes bore into hers with such intensity she was forced to look away. �Look at me, Embry.�
She looked back into her father�s eyes and wanted to weep at the pain she saw.
�You were a baby when you met him. He took advantage of you, of all of us. I wish you would�ve said something so that we could�ve done something. I should have seen it, should have protected you.�
�You couldn�t have known, Dad.�
�Why didn�t you tell us?� her mother asked softly.
A million responses went through her head�all of the reasons she�d stayed quiet for so long�but all she could say was, �I couldn�t.�
�Why, honey?� her mother asked again.
�You loved Jack.� She felt petty for admitting it, but it was true. Her parents had adored him.
He�d used that against her. Who are you going to tell? Your parents love me. They�ll be mad that you messed up the best thing you�ve ever had.
Looking back, she could kick herself for ever believing a word he had said, but he had broken her down to the point that she didn�t trust herself. She ran away to avoid the damage Jack had inflicted, but one thing she had managed was to learn to trust herself again. She knew her worth and would never let someone make her doubt herself again.
�He fooled us,� he mother replied. �No matter what we thought of Jack, honey, we love our daughter more. We would have believed you.�
�I know that now. But the longer I went without telling you, the harder it was to come back to it. I dealt with it the best way I knew how, and I hoped that it would never come up again. I didn�t think that after five years he�d be hell bent on making my life miserable.�
They stayed up talking well past midnight, Luke silently supporting her, holding her hand the entire time. When they wound down for the night, Luke piped up. �I�m going to get Embry an order of protection first thing Monday morning. I know a judge in family court who should be able to help. So far it�s only been phone calls, but who knows if it will escalate.�
Embry yawned, her head falling against Luke�s shoulder.
�Had enough, beautiful?� he asked, his eyes soft.
She nodded.
�It�s been a long day for everyone,� her mom agreed. �Why don�t you kids head to bed?�
Luke stood, pulling Embry up with him. Her father approached, gave Luke a hearty handshake and thanked him for being there for her before pulling her into a crushing hug.
Her mother did the same, giving Luke a goodnight kiss on the cheek. �I�m glad you have each other,� she smiled.
�Thanks, Mom,� Embry said as she hugged her mother.
Luke tucked Embry under his arm as they walked down the hallway to the guest bedrooms.
�Thank you, Luke. I couldn�t have done that without you.�
�Don�t thank me, baby. That was all you.� His lips pressed into her hair. �I�m proud of you.�
They reached their rooms at the end of the hall. Luke stood at the open door, watching Embry pull pajamas from her suitcase.
�Are you coming to bed?� she asked.
Luke blanched. �I should probably stay in the other room, baby. We�re in your parents� home.�
Embry rolled her eyes and approached him. She tugged on his shirt, pulling him into the room, and closed the door behind him. �You�re going to have to let go of the southern gentleman act for one night.� She smiled up at him. �I need you.�
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The following afternoon, Luke and Embry drove into town to do some exploring. They�d spent the morning relaxing at her parents� house. He made some calls to a few colleagues about the restraining order while Embry caught up on her class assignments. It was a quiet, uneventful day, but Embry felt unsettled. She told herself it was normal after the events of the previous night, but she couldn�t shake the bad feeling.
As they drove through the Hamptons, it hit her why she was so nervous�she hadn�t heard from Jack. She�d expected at least a taunting phone call or two, but she got nothing. That made her more uneasy than his constant harassment. She shared her concerns with Luke, and although he reassured her that Jack had probably been scared off, she knew Jack wasn�t backing down. He was regrouping.
Despite her uneasiness, she was determined to have a nice night with Luke. The tourists crowding the streets of the Hamptons in the summer were nowhere to be found during the off-season. Luke and Embry drove on near-empty roads and walked the quiet streets, window shopping and enjoying each other�s company. Ducking out of the cold, they found a small pub in the basement of a historic restaurant. They shared burgers and beers and chatted like any normal couple. She wrinkled her nose and laughed when he put mustard on his hamburger, and he teased her about her Gators. She valued any time spent with Luke when they didn�t have to pretend to be anything but themselves.
After their burgers, they caught an early movie. They snuggled in the back of the theater, making out like teenagers. It was the perfect night, and just what she needed after all the drama. They were walking back to the Rover when Embry�s phone buzzed. She pulled it from her purse, feeling a mixture of dread and relief when she saw Morgan�s face on the screen�relief that it wasn�t Jack and dread that he remained eerily silent.
�Hey, M,� she said.
�Hey, hooker! What are you two love birds up to?� Morgan said in a sing-song voice. Embry hadn�t yet told her about Jack�s Thanksgiving surprise.
�We had some burgers and beers at Main House and just saw a movie. Where are you guys?�
�The Dock. Come down for a few drinks!� Morgan shouted over the background noise.
The Dock was an upscale bar where they never had to worry about awkward run-ins with people from high school. Embry hadn�t been there in years, but she was tempted to go spend some time with Morgan and Brett. She wanted Brett and Luke to meet.
�Hold on, let me see if Luke�s up for it,� she said, glancing at him.
Luke nodded. �Whatever you want, baby. Let�s go.�
�You don�t even know what I�m going to say.�
�Doesn�t matter. Whatever it is, I�m sure it�ll be fun. Especially if your crazy best friend is involved,� he said, bumping her with his hip.
�Tell him I heard that!� Morgan said.
Embry chuckled. �We�ll be there in ten.�
* * *
Gravel crunched under their tires as Luke and Embry pulled into the lot outside the bar. The Dock was situated on the top floor of a white, stilted building overlooking the marina. Music pumped from inside the bar, and a loud clanging echoed around the harbor as boats rocked back and forth in the water. Luke hopped down from the Rover and walked around to Embry�s side.
He pulled her down and closed the door behind her before pressing her back against the car and crushing his lips to hers. His tongue swept into her mouth, eliciting a deep moan from Embry. It was so passionate and intense that all she could do was go with it. There was no controlling the kiss or Luke, so she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on. He kissed her breathless before dragging his mouth away from hers and stepping back.
�What was that for?� she asked, panting.
He lifted a shoulder and dropped a chaste kiss on her lips. �Just love you, that�s all.�
Her answering smile was so large she felt her cheeks ache.
He folded her hand in his and tugged her to his side. �Let�s go.�
They walked up the stairs into the bar. It was beach chic�dark wood floors, white walls, wainscoting on the ceiling, driftwood accents, and pictures of surf and sunset covering the walls. Embry led them past the bar and into the lounge where large white ottomans were arranged across the floor.
�Embry!� Morgan�s voice carried over the music.
Embry saw Brett�s tall head above the crowd. �Back there,� she said to Luke.
He nodded, his eyes searching the bar.
�Hiyeeeeeeeee!� Morgan sang, running up and pulling Embry into a hug.
�Hey there,� Embry replied.
�Let the girl breathe, babe,� Brett said behind her. He extended his hand toward Luke. �Hey, man, I�m Brett.�
�Luke. Nice to meet you.�
Embry peeled away from Morgan and wrapped her arms around Brett�s torso. �Hey, big bro.�
Brett ruffled her hair and hooked his arm around her. �Hey, B. How are you doing?�
�Good.�
Morgan and Luke said hello, and they all made their way to two large ottomans in the back of the room. Electronic music pulsed in the background, and Morgan and Embry got comfortable as the guys went for drinks.
�So how was Thanksgiving?� Morgan asked. �Do Dean and Celia like Luke?�
�Oh you know, never a dull moment at the Jacobs� house. We had a great Thanksgiving. They love Luke. Then Jack showed up, which made the evening that much more special,� Embry deadpanned.
Morgan�s eyes nearly bugged out of her head, and Embry laughed at her friend�s reaction.
�You�re kidding, right?� she asked.
�Wish I were. My mom ran into Jack and his father and wound up inviting them to stop by after dessert. She didn�t know about Luke, and when I told her later, I guess it slipped her mind.� Embry shrugged.
�So I�m assuming you�ve finally come clean to Luke and your parents?�
�Yeah. Shitty night, but it ended well.�
�I�m surprised Luke didn�t kick Jack�s ass!� Morgan said.
�Oh, I�m sure he would have if we weren�t at my parents� house. I�ve never seen him so angry. We sat on the porch in the freezing cold for an hour because he didn�t want me near Jack. And he sure as hell couldn�t go near him.�
�You sat outside the entire time Jack was there? Celia must have had a coronary.�
�She was pretty pissed until I told her the truth. Then I think she just felt like shit. She�s blaming herself.�
�Wow,� Morgan said, shaking her head in disbelief.
�Yep,� Embry agreed.
Luke and Brett came back with drinks, and the conversation took on a lighter tone. Apparently Luke was interested in Brett�s new CrossFit obsession, and they were bonding over their workouts. Morgan raised an eyebrow at Embry when they heard Luke mentioning the cult-like program.
Embry shrugged. �As long as he doesn�t start high-fiving, it�s all good.�
Morgan dragged Embry out onto the dance floor while Luke and Brett continued their male bonding. The girls twirled each other around under the watchful eyes of their men. Embry was having a great time and feeling the effects of the alcohol. Somehow, Morgan convinced Luke to be her next victim as Embry collapsed on the ottoman next to Brett. Luke was a good sport and put up with Morgan�s giggles as he spun her around. Brett gave Embry a careful look.
�He told you, didn�t he?� she accused.
�Of course he did!� Brett said. �That fucker must have brass balls walking into your house like that. I have no idea how Luke controlled himself.�
Embry sighed. �I don�t know how he did it either. I thought he was going to break.�
�Well, he�s a better man than I am,� Brett admitted. �I would�ve kicked the shit out of him in the middle of your living room.�
�After telling my parents last night, I�m pretty sure Dean and Celia would get in line behind you,� she said dejectedly.
His eyes softened, and he covered her hand with his. �How�d that go?�
She shrugged. �As good as it could have gone, I guess. They were understanding and supportive, and I felt like an ass for not trusting them sooner.�
�It�s all good, B. It�s over now.�
�Is it?� she asked, her eyes pleading. �I�m not so sure. And if you or Luke really believed that, neither of you would sit here looking more like a security detail than our boyfriends.�
�You�re important to both of us. We want to make sure you�re safe.�
�Well, I�m definitely safe here,� Embry said. �I may not have had any contact with him in five years, but I know Jack Stowe would never set foot in a place like this.�
Brett shrugged. �Go get me my girlfriend, and dance with your man.�
Embry gave Brett a half-hearted salute and headed back onto the dance floor. Morgan swirled around as Luke grabbed Embry�s waist and pulled her close.
�Hey, baby,� he said, joining his lips with hers.
�Mmmm, hi,� she replied against his mouth. �Did you have fun dancing with Morgan?�
�She wore me out. That girl is some kind of special.�
�Luke!� Embry said, slapping his chest.
�What?� He laughed. �I�m just saying y�all must have a really special bond, because that one�s a little crazy.�
Embry raised an eyebrow. �Was that a y�all I just heard?�
Luke shook his head. �I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
�Say it again!� Embry said, grinding against him.
�Say what again?� he asked innocently.
�Oh, come on. You know I love how you talk. It�s hot!�
�Is it, now?� he said, a devious glint in his eye.
�Darn tootin�!� She made a goofy face.
�Okay, I�m gonna have to put you in a time-out for that one,� he said, chuckling.
She smiled a sweet smile. �Why, baby?�
�You ruined the sexy,� he said, planting a wet kiss on her lips. �Go dance with your friend. I need a beer.�
Embry and Morgan continued to shake their asses on the dance floor, putting on a show for their men as they kicked back on the ottomans enjoying their beers.
After another song or two, Morgan tugged on Embry�s arm. �Bathroom!�
Embry nodded and let Morgan lead her toward the back of the bar. They rounded the corner to the bathroom and saw the long line. At least ten girls stood in the hallway, waiting for the single-stall toilet.
Morgan grabbed Embry�s elbow. �There�s another one,� she said conspiratorially. �I�ve been here enough times to know better than to wait on that line. Come on.�
She followed Morgan out the back door and down a set of stairs that wrapped around to the front of the building. Sure enough, underneath the overhang was another bathroom for the people who used the marina. They only had to wait behind one person.
As they waited, Morgan�s phone rang. She pulled it out of her clutch. �Hi, babe, we�re just downstairs. Babe? Can you hear me?� She huffed, shoved the phone back in her purse, and turned to Embry. �Bad service, I guess.�
The bathroom door opened, and the occupant left.
�Go ahead,� Morgan said, waving at the empty bathroom. �They�ll have a fit if they can�t find us. I�ll pop my head upstairs and let them know where we are, and I�ll be back by the time you�re finished.�
�Okay.� Embry watched Morgan walk back up the stairs before she entered the bathroom and locked the door. She took care of business and washed her hands then spent a few minutes fixing her hair and makeup. She flipped the lock and left the bathroom, looking for Morgan.
He came out of nowhere and slammed her into the concrete wall. She let out a startled cry and immediately began to struggle.
�Hello, Embry,� he whispered, holding her back against the wall with the weight of his body.
Her breath caught and her eyes filled with tears as she stared up into his hate-filled gaze. �Jack,� she choked out.
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�You�re looking lovely this evening, Bree,� he said, leaning into her face.
