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        A blizzard strands them together, but her secrets drive them apart.

      

        

      
        When Carly gets on the plane, she doesn’t expect her seatmate to be a sizzling hottie.

      

      

      
        
        They lock eyes, and she recognizes him. Liam Bennett... the guy she’s had a crush on for the last 16 years! Thankfully, he doesn't recognize her. Because he would despise her if he knew who she was.

      

      

      
        
        A freak blizzard leaves Carly at the airpot without a hotel room. She has nowhere to turn but Liam. Stranded together at his friend’s house, Carly struggles to keep her identity a secret.

      

      

      
        
        Liam is drawn to Carly like no other woman. She doesn't treat him like he has a disability. With her, Liam feels whole again. But she's hiding something.

      

      

      
        
        He knows he and Carly could be great together, if only she would open up to him. He can't help hoping, especially after she lets him kiss her. The passion she shows him couldn't be fake. Could it?

      

      

      
        
        Every minute they spend together, Carly falls even harder for Liam. But she's partially to blame for ruining his life. She refuses to cause him even more pain.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader:

      

      If you are already a fan of the Limitless Billionaires, I know you’ll love this novella that takes place two years before Bran and Stephanie’s story in The Billionaire’s Secret Marriage.

      

      If you’ve never read any of the Limitless Sweet Billionaire Romance series, you’re in for a treat! Meet swoon-worthy heroes like none you’ve ever seen before. Laugh, cry, and fall in love with these inspiring men who refuse to accept limits in life or in love!

      

      Enjoy Liam and Carly’s story!

      

      Blessings!

      Tamie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      Carly tried not to stare as she slid into her assigned seat. After all, her mom had taught her manners before she passed away. But a quick glance told her the man sitting beside her in seat 2A was hot. She could only see his profile because he was typing madly on his computer, but she’d definitely had way worse seatmates on previous flights. Maybe this was an extra benefit of sitting in first class.

      If so, it was worth the extra cost.

      Her last flight she’d been wedged between a teenage boy whose arms and legs intruded into her space, and a woman who gave her a five-hour sales talk on subscribing to her perfume-of-the-month club, a hard sell since the sickeningly sweet aroma permeating from her almost drove Carly to use her barf bag.

      “Ma’am?” The flight attendant, a willowy blonde, bent toward Carly. “Can I get you a pre-flight drink?”

      She wasn’t thirsty, but she didn’t want to waste one of her first-class perks. “I’ll have a ginger ale, please.”

      “Sir, would you like a drink?” The blonde added a sultry growl to her voice, obviously experiencing the same allure Carly did.

      “No, thanks,” he murmured, his fingers moving rapidly across the keys.

      Pursing her lips, the flight attendant moved on, but Carly suspected she hadn’t given up on her pursuit.

      While 2A was occupied with his computer, Carly took a moment to appreciate his broad shoulders, which were situated a good six inches above hers. The guy was built. Definitely not like any of the engineering nerds she’d ever interacted with. And he looked vaguely familiar. He could be a professional athlete or even a movie star, and she would never know. She seldom came out of her lab at the medical center.

      His jawline would’ve been perfect for one of those razor-blade commercials, with the uber-masculine guys who make women swoon when they rub their freshly shaven faces. The advertisers must figure wives will buy those blades, hoping a shave will transform their husbands into sexy hunks.

      She hadn’t seen his eyes yet, but she had a feeling they would be smoldering. This guy was so hot, just looking at him heated her blood. On the other hand, she would probably think that about any red-blooded male right now, since her only relationship in the past four years had been with Max.

      And the fact that I just thought of my electron microscope as a guy proves I need this break!

      Carly ran her fingers from her forehead down to her temple then gave a quick tug on her hair. That’s how she thought of it—as her hair—even though it was actually a wig. And sitting beside the world’s hottest guy—single, from the looks of his empty ring finger—she wanted to be certain everything was in place. He would never suspect that she’d lost all her real hair during her twenties as a result of having alopecia.

      Carly now wore wigs in a variety of styles and colors, making no effort to conceal the fact of her hair loss from the people she interacted with every day. Hand tied, with a lace front that made the edge disappear, the wigs were undetectable, even closeup, and so secure she could put her hair in a ponytail if she wanted. But wigs like that didn’t come cheap. The five she owned averaged about $2500 each. She couldn’t wait until she was out of grad school and making enough money to add to her collection.

      As the plane taxied toward the runway, the flight attendant called for attention. “If everyone will watch me, I’ll show you exactly how to operate a seatbelt, on the off chance that none of you have ever ridden in a car.”

      Everyone chuckled, except her seatmate, who furrowed his brows and typed even faster. Had he missed it or was he a grouch?

      My luck, he’ll turn out to be Mr. Grumpy Pants.

      Carly was glad she’d chosen her red bob, the one that made her the spitting image of pop star Faye Fortune. It couldn’t hurt to look like the famous singer when she was attempting to catch the attention of Mr. I’m-Hot-But-Busy-Typing. Of course, she’d brought her tame brunette wig for when she was speaking. She preferred that any attention from her presentation would be directed at her research, rather than her looks. But she would have three whole days to herself before the conference even started. She always preferred to be by herself this time of year. And the chance to see fall colors for the first time in her life was an added bonus.

      Though currently, the scenery is better from where I’m sitting.

      “Here you are, ma’am.” The flight attendant, whose name tag identified her as Layla, delivered a can of ginger ale, along with ice, in a real glass. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like—”

      “Faye Fortune?” Carly smiled. “Sure. I’ve even posed for selfies before.”

      “Oh! If you don’t mind posing, that would be fun.” Layla pointed to another attendant. “Simon would love it, too.”

      “No problem.”

      Layla turned her attention to Hot Guy, and her cheeks flushed. Her hands smoothed the front of her uniform. “I hate to bother you, sir, but you’ll need to put away your laptop until we’re in the air.”

      “I will.” He nodded and typed even faster. “Almost finished.”

      The attendant didn’t move, probably gawking at the masculine scruff along his broad jaw the same way Carly was. “I’m sorry, sir, but...”

      “Just twenty more seconds?” He graced her with the briefest of glances, but it was enough to heighten her blush.

      “Okay.” She leaned over me and lowered her voice. “But you’ll have to make it up to me.”

      Was she outright flirting now? Didn’t she realize this guy wasn’t the type to respond to such brazen tactics?

      “You can count on it.” He must’ve glanced at her name tag. “Layla.”

      Shameless flirtation worked! Maybe I should try it.

      Fanning herself, the flight attendant left. Carly felt the same heat and reached to open her overhead vent.

      She couldn’t resist the urge to peek at his laptop screen. He appeared to be writing an email. He added an attachment, then hit Send. Head still down, his chest expanded with a deep breath. Evidently done with his task, he closed his laptop and tucked it in the bag by his feet, sliding it forward just as the plane turned onto the runway.

      Then he ripped off his tight pullover, leaving behind an even tighter short-sleeved T-shirt stretched over the bulging muscles in his arms. This resulted in another spike in her internal temperature. Since he still wasn’t looking, she pulled the neck of her shirt out to let some air in. She might’ve cooled off more if she’d simply quit ogling him, but that wasn’t likely to happen.

      He must’ve felt her gaze, because he spoke to her. “Hard to believe it’ll be in the twenties when we land in Chicago, considering how hot it is here in Houston.”

      He stretched his arm above him to adjust his air vent, providing a delightful view of his well-formed biceps. Carly found herself grateful for the crazy heatwave that gave him the incentive to strip off his outer layer.

      “I’ve never seen it get this hot here in mid-October.” Considering the current state of her brain, she was pleased to have put together a relatively intelligent sentence.

      The engines roared and surged forward, pressing her against the seat back as the plane accelerated then lifted into the air.

      He folded the pullover in his lap. “Are you going to Chicago for business or pleasure?”

      For the first time, he turned his face to look directly at her, and her heart stopped beating.

      It’s Liam Bennett! No, it can’t be!

      She forced her mouth closed and attempted to swallow, impossible with her mouth full of cotton balls.

      “Both.” Her word came out like a wheeze.

      Averting her face, her mind raced. It couldn’t really be Liam, could it? He’d been sixteen the last time she’d seen him, a junior at Highland Park High School in Dallas. She wouldn’t recognize him after all this time, would she? But what if it was him? She couldn’t let him figure out who she was.

      “Are you nervous about flying?” He nodded to her hands, the knuckles white where she gripped the armrests.

      She loosened her fingers, her eyes darting to his and back. “No... I mean, yes... I mean, just the takeoff.”

      Drat! I should’ve said I was nervous about the entire flight. It would’ve given me an excuse to sit here with my hands over my face.

      She ducked her chin but stole a quick peek when he didn’t appear to be watching. On second glance, the man didn’t look that much like the Liam she remembered.

      She grabbed the airline magazine from the seat pocket in front of her and flipped through it, keeping her face turned away. But then she felt the heat of his gaze.

      “You remind me of someone,” he said. “You look so familiar.”

      “It must be Faye Fortune. Everyone tells me I look like her.”

      His eyes narrowed as he focused on her face. She was sweating, and it had nothing to do with the temperature.

      “I’m not really a fan of hers, but you do look a lot alike. That must be who I’m thinking of.”

      “I’ve never been to Chicago,” she babbled, her nerves making a weird catch in her voice. “I’m planning to tour the countryside a bit and see the fall foliage for a few days. After that, I have a conference.”

      Then she made a mistake. She was aiming for a brief glimpse, but their gazes locked.

      His eyes are green! Like Liam’s!

      Her stomach roiled like the time she’d eaten three bags of Cheetos while studying for a final.

      Please, don’t let it be him.

      She jerked her eyes away, leafing through the magazine again.

      “Your magazine is... uh...” His finger pointed to her lap. “It’s upside down.”

      “I know that.” She jutted her chin out and flipped another page, wondering if there was a limit to how much blood your body could pump into your face. “I’ve been practicing reading upside down.”

      “Why?”

      She could hear the smirk in his voice, but she refused to back down.

      “I might apply to work for the CIA. I want to include upside-down reading as one of my skills.”

      “I see.” He made a coughing sound that was suspiciously similar to a laugh.

      If she didn’t redirect the conversation soon, the heat radiating off her body would fry him to a crisp.

      “What are you doing in Chicago?” she asked.

      “I’m going to a conference, too. Maybe the same one as you.”

      “The Biomedical Engineering Convention?” Her gaze strayed to his face again, and this time his dimples came out. They were Liam’s dimples. No doubt. They hadn’t changed since she’d memorized them sixteen years ago by staring at his high school yearbook picture for hours on end.

      He looks exactly like Liam, but how can that be? Liam is paralyzed below the waist. But the guy sitting beside me now looks like an athlete. Could his spine have regenerated?

      “Yes, the Biomed Convention.”

      “You’re in the biomedical field?” She tried to catch a surreptitious look at his legs, but there wasn’t much to see. He had on jeans, and his pullover was still covering his lap. She had no way of detecting whether his legs functioned. But she was increasingly certain this man was Liam Bennett, the guy she’d had a crush on since her freshman year of high school.

      The man who hates my guts.

      “I own a company that makes advanced prosthetics.”

      She was shocked to think of Liam owning a business, a successful one that afforded him the luxury of flying first class. Her own seat was thanks to her doctoral advisor, who’d surprised her with the upgrade. Her professor had been quite pleased when her research had garnered national attention and snagged them an invitation to speak at the conference.

      “What’s your company’s name?” She stuck her elbow on the seat rest between them and propped her chin, still using her hand to shield her face. She had to keep her identity a secret for the next four hours.

      “It’s called Advanced Engineering Prosthetics; AEP for short. We have a partnership with Limitless.”

      “Limitless? They funded the research for my doctoral program!”

      She was so excited she forgot to keep her face hidden. His head angled to one side. “Are you sure we haven’t met before?”

      “I’m sure we haven’t. I’d never forget meeting a guy like you...” She let her words die, wishing she could do the same.

      “A guy like me? What do you mean, exactly?” A suspicious furrow formed between his brows.

      Her pulse fluttered like a bird. No, like a bird with a gun to its head. And a cat sitting in front of it, licking its lips.

      “I mean, you’re very memorable.” She couldn’t think with her pulse pounding inside her head. “Because you have very impressive... uhm...”

      She’d blabbered herself into a dead end. Anything she said to complete the sentence would get her into trouble. She certainly couldn’t mention how huge his muscles were. And she didn’t dare mention him having paraplegia, since she only knew that fact through personal knowledge of the accident.

      A brilliant response came to her in the nick of time. “Very impressive fingers.”

      “My fingers are impressive?”

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t so brilliant.

      “Absolutely. I’ve never seen anyone whose fingers move as fast as yours do. And so precisely! When you were typing that email with the flight attendant breathing down your neck, that was amazing.” She motioned with her hands. “Zippidy, zippidy, zippidy. Wish I could do that. I might get my thesis finished early.”

      “I had no idea my typing skills stirred such emotion.” Merriment danced in his voice.

      His dimples winked into view again, and her heart sank. She’d once longed for him to smile at her like that. How many hours had she daydreamed that her older brother’s best friend would suddenly notice her and ask her out, then profess his love?

      But that was before I ruined his life.

      “By the way, I’m Liam Bennett.”

      His confirmation put a lump in her throat the size of a potato. He stuck out his hand, and hers trembled on the way to shake it. His touch shot lightning bolts up her arm.

      Must be from guilt.

      “I’m Carly S—” She turned her last name into a hacking cough, her mind racing to come up with a replacement for Simpson. “Carly” was safe, as Liam would’ve known her as “Lottie,” her old nickname, and no one ever used her full name, Carlotta. But a last name? She coughed a few more times, garnering some stares. People probably thought she was contagious. “Carly Simon.”