She fought against him, trying for even a sliver of space, but he wouldn�t relent. �What are you doing here, Jack?� Embry bit out, continuing to struggle against his hold. His heavy thighs were crushed against hers, his body holding her flush against the wall, his hot breath coming down on her face. He smelled like a distillery.
�Well, it just so happens that my dad docks his boat here. Imagine that,� he sneered.
Embry�s mind spun, trying to grasp onto a single thought, anything to help her. She shook her head and continued her fruitless attempts to break free. Jack�s hands moved to the wall on either side of her head, freeing her arms. She took a deep breath, biding her time until she could catch him by surprise. �What do you want, Jack?�
�I didn�t get the chance to visit with you last night. When I saw pretty boy�s truck out here, I thought I should stop in for a chat.�
Jack turned his head slightly to indicate Luke�s truck, and Embry made her move. Summoning all the strength she could, she threw her arms up and out against Jack�s chest. She was quick, but he was quicker. Jack caught her wrists and squeezed, pushing her hands down to her sides. His grip was too tight, cutting off circulation and making her fingers tingle. Where were Morgan, Brett, and Luke?
�Jack, please. You�re hurting me.� She felt hopeless. Weak.
�I�m hurting you, Embry?� He let out a mirthless laugh.
�Let me go,� she pleaded as tears fell down her face.
�Not a chance,� he growled. �I want answers.�
Embry swallowed thickly. �To what?�
His expression softened infinitesimally, and Embry almost saw the boy she had once fallen in love with. Almost. He released her hands, but as soon as Embry made a move, he slammed her back against the wall. Her head bounced against the concrete, sending a wave of pain through her skull.
�You left, disappeared. How?� he demanded.
For just a moment, she thought he was actually hurt and asking how she could have left him. Then she remembered he was Jack Stowe, and he wasn�t capable of feeling any emotion other than anger. He didn�t want to know why she left him. He wanted to know how she�d pulled it off.
She trembled from head to toe, and shame swept over her, resting heavy on her shoulders. She couldn�t count how many times she�d thought about what she�d do if she ever saw Jack again. How she�d show him just how strong she had become. But when it happened, she fell right back into the same old pattern. Crying, scared, weak Embry. She was backpedaling into her past so quickly she wasn�t sure how she would find her way out.
She still hadn�t answered his question, but he didn�t seem to notice. His feral stare shifted and his eyes turned heated as he pushed his body harder against hers. His rough hands slithered up her sides, and he brought his face to her neck. She felt him inhale against her throat.
�Mmm, I forgot how good you��
Jack was pulled off of her so quickly, she was nearly knocked over. Everything was a blur as Morgan dragged Embry toward the parking lot, but she didn�t miss the unmistakable sound of bones crunching as Luke�s fist met Jack�s face.
She winced as he used Jack as a punching bag. Her southern gentleman was keyed up. His hair was perfectly styled and his shirt sleeves were rolled up in typical Luke fashion, but his expression was one she had never seen. She�d gotten a preview when Jack had shown up at Thanksgiving, but that was nothing compared to the pure, unadulterated fury on his face. He landed blow after blow on Jack�s bloodied face, never giving him a chance to retaliate. A left hook sent Jack�s head snapping back and Luke went in for another punch.
Embry jumped forward, shouting, �No!�
She didn�t want that. She wanted Jack out of her life, but not like that. Luke couldn�t risk his future over him. Morgan continued to hold onto Embry as Brett stepped in, gripped Luke around the biceps, and pulled him back. Jack slumped down onto the hard concrete, listing to the side as blood dripped down onto his shirt.
�Easy, buddy,� Brett said. �You got him. Get your girl out of here. I�ll take care of this.�
Luke turned to Embry, the anguish in his eyes piercing her heart. Tears streaked down her cheeks as she gulped for air. �I�m so sorry,� she sobbed.
Luke kept his eyes trained on hers and shook his head. He approached her, nodding at Morgan, and grabbed Embry�s hand. �Let�s go.�
She gripped his hand loosely and followed him to the car. She looked over her shoulder and saw Brett grabbing Jack by the collar and pulling him so close they were nearly nose to nose. She didn�t want to see what happened next.
Turning back, she followed Luke around to the passenger side of the Rover as he opened the door for her. They sat in the car, silence stretching between them. The adrenaline was leaving Embry�s system, and she was shaking like a leaf. She hugged herself tight, afraid that her arms were the only things holding her together. She chanced a look at Luke. His stare was fixed on the darkness in front of them, the muscles in his jaw working furiously. He was angry, that much was obvious. But was it at her? Did he regret getting involved with someone with an abusive past? She stared at her lap, not knowing what to say.
�Goddammit!� Luke shouted, pounding his fists into the steering wheel.
Embry let out a startled yelp. Her nerves were shot, and a fresh wave of tears clouded her eyes.
Luke looked over in wide-eyed horror. �Fuck.� He scrubbed a hand down his face and took a deep breath before pinning Embry with his sad, blue gaze. �I�m sorry, baby. I�m so sorry.�
Embry began to cry in earnest. Heavy sobs wracked her body as she buried her face in her hands, her body working through all of the emotions she�d been suppressing for the past month. Strong arms wrapped around her waist, tugging her out of her seat. Luke arranged her on his lap and cradled her to his chest. He tucked her face into his neck and held her tightly as she fell apart in his arms.
Keeping one arm locked around her, he ran his free hand over her hair and whispered, �Shhh, it�s okay.�
Her sobbing quieted, and she slowly lifted her head. She sucked in a shaky breath, but the tears wouldn�t stop.
His hands came up to cup her cheeks, and he attempted to brush away her tears. �Breathe for me, baby.�
She tried. Gasping for breath, she fought the tears, fought all of the anger and sadness inside of her. The damage Jack had caused was long-reaching, and she was finally realizing how poorly she�d dealt with it. Running had been the answer to her problems, but they were right there waiting for her when she got back. She had no choice but to deal with it. She laid her head against Luke�s chest and let the tears fall until she had no more left.
* * *
By the time they made their way back to Embry�s parents� house, it was well after midnight, and the house was dark. Embry went to the bathroom, avoiding her reflection in the mirror at all costs. She didn�t want to see the evidence of Jack�s terror on her face. Luke had agreed not to call the police, at least for the night. She just wanted to curl up in his arms and try to forget.
She walked into the bedroom and found Luke lying on the bed. He was staring up at the ceiling, and the small bedside lamp cast a soft glow on his face. His eyes shifted to hers, and she eased onto the bed next to him in the same position. Reaching between them, she entwined her fingers with his. She rubbed her thumb lightly over his knuckle, and she felt him flinch at the same time she felt the broken, jagged skin. Pulling their hands toward her face, she let out a soft gasp as she took in the damage. His knuckles were swollen and bloody, split in two places.
�Oh, Luke.� She sat up, eyes wide with concern.
Luke pulled his hand away, flexing his fingers. �It�s nothing.�
�That�s not nothing.� She tugged on his arm until he sat up. �Let me clean you up.�
He shook his head. �Really, it�s not a big deal.�
She glared at him, and he stopped arguing. Embry hopped up from the bed and banged around in the bathroom until she came back with an armful of medical supplies. She laid them on the bed in a heap. Peroxide. Cotton balls. Neosporin. Gauze. Band-aids.
�They�re just a few cuts, Bree,� Luke joked. �I don�t need major surgery.�
She glanced at him while she laid a small towel across the bedspread. �Very funny.� She held her palm out. �Give me your hand.�
Luke did as she asked and placed his hand in hers. She opened the peroxide, poured some onto a cotton ball, and got to work dabbing it on his knuckles. The sleeve of her shirt kept getting in the way. She pushed it up her arm then continued to nurse Luke�s hand.
�What is that?� His harsh voice made her freeze.
She looked at Luke. �What is what?�
Keeping his eyes on hers, he gently took her hand and pushed her sleeve farther up her arm to reveal dark purple bruises. Embry gasped. Luke grit his teeth as he reached for her other arm, drawing the thin fabric back to uncover the same marks on her other wrist. Embry ducked her head, her face hot with shame. How could I let Jack treat me like that? She put a stop to that thought. It wasn�t her fault. She wouldn�t let Jack back into her head. She wouldn�t doubt herself.
Luke hooked his finger under her chin to lift her head. He tilted her face from side to side, inspecting her for injuries. When he was satisfied, he dropped his hand. �Where else did he touch you, Embry?�
�He �� Tears threatened, but she took a breath and reminded herself that she was safe. �He slammed me against the wall by my shoulders. And��she tugged the band out of her hair��I hit the back of my head pretty hard.�
Luke held her gaze, his eyes fierce and protective, as he brought her wrists to his mouth and brushed his lips against the bruises. Even after all she�d been through in the past hour, the feel of his lips on her skin sent her blood thrumming through her veins. He placed her hands back in her lap before his fingers found the bottom of her shirt.
�Can I?� he asked, waiting for her permission.
Embry was silent, lost in his eyes.
�I need to see you, baby. I need to make sure you�re okay.�
She nodded, and he dragged her shirt up and over her head. His eyes grew hard and scary, and she realized there must be more bruises. Tilting her head, she took a look at each shoulder, noting the blue and purple marks left by Jack�s rough hands.
Luke leaned in and brushed his mouth over her left shoulder. He kissed his way, soft and slow, across her collarbone, until he reached her right shoulder. Then he brought his lips to her ear, sending a shiver up her spine. �I�m so sorry I let him hurt you.�
Embry nuzzled her head against his. �No, you saved me,� she whispered.
Luke rested his forehead against hers. His eyes were hooded, filled with need. She knew what he wanted. She wanted it, too. Needed it.
Embry leaned in, lightly pressing her lips to his. �Help me forget.�
�Gladly,� he said.
His tongue traced the curve of her lips before stroking into her mouth. She lost herself in his kiss, forgetting everything except the feel of him. She was floating, high on Luke. He laid her on the bed and stripped away the rest of her clothes before undressing himself. He braced himself above her, careful not to let her bear the full weight of his body. But his heavy thighs rested on hers, and suddenly Embry was back against the wall with Jack�s body crushed against hers. She tried to fight the panic, kissing Luke harder, but she started to lose it. Flashes of Jack�s hands touching her, hurting her, raced through her head.
Quickly, but gently, Luke rolled over, taking her with him and bringing her back into the moment. She was astride his lap, his erection pressing deliciously between her legs. His eyes found hers, and they told her everything she needed to know. He was taking away her fear, giving her control. Embry hovered over him, took him in her hand, and slowly sank onto him. A deep groan rumbled through his chest as she began to move. She rocked her hips back and forth, creating a delicious friction. Grabbing his hands and pinning them to the bed above him, she crushed her mouth to his.
�God, you feel good, baby,� Luke murmured.
�Shut up and fuck me,� she said, smiling against his lips.
Luke was fast. Pulling his hands free, he sat up, wrapped his arms around her back, and pulled her against his chest. �Wrap your legs around my waist, beautiful.�
She did as he said, and he thrust deep inside of her, causing her to cry out in pleasure.
�Am I helping you forget?� he asked before sucking her nipple into his mouth and causing a soft whimper to escape Embry�s lips. He pegged her with his seductive stare. �Answer me.� He bit down lightly as he lifted her hips and slammed her down on his cock.
The orgasm hit her hard and fast. She bit her lip, threw her head back, and rode it out as Luke moved inside of her, his hips bucking wildly as he found his own release.
�You never answered me,� he said against her neck, breathing heavily.
Embry pulled her head back and examined him. She raised an eyebrow and gave him a sultry little smirk. �Who are you again?�
A sexy grin stretched across Luke�s face. �That�s what I thought.�
He rolled over on top of her, and she felt him growing hard inside of her.
�Again?� she whispered.
�Again.�
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Luke and Embry left her parents� house after breakfast the following day and headed home so that Embry could study. Jack wasn�t mentioned again, and Embry made sure to wear something that covered her bruises. Her parents had been upset enough on Thanksgiving. She didn�t want them to worry any further.
She spent the remainder of the weekend in the library with Jeremy and Tessa. The two of them were officially dating, and as far as Embry knew, Jeremy had given up his slutty antics for her. He seemed to care for Tessa, and she made him happy, so Embry was all for it.
They had three final exams to study for�criminal law, contracts, and torts�and a final memo due in their legal writing class. Thankfully, their first year skills class had no final. They spent hours in the library drawing up flash cards and quizzing each other. Tessa may have been ditzy, but she seemed to have a good grasp on the law. Embry was happy to have her in their study group. Except for when she and Jeremy couldn�t keep their hands off of each other. Ick.
Embry reserved a study room for Monday and planned to spend the day finishing her final memo. Tessa showed up before Jeremy, and she brought coffee, which scored her points in Embry�s book.
�How�s your memo coming along?� Tessa asked as she settled in the chair across from Embry.
�It�s good, I think,� Embry said. �I�m almost finished. I just have to go back and add in the proper citations. How about yours?�
Tessa gnawed her bottom lip. �I�m not sure. I don�t think I�m going to do well.�
�Why do you say that?� Embry felt bad. The rules about student memos were extremely strict. They weren�t allowed to consult with anyone on their memos. Even having friends or family read over them to help proofread was against the rules, so discussing any of the specifics with other students wasn�t an option.