      He blinked. “Carly Simon? Like the singer?”

      “There’s a singer named Carly Simon?”

      His brows knitted together and went up.

      “You have the same name as a famous seventies singing star, and no one’s ever mentioned it before?”

      It was fortunate that Carly had no plans to become an attorney, as she’d clearly proven she possessed no ability to concoct a plausible lie.

      “Someone might’ve said something before. I can’t remember.”

      Maybe I’ll lock myself inside the bathroom for the rest of the flight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      The Houston to Chicago leg of Liam’s flight was proving to be much more pleasant than the first. If he’d noticed how attractive his seatmate was when she’d first sat down, he might’ve ignored that urgent email from his supplier regarding defective photovoltaic sensors.

      He pondered Carly’s magnetic draw as he lowered his tray table. No stranger had ever had this effect on him before. There was simply something about her that put him at ease; made him feel he had nothing to prove. Perhaps the feeling stemmed from the fact that she was unaware of his paralysis. Whatever the case, he had a few more hours to enjoy her company before he had to return to reality.

      “Here’s your meal.” Layla leaned past Carly to put the plate directly on Liam’s tray. “I made sure it’s hot, just the way you like it, right?”

      He’d quickly tired of the flight attendant’s suggestive comments. She’d been with him on the previous leg of the flight from New Orleans to Houston and seemed to feel it gave her the right to flirt with him. “Thank you, Layla. You’ve got me figured out.”

      Liam responded with smiles and friendly teasing, though he wasn’t attracted to her in the least. He’d learned early on that certain women were more offended by his rejection than that of a man without a disability, no matter his dress, education, or physical attributes. It was as if he, being partially paralyzed, ought to be grateful for any attention he got, and his lack of interest was perceived as the ultimate insult.

      “I’m guessing mine is probably ice cold,” Carly mumbled, her lips rolling in to hold back a smile. “Or poisoned.”

      She frowned at Liam’s laughing response, holding a shushing finger to her lips, as if she weren’t the one who caused it.

      He laughed even harder, loving the blush of color on her face. Her rosy cheeks were lovely against the soft gray of her eyes. Though he’d had to work hard even to observe their color, since she’d mostly avoided his gaze. Still, something about those smoky eyes was like déjà vu. He supposed they must be the same color as Faye Fortune’s, though he’d never paid much attention to the popular singer.

      “I’m afraid Layla isn’t my type.” Liam leaned his head close to Carly’s, getting a whiff of her fresh scent with hints of strawberry.

      He’d almost been turned off by her seemingly air-headed comments and behaviors. But as they chatted, she explained she was working on her thesis and had barely slept in weeks.

      “Been there. Done that.” He understood why she was loopy. “Where are you staying in Chicago?”

      He chewed a piece of sirloin steak, tasty but tough, definitely not worth the extra cost of flying first class. Yet it wouldn’t faze his bank account. Thanks to his buddies, who’d encouraged him to buy stock when Phantom Enterprises first went public, he could more than afford to blow money on such luxuries. The larger first-class seats also made it easier to maneuver in and out of a wheelchair.

      “I’m renting a car and driving up to Door County in Wisconsin for the next few days. The fall foliage is supposed to be beautiful there.” She breathed in deeply, closing her eyes and licking her lips, as if anticipating the pleasure.

      Liam tugged at the suddenly tight collar on his T-shirt, imagining her reaction if he kissed those lush lips of hers.

      What’s wrong with me?

      He gave himself an internal kick in the rear. He wasn’t in the habit of obsessing over a woman’s lips, especially one he’d just met.

      The intensity of his physical attraction to Carly surprised him. He’d had a long dry spell since his last serious girlfriend, Elle, who’d supposedly left him to pursue a newfound passion for mountain climbing. Though he knew for a fact she was still biking, the sport that had originally brought them together.

      Through the grapevine, he’d heard his paralysis was simply “too much for her to deal with.” He didn’t hold it against her, since he often felt the same way. It was the fact that she’d lied that had left him with a bitter taste. Why hadn’t she told him the truth? He had no respect for people who weren’t honest.

      Elle hadn’t been the first to reject him solely because he had paraplegia. But she’d been the first who’d fooled him into thinking she loved him as he was, before pulling the plug on their relationship.

      For a change, it was nice to get to know a woman without his physical limitations factoring in. Yet he probably shouldn’t let it go too long. He could imagine rolling up to her at the conference and saying, “Hi. Remember me? I’m Liam. On the plane, I neglected to mention I have paraplegia.”

      He would tell her soon, but not yet. He had plenty of time.

      “Where did you grow up?” He added some salt to the broccoli.

      It seemed like a safe question, but Carly’s hands quaked as they tucked her hair behind her ear. “I...”

      “You don’t have to answer that if—”

      “No, it’s fine.” She pushed her mashed potatoes around on her plate. “We moved around. I graduated high school in Houston.” Her curt nod told him the subject was closed. For some reason, he was more intrigued than discouraged. He wasn’t ready to give up.

      “What do you like to do in your spare time?”

      The corner of her mouth twitched. “Spare time? What’s that? I’m a grad-student, remember?” She chewed a bite of food and swallowed, her profile showing off her cute turned-up nose. “This is the first break I’ve had in four years. My computer and I have started going to couples therapy.”

      He smiled, only partially because of her joke; he liked knowing she wasn’t in a relationship. It definitely pushed the odds in his favor. It was the perfect opportunity to test her interest with a tease that wouldn’t apply much pressure.

      “What’s he like... your computer?”

      “What’s my computer like?”

      “Yes. I always try to know my competition.” He waggled his eyebrows and laughed to put her at ease, but it didn’t work.

      “Your competition?” Her throat worked as she gulped, her head shrinking between her shoulders.

      “Hey, I’m not trying to pressure you or anything. I just thought we might meet for lunch or something... during the convention.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She pressed her napkin to her lips, her eyes closing.

      Her summary rejection sat on his chest like a set of fifty-pound dumbbells. Was it possible she somehow knew about his disability?

      “Do you mind if I ask why?”

      “Trust me. If you really knew me, you wouldn’t want to spend any time with me.”

      He wouldn’t have believed her were it not for the tear that escaped before she whisked it away with the back of her hand. But that moment of vulnerability told him she was hiding something deep... something that made her feel unworthy of love.

      If so, we may have a lot in common.

      Appetite gone, he tossed his napkin on his plate. “We all have faults, Carly. That perfect image, the measure we set for ourselves, is unachievable. When I first found that out, I thought my life was over. But accepting yourself for who you are is only the beginning. The key is finding friends who love you and accept you as you are.”

      “Wow, you’re good.” She swiped her napkin across her eyes. “I should’ve brought my computer with me. We could’ve skipped couples therapy.”

      “Carly—”

      “I get what you’re saying. I really do. But sometimes you can’t escape your past, no matter what you do.” Fluid shimmered in her misty gray eyes. “Some mistakes can’t be undone. The best you can do is shove it out of your mind for a while. But you can’t really forget. And if your mistake hurt someone else... you shouldn’t forget.”

      His gut cramped. He understood all too well. The drunken accident that left him paralyzed had taken his best friend’s life. Yes, Ben had been driving the car, but only because Liam had consumed even more alcohol than he had. When he thought about it, the guilt was almost unbearable.

      Ben’s family probably hated him. All the more because Liam’s father sued them while they were still grieving his death. His dad pushed long enough to bankrupt them, then gave up when he realized they had no assets to seize. His dad’s actions had driven an even deeper wedge between them.

      “I agree with you.” The words barely eked through his tight throat. “Some mistakes are unforgivable. Good people can do horrible things. But you have to move past it. You have to look for the good in everything that happens.”

      She nodded, blinking hard to dry her eyes. “Thanks, Liam. You’re a good guy. Too good for me.”

      No use in delaying. He might as well lay it all on the line and tell her about his paralysis.

      “Carly, sixteen years ago, I was a bitter man. You see, I have paraplegia. It happened in a car accident.”

      She kept her face tucked down, but he saw her shoulders flinch, her hands fisting in her lap. Was she shocked? Surprised? Repulsed? It was hard to gage her reaction. He still wondered if she’d somehow deduced his disability before he’d told her, but he would never know.

      “But then I went to this computer camp for kids with disabilities. Even though I only attended one summer, the kids I met there changed my life. These four guys had been going every year... best friends. One had been blind his whole life. The second guy knew he probably wouldn’t live past his mid-thirties because he had cystic fibrosis. The third had lost his leg to a cancer that could come back at any time. And I bet you’ll recognize the name of the fourth guy who was born missing an arm.... Cole Miller.”

      She gasped, whipping her face toward him. “Cole Miller? The guy with the lime-green arm? The billionaire who owns Phantom Enterprises?”

      Like every other woman in America, she was probably enamored with Cole. Bran, Finn and Jarrett teased him mercilessly about his massive social media following... ninety-nine percent female.

      “Cole is only one of the billionaires. Those four guys own Phantom Enterprises together. Cole is just the most visible.”

      “You can say that again. He’s in the news all the time, pulling crazy stunts.” Her wistful, half-smile spurred a pang of jealousy in his gut. Maybe if he had Cole’s looks and charisma, women would be able to see past his disability.

      He pushed his envy aside. All four were great guys, and he owed them a lot. “By the way, my company designed that arm Cole wears. It’s state-of-the-art; he controls the fingers with his thoughts.”

      “Wow! That’s incredible!”

      “Those four started the Phantom computer empire with the vision of developing a charity arm to help other kids with disabilities. That’s how Limitless was born.”

      “I didn’t realize Phantom was connected to Limitless.” Her eyes went wide.

      He knew she would be excited about the company funding her research.

      “The cool part was they had the dream back when they were teenagers at camp. After that summer, I realized I couldn’t sit around feeling sorry for myself. That’s how I ended up in biomedical engineering, making advanced prosthetic devices for people with mobility challenges.”

      “If you ever talk to those guys, tell them how much I appreciate them funding our bio-nanotechnology research. We’ve had promising results.”

      “I’ll see Branson Knight this week. That’s who I’m staying with. He’s blind, in case you wondered which one he was.”

      “That’s an incredible story, Liam. Thank you for sharing.” The sadness was back in her voice.

      “I don’t suppose I changed your mind about meeting me for lunch one day.” He resisted the urge to tilt her chin toward him. She should have to look him in the eye when she turned him down.

      “Tell me this...” Her jaw tightened. “Do you ever feel bitter about what happened to you? Can you honestly say you’ve completely forgiven everyone who hurt you?”

      He thought of his father, a former pro-football player humiliated that his rising-star son would never be a quarterback in the NFL. The words he’d used to describe Liam were scarred into his memory. Useless. Helpless. Crippled. Paralytic. Paraplegic. Wheelchair-bound. He’d reiterated Liam’s lack of worth daily as he drank himself into oblivion.

      Should I have forgiven him? Yes.

      Had I? No.

      He felt compelled to give an honest answer. “Some hurts are almost too deep to forgive. And some are ongoing. I can’t say I’ve forgiven everyone, but I’ve learned to forgive myself.”

      His answer proved to be the wrong one.

      “You’re an amazing guy, Liam, but lunch is a bad idea. I’ve got baggage. More like trunks. Or maybe shipping containers.”

      His lungs twisted, refusing to function correctly. He’d taken a chance by being transparent with her, but she’d still rejected him. He was an idiot to hope for more.

      “I’m asking you to have lunch with me, not marry me!” He threw his hands into the air. “But I guess if you’re too embarrassed to be seen in public with me, I understand.”

      He regretted his caustic words the moment her mouth dropped open in horror.

      “That’s not it at all!”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “I would be proud to be seen with you, and you know it.” Her temper flashed to match her red hair.

      “Proud may be taking it a little too far.” He winked, hoping to lighten the mood again. “Not embarrassed is good enough for me.”

      “Yeah, right!” Her eyes narrowed to smoky gray slits. “As if you aren’t aware of how hot you are, showing off your muscles in that tight shirt. And then you wonder why women act like idiots around you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He gave his head a shake to clear it, but Carly’s outraged face was still glaring up at him.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” She lowered her voice but poked a finger at his chest for emphasis. “Those kinds of muscles don’t happen overnight. You have to work hard to bulk up like that. How’s a woman supposed to ignore them when they’re all in your face? I’m telling you, it’s not easy!”

      “It’s not?” All her bluster sounded like a roundabout way of saying she found him attractive. The woman was an enigma, rejecting him one minute, declaring him hot the next. Maybe she wasn’t like his ex after all. But how would he know the difference?

      “No, it’s not! And then to go fishing for compliments is like rubbing salt on the wound.”

      Was she being serious or simply teasing him?

      “I promise I never meant to rub salt anywhere.”

      In the silence that followed, he battled his lips and cheeks, commanding them to stay in a solemn position. “Just so you know, I exercise my upper body so I can make up for losing my leg strength. I have to do a lot of heavy lifting with my arms and torso on a daily basis.”

      Her clamped jaw went slack, the skin on her face progressing from a rosy flush to a deep shade of crimson. “So you don’t work out just to look all ripped?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      She buried her face in her hands. “I’m so embarrassed! I can’t believe I just said you were ripped!”

      “The adjective I really liked was hot.”

      “I did not use that word!” She turned her face toward him, but kept her protective fingers in place.

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Did I?” She groaned into her hands. “I did, didn’t I?”

      Grinning, he shrugged. “I believe you did.”

      “Please kill me now and put me out of my misery.” She tucked her chin further down and sandwiched her head between her bent arms. “This is like that dream where you go to school in your underwear.”

      “I never had that dream.” He leaned close to her ear and put gravel in his voice. “But I wouldn’t mind watching yours.”

      Chuckles erupted from inside her arm-cocoon, and one hand reached back to slap playfully across his chest.