Tessa shrugged. �I just don�t feel like I�m making a good argument.�
�Well, at least we aren�t graded as much on whether we apply the right law, but more if our argument is persuasive enough, you know? Just make sure it�s backed up by good research and proper citations.�
�Yeah �� Tessa sounded as if she were trying to bait Embry, to make her curious.
Embry felt uncomfortable. She still couldn�t put her finger on it, but there was something about Tessa that left her feeling unsettled. �I�m sure you�ll work it out and do great,� Embry said, attempting to encourage Jeremy�s girlfriend.
�I hope so.�
Embry ignored the awkward silence that filled the room and went back to work on her memo.
Jeremy joined them a short time later. �Hey, Blondie.� His hand brushed Embry�s shoulder before he walked over to Tessa and planted a kiss on her lips. �Hey, babe.�
�Hey, Jer,� Embry replied.
�Hi,� Tessa said.
�What are you beautiful girls working on?� he asked, plopping down beside Tessa and using the chair next to Embry as a foot rest.
�Memos,� Embry replied.
He pulled his laptop out of his bag and set it up. �Memos it is!�
Embry looked up from her computer. �You are way too happy right now.�
�Didn�t you hear?� Tessa asked, a bit of haughtiness in her voice.
Embry looked at the girl and then eyed Jeremy. �Hear what?�
Jeremy cast a sidelong glance at Tessa, but his eyes lit up as he turned back to Embry. �I didn�t want to tell you until it was definite. My dad wants to expand the firm�s practice into private criminal defense, starting with the firm in the city. Turns out a few attorneys there have criminal experience already, so they�re going to head up the division. He always expected me to go back up to Rochester to work with him, but we have a penthouse in the city, so I can stay there during school breaks and start interning in criminal law!�
He was so excited he was practically bouncing. Embry couldn�t have been happier for him. She knew how badly he wanted to practice criminal law and how much he struggled with the pressures of his father�s expectations.
�Oh my God! That�s awesome, Jer!� Embry hopped up to wrap her arms around his neck. One glance at Tessa, and Embry dropped her arms and her smile. The girl was glaring at her with open hostility. Embry smoothed her sweater and sat back down. �That�s really great, Jeremy. I�m happy for you.� She went back to her memo while Jeremy looked disapprovingly at his girlfriend.
Midway through the day, Embry�s phone went off. She had long since removed Luke�s picture, but his name still flashed across the screen. Jeremy stared at it from across the table. Being Luke�s research assistant, it was no secret that he called her, but she could tell that Jeremy still thought something more was going on. She pressed ignore and continued working on her memo. The phone buzzed again a few minutes later. A text message. Jeremy�s eyes darted to the screen again, but Embry snatched up the phone.

I know you�re studying, but I need you for a minute. Call me? 

She saved her work and left her computer on the table. �Be right back.� She put on a fake smile. Jeremy�s scrutiny made her uncomfortable. She walked out of the library and dialed Luke.
�Hey, beautiful.�
�Hey, yourself. What�s up?� She came off a bit more testy than she meant.
�Everything okay?� he asked, his voice laced with concern.
Embry dragged a hand through her hair, frustrated. She sat in the nearest chair and leaned her head back. �I�m fine. Just stressed, I guess.�
�Anything I can do?�
�We�re still on for tonight, right?� she asked, hopeful. Luke had agreed to cook her dinner at his place so that she could focus on studying.
�Of course.�
�Then that�s all I need,� she said, her tone softening. �So what were you calling about?�
�I�ll talk to you about it tonight. If you�re already stressing, I don�t want to add to it.�
She knew he was backpedaling for a reason, and she could guess what it was. �Out with it. Just tell me.�
�I filed your petition this morning.�
�And?�
�The judge issued a temporary order of protection, but there will have to be a hearing to finalize it. Jack will be notified, and I�m sure he�ll attend the hearing.�
Embry�s stomach rose into her throat. The thought of facing Jack again had her heart racing, and not in a good way. She was still freaked out about the fact that he would have her home address and know where she went to school. It was necessary for him to be able to comply with the restraining order, but that didn�t make her feel any better.
�You okay, Bree?�
�What does that mean for me?� she asked in a small voice.
�It means we�ll have him out of your life for two to five years. We took pictures of your bruises and I�m working on getting a court order for the phone records to show harassment.�
�But I�ll have to see him again?� The thought sent shivers down her spine.
�Yes. But I�ll be there with you every step of the way, okay?�
�Promise?�
�I promise.�
Those two words were all she needed. She knew she sounded like a child, but it didn�t matter. Pulling back her sweater�s sleeve, she stared at the bruises on her wrist. She couldn�t do it alone.
* * *
Embry wore a path across Luke�s living room floor as she paced back and forth and recited her outline aloud. She�d realized that if she talked out the laws as if she were explaining them to someone else, she learned the material better.
�Easy, baby,� Luke called from the kitchen. �You�re going to wear a hole right through the floor.�
Embry stopped long enough to give him a pointed look then continued her pacing. �Modification of a contract,� she said, walking around the room. �There must be a voluntary agreement, the contract must not be fully performed by either side, and the circumstances prompting modification must be unanticipated by the parties.�
�You�re missing one,� Luke chimed in, walking into the room.
She hurled her outline at him. He snatched it out of the air and smiled at her.
�Stop interfering!� she said.
He held up his hands in mock surrender. �I�m just trying to help.� He set the outline down before walking over and wrapping her in his arms.
�I know, and I appreciate it, but you can�t.� She rested her forehead on his chest and took a deep breath, trying to focus.
He kissed the top of her head. �But I can. Let me help you.�
She glared up at him. �No, you can�t. You�re my professor.�
He smiled, clearly unfazed by her attitude. �No, I�m just your boyfriend helping you study.�
�My boyfriend who also happens to teach my contracts class. No one else in class has a professor helping them study.�
�Actually, you all do.�
�What?� she asked, perplexed.
�The review session tomorrow,� he answered.
Most of the professors had scheduled review classes in the days leading up to finals. Attendance was optional, but Embry had heard that sometimes they gave hints about what to expect during the exam.
�Not the same,� she said.
He shrugged. �Thought I�d try.�
�Fine. How about I let you tell me the fourth requirement for contract modification?�
His lips tipped into a small grin. �Fair and equitable.�
�Ah, I knew that!� she said, smacking her forehead into his chest.
�Come on.� He grabbed her hands and pulled her toward the kitchen. �Dinner�s almost ready. I�ll quiz you while we eat.�
* * *
Embry sat in front of the computer chewing on her bottom lip, her knee bouncing up and down.
�Will you stop?� Luke asked, placing a hand on her knee.
�I�m nervous,� she admitted.
He swept his lips across her cheek. �I can tell, but there�s no need.�
�That doesn�t change the fact that I am.�
�She�s four, baby.�
She glared at him. �Now you�re just making me feel stupid.�
Luke had a Skype date with his niece, and she wanted to �meet� Embry. He didn�t talk much about his family, but she knew he adored his niece. Mackayla meant the world to him, and Embry desperately wanted Mackayla to like her.
Luke pulled up Skype and hovered the mouse over the call button. He looked at Embry, his eyes gleaming with excitement. �You ready?�
She nodded and sat waiting for the chat to connect.
�Uncle Lukey?� Mackayla�s high-pitched voice came through the speakers before the video connected.
�I�m here, sweet pea,� he answered.
The video caught up to the audio, and Mackayla�s smiling face filled the screen. She had white-blond hair pulled into French braids on either side of her head and big brown eyes. �Hi!�
�Hey, how�s my girl?� Luke asked with a huge smile.
�Uncle Luke?� she responded, ignoring his question. Embry couldn�t get over her cuteness.
�Yes, sweetheart?�
�Who is that pretty lady?� she said, pointing at the screen.
�That�s my friend Embry. Remember we talked about her?�
Embry loved the way his tone softened when he spoke to his niece. As if her boyfriend weren�t swoony enough already.
�Embry, meet Mac. Mackie, this is Embry,� Luke said.
�Hey, Mac.� Embry waved into the camera.
�Nice to meet you, Embee!� she said, mispronouncing Embry�s name in that adorable way only a toddler can.
�Nice to meet you too, sweetheart.�
�Are you going to come see the big Christmas tree with us?�
�Um �� Embry glanced at Luke. �I�m not sure.�
�Uncle Luke said when we come visit, he�s gonna take me to see a big tree in the rock-ee-fella center.�
Embry giggled. �That�s a great idea. You�re going to love it!�
�Uncle Luke?� Mackayla asked, batting her long blond eyelashes. She clearly knew she had her uncle wrapped around her finger.
�Yeah, Mackie?� he answered.
�Can Embee come to the tree with me?�
�Sure, I�� Embry started, but she was interrupted by Luke.
�I think she�s gonna be busy, sweetheart.�
Embry�s mouth fell open, but she recovered quickly and nodded to agree with Luke. What the hell? Stunned, Embry sat next to him while he continued to chat with his niece. She responded to Mackayla and kept a smile plastered on her face, but she was stuck in her head, worrying over why Luke was once again being shady about his family.
She�d thought it was a fluke when he hadn�t told her about his visit to Georgia last month. But this time, not only had he failed to mention that his family was coming up for the holidays, he�d actually made it clear that Embry wouldn�t be there. She was baffled. He wasn�t shy about telling his mother about her, or even having her on speakerphone, but maybe he wasn�t ready to have his family meet her. Was he ashamed of her? Then why let her Skype with his niece?
Her mind spun, trying to make sense of his behavior. It was giving her a headache. She told Luke she was tired, said good night to Mackayla, and went to bed. She lay awake studying her outline, but when she heard Luke leaving his office, she shut off the light and pretended to be asleep. She didn�t want to talk to him yet. Not until she could get her emotions straight. She was pissed off. Hurt. Confused. Her heart raced with anxiety when she heard him walk in. She heard his clothes fall to the floor and felt the bed shift as his naked body pressed up against hers.
�You awake, baby?� he asked, snaking his arm around her waist and nuzzling her neck.
�Hmm?� Embry answered, pretending to be half asleep.
�I know you�re awake.� His lips brushed her jaw. �I saw the light turn off not even a minute ago. What�s wrong?�
�Nothing.� She desperately fought her body�s desire to respond to his touch. Mad or not, she couldn�t help it when his mouth was on her skin.
He pulled at her arm, rolling her over to face him in the dark. �Talk to me.�
Embry shook her head, not trusting herself to talk. She didn�t want him to hear how upset she was.
�Please?� He swept kisses across her cheek.
�Tomorrow,� she said softly. �Can we just talk tomorrow?�
�All right, baby.� She rolled back to her original position, and he pulled her against his chest as he said, �Love you.�
�I know,� she whispered. And she did know. She just couldn�t shake the feeling that Luke was still hiding something. Why else would he not want her around his family?
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�Okay, enough,� Luke said, startling Embry as she poured her coffee into a travel mug.
She had avoided him all morning, only speaking when he spoke first. She thought that if she slept on it, she�d wake up and have the answer to the mystery that was Luke. Instead, she was up half the night. The little sleep she got was marred by nightmares about Luke and finals and Jack and anything else her mind could come up with to freak her out.
�What?� Embry said harshly as she faced him.
�Enough with the silent treatment. Talk to me.�
�Fine.� Embry slammed the mug on the counter. �Why did you tell your niece that I would be busy when you take her to see the tree?�
�Seriously?� he asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.
His response pissed her off even further. �Yes, seriously. Did you even think to tell me your family was coming to visit? Being that I don�t know what my plans are for the holidays, I�d love to know how you know that I�ll be busy.�
�Embry,� Luke said in a warning tone.
�No, Luke, I don�t understand. Are you ashamed of me? Because I feel like I�m your dirty little secret.�
Luke�s eyes went wide. �Dirty little secret? You wanted this. We both wanted this. We knew full well what it meant when we decided to be together. No one knows about us except for Morgan, and that couldn�t be helped.�
�That�s bullshit, and you know it.� She was fuming and felt tears prickle at her eyes. �You spent the holiday with my family, Luke. What�s the difference?�
�The difference is that my family knows I�m a professor,� he bit out.
�But it�s your family. We don�t have to tell them I�m a student. And even if they found out, would they report us to the school?�
�No,� he replied.
�Right, then why are you keeping me a secret?�
He had no answer. He stood with his arms crossed, that muscle working in his jaw.
Embry grabbed her mug and her bag and brushed by him. �Your dirty little secret has to get to her review session.�
That snapped him out of it. He followed her to the door. �Bree, stop��
�No, Luke, you stop.� Her mouth fell into a frown. �I�ll see you in class, Professor,� she spat, before walking out the door.
* * *
Embry was feeling particularly spiteful. As Luke went over review questions in class, she sat and stewed over what he�d said. She couldn�t let it go. She knew that they had to be careful or they could both get hurt, but she couldn�t see what that had to do with his family. The more she thought about it, the more upset she got. Emotions clouding her judgment, Embry did the one thing she knew would upset Luke. Resting her chin on her palm, she turned her attention to Jeremy.
�Hey, handsome,� she said.
Jeremy looked over his shoulder then swung his eyes back to her, confusion sweeping across his face. �Me?�
�Yes, you. You look really nice today.� She had to work on her flirting. That was pathetic.