      “I’m just saying the hotness goes both ways.” His grin was wasted on her shielded eyes.

      “My goal is to keep my face hidden until the end of time,” Carly said. “Or at least until after we land.”

      “Fair enough. Glad to help any way I can. Maybe I could fasten your seatbelt so you don’t have to move your arms. I’ve been told my muscles are ripped and my fingers are impressive.”

      The hand delivered another swat, and more muffled chuckles filtered from behind her arms.

      “That’s not funny,” she mumbled.

      “I beg to differ.”

      He laughed, enjoying the moment so much he almost forgot he had a disability of any kind. Then he remembered that even though she’d said he was attractive, something had made her turn down his lunch offer. And in his gut, he knew the most likely reason was his paraplegia.

      What else is new?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      After hiding out as long as reasonably possible in the restroom, Carly returned to her seat. One glance from Liam’s twinkling eyes and she was blushing again.

      “I wondered if you were ever coming out.” He stretched his arms over his head in a mock-casual manner.

      “Your display of muscles isn’t going to work on me,” she said. “I refuse to look.”

      “Drat!” His eyebrows danced. “That was my only weapon.”

      It wasn’t true. His charming dimples were also wreaking havoc on her defenses. But she’d had her foot in her mouth enough times for one four-hour flight. No use mentioning his dimples and jamming it in there again.

      “Those muscles are lethal,” she said. “Do you have a license to carry?”

      She loved the way his eyes crinkled in the corners when he laughed.

      The truth was now that they were both joking about their mutual attraction, it felt relatively safe and harmless. Nothing bad could come of it, as long as he never discovered her true identity.

      Liam had made no more comments to indicate he was still pondering her familiarity, which meant she’d be home free once they departed the plane. Avoiding him at the conference ought to be easy since he’d be busy demonstrating his company’s latest prosthetics in the exhibition center. If he found time to attend any lectures, he was unlikely to be interested in her obscure nanotechnology presentation.

      She knew he’d been offended by her refusal to accept a simple lunch date. But it would hurt him more if he realized who she was and was forced to relive all those painful events. And he’d been quite candid about harboring some ill feelings toward some of the people who’d injured him at the time of the accident. Since his family had sued hers for damages, it wasn’t hard to guess where his grudges lay.

      Over the years, Carly had matured enough to recognize she didn’t bear all the responsibility for what had happened that night. But in one respect she alone was culpable... in her choice to tell a lie rather than the truth, a decision that had haunted her the past sixteen years.

      Maybe that’s why I can’t tell a decent-sounding lie to save my life.

      The night of the accident, she’d overheard Ben and Liam discussing a party and the alcohol that would be involved. She’d confronted them in hopes they would be forced to take her along, and Liam would finally see her as more than his friend’s kid sister. Instead, Liam had blinked those gorgeous green eyes at her and begged her not to tell anyone. And at that moment, there was nothing she wouldn’t have done for Liam Bennett, the hunkiest guy in high school, the love of her life.

      So when it was past curfew and her father questioned her about Ben’s whereabouts, she’d kept her promise to Liam and denied any knowledge. If only she’d told the truth, her father would’ve found the boys at the party before Benjamin got behind the wheel drunk to drive them home. Both the guys would’ve hated her the rest of her life, of that much she was certain. But her brother would still be alive, and Liam would still be able to walk.

      She supposed she could simply tell him who she was and accept the consequences. But the attraction she saw in Liam’s eyes was the fulfillment of a dream. She couldn’t bear to watch that admiration turn to disgust and hatred.

      And he’d been through so much pain that she didn’t begrudge him the right to harbor anger toward her... at least as much as she aimed at herself.

      Layla returned with her cell phone to get a selfie. Though she claimed she wanted one with “Faye,” every shot included Liam in the frame.

      When the ordeal was over, Carly couldn’t help being snarky. “I’m surprised she didn’t ask you to flex your muscles.”

      “No need to be selfish.” He goaded her with a smug smile. “There’s enough of my muscles for both of you to feast your eyes.”

      “I’ve created a monster.” She rolled her eyes and pointed a finger into her mouth in the universal gag-me sign.

      The plane gave a lurch, just as the pilot made an announcement. “Our flight is on time, set to arrive at Chicago O’Hare in twenty-eight minutes. However, the weather in Chicago has deteriorated, with wind gusts and heavy snowfall. We are currently waiting to hear if we will be cleared for landing or diverted to another airport.”

      Groans and protests came from all over the airplane.

      “I don’t want to get diverted somewhere else,” Carly muttered, her palms suddenly clammy. “But it’s better than a plane crash, right? Maybe they shouldn’t take a chance.”

      Liam wore a serene expression. Did he not care whether he lived or died?

      “We’ll be fine. They won’t let us land if it’s not safe.”

      She uprighted her seat and cinched her seatbelt as snug as it would go, exclaiming when the plane hit another pocket of turbulence.

      “I don’t like bumps in the air.” She folded her arms. “How do you look so calm?”

      “I refuse to worry about things I can’t control. And this is definitely one of them.”

      The plane dropped what felt like a mile in freefall, leaving Carly’s stomach behind. By the time it bounced back upward, it felt like they were inches from the ground.

      Just to be safe, Carly located a barf bag in the seat pocket. Then she braced herself for the next big dip.

      She didn’t protest when Liam peeled her hand off the armrest and tucked it between his. In fact, the next big bump had her interlocking their fingers and gripping so hard she probably cut off the blood in his hand.

      She found no comfort in hearing the man behind her fervently recite the Lord’s Prayer more times than she could count.

      “Talk to me,” she demanded. “Tell me a story or something. Anything, so I won’t have to think about this turbulence.”

      “Okay...” His free hand patted her arm. “The wheelchair I have with me is the prototype of our newest standing wheelchair. It will convert from sitting to standing, all the way to an eighty-five-degree angle. It locks the knees straight and has padding to prevent bruising.”

      Curious, she tried to imagine it. “What keeps you from tipping over on your face?”

      “Good question.” His fingers stroked her skin, sending tingles up her arm that were quite effective at distracting her from both the bumpy air and his description. “It has a belt that straps me to it and the mass behind provides counterbalance. But there are also wheel extensions that brace forward, so it’s impossible to tip.”

      “Is it motorized?” She was proud to have produced an intelligent question from her muddled mind.

      “We make both. Mine is manual. I don’t like the idea that I could ever be stranded, not able to move. It’s ingenious how you can roll it from a sitting or standing position.” The plane took another long dip, but her brain paid more attention to the electric sensations on her arm than her stomach. “I had an adapted car shipped to Branson. The chair locks right into the vehicle, either in the driver’s seat or a rear passenger position.”

      His description was interesting, but not as fascinating as the delicious sparks that traveled up her arm all the way to her brain, like flickering lights. A sigh escaped her lips.

      I can’t let him know how good this feels or he’ll ask me out again!

      Resigned that it was for the best, she nonchalantly laid her other hand atop his to still it. “How do you drive using your hands?”

      “My car has a regular steering wheel with a turning knob on it and a joystick for my right hand that operates the gas and brakes. But the joystick on our motorized chair can operate the car, if the system is compatible.”

      As the plane hopped up and down again, she concentrated on Liam’s enthusiastic explanations. Maybe their meeting had been providential. She might have less guilt now, picturing him living a full and happy life without a trace of the bitterness she’d expected.

      “The really exciting part is our research into biofeedback operation of the chair.” He gestured with his hand, his face animated. “A lot of folks with spinal cord injuries aren’t as lucky as I am. Some have hardly any arm mobility and lack the strength to move a joystick consistently. But we’re developing a joystick that responds directly to the nerve impulses. It’s the same technology we’re using to develop prosthetic arms with operational fingers.”

      “That’s incredible!” As impressed as she was with his work in medical prosthetics, she was even more awestruck by his attitude.

      Can’t believe I felt sorry for myself just because I lost my hair.

      His hand dropped back to her arm, his fingers at work again, and little shivers rippled down her spine. “You never told me about your research.”

      She opened her mouth, prepared to drop a well-practiced summary of their new injectable therapy that formed nanofibers with bioactive signals to initiate repair of an injured spinal cord. She’d chosen the program hoping to be a part of the breakthrough research on spinal cord regeneration, largely because she’d never stopped thinking about Liam.

      But that’s exactly why I can’t tell him about my research!

      Though in early stages, this nanotechnology could be life-changing for Liam. If he knew about it, he would assuredly follow up. He might discover her obscure lecture, entitled “BioNanotechnology - Dancing Molecules and Axon Regeneration,” and her cover would be blown. Even if he didn’t figure it out during the convention, he might find their work in an internet search and learn her true identity.

      “It’s uhm...” What could she say to throw him off? “You know... basic tissue engineering. I refuse to talk about it while I’m on a break.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She let out the breath she’d been holding.

      An announcement came on. “We’ve been cleared to land in Chicago.”

      Cheers went up all over the plane, though Carly was just praying they’d make it safely to the ground.

      “However, there are no departing flights from Chicago at this time, due to inclement weather. Officials are reporting eight inches of snow in the last hour.”

      “Eight inches?” Something the consistency of wet cement settled inside her gut. “I don’t know how to drive in the snow.”

      “Even if you did, you wouldn’t want to drive when it’s coming down like this.” A crease of worry formed between his brows. “Sounds like a freak blizzard. This wasn’t in the last forecast I saw.”

      “Maybe I’ll rent a hotel room for the night and head out tomorrow.” Disappointment lodged in her throat. “I wonder if the snow will knock all the leaves off the trees.”

      “I’m afraid it might.” His sympathetic grimace warmed her heart. Of course, Liam was more concerned about her than himself. He’d always been a nice guy, not stuck up like most of the popular kids.

      “What about you? Will you be able to get to your friend’s house?”

      “My car is already waiting for me at the airport. It’s an adapted SUV with four-wheel drive, so I’ll be good.”

      As the plane tilted downward, it jumped and dropped like a roller coaster, and Carly tightened her grip on the hand she’d been holding for the past twenty minutes. “Thanks for keeping me calm. I really appreciate it.”

      “Seemed like a better alternative than listening to blood-curdling screams.”

      “I’ll have you know my screams have never curdled blood.” She lifted her chin in the air. “It’s never gone beyond a slight temporary coagulation.”

      “My hemoglobin is relieved.”

      Liam was so much fun. If only he’d paid this kind of attention to her in high school.

      Another turbulent drop left her weightless for an eternity. “Sorry if I’m breaking any bones in your hand.” She spoke between clamped teeth.

      With her eyes shut tight, she didn’t see his reaction.

      “I’m kind of obligated to be your hero now,” he said.” After all, you did call me hot.”

      “Thank you for reminding me.”

      “Any time. Lest you forget.”

      She cracked her eyes open to stick out her tongue.

      “I did not, however, call you a hero.”

      “There’s still time.”

      She laughed, despite another serious drop in altitude. “Don’t hold your breath.” Apart from the gut-tossing plane ride, she hadn’t had this much fun in years.

      “You haven’t called me charming, either. But you probably should.”

      “What about brilliant?”

      “Good choice.” His grin made her heart pitter-patter. “I’m glad you recognized it.”

      “Are you always this conceited?”

      “Only on Mondays.”

      Part of her was relieved the ordeal was almost over. Not the turbulence, but the effort required to keep her identity hidden. All she had to do was keep a low profile at the conference, and she would disappear from Liam’s life forever, leaving him in peace. Everything could go back to the way it was before. Except she might not feel quite as guilty, knowing Liam had moved on with his life.

      But the wishful-thinking part of her stole another glance at her swoonworthy hero, and she breathed in deeply to imbed the memory of his clean masculine scent in her mind. This impractical Carly left their fingers entwined long after the worst of the turbulence had passed, relishing the sensation as long as possible.

      She could argue that it was therapeutic. By indulging herself, she gave the old teenaged Carly a chance to pretend she’d finally won her long-time heartthrob. Maybe now she would get this silly crush out of her system once and for all.

      Who am I kidding?

      Grown-up Carly liked grown-up Liam just as much. Maybe even more. Instead of getting over Liam, she would probably pine over him for the rest of her life.

      But she deserved to suffer. What was a little heartache compared to her father’s pain, losing a child? Or Liam’s pain, losing the use of his legs, along with his dreams?

      She would endure her longing in silence and keep her secret forever. Any other choice would be selfish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Four hours ago, Liam hadn’t known Carly existed, so why did his life suddenly feel empty without her?

      After a rough landing, the plane had taxied into the terminal. A chaos of announcements ensued, warning passengers that hotels were booked, and car rentals were scarce. Carly had thanked Liam again, as if he were some stranger who’d opened her door instead of the man who’d held her hand while she fought off panic.

      Couldn’t she see they had bonded? Liam felt as if he’d known her for years instead of a few hours. And Carly didn’t seem like the type who would lie to him or pretend to be attracted when she really wasn’t.

      Am I really going to let her walk out of my life and do nothing about it?

      Liam had faced far worse challenges in his life. How hard could it be to track down one grad student at a convention? He had her name. And though she’d refused his offer to share a meal, he couldn’t believe she would walk past him without speaking. Somehow, he would find her.

      Almost fifteen minutes had passed by the time every passenger had exited the plane and Layla came back with a compact transfer wheelchair. He lowered himself into it, irritated at the necessity of allowing her to push him out and onto the passenger boarding bridge. His personal wheelchair was waiting on the jetway.

      “Turns out I’m free, since all the flights are cancelled,” Layla said. “Thought you might want to go for a drink.”

      “Thanks for offering, but I can’t. My friend is waiting for me.”

      “Your friend?” Her tone was sarcastic. “Do you mean the Faye Fortune girl? I think you can do better.”