Jeremy pushed the back of his hand against her forehead. �Feeling all right, Bree?�
Embry saw Luke from the corner of her eye, tension in his every move. She knew he hated Jeremy�s hand on her, and she smiled brightly at her friend. �I�m great. Why?�
Jeremy dropped his hand. �Just checking. You�re being a little weird.�
His discomfort made it even more fun. Two birds. One stone. She could torture Luke a bit and give Jeremy a taste of his own flirty medicine. �What?� she asked, her voice filled with sweet innocence. �I�m just being friendly.� She drew her finger up his forearm.
The sound of a textbook slamming onto the podium made them jump. Got him.
�Miss Jacobs, Mr. Price,� Luke said, his voice extra gravelly. �Since both of you seem to understand the concept of punitive damages so well that you don�t have to pay attention to the review, why don�t you tell us about it?�
Jeremy let out a long sigh and shook his head.
Embry stepped up, determined to keep Luke�s wrath from landing on her friend. �Punitive damages are only available for breach of contract if there is fraud, malice, gross negligence, or oppression.�
�Good answer, Embry. How about you, Jeremy?� Her correct answer seemed to have only provoked Luke further. �Want to tell us about stipulated damages?�
Luke proceeded to torture Jeremy, making him look completely inept, and Embry could do nothing but sit by and watch. Her anger at Luke grew until she was sure the entire class felt the fury rolling off of her. Her stupid, stubborn man was taking out his anger on her friend, when it should have been directed at her.
Luke slipped out at the end of the review session while Embry was still packing up. Jeremy pushed past her without even saying good-bye. She shoved the rest of her things in her bag and ran after him.
�Jer,� she called.
He turned, glaring at her. �Just leave me alone, Bree.� He looked around before continuing in a harsh whisper. �I don�t know what that was, but whatever it is, I want no part of it.�
�What?� she asked, dumbfounded. Shit, he knows.
�Just � Nothing.� He shook his head. �I�ll talk to you later.� He walked away without giving her a chance to respond.
Reeling from Jeremy�s words and seething with anger at Luke, Embry couldn�t move fast enough through the back hallway and into the faculty wing. She schooled her face into a mask of impassivity as she passed several students and other faculty members.
She reached Luke�s office door, knocked once, and stormed in without waiting for an answer. �I can�t believe you just��
Luke shot up from behind his desk and forced her against the closed door before she could finish her sentence. �Believe it,� he growled. He reached behind her, flipped the lock, and slammed his mouth down on hers.
Her head swam as she desperately tried to hold onto her anger. She wanted to pound on Luke�s chest, yell at him for being so stupid and jealous that he tipped off Jeremy. But she couldn�t be angry with him when he claimed her like that�his warm, wet mouth on hers, every inch of his solid body pressing into her.
�Hold on, beautiful,� he said, as he grabbed her ass and lifted her up against the door.
She did as she was told, wrapping her arms around his neck and locking her legs around his waist. She mentally high-fived herself for her wardrobe choice that morning; her flowy dress gave him easy access. She felt his hardness through his pants, putting delicious pressure against her core. She whimpered, but his finger found her lips, signaling the need for her to be quiet. She couldn�t help herself. Her tongue darted out to tease his finger, licking and sucking. He dragged it down her lips and between her breasts before reaching under her dress and ripping her panties aside. He slid his finger through her wetness, and she shuddered, wanting more but knowing she couldn�t make a noise to ask for it.
He got the message though. He slipped two fingers inside her, curling them into that delicious spot that shot her through the roof. She rode his hand until she spiraled into an intense orgasm, clenching around his fingers. Then his hand was gone, and she heard the clink of his belt buckle. The thick head of his cock rubbed against her sensitive flesh, and he muffled a low groan in the crook of her neck as he pushed into her inch-by-inch.
It was slow torture of the best kind. Her head fell back against the door with a thud, and she bit her lip, doing her best to stifle her cries as he moved inside of her. He gave her a warning look before pulling her from the door. Gripping her thighs, he held her against him as he walked them to his desk. He pushed his paperwork aside, and she watched it fall to the floor as he laid her on her back and pushed back inside of her.
He kept up a punishing rhythm, his fingers digging into her hips as he slammed into her. Each stroke sent a wave of pleasure through Embry as the sensations built inside of her. She was lost in Luke. Her anger and frustration drained away with every hard thrust.
�Baby, I�m gonna come,� he said softly.
His words took her over the edge. Another release rocketed through her, and she bit her lip, struggling to stay quiet. Her muscles seized and clenched around Luke as he pulsed inside of her. He slipped his hands underneath her and lifted her into his arms. He settled her on his lap in his desk chair, holding her as they both came down. He buried his face in her neck once more, and she felt his arms tighten around her.
�I�m sorry,� he whispered.
All of the pent-up tension left her body at those two simple words.
He brought his eyes to hers. �For everything, I�m sorry. I want you to spend Christmas with my family.�
Embry nodded and brushed her lips against his. �Thank you.�
�One thing, though,� he said, his voice gruff. He narrowed his eyes, grabbed her hands, and brought them to his mouth, placing a kiss on each palm. �Keep these to yourself unless they�re on me.�
Embry�s mouth dropped open, but she didn�t argue. He was the only one she wanted her hands on.
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Tap. Tap. Tap. Embry anxiously twirled her pen between her fingers and banged it against the desk. The girl next to her pegged her with an annoyed glare. Embry stopped the tapping, but her knee continued to bounce beneath the desk. She was one huge ball of anxiety. She had just finished her last final exam and was ready to break out of the classroom. The rules allowed students who finished early to leave unless they finished within the last thirty minutes of the test. So she had to sit quietly until the exam was over. In other words � torture.
She went over the exam in her head again, wondering if she should have taken more time. She had double and triple-checked her answers. It was out of her hands. She had handed in her final memo already, and once she walked out of the test room, she was officially finished her first semester of law school. Apprehension crept up her spine as she worried about her grades. She had already heard whispers of some students not completing all of their exams because they were so sure they had failed. She hadn�t had any major breakdowns, but waiting until after New Year�s for her grades would be agonizing.
Embry chewed the end of her pen. She figured that would keep her from tapping it against the desk or throwing it at the head of the proctor who wouldn�t let her leave. Anxious wasn�t even the right word to describe her feelings. She was impatient, eager, downright twitchy. Not only was she itching to get out of the classroom and celebrate a few weeks of freedom, but she also hadn�t spent any alone time with Luke since they�d creatively worked out their differences on his desk. That had been over a week ago, and their plans for the evening were sure to test their self-control.
Some law school deans held events at their homes during orientation and invited professors and first-year students to come for wine and hors d�oeuvres. At Whitman, the dean went all out with a holiday cocktail formal to celebrate the end of the first semester. It was at some swanky Gold Coast mansion, and everyone dressed to the nines.
She couldn�t wait to dress up and have some fun, but keeping her eyes and hands off of Luke would be a problem. She had no doubt he�d look killer in a suit, and knowing that they�d have to be on their best behavior made it even more tempting to misbehave.
The proctor announced the end of the exam, and Embry practically jumped out of her chair. She burst into the hallway and found Morgan waiting for her.
�Well?� her best friend asked. �How�d it go?�
�Good, I think.� She hooked her arm through Morgan�s and walked down the hallway. �Yours?�
�Eh, it was okay. I did enough to pass, so I�m happy. The second half of the test, all I could think about was how glorious that open bar will be tonight!�
Embry hugged Morgan around the neck and bounced up and down. �Oh my God! I cannot wait. You�re going to have to do a bit of Bree-sitting though.�
�No way. My Bree-sitting days are over. I plan on taking at least two bottles of wine to the face and forgetting my own name. Why do you think we got the limo?�
�I�ll be chugging vino right along with you,� Embry assured her. �I just meant that you have to keep me away from Luke.�
�Seriously?� Morgan said, rolling her eyes.
�I haven�t been alone with him in a week.� She gripped Morgan�s arm, her eyes trying to convey the seriousness of the situation. �Me plus Luke Brody in a tailored suit plus alcohol equals trouble.�
Morgan stared at Embry, apparently mulling it over for a minute before responding. �Okay.�
�Okay?�
�Yes, okay. Because me plus Luke Brody in a tailored suit plus alcohol would also equal trouble.�
�Morgan!� Embry said, bumping her hip against Morgan�s.
�What?�
�You know what.�
�I�m sorry. You�ve got me all distracted thinking about Luke Brody in a tailored suit.� A devious grin spread across her face.
�What about Brett?� Embry asked.
�Brett who?�
The girls laughed as they walked out of the law school for the last time that semester.
* * *
Embry stepped out of the limousine, and Morgan followed. They stood side-by-side staring at the English Tudor-style mansion.
�Shall we?� Embry asked, linking her arm with Morgan�s.
�We shall,� Morgan agreed.
They made their way along the cobblestone path to the entrance. The manor held all of the opulence and grandeur of the 1920s. They walked through the main doors, and Embry lost her breath. A large, sparkling chandelier illuminated the foyer and the grand staircase. She felt as if she had traveled back in time or stepped right into The Great Gatsby. At least she would have been dressed for it.
Morgan must have been familiar with the venue because she had picked out the perfect outfit for Embry. Her long blond hair was curled to perfection and gathered so that it hung over her left shoulder. Her makeup was soft and feminine, highlighting her emerald-green eyes. She wore a beige mini-dress with an open back, cap sleeves, and a silver lace overlay that shimmered with her every move. The final touch was a long strand of pearls that Morgan had wrapped around her neck in a way that had them falling down Embry�s bare back. She had never felt so beautiful.
Morgan stunned in a blush, sequin-covered gown with a plunging neckline. Her long brown hair was pulled back into a ballerina bun, showing off the long line of her neck. The girls were dressed to impress and ready to party. They followed the staircase to the second floor where it opened into a large ballroom. Morgan had insisted on being fashionably late, so the party was already underway.
They walked arm-in-arm into the room, Morgan pulling Embry and gushing over the ornate antique fixtures. Jazzy Christmas music played through the speakers as gloved butlers passed around champagne and canap�s.
�Don�t mind if we do,� Morgan said, plucking two flutes of champagne from a tray and handing one to Embry.
Embry took a sip, the bubbles tickling her nose, and scanned the room. Morgan was still talking excitedly about the venue, but Embry couldn�t be bothered to listen. She was searching for Luke. She hadn�t set eyes on him in days, and she needed her fix. Finals had taken their toll. She was sleep-deprived and had lost five pounds from the stress, but it was missing Luke that had been unbearable. Between his proctoring schedule, his law practice, and her studying, they�d had no time to spend together. She missed his arms, his warmth, his touch. She may not be able to interact with him at the party, but she needed to see him.
�Are you even listening to me?� Morgan asked, taking a healthy sip of champagne.
�No,� Embry answered honestly. �Sorry.� She followed Morgan�s lead and sucked down some more champagne. �Let�s go find Jer and��
She watched Morgan�s eyes shift and grow wide as a warm hand pressed against the bare skin of her back. She struggled to stand as her knees buckled and her body flooded with sensation. His touch didn�t last more than a second, but in that second, everything slowed down. His thumb dragged down her naked spine and tangled with the pearls. He gave a slight tug and drew her back into his body as his lips brushed her ear. She smelled his spicy-clean scent combined with whatever scotch he was drinking, and she had to fight the whimper rising up her throat.
�You look stunning tonight, Miss Jacobs,� he rasped as he dropped his hand and continued walking.
Her heart kicked into overdrive as she watched him walk away.
�Miss Jacobs,� a voice said to her left, forcing her gaze away from Luke.
Embry turned to see her contracts professor standing before her. �Professor Coleman! How are you feeling? You look fabulous.� Embry said, taking in her long, black gown.
�I�m well, thank you. Feeling much better and ready to get back to work next semester. Professor Brody has nothing but wonderful things to say about your help as a research assistant. I�ve seen the results, and I�m quite impressed myself.�
�Thank you. He�s been a good teacher.�
�I�m glad to hear it. Well, it was nice to see you. I look forward to working with you again next semester,� Professor Coleman said.
�Thank you, Professor. Happy holidays!�
�You too, Embry.�
Professor Coleman walked away, and Embry turned to Morgan, panic sweeping over her features. �Do you think she saw him? Us?�
Morgan grabbed Embry�s hand and pulled her toward the bar. �Calm down, and no. Even if she did, it was so quick I doubt anyone would have given it a second thought.�
�I�m pretty sure your professor doesn�t greet you like that,� Embry argued.
�I�m pretty sure my professor doesn�t look like yours.� Morgan wiggled her eyebrows. �Come on, stop worrying and have another drink.�
The girls found Jeremy and Tessa at the bar. He�d been pretty cold toward Embry since the review session, but they stayed and mingled for a few minutes before strolling out onto the dance floor.
�I don�t like that girl,� Morgan commented.
�So it�s not just me?�
�No. She gives me the creeps. There�s just something about her. It�s kind of like someone cloned you and left out the brain.�
�What? She�s nothing like me!�
Morgan raised her eyebrows. �Really? You can�t see it? That boy is hopelessly in love with you. He went and found a girl who looks just like you.�
�I don�t see it.� Embry shrugged.
�You wouldn�t. You don�t want to.�
�Morgan, stop. He�s my friend.�
�I know he is. I love Jeremy too. I�m just saying I don�t like her.�
�Well, we can agree on that,� Embry said.