      “I wasn’t referring to her.” He schooled himself to keep his temper. Why was this woman still pursuing him with such aggression when he hadn’t encouraged her? Even after observing him moving his legs around like dead weights? She appeared to be jealous of Carly. Perhaps she was simply the type who wanted any man, as long as another woman seemed to find him desirable. “I’m staying at my friend’s house. He’s a business acquaintance.”

      “Oh...”

      With that information, she would hopefully lose interest. He hoisted himself to his chair and fastened the straps below his knees. Then he attached the bracing belt across his upper thighs and pumped the chair to a standing position.

      Layla handed him his briefcase. “Can I give you my number in case you change your mind?”

      If it would make her happy, why not? He unlocked his phone and handed it to her, fully intending to erase her contact when he made it to Bran’s house.

      Beaming, she punched her number in and handed it back. “I sent myself a text, so I have yours, too.”

      Several expletives came to mind, but he pressed his lips together, keeping them in.

      She retrieved her phone and looked at him expectantly. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Liam.” He rubbed his temples, sensing a headache coming on. “But I’m here for business, Layla. I’m afraid you’re wasting your time with me.”

      “It can’t hurt to ask.”

      He heard the hint of sadness in her bright tone and wondered what hurts were behind it. But he didn’t have the capacity in his life to give her the support she needed.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Layla. I’m sure you can find a guy with a lot less baggage.”

      “I always pick the wrong guys.” She laughed like she was making a joke. “But you have kind eyes. I’d like to be with a nice guy, for once. It’s hard being alone.”

      “Better to be alone than with a guy who doesn’t treat you well. There are plenty of nice guys out there. Hold out for one.”

      “Sure.” Her voice sagged with defeat. “Call me if you get bored. I’ll probably be here the next forty-eight hours.”

      Shoulders slumped, she walked down the airbridge, rolling her compact suitcase behind her. He had a feeling she would pick up the first guy who paid her any attention.

      With his briefcase secured, he rolled off the jetway and into the airport. Though there was no activity at the departure gates, a number of passengers appeared to be setting up camp for the night. Outside, the airport lights glowed in a whiteout of blowing snow.

      By the time Liam made it to the baggage claim area, his was almost the only suitcase left on the belt. He maneuvered to retrieve it and attached it to the luggage hook on his chair. Then he rolled toward the elevator, heading up to the level that exited to the parking garage.

      He was almost out the airport door when he heard a female voice call his name. “Liam! Wait!”

      His heart somersaulted inside his ribcage as he twisted to look over his shoulder. “Carly?”

      She ran and caught up with him, breathless. Tears streaked her face, black smudges under her eyes.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “They don’t have a car for me! I reserved it weeks ago, but they gave it away. And I can’t get another one. And there aren’t any hotel rooms open, because no one can fly out.” She wiped her face on her sleeve. “So I thought maybe you could ask your friend if—”

      “Of course, you can stay at Bran’s place. His house is huge. It’s an estate.” Adrenaline flooded him. He had another chance.

      “Oh, thank you!” Her arms flew out like she was going to hug him, then jerked back. “Sorry. I could’ve hurt you. I was so stressed I wasn’t thinking.”

      “You can’t hurt me.” Liam reached out and caught her hand, tugging her back. “I think you need a hug right now, and my arms still work.”

      “Thank you so much.” She relaxed against him, in all her softness. “I did need this.”

      He moved his hands on her back in soothing strokes, eternally grateful that he’d chosen his most streamlined chair for this trip. Only the padded strap below his hips came between them. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I was so looking forward to this trip, and it’s all ruined.” She pulled away and wiped her face with both hands like she was disgusted with her tears. “I don’t usually cry like this. I mean, I hardly ever do. I’m always in control.”

      “We all have a breaking point.” He patted her shoulder, thinking he preferred when she was weeping in his arms. “Yours is when your fall-colors tour turns into sleeping on the floor of the airport during a blizzard.”

      Her lips made a shaky smile that tugged on something inside his chest. “What’s yours?”

      He thought for a moment. Determined to let nothing get him down, he always pushed himself hard. He rarely allowed himself to break. But what frustrated him the most was when he was forced to admit his limitations.

      “Mine is when something I really want is beyond my reach, no matter what I do.”

      And it might be even worse when it’s not some-thing he wanted, but some-one. Which was how he was beginning to feel about Carly.
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      The roads were already piling up with snow, so what should’ve been a thirty-minute drive was taking twice as long. Once they turned off the main highway, Liam put the car in four-wheel drive. With blowing snow frosting over the road signs, finding Bran’s house would’ve been impossible without his maps app.

      “I’m so glad you’re driving.” Carly struggled out of her coat and disentangled herself from the shoulder strap. “I would be a nervous wreck driving in this snow.”

      His pride warmed at her trust in his abilities. “Some people are edgy knowing I’m driving without my feet.”

      “That’s just dumb!” She huffed, as if she were offended for his sake. “Do you have to put up with a lot of that sort of stuff? People being prejudiced against you?”

      She sounded almost as bitter about it as he’d once been. And for some reason, he liked the idea. Maybe because his own family had acted more ashamed than defensive. As if people were right to shun him and assume he could no longer contribute to society.

      Except his sister, Kiera. Five years his senior, she was the only one who’d refused to treat him differently after the accident. He still remembered the day he’d finally had to accept that he would never walk again. He’d called her on the phone, depressed and devastated.

      Her response? “This sucks, but you can’t let it defeat you. You’re still the same Liam you always were. The guy I’m proud to call my brother. Don’t lose that guy!”

      Her words had stuck with him, even though he hadn’t found the strength to act on them until he met the guys at camp. Maybe that’s what he was feeling toward Carly. She must remind him of his sister.

      But I wasn’t thinking brotherly thoughts when I had her in my arms.

      “I deal with prejudices, for sure. Some people can only see the physical—the outside—when what really matters is the inside.”

      “I know what you mean.” She sounded so earnest and sincere, as if she truly wanted to relate to him. “I tell myself it doesn’t matter what other people think, but sometimes it’s hard.”

      “It must be tough, being young, smart, and beautiful.” He used a teasing tone.

      “You should know,” she retorted. “I feel sorry for you, having to fend off women who judge you solely on your looks. Like our flight attendant, for example.”

      “That situation with Layla wasn’t typical.”

      “Um-hm. I’m sure it’s highly unusual for women to flirt with you.” It was too dark to see, but he knew Carly was rolling her eyes. “That’s probably why you said so many awkward things when we were talking on the plane. Oh, wait... that was me!”

      He laughed. “You had a few awkward moments. But overall, I’d say you held your own. You can’t expect me to believe guys aren’t falling all over you.”

      “They may fall over Faye Fortune. But they go running if they meet the real me.”

      “I’ve met the real you. And I wouldn’t run, even if I could.”

      “You’ve only met Faye Fortune. The real me has issues and a ton of baggage.”

      She tried to laugh, but it came out full of sadness. Now he wanted to know what had caused that kind of pain.