At that moment, the music stopped, and the dean grabbed a microphone to address the faculty and students. The dance floor cleared, and Embry had her first real look at Luke. He stood directly across the dance floor, wearing a charcoal-gray suit with a thin black tie and crisp white shirt. The suit was perfectly tailored to his long muscled body, and his dark hair set off his cobalt eyes, which were fixed intently on Embry.
�Wow,� Morgan said, following Embry�s line of sight. �Your man cleans up well.�
�Yeah, he does,� Embry agreed.
The dean prattled on in the background, but Embry�s eyes remained locked on Luke�s. She couldn�t look away. He was jaw-droppingly handsome, and he was all hers. A jab to her ribs caused her to stop her greedy perusal and glare at Morgan.
�Just doing my job.� Morgan gave Embry a dazzlingly smile.
�What job is that?�
�Bree-sitting. It�s a dirty job, but someone�s got to keep you from mounting your professor in the middle of a school-sponsored event.�
Embry rolled her eyes and took another sip of her champagne. They chatted idly for a few minutes while the dean finished his speech. Everyone clapped politely, and the music kicked back on.
Embry and Morgan made their way around the room, mingling with other students and enjoying the hors d�oeuvres. She did her best to keep her eyes away from Luke, but no matter where in the room she went, she felt him watching her�felt his eyes like a soft caress that set her skin on fire. She eventually lost the battle and found him across the ballroom. He was talking with the blonde woman he�d taken to the bar the night of her setup with Brendan, but his eyes were fixed on Embry. She was stuck to the spot and lost in this gaze.
Morgan leaned in close to whisper, �I suggest that if you want to keep up the innocent student act, you stop eye-fucking your professor from across the room.�
�I�m not��
�You are, Bree. Everyone stares at him; that�s not the real problem.�
�Then what exactly is the problem?� she asked, annoyed.
�That he stares back. I don�t think a single person in this room could miss the sparks flying between you two if they bothered to pay any attention.�
�Well, then I guess it�s good they�re not paying attention.�
�You�d better hope they�re not,� Morgan said.
Embry let out a frustrated sigh, but she knew Morgan was right. They couldn�t be so obvious. �You�re right, thanks.�
Morgan nodded.
�I�m going to find the bathroom.�
�In need of a cold shower?� she joked.
�Yeah, something like that.�
Morgan wasn�t entirely off base. Embry had to remove herself from the situation, take a few deep breaths, and compose herself. They weren�t love-struck teenagers, and they needed to exhibit a little more self-control. She looked around for Luke but lost sight of him. She walked down the long corridor to the bathrooms. Other than a few students on their way back to the ballroom, the hallway was empty. She found the bathroom and opened the door. Suddenly, a warm chest pushed against her back and forced her into the room. Startled, she gasped and turned to find Luke smiling down at her.
He pressed his body into hers and against the closed door. �Hey, beautiful.�
�Luke!� she whisper-yelled, pushing against his chest. �Are you crazy? You can�t be in here with me!�
�I can�t?� he asked, smirking.
�No, you can�t!�
He eased away from her and reached for the door. �Okay, I�ll just��
�No,� she said, grabbing his tie and pulling him to her.
He crushed his lips to hers and held her against the door. She felt his erection, long and hard, pressing against her belly.
�Luke,� she whispered.
He tore his mouth from hers, his hands coming up to cup her cheeks. �I couldn�t help myself, baby.� His eyes burned into hers. �I�ve never seen anything more beautiful in my life.� He captured her lips in a searing kiss, his tongue slowly invading her mouth.
Embry made short work of his belt buckle and pulled him free. His hands traveled down her body, hiked up her dress, and ripped down her panties as he continued his assault on her mouth. Luke cupped her ass with both hands and lifted her up against the door. She automatically wrapped her legs around his waist as he slid her onto his hard cock. Embry cried out. He stretched and filled her until she wasn�t sure she could take anymore.
Luke�s hand came down over her mouth. �Shhh.�
She groaned into his hand as sensation took over and she felt that delicious tremor building deep inside. Luke removed his hand and gripped her ass again. He held nothing back, slamming into her with such force her back slid up the door.
�Is this becoming our thing, baby?� Embry whispered teasingly. �Sex against doors?�
Luke smiled against her lips. �It�s your fault. If you weren�t so goddamn beautiful, I might have a chance at keeping it in my pants.�
�I like it that you can�t keep it in your pants, at least with me. I just think I might miss the bed a little bit.�
Luke groaned as he dragged himself out of her before pushing back in with more force. �Mmm, I have plenty planned for you later tonight, don�t you worry.�
�Is that a promise?�
�No, beautiful. That�s a guarantee,� he said as he joined his mouth with hers once more.
Embry�s mind went fuzzy, and she wasn�t sure if it was the champagne or Luke or both. Her head fell onto his shoulder as her body seized up. �Oh my God! Luke!� she cried into his neck as waves of pleasure took her over.
�Fuck,� he said softly, releasing inside of her.
He feathered light kisses across her cheeks, whispering how beautiful she was before slowly sliding out of her and easing her down from the door. They both cleaned up, and Embry fixed her curls in the mirror. Luke watched her intently before slipping his arms around her from behind, his eyes meeting hers in the mirror.
�You�re coming back to my place tonight, right?� he asked, nuzzling her neck.
�Yep. I packed a bag and left it in the limo.�
They were spending the weekend doing all of the fun Christmas things they wanted to do together before Luke�s family flew in that week.
�Good. I�ll see you in a few hours then.� He spun her in his arms, turning a mega-watt Luke smile on her.
�I�ll see you in a few hours.� She pushed up onto her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his before he slipped out of the bathroom.
Embry checked herself once more in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, but she could chalk it up to the alcohol. She stepped out into the hallway and saw Luke a little ways ahead of her. He nodded at someone walking toward him and continued into the ballroom. The woman was walking in her direction and as she drew nearer, Embry�s heartbeat skyrocketed.
�Miss Jacobs,� Professor Coleman said, tilting her head and pausing to examine Embry.
�Professor,� she replied, smiling. She felt her blush deepen as her skin flushed with embarrassment, but she kept walking and hoped that Professor Coleman wasn�t as perceptive as she seemed.
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Embry shoved her hands in her pockets and huddled against Luke, the cold wind whipping against her face. Snow had fallen the night before, adding to the feel of Christmas. His arm came around her, tucking her against him.
�How high are your ceilings again?� she asked.
Luke chuckled. �High enough, baby. Pick whichever one you like.�
Embry stared at the row of Christmas trees before her and chewed on her lip. Christmas music echoed in the background, and Luke waited patiently as she made her decision. She picked the largest one of the bunch, a fifteen-footer, and watched as it was wrapped up and tied to the top of Luke�s Rover.
After their little tryst in the bathroom the night before, Luke and Embry had managed to stay away from each other and socialize for the remainder of the evening. She left with Morgan in the limousine and met Luke at his house. He�d kept his promise, and they had made very good use of his bed. They were ready to enjoy their Christmas-filled weekend, just the two of them, before his family flew into town.
Luke came up behind her and kissed her cheek. �That wasn�t so hard, was it?�
�Yes, it was. They�re all so pretty,� she said, pouting.
�Well, I think you did good.� He squeezed her tight. �Where to next, Mrs. Claus?�
�Hahaha, very funny.�
�Don�t you mean ho-ho-ho?� he teased.
Embry rolled her eyes, and the salesman walked up interrupting Luke�s comedy routine. Luke followed the man inside to pay for the tree, and Embry took the opportunity to scoop up a handful of fresh snow and pack it into a perfectly round and lethal snowball.
Luke walked out of the shop and headed toward the car. He stopped and looked back at Embry, who was hiding her new weapon behind her back and smiling innocently. �You coming, Bree?�
�Yep, right behind you.� She waited for Luke to turn around before she launched the snowball into the air and right at the back of his head. Her aim was a little off, so the snowball hit his right shoulder and exploded in a shower of cold and wet all over his back. He stood frozen to the spot, shoulders tense, facing away from her.
Oh, shit. Embry walked toward Luke, the snow crunching beneath her feet as she waited for him to react, but he didn�t. �Luke?� she asked, hesitantly.
He wouldn�t answer her, wouldn�t turn around. She watched him slowly bend down, but she couldn�t see what he was doing. Did I piss him off that much? She was so engrossed by his change in mood that she missed the fact that he had turned around with a large ball of snow in his gloved hand.
A devilish smile spread across his lips as he faced Embry and yelled, �Run!�
Embry squealed and took off for the other side of the Rover, her boots slipping and sliding on the snow-covered ground. She ducked down beside the front bumper at the same time Luke launched the snowball in her direction. It hit the hood of the car and exploded in a mist of wet snow in her face.
�Shit! That�s cold!� She popped up and scrambled around the SUV as Luke chased after her. Hitting a particularly icy patch, Embry�s feet slid out from under her and she landed on her ass in the snow, laughing hysterically.
Luke stood over her, fighting back a smile. �You all right?� he asked, offering his hand.
�Yep.�
�You sure?�
Embry nodded and took his hand. He pulled her up and bent his head, bringing his mouth down on hers. She lifted up on her toes and dug her fingers into his hair as he pushed her against the back of the car and kissed her senseless.
Luke pulled back, rubbing his nose against hers. �Time to warm up by the fire?� he asked.
�Affirmative.� She grabbed his face with her cold hands and planted a wet kiss on his lips.
* * *
Embry carried in bags of decorations while Luke pulled the tree into the house and set it up in the living room. Bing Crosby sang �White Christmas� in the background as they decorated the tree together.
�Leave it to you to pick the biggest tree on the lot, babe,� he teased.
�Hey! You said to pick any one I wanted,� she said, stringing tinsel across the tree.
�I did. I�m just glad I have high ceilings.� He climbed on the step stool and hung ornaments on the higher branches.
They worked on the tree until it was covered in beautiful, white twinkling lights, tinsel, and ornaments. Luke dimmed the overhead lighting, and they stood back to admire their work, the giant tree glowing in front of them.
Embry wrapped her arms around Luke�s waist and laid her head on his chest. �Thank you.�
He tipped his head down, kissing her hair. �For what?�
�This. Everything.� She looked up at him. �I had a really nice day with you.�
�The day�s not over yet, sweetheart.� A mischievous smile crossed his lips.
�No?�
�Hell no, baby. We can�t have our own Christmas weekend without presents.�
Embry perked up. �Yeah?�
�Yeah.�
�What about your family?�
�We can exchange with them on Christmas, but I want this time with you.�
�Okay.� She smiled and dashed upstairs.
Embry came down a few minutes later with her gifts for Luke and found him sitting on the couch, looking like � well, like a kid on Christmas. He had her gifts on his lap, and he looked as eager as she felt.
�Hi,� she said, sitting on the couch and tucking her legs beneath her.
�Hi,� he said, smirking.
Embry held out the first package to Luke. �Well, Merry early Christmas.� Nerves fluttered in her stomach as he took her gift and handed one to her.
�You first,� he said, nodding to the gift in her hands.
�No, you,� she argued.
�Same time?� he suggested, holding up his gift.
�Okay.�
He smiled and shook the package, making a show of trying to guess what it was. Embry didn�t have his restraint. She tore into the wrapping paper and looked up to see Luke doing the same. She pulled out a pair of barely there red lace panties. They were cute, sexy. He knew she always wore lace, so she figured he was just adding to her collection�since he had ripped a few�until she turned them around.
Embry broke out into peels of laughter as she stared at the large, black G over the crotch. She and Luke were on the exact same page. She looked up to see him beaming at her and holding up a pair of blue and orange flannel pajama pants with a huge Gator on the leg.
�Same brain,� Luke said, smiling and leaning over to brush his lips against Embry�s. �But if you expect me to wear these God-awful pants, I damn well better see you in those later.�
He winked, and she melted. She�d wear whatever the hell he wanted if he kept looking at her like that. �We�ll see,� she teased.
�Next,� Luke said, handing her a long, thin gift.
She pulled the wrapping paper aside to find two envelopes.
�Top one first,� Luke instructed.
Embry opened the envelope and stared down in disbelief at two plane tickets to New Orleans. She looked up at Luke, eyes wide. �New Orleans?�
He nodded. �Ever been?�
�No! But I�ve always wanted to go. This is amazing!�
�There�s more. Open the second envelope.�
Embry slid her finger under the flap and looked into the envelope. Her jaw went slack, and she couldn�t speak. She glanced up at Luke for confirmation and a huge grin was creasing his face, the dimple in his cheek deepening.
�Is this for real, baby?� Embry asked, astonished. Her heart pounded with excitement. Inside the second envelope were two tickets to the Sugar Bowl, where the Gators were playing in a little over a week.
�If you�re up for it.�
�If I�m up for it? Are you kidding me?�
�Not kidding, babe. I booked us tickets for the thirty-first. We can fly down and spend New Year�s in New Orleans since the game is on the second. If you want.�
�Of course I want! Luke, I can�t believe you did this. Thank you so much!� She jumped across the couch and onto his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck, and crushing her lips to his.
Luke smiled against her mouth. �I�m glad you like it.�
�I love it,� she said, pressing her lips to his again. �I love you.� She returned to her side of the couch, grabbed a large, rectangular present, and placed it in Luke�s hands. �Now your turn.�
�Hmmm � it�s heavy,� he said, inspecting the package.
�Oh, just open it!� she urged, unable to contain her excitement.
Luke paused and raised an eyebrow at Embry. He slowly unwrapped her gift and pulled out a black gift box. He flipped the latch and stared down into the box, his eyes wide. �Embry �� he said, shaking his head.
She smiled, waiting. He pulled the bottle from its box and held it up to the light. Then his eyes found hers.
�Baby,� he said, his face softening, �you shouldn�t have. This had to have cost you a fortune.�
Embry lifted a shoulder and let it fall, unconcerned. She had spent a fortune, but she was able to cover it. She had her research paychecks, and Morgan�s parents hadn�t cashed a single rent check that she�d given them. It left her with extra money for the holidays, and she was happy to spend it on Luke. She�d bought a bottle of his favorite scotch-whiskey, Johnnie Walker Blue, and had it engraved with the words he�d said to her the night Jack showed up at her parents�. I don�t work without you. 
�You were worth it,� she said quietly.
Luke carefully put the bottle back in its case and placed it on the end table before pulling her into his lap. He cupped her face, his eyes boring into hers. �I love it. Thank you.�
�You�re welcome.�
He reached behind him and pulled out a small box, placing it in Embry�s hand. �I have one more.�
�Okay.� Embry stared at the glossy white box before pulling off the festive green and red ribbons. She lifted the cover to find a � key ring? She pulled it out of the box and turned it over to find a Bulldog hanging from it. �Um, thanks?� Embry straddled his lap. �I love you, but you know I won�t use this right?� she teased.
�Maybe if there was something attached to it,� he hinted.
She tilted her head, a quizzical look crossing her features.
�Ah, there�s something else in the box.� Luke said, his hand automatically going to the back of his neck in a nervous gesture.
�Oh.� Embry peeled back a layer of tissue paper to find a key nestled in the bottom of the box. She stared for a minute before taking it out of the box and rolling it between her fingers. She must have been quiet for too long because Luke wrapped his hand around hers, closing the key in her fist.
�It�s the key to my house,� he said.
Embry�s eyes widened. A million thoughts ran through her mind, making her head spin.
Luke lightly gripped her chin and lifted her eyes to his. �I love you, Embry. I want you in my bed and in my home.� She began to tear up as he continued. �I know it may seem too soon, but I know it�s right. I want you to move in with me.�
�Luke �� Her heart beat fast, excitement warring with anxiety. She had never lived with anyone other than college roommates. She had never had a relationship like theirs either, let alone any relationship since Jack. But she felt more for Luke than she had for anyone else, and a small part of her hoped that he really was it for her.
�I know you may not be ready yet,� he said, interrupting her thoughts.
�Luke��
�Either way, I want you to have the key and��
�Luke,� she said more forcefully, grabbing his cheeks in both hands. She couldn�t believe she was about to agree, but he was right. They were right. She stared into his blue depths and believed she could see straight through to his soul. �Yes.� She ghosted her lips against the corner of his mouth. �Yes, I�ll move in with you.� Embry was on her back and his lips were on hers before she finished her sentence.
�I love you so fucking much,� he said between kisses.
�I know,� she replied.
His hands roamed her body, tracing slow, sexy circles over her clothes before slipping under her shirt and pulling it up and over her head. He dropped sweet kisses across her stomach and then made his way up to her breasts. He pulled down the cups of her bra and went to work kissing and teasing her nipples. Embry reached down and tugged at Luke�s shirt until he pulled away to help her get rid of the layer of clothing between them. He tugged the shirt over his head and came back to her, his chest rubbing against her heated skin and causing a moan to rise up her throat.
�I need to be inside you,� he said, joining his mouth with hers.
Embry nodded. Luke stood, removing the rest of his clothes, and set to work undressing her. He swept soft kisses across her body as he pulled off her pants and dragged her panties down her legs. He propped himself up on his elbows, cradled her face in his hands, and tangled his tongue with hers as he slowly slid inside of her.
There was something about two bodies connecting not just for pleasure but for love. Every touch, every feeling was heightened, intense. Luke�s movements weren�t rushed or rough. Although Embry loved that side of him, he was giving her exactly what she needed in that moment. He took his time, slowly dragging himself in and out of her while his hands traveled over her skin and his tongue stroked hers. Before she knew it, she was shouting his name and clenching around him as he let go inside of her.
* * *
Embry and Luke lay tangled together on the couch, the only light in the room coming from the soft glow of the Christmas tree. Luke had pulled on his new Gator pajama pants, and he held Embry against his naked chest. She wore his T-shirt and humored him by wearing the lace Bulldog panties he�d bought her.
The Christmas music had long since stopped playing, and Luke had switched the playlist to blues and jazz. Soft violin strains filled the room as Frank Sinatra�s melodic voice sang about his funny valentine. Embry loved the song and hummed along.
�You like this song?� Luke asked, nuzzling her neck.
�Mmhmmm.�
He sang softly in her ear, and even though his raspy, southern voice singing those words was sexy as hell, Embry started to giggle.
Luke gripped her hips, threatening to tickle. �What�s so funny?�
�Nothing really.�
�Tell me,� he commanded, nipping at her ear.
�I�m just surprised to hear Frank Sinatra, that�s all.�
Luke squeezed her hips, causing her to jump. �What? A southern boy like me can�t like Old Blue Eyes?�
Embry turned in his arms so she could see his face. �I just figured you for more of an �Achy Breaky Heart� kind of guy.�
Luke rolled his eyes and looked as if he were fighting a smile. ��Achy Breaky Heart?�� he asked, incredulous.
Embry nodded, smiling.
�I�ll give you an achy breaky heart,� he teased, his lips trailing along her neck.
She really hoped not.
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Embry put her key in the lock and walked through Luke�s front door. �Hello?�
After speaking with Morgan�s parents, she had spent the last few days packing up her apartment. She and Luke had decided that it would be better to wait until after the New Year to move in. With his family visiting for Christmas and their trip to New Orleans, the week would be hectic enough. But she had gone home and started the process anyway.
She�d been spending so much time with Luke, her apartment needed some attention. Especially her mailbox. Embry hadn�t checked her mail in over a week and had a stack in her purse that she needed to go through. It was Christmas Eve though, and she was excited and nervous to meet Luke�s family.
�Hey, beautiful.� Luke strode through the foyer with a tow-headed toddler on his shoulders. Her tiny hands were wrapped around his head, pulling on his hair, and he gripped her legs to hold her in place. He bent forward, placing a kiss on Embry�s cheek. �Say hi, Mackalya.�
�Hi, Embee!� The little girl waved from atop Luke�s head.
�Hey, Mackayla,� Embry said, waving back.
�Are you here to have Christmas with us?�
�I am.� Embry smiled and set her keys and purse on the entry table.
�Come on.� Luke grabbed her hand. �Let me introduce you to everyone.�
Embry�s stomach fluttered with nerves as he walked her through the house and into the living room. Luke�s family was seated casually on the couches, enjoying the warmth of the fire.
�Embee�s here!� Mackayla shouted, announcing her arrival.
His family turned as one to look at them.
�Everyone, this is Embry.� Luke wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and Mackayla took the opportunity to stroke the top of Embry�s head. Luke continued the introduction. �Embry, this is my mother, Caroline, my father, William, my brother, Camden, and my sister-in-law, Lori.�
�Nice to meet you all,� Embry said.
Luke�s family took turns standing to shake Embry�s hand or greet her with a kiss on the cheek. Lori scooted over on the couch to make room, and Embry took a seat. Lori was a tiny thing with blond hair in a pixie cut, a soft face, and green eyes.
�Welcome to the family,� Lori whispered, her eyes kind.
�Thanks,� Embry replied. Everyone seemed so nice, but it was overwhelming meeting Luke�s entire family.
He sat on the opposite couch chatting with his parents. As if he felt her eyes on him, he gave her a wink and a smile before going back to his conversation.
Mackayla ran over and climbed onto Embry�s lap, wrapping her arms around her neck. �Isn�t Embee so pretty, Mommy?�
�She is,� Lori agreed. Then she smiled at Embry. �If you have the seal of approval from this one��she nodded at her daughter��then it�s a done deal.�
Embry wrapped her arm around Mackayla�s back and looked down into her big brown eyes. �You�re very pretty too, Mackayla.�
�I know. My mommy and daddy tell me all the time.�
Embry chuckled, and Lori rolled her eyes at her daughter�s lack of modesty.
* * *
They gathered around the table for dinner a while later. Lori and Caroline had prepared a feast.
�This looks wonderful, Mrs. Brody,� Embry said as Luke�s mother set the ham on the table.
�Call me Caroline, please,� she said, as she took a seat at the head of the table, next to Embry. Luke�s mother wore a tweed pantsuit that Embry had instantly recognized as Chanel. Her fading strawberry-blond hair was styled around her shoulders, and it was easy to see where Luke got his baby blues. His mother�s eyes were just as remarkable.
�Okay, Caroline,� Embry said, smiling shyly. Luke reached under the table and squeezed her knee in encouragement. Whether he could tell or not, she was still a nervous wreck, and his touch soothed her.
�So,� Camden said, looking from Luke to Embry. He was tall and broad like Luke. He had lighter hair and hazel eyes, but he had that �Brody� look for sure. He was extremely handsome although, in Embry�s eyes, he didn�t hold a candle to his younger brother. �How did you two crazy kids meet?�
Luke squeezed Embry�s leg again, and she knew to let him do the talking. They wanted to be honest with Luke�s family that Embry was a student, but being that she was no longer his student, they were just going to leave that part out all together.
�Embry was working on a research project with a colleague of mine,� Luke said.
Embry thought that being vague would invite more questions, but he knew his family better than she did. She would follow his lead.
�Anything interesting?� Camden asked.
�Probably not to you,� Luke joked.
Camden shot a glare at Luke before turning and smiling at Embry. �What my baby brother probably failed to mention to you is that I, also, went to law school.�
Hearing Luke referred to as a baby made Embry laugh. �You�re right, he never mentioned it.�
�I thought so,� Camden said. �My brother just loves being the only lawyer in the family.�
Embry eyed Luke. �Is that true?�
Luke smirked. �Cam dropped out after one semester. Law wasn�t his thing.�
�Nope. Turns out running a million-dollar company was,� Camden shot back. Clearly sibling rivalry was alive and well between the Brody boys.
Mr. Brody cleared his throat, interrupting Camden�s gloating. �And whose company would that be that you�re running?� he asked and raised an eyebrow just like Luke would.
That shut Camden right up.
�Thought so,� Mr. Brody said, smiling. He turned his attention to Embry. Other than his hazel eyes, which were identical to Camden�s, looking at Mr. Brody was like seeing Luke thirty years down the road. His dark hair was peppered with gray, but he had the same nose and strong jaw that Luke inherited. �So where did you study law, Embry?�
The question took her by surprise. �Oh, um ��
�She�s studying at Whitman,� Luke jumped in.
�Studying? As in presently?� his father asked.
Embry heard the disapproval in his words, and her cheeks heated as everyone�s attention fell on her.
�Yes, presently,� Luke answered, giving nothing away.
�Lucas,� his mother said, her tone making Embry cringe, �are you her professor?�
�I��
�No,� Embry cut in. �He�s not.� Technically it wasn�t a lie, but she wasn�t sure where her courage had come from to interrupt like that.
�Embry and I would never have met if she wasn�t working on legal research for one of my colleagues,� Luke added.
His mother nodded and went back to her food. Luke�s entire family became strangely quiet. Embry had expected more of a reaction, but suddenly they all looked very busy with their dinners.
Except Mackayla, who took that opportunity to add to the already awkward situation. �I want Uncle Luke to be my professor one day!�
Dinner continued in silence until Camden started in with a topic that distracted them from the recent conversation. �Where did you do your undergrad, Embry?� he asked, innocently. He had a glint in his eye though, and she had a feeling Luke had already given him the answer to that question.
She looked at Luke, and he grinned at her. �Your funeral,� he whispered.
Embry rolled her eyes at him and looked back to Camden. �I went to the University of Florida.�
Forks dropped around the table as Luke�s family stared at Embry.
�You do realize, sweetheart,� Luke�s father said with a broad smile, �that you�re in a house full of Bulldogs, right?�
�You all went to UGA?� Embry asked.
�Each and every one of us,� Luke�s mother answered. �William and I met there; so did Cam and Lori.�
�I�m gonna be a Dawg someday, too!� Mackayla chirped.
Luke pulled Embry toward him and planted a kiss on the side of her head. �Looks like you�re outnumbered, baby.�
Everyone broke out into laughter. For the next hour, Embry put up with all manner of obnoxious Florida Gator jokes, but she couldn�t be mad about it. It had broken the ice and taken the focus off of her and Luke�s relationship.
* * *
Embry tossed and turned as a loud pounding echoed in her ears. Luke�s arm came around her, pulling her naked body against his.
�Ignore it,� he said in her ear, his voice thick with sleep.
She nuzzled into his chest and did just that, until a too-high voice accompanied the pounding. �Uncle Lukey! Wake up! Wake up! Santa is here!�
Luke groaned and grabbed the comforter, pulling it over their heads. �Make it stop.�
�She�s your niece. You make it stop,� Embry said back, snuggling closer to his warm chest.
Then they heard the door handle jiggle, and Embry shot upright, tearing the covers off of them both. �Did you lock that door?�
He rolled onto his back in all of his naked glory, his erection thick and long against his belly. �Yes, baby. But if I hadn�t, I�m pretty sure that ripping the covers off of us is a surefire way to traumatize my niece.�
Embry glared at him and fell back against the pillows.
�I can hear you talking in there! Santa won�t wait forever!� Mackayla yelled.
Luke ignored the racket outside their bedroom and rolled onto Embry, his warm body covering hers and heating her right up. His hand came up to massage her breast and his fingers teased her nipple as he kissed and nipped at her lips. He groaned against her mouth as his hard cock nudged her entrance.
Embry planted a kiss on his lips and pushed him away. �I am not having sex with you when your niece is on the other side of that door. You know how hard a time I have being quiet.�
�She�ll give up, I promise.�
His lips traveled down her neck and sent a shiver of pleasure up her spine. He made his way down to her breasts, his lips encircling her nipple as he teased her with his teeth. Embry let out a soft moan in response.
�Hear that, baby?� he asked.
�What? I don�t hear anything.�
�Exactly,� he said as he went back to work on her breast.
His hand traveled between them, his fingers slipping through her wetness and easily finding their way inside of her. She arched her back, pushing against his hand. And then it was gone. He pulled his fingers from Embry and brought them to his mouth, tasting her.
�Mmm,� he said, his eyes dark with desire. �Santa delivered my Christmas present straight to my bed.�
Pound. Pound. Pound. �Un-cle Luuuuuuke!� Mackayla shouted causing both Luke and Embry to jump.
Luke�s head fell to Embry�s chest as he let out a frustrated huff.
She tugged at his hair, bringing his head up. �Looks like Santa doesn�t want you to open your present just yet,� she said, and pulled him in for a kiss.
�Santa is a sadist.� He pushed out of the bed and walked into his closet. He came out a minute later in the Gator pajama pants and a white T-shirt.
Embry stared in disbelief at his choice of clothing.
He looked down at the pants then back up at her, his lips tipped into a cute smile. �Figured I�d take some of the heat off of you,� he said, bending to kiss her lips. �Merry Christmas, baby.�
She smiled. �Merry Christmas.�
�I�ll go keep the little monster occupied. Why don�t you take a nice hot shower and then come down?�
Embry did exactly as he suggested. After her shower, she slipped into the UGA thong Luke had bought her as a show of good faith�though his family would definitely not be seeing her underwear�threw on a pair of leggings and one of Luke�s sweatshirts, and she started downstairs.
�She�s very nice,� Lori said, her voice traveling up the stairs.
�Yes, she is,� Luke agreed.
Embry stopped halfway down the stairs. She knew she shouldn�t eavesdrop, but she couldn�t help herself. She had a feeling they were talking about her, and she wanted to hear what they had to say. She leaned against the banister and listened.
�Pretty, too,� Camden chimed in.
�Beautiful,� Luke corrected.
Embry wished she could see Luke�s face. Something was off about his voice.
�Spill it. Where are you going with this?� he asked.
�I�m pretty sure you know,� Lori answered.
Luke sighed and Embry could practically see his eyes rolling. �I know.�
�Does she?� Camden asked.
Embry�s stomach dropped. Do I know what?
�Just be careful,� said Lori, her voice pleading. �I don�t want to see either of you get hurt.�
Embry heard a door open down the hallway, and Mackayla came barreling down the stairs. Embry barely made out the words, �not like last time,� coming from Luke before Mackayla shouted �Merry Christmas, Embee!� and threw herself into Embry�s arms.
�Merry Christmas, Mackie,� she replied, and wrapped her arms around the little girl. She carried Luke�s niece downstairs and found everyone in the living room.
�Hey, beautiful,� Luke said as she sat next to him.
�Hey,� she said quietly.
Everyone laughed and opened presents around the fire while Embry silently freaked out inside. After all they�d been through, she didn�t want to believe Luke might be hiding something else from her. So when he wrapped her in his strong arms and whispered, �I love you,� she pushed all other thoughts from her mind.
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Embry lay in bed relaxing with Luke. He was reading through legal papers for one of his cases, and he looked downright delicious doing it. He was bare-chested, the comforter covering his naked bottom half, and he wore dark-framed reading glasses. Embry laughed to herself as she pictured the girls in her class that lusted after him and how their heads would explode if they saw how Professor Brody looked while he worked at home. The man was pure sex, and he didn�t even know it. Luke glanced over catching Embry mid-stare, and a self-assured smirk lifted his lips. Maybe he did know it.
Embry shook her head, set down her book, and reached for her purse on the nightstand. She pulled out the mail she had stuffed inside and began to flip through it. She opened a few Christmas cards from random family members and skipped past credit card offers and other junk mail. She almost missed the thin envelope with her school�s crest in the upper left-hand corner. Turning it over, she was confused. She had already received all of her loan information for the following semester, and as far as she knew, grades were uploaded onto the university�s server, not sent out in paper form. �Luke?�
�Yeah, babe,� he replied, distractedly.
�Does Whitman send grades out by mail?�
He looked at her, and then his eyes traveled to the envelope. �No, they go up online only. You should get an email when your professors make them available.�
�Hmm, okay,� she said.
Luke went back to his work, and Embry slipped her finger under the flap of the envelope. She unfolded the single sheet of paper, and her entire world stopped.
She sat stock-still staring at the page in front of her, the words �Notice of Disciplinary Hearing� in big bold letters at the top. Her heart stopped dead in her chest and then kicked back in, beating at an erratic and frenzied pace. Her eyes frantically scanned the document. The words review board, investigation, and violation of university policy jumped from the page.
Oh my God. She couldn�t move, couldn�t form coherent thought. She didn�t know how long she sat there staring at the paper in her shaking hands before Luke interrupted her.
�Baby?�
She didn�t answer. Couldn�t.
�Hey,� he said, stroking his hand down her arm. �Are you all right?�
She turned to him, tears spilling from her eyes. �They know,� she whispered as she handed him the letter.
�What?�
She watched as his eyes scanned the page and grew wide. �Fuck,� he breathed out and scrubbed his hand down his face. He looked over at Embry, his eyes filled with concern. He reached for her, pulling her close and squeezing her hand. It was the only thing keeping her grounded. �We�re gonna get through this, baby,� he said reassuringly. �I promise you.�
Embry crawled into his lap and buried her head in his chest. �I don�t understand how this happened.�
His arms came around her and he held her tight. �I don�t either. But we can�t focus on that. We have to figure out how we�re going to handle this.�
�It�s in two days, Luke. What am I supposed to do?�
�How long have you had this letter?�
Embry shook her head against his chest. �At least a week. I�ve been spending so much time here, I forgot to check my mail. Why?�
�I�m surprised I haven�t been notified. But it doesn�t matter if you opened it a week ago or today, they like to handle these things expeditiously. When there�s been any kind of accusation like this, they launch an investigation immediately.�
�How do you know?� she asked.
�I know how the school procedures work. It�s just what they do.�
�How can you be so calm about all of this? Aren�t you worried?�
He stroked his hand over her hair and placed a kiss on her head. �Of course I�m worried, baby. But one of us has to be calm. I don�t want anything jeopardizing your future, including me.� Luke slipped a finger under her chin, bringing her eyes to his. �We knew this was a possibility. I thought we were in the clear with the semester being over, but apparently we�re not. So all we can do is figure out what our options are and prepare you for that meeting. Okay?�
�Okay,� she agreed.
And prepare they did. Luke pulled up copies of the university�s conduct code and disciplinary procedures online and read through them until he could practically recite them from memory. He came up with every question he thought Embry might be faced with in front of the review board, and he quizzed her until she was comfortable with each answer, repeating them automatically.
�When did we first meet?�
�When you took over for Professor Coleman.�
�Had you seen me before that?�
�If you were around campus, I didn�t notice.�
�Do you ever speak to me outside of school?�
�Yes. We communicate by phone regarding our research.�
�Have I ever been inappropriate with you?�
�Of course not. You�re my professor.�
�Did I offer you any special help with assignments?�
�No, never.�
�Did you do anything to gain favor with me in class? To persuade me to alter your grade?�
�Other than study hard and be prepared for class, I�ve done nothing that would give me an unfair advantage over the other students in my class.�
Embry lay in Luke�s bed the night before the hearing, snuggled in his arms as he breathed evenly, sound asleep. His family had already gone home, and she was left alone with her thoughts. She went over all of the possible outcomes of the hearing�expulsion, probation, failure, Luke losing his job. Each of those things worried her, but she realized that as much as she didn�t want any of those things to happen, she�d be okay as long as she didn�t lose Luke. They�d get through it. They�d be okay, as long as they had each other.
She snuggled closer, her thoughts wandering. What if she had met Luke in a different place or time? As she lay there, asking herself those questions, she realized that she wouldn�t change a thing. She would risk everything to protect what they had. She could survive without law school but not without Luke.
* * *
Embry stood in front of the bathroom mirror the next morning. She dressed business casual in a black pencil skirt, white button-down, and gray cardigan. Her hair was tamed and pulled back into a sleek ponytail and her makeup was muted.
Luke came up behind her, brought his arms around her waist and placed a light kiss on her cheek. �You look perfect. Stop worrying. It�s going to be okay.�
She turned in his arms to stare up into his eyes for some sign that he was lying, but all she saw was sincerity. �You really believe that, don�t you?�
�I do. Just do exactly what we practiced. Don�t deviate. Deny everything and get as much information from them as possible.�
Embry took a deep, calming breath. �Okay,� she agreed.
�Then come home to me. We�re going to have an amazing New Year far away from all of this.�
Embry rested her forehead on his chest, trying to compose herself. She looked at him, her eyes foggy with unshed tears. �That sounds amazing.�
�It will be. I promise.�
She pushed up onto her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. Pulling back, she looked over his business suit. �Where are you going looking so dapper? I thought you had the day off.�
�I do. Just have some running around to do and loose ends to tie up before our trip.�
�All right.� She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. �I love you. Wish me luck.�
�I know.� He gave her that gorgeous Luke smile and a smack on the ass as he walked her to the door. �I love you too, beautiful. Good luck. Give �em hell.�
Embry walked out the door to face the firing squad alone.
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This can�t be happening. That thought ran on a constant loop through her head as she sat in the cold, uninviting classroom, the smell of antiseptic invading her nostrils. A shiver crept up her spine, and she couldn�t tell if it was from the temperature or her nerves. Maybe both. She sat on a hard plastic chair, hands gripped in her lap, her foot tapping furiously against the linoleum. The anticipation was killing her. She studied the three people at the front of the room, their heads bent together as they whispered amongst themselves.
Her heart thumped in her chest, the dull thud echoing in her ears as she sat silently, waiting. Her head swam, and she struggled to keep herself afloat instead of drowning in the anxiety that threatened to pull her under. She strained forward, hoping to catch even a small piece of their hushed conversation, but all she could hear was the shallow murmur of their voices. She wanted to get it over with. Like a Band-Aid, it would hurt either way. Might as well make it quick. She�d had to pick up the pieces of her broken life and move on once before. But she couldn�t do it again, not after all of her hard work. She wouldn�t accept it, she couldn�t.
How did this happen? They�d been careful. Hadn�t they been careful? She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried in vain to think of something, anything else.
The older gentleman on the end cleared his throat, pulling her from her thoughts. �Miss Jacobs?�
She looked up at the members of the university�s disciplinary committee, taking them in one at a time. She straightened her back and lifted her chin, hoping the outward display of confidence would give her some semblance of the same feeling on the inside. That was shot to hell as soon as she opened her mouth. �Y-yes, sir?� she answered, her voice trembling.
�Do you know why you�re here?� the other man asked, his eyes kind.
�No, sir.� She shook her head, but she was pretty sure she had an idea.
�Let me tell you,� the older man interjected, opening the folder in front of him. He explained the purpose of the hearing and the university�s policies regarding disciplinary sanctions.
She sat back, rubbing her palms on her pants and trying to calm down. As she listened to his words, she was hit with a rush of emotion so strong it almost bowled her over. Good. Bad. Happy. Sad. Betrayal. Rage. Shock. Relief. Relief? She fought to keep focused on the seriousness of the situation before her as a litany of memories assaulted her consciousness.
Everything she�d prepared for, all of the anguish she�d put herself and Luke through in the last forty-eight hours � none of it mattered. She was free.
That wasn�t entirely true, of course. She was still sitting in front of the review board and defending her name, but it was for an entirely different reason. The board was investigating her for plagiarizing another student�s work in her final memorandum. Tessa Vaughn, to be exact.
After all of those backward looks and the gut feelings Embry couldn�t shake, it all made sense. The girl had stolen her final memo and pawned it off as her own. Of course, she�d changed words and phrases here or there, but when their professor reviewed their memos, she had no choice but to notify the dean.
�Do you have a response, Miss Jacobs?� the older man asked.
�Yes sir.� She sat up straight, her chin held high. �This accusation is unequivocally false. The words were my own. I don�t know how Miss Vaughn gained access to my memorandum, but I can assure you that I am the original author. I printed out and saved all of my research. I can probably quote directly from the paper, that is how well I know my own work.�
�Did you have any contact with Miss Vaughn in which you discussed the final memorandum for your class?�
�Yes, I did.� Embry recounted their conversation in the library for the committee members. It was then that she realized how Tessa got her memo. �Actually, I believe I do know how Miss Vaughn accessed my work.�
�Please, enlighten us,� the woman, who had so far remained silent, said.
�I was in a study group with Miss Vaughn and Jeremy Price. We spent a lot of time in the library together. I remember a particular day when I received a phone call and had to leave the library. I had been working on my memo, and I left my computer on the desk in the library to take the call. That�s the only time that I can imagine her having any possible way to access my files.�
�We�ll have to verify all of the information you�ve given us, Miss Jacobs,� said the older gentleman. �We have yet to meet with Miss Vaughn. However, your legal writing professor, when comparing the memorandum to your earlier assignments, believed this paper fit your writing style and was far more advanced than anything Miss Vaughn had written.�
Embry wanted to jump up and down, but she kept her composure, nodding politely. �Thank you, sir.�
�You can go for now. We�ll meet with Miss Vaughn and investigate further. You will be advised of our decision shortly.�
Embry nodded, thanked the committee members once more, and left the room. She pulled her phone from her purse and sent a quick text to Luke.

Total fluke, had nothing to do with us! Jeremy�s crazy bitch of a gf stole my memo! Have to stop in to see Coleman. Talk soon. Love you!

She dropped the phone back in her purse and made her way to the faculty wing. She�d seen Professor Coleman on her way into the building and wanted to make sure her professor knew what was going on. Embry�s heels clicked against the tiled floor as she walked down the faculty hallway. Coleman�s door was ajar, and Embry knocked before pushing it open.
�Hi, Embry, what are you still doing here?� Coleman asked from her desk chair.
�I wanted to let you know about a situation that is happening between myself and another student.�
�Come in, come in.� She waved at Embry.
Professor Coleman sat patiently as Embry told her about her meeting with the review board and what Tessa had done.
�I�m sorry to hear that,� Professor Coleman responded. �I know your quality of work, and I�m sure it will all be worked out.�
�I hope so. I just wanted you to hear it from me. I�m not sure how the university handles these things or if my other professors are notified.�
�Well, thank you for your candidness. I must say, I�m a bit relieved.�
�Relieved? Why?�
�Well, if I�m being honest, Embry, when we were at the holiday party, I was concerned something was going on between you and Professor Brody.�
Embry�s stomach dropped, and she felt the blood drain from her face.
�So naturally, when you mentioned the disciplinary committee, that�s exactly where my mind went.�
Embry nodded robotically. �Naturally.� She was surprised she managed to speak at all. For some reason, having that discussion with Professor Coleman was ten times harder than sitting in front of those committee members.
�He�s a colleague and a friend, and I don�t want to see him make the same mistake as last time.�
�Last time?� Embry asked quietly as bile rose up her throat. Her hands began to tremble as the words she�d overheard on Christmas swirled around her brain. Not like last time.
�Yes. Professor Brody had an inappropriate relationship with a student at his previous school. It cost him his job, and the poor girl, Sydney, well it followed her until graduation.�
Embry fought back tears as her heart all but stopped beating in her chest. She had to find a way to compose herself, but all she wanted to do was curl up into a ball and cry.
�I can see I�ve shocked you,� Professor Coleman said. �It was inappropriate of me to share that. I hope you�ll keep it to yourself, but I was concerned for the both of you.�
�No, that�s fine,� Embry said automatically. She had no idea where this functional side of her was coming from that allowed her to form sentences and speak like a normal human being, but she was grateful for it. The last thing she needed was to fall apart over Luke in front of her professor. �Thank you, Professor Coleman. I can assure you, there is nothing between myself and Luke Brody.� It nearly killed her to say those words; the weight on her chest was almost unbearable.
�I�m glad to hear that. Well, I hope your troubles get cleared up and you have a very happy New Year, Embry,� Coleman offered.
�You too, Professor,� she said flatly.
Embry stood on shaky feet and made her way out of the office. She walked down the hallway and out the front door, tears clouding her eyes as everything moved in slow motion. The pain in her chest was unlike anything she had ever felt. Her head spun, and she tried to stay upright as the weight of Luke�s betrayal threatened to pull her down. She staggered through the parking lot as suddenly all of the pieces began to fall into place.
The pain and hesitation flashing across his face when they first met in the hallway suddenly meant so much more. Forgetting to tell her about his trip home, their fight before the review session, Luke�s hushed conversation with his brother and sister-in-law�it all made sense. Of course he hadn�t wanted her to meet his family, not when they probably knew all about his past indiscretion. His family�s silence at the dinner table now spoke volumes. They�d known all along. No lie she told could have stopped them from seeing the truth. It all came together to form one conclusion in Embry�s mind: Luke had a thing for his students. That was all she was to him. The new conquest at the new school.
Stumbling to her car, she found her way inside. She screamed and cried, pounding the steering wheel until she had nothing left. Then she put the car in drive. It all felt eerily familiar. Another one of Luke�s lies was sending her driving off with a broken heart and tears in her eyes. Except this time she knew exactly where she was going. She was going to face it head-on.
It felt as if the past four months of her life had meant nothing. The man she had given her heart to�was willing to risk everything for�was nothing more than a liar. Everything they�d been through, everything they�d shared � none of it was real. She didn�t even know that Luke had taught before.
After Jack she�d sworn she�d never let someone make her question herself again. But Luke�s lies did just that. He and Jack couldn�t have been more different, but that didn�t mean his betrayal hurt any less. If anything, it hurt more. She�d trusted him, believed in him, and just when they�d built their relationship back up, she found out it was all a lie.
Embry pulled up to the townhouse a while later. Luke�s car wasn�t in the driveway. He must have still been out doing whatever it was he had to do. She parked her car, used her key to let herself into Luke�s house, grabbed a blanket, and headed out the back door. She huddled into her jacket and wrapped the blanket around herself while she sat on the dock in the freezing cold. She watched the sun sink over the horizon, casting a pink and purple glow over the water. After a while, she didn�t even feel the cold anymore. Maybe it was because she was numb already, her heart turned to ice along with any feelings she thought she had.
Headlights reflected off the bay, and Embry heard a car door slam. She turned and watched the lights go on in the house, wondering how long it would take Luke to find her out there.
�Embry!� he called, running down the dock. He was panicked. �I�ve been looking all over for you. I was worrying myself crazy. What are you doing out here? It�s freezing.�
Embry stood and turned to him, tears streaming down her cheeks. �Is it true?�
He froze, his face a mask of confusion. �Is what true, baby?�
�That you �� She struggled to get the words out. �That you�ve done this before? With another student?�
His face fell, guilt and grief washing over his features. �Embry.�
She saw the answer all over his face, but she had to hear him say it. �Is it true, Luke?� she asked, her breath floating away in small clouds on the cold air.
The look in his eyes would have broken her heart if she had any heart left to break. �It�s true.�
Those two words destroyed her. A loud sob broke free of her throat as she bent over, grief overwhelming her. She was in his arms, cradled against the warmth of his chest within seconds. She didn�t have the strength to fight him off. She cried into his jacket as he held her tight, rocking her.
Her cries quieted and she took a deep breath, breathing him in. His clean spicy smell, mixed with the cold winter wind, was intoxicating. She stood in his arms, enjoying the comfort that it gave her but she knew she couldn�t stay. She thought she could talk to him, face it head-on, but she couldn�t. One look into those sad blue eyes and she lost her resolve. It would be so easy to fall his arms and forget all the lies, but she needed time away from him to process what had happened. She couldn�t think straight around hm.
�I can�t do this, Luke,� she said, pushing him away.
He looked down at her, his eyes filled with hurt. �Embry, please. Just hear me out.�
She shook her head, fresh tears falling down her face. �I just can�t right now.� She pressed up on her toes and placed a soft kiss on his cheek before she turned and walked away.
Luke called after her as she ran down the dock, around the house, and jumped into her car. She just wanted to go home, curl up in her bed, and cry until there was nothing left. Embry drove back to her apartment, her heart beating a dull thud in her chest as tears clouded her eyes. She didn�t want to run again, but she needed time, space. She pulled into her parking spot, and saw a black town car parked out front.
Jeremy stepped out of the town car and ran around to meet her. �Embry! Embry, I�m so sorry,� he said, gripping her arms. �I just found out. I had no idea that Tess did that. You have to believe me.�
Embry nodded numbly, looking up at her friend. �I know, Jer.�
His eyebrows pulled together as he examined her. She must look a mess�tear-stained face and swollen eyes.
�Are you all right?�
She looked past him to the town car, the driver sitting in the front seat. �Where are you going?� she asked, ignoring his question.
�Oh, um, my dad sent a car for me. I�m spending New Year�s in the city at the penthouse. Tessa was supposed to come, but obviously that�s not happening now.�
Luke�s Range Rover tore into the parking lot stealing Embry�s attention. He parked and was out of the car in seconds flat. Her heartbeat kicked into overdrive and tears flooded her eyes as she watched her beautiful man striding toward her, love and determination etched into his features. He wasn�t going to let her go.
�I can�t,� she whispered to no one in particular.
�Embry?� Jeremy asked as he looked between her and Luke.
She shook her head slightly, unable to speak. Luke strode right into her personal space, and his hands cupped her cheeks as he crushed his lips to hers.
�You own me, Embry,� he said, his eyes pleading. �I�m yours. I�m not letting you run.�
�I don�t want to own you, Luke,� she cried. �I don�t want any of this.�
Luke flinched as if he�d been slapped, but that wasn�t enough. She needed him to hurt like she was.
�Ever since I saw you walking down that hallway, my entire life has been turned upside down. I can�t seem to escape you. You�re everywhere I turn, and no matter how hard I try to fight it, you�re just � It�s destroying me, Luke. I can�t do this anymore,� she sobbed.
�Embry, don�t.�
She looked at Jeremy, who stood as still as a statue, his mouth hanging open. �Jer, can you get me out of here?�
�Baby, no,� Luke pleaded.
Her eyes came back to his, and she lost it. �I�m sorry. I just need time. Please, give me time.�
Jeremy came up behind her and took her hand in his. �I�ll take you anywhere you want,� he said glaring at Luke. �Let�s go.�
Her eyes locked on Luke�s as Jeremy towed her to the car. He opened the door and slid into the backseat, waiting for Embry to follow. She held the door and stared at Luke. The agony on his face ripped her apart, but she needed this. She wasn�t running; she just needed time and space.
�Luke,� she whispered.
He met her at the car door. His arms wrapped around her and he brushed his lips against hers. �I love you. I�ll let you go if that�s what you need, but I�m not giving up on us.�
Embry nodded. He let her go, and she slid into the car with Jeremy. She fell apart in her friend�s arms as she watched Luke fade away out the window.
* * *
Fireworks always had a way of making Embry feel small, bringing her back to a time when things were simpler, easier. No matter how old she was, when she heard that boom and crackle, and saw the explosion of light across the night sky, it opened up something inside of her that time had taken away. Suddenly she was young again, sitting on her father�s shoulders, completely enamored with life and filled with that wonder and curiosity that only children had. It was that feeling of knowing she was right where she was supposed to be, sharing something so special with the people she loved.
Embry felt none of that as she watched the New Year�s Eve fireworks over New York Harbor. It was a new year, and she sat on the rooftop of Jeremy�s penthouse, his arms wrapped around her as she cried more tears over Luke. The tears would stop eventually; she knew that. But the pain, that would stay with her for a while. If Jack had taught her anything, though, it was that she would survive. She�d get past it, eventually, and she�d be stronger for it.

Epilogue

Luke watched her drive off in the arms of another man, and it nearly broke him.
He had been ready to give it all up for her. He was in the Dean�s office, about to sacrifice himself and his career for her, when his phone buzzed. If she hadn�t sent that text � he couldn�t even think about it. He�d almost thrown everything away, and for what? To lose her anyway.
He hadn�t just planned to resign; he was going to tell all. Save Embry from having any of it come down on her head. He was prepared to twist the story in any way necessary to protect her, even if it meant he�d never be able to teach again. He would have done it for her. He�d do anything for her. But to his broken girl, the only thing that mattered was the truth he had kept from her. The truth he�d hidden to protect her. Because if she knew the truth about his past, she would come undone.
He�d never felt that way about a woman before. He would do anything to protect Embry, putting her before him without a thought. But he hadn�t protected her from himself. He�d been too selfish. He�d hidden so much of himself out of fear that she�d leave. He thought about all she�d shared with him. All they�d been through.
At the very least, he�d owed her the truth, but he couldn�t make himself come clean. Looking back on the past few days, he realized some things were so much bigger than what had happened in his past. Like watching the love of his life turn her back on him. Watching the resolve in her eyes as she decided she�d had enough.
He�d never forget that look for as long as he lived. He had put that look there. He knew how strong she was, even if she didn�t believe it, and he knew she wouldn�t be easy to win back. But he would do whatever he had to do to make things right with her. Anything to show Embry she was the only thing that mattered to him.
But fate seemed to have other plans.
Luke pulled into his driveway, and was so consumed by his thoughts that he didn�t notice the car parked on the street in front of his house. He got out of his truck, his head hung low, and headed toward the front door. When he looked up, he froze. He stared, unbelieving, at the girl sitting on his doorstep.
Long blond hair pulled back into a messy bun. Blue eyes filled with mischief and desire.
�Hey, Professor,� she rasped in her sweet southern accent.
�Sydney...�
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would you risk everything to fight for your relationship
when it all comes undone?
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