      “Let me meet Carly. I’m a good listener.” He turned down an unmarked road. “And we have twenty more minutes before we get to Bran’s.”

      “You don’t want to hear about my problems.”

      “Sure, I do.” He slowed the vehicle as they passed over a bridge.

      “Well... I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I don’t talk about stuff. Even my best friend complains about it.”

      “Ah! It’s a challenge! I accept!”

      “No, that wasn’t a—”

      “I’ll get you to share something with me that you haven’t told your best friend.”

      “That wasn’t a challenge, but if it were, you’d lose.”

      “We’ll see.” He chuckled, to put her at ease, but he was serious about his intentions. He wanted to break down those barriers and really know her.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you were stubborn?”

      “Anyone who knows me.”

      “I’m not surprised.” She went quiet for a moment. Was she contemplating opening up to him, after all? “I’m kind of nervous about meeting your friend.”

      “Because he’s blind?”

      “I don’t care that he’s blind. I’m worried because he’s a billionaire.” She shuddered. “Rich people make me jumpy. I get awkward and say embarrassing things.”

      “Ah! That explains the stuff you said about my muscles.”

      “That was just my normal level of awkwardness. It would’ve been even worse if you were rich.” Her sudden intake of air was audible. “Wait! Are you rich, too?”

      He bit his lips. Though he didn’t approach the immense wealth of the four Phantom Enterprise owners, his holdings had just pushed him into the billionaire category. “I’m not exactly poor.”

      Her hands came up to cover her face, absorbing whatever mumbled reply she made.

      “But I don’t think you’re awkward. More like... unguarded.”

      “Another word for rash, right?” She groaned. “It’s the story of my life. My mouth works faster than my brain. Bran is going to think I’m an idiot.”

      “Just tell him you’re working with a Limitless grant. You’ll be in like flint. I already got permission to bring you. It’s not like you’re going to get turned away at the door.”

      “I hope not.”

      “I’ll warn you that sometimes Bran comes across grouchy, but he’s about the nicest guy I know.”

      “Got it. Grouchy outside. Nice inside.”

      “Oh, and you need to be prepared for when he looks at you.”

      “When he looks at me? Didn’t you say he was blind?”

      “He’s completely blind. He turns his head and moves his prosthetic eyes so it looks like they are focused on yours. It’s really disconcerting if you aren’t prepared for it.”

      “How does he move his eyes if they aren’t real?”

      “The surgeons attach the muscles to an ocular implant, and the prosthetic eye fits over it. He doesn’t have the full range of motion, but he can move them. For some reason, he’s obsessed with not appearing to be blind. I think it’s because of his father. He’s got a jerk dad like mine; can’t stand that his son isn’t perfect.”

      “I’m sure your dad loves you, though. I imagine he’s just disappointed for you.”

      “Ha! He’s not disappointed for me; he’s disappointed in me.”

      “He is?” Her voice cracked. “That’s terrible! I’m so sorry. You’ve had to put up with a lot of stuff for a long time.”

      Carly had to be the most empathetic person he’d ever met. She acted as if his happiness or lack of it was her responsibility. Oddly, it made him feel like he needed to protect her. To shield that soft heart of hers.

      “Don’t worry. I know now that I don’t need Dad’s approval. And anyway, it’s not like it’s your fault.”

      “Liam... I need to tell you something...” Her voice choked with emotion. Maybe since he’d been so transparent, she was about to open up to him.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I...” She took a shuddery breath. “Earlier, on the plane... you said you’d forgiven yourself. How did you do that?”

      His old guilt came rushing back. The night of the accident, Ben hadn’t been keen on going to the party. Liam had been the one who’d persuaded Ben to go. His best friend had lost his life because of him. Ultimately, he’d decided his paralysis was just punishment for killing his best friend.

      “I haven’t absolved myself of responsibility. But it helps to recognize that I wasn’t the only one at fault and shift away some of my anger. I’ve made peace with God about it. Other than that, I’ve just learned to move on and play with the hand I’ve been dealt.”

      “Me, too,” she rasped.

      “What hand have you been dealt?”

      “Nothing I don’t deserve.” She went quiet again. He waited, but she didn’t seem inclined to explain.

      “Would you feel better if you talked about it? Whatever you’ve done, it can’t be any worse than a drunken accident that ended up with me paralyzed and my best friend dead.”

      A sob escaped as she turned her face away.

      In the pit of his stomach, a garbage disposal churned. He wished his words back. She was probably disgusted with him now, hearing he’d been responsible for his friend’s death. “To be clear... I wasn’t the one driving.”

      Forgive me, Ben. She doesn’t know you. And I’ll tell her the whole truth, eventually.

      “I can’t talk about this,” she rasped. “I’m sorry.”

      His story had upset her even more.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry. I was supposed to be listening to you, and instead I blabbed details about something that’s ancient history.” If only he could reach out and put a comforting hand on her arm. But he needed it to drive. “I just wanted you to know I wouldn’t judge you. But I’ll shut my trap so you can tell me what’s eating you up inside.”

      “It’s no big deal. I don’t need to talk about it.” She sniffed. “And I apologize for the tears. I’m one of those people who cries at the drop of a hat.”

      “Really? You told me earlier that you hardly ever cry.”

      “I did? I mean... I don’t usually cry... unless someone drops a hat. Which obviously happened just now... uhm... somewhere in the world.”

      He was starting to recognize her change-the-subject maneuver and decided to show some grace. Whatever was bothering her, she wasn’t ready to share.

      “Must be bad when it’s really windy.”

      “Huh?”

      “Wind gusts. People dropping hats, right and left.”

      “Oh yes. I’m especially weepy when there’s a heavy wind. During the last hurricane, my tissue purchases alone sent the stock prices soaring on Kleenex.”

      “Hope you never lived in tornado alley.”

      He was relieved to hear her chuckle. “No. Just Dallas and Houston.”

      “Dallas? That’s where I grew up!” She hadn’t mentioned it before, had she? “Where in Dallas? Maybe we were in high school together. I went to Highland Park.”

      That could be why she seemed so familiar.

      “I... uhm... we moved away from Dallas when I was young.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad. I thought I’d finally figured out where I’d seen you before.”

      “It’s the Faye Fortune thing. Happens all the time.” She cleared her throat. “I really appreciate you finding me a place for the night and driving me out here. I promise I’ll be out of your hair tomorrow. As soon as I can get a rental car.”

      In the reflected light from the dashboard, he spotted her chewing her lower lip.

      “We’ll worry about that tomorrow.” With any luck, the weather would prevent her departure. He needed time to break through her barriers.

      But a niggling fear pushed at the edge of his mind. What if he was wrong about Carly? What if she was like Elle and couldn’t get past his disability? He might break down her walls and find the only emotion she felt toward him was pity!

      He had to take a step back. He needed to assume the worst and judge her with a critical eye, keeping his emotions carefully contained.

      I’ll stay completely detached until I get to know her better.

      “I can’t thank you enough for rescuing me,” she said. “You are totally my hero.”

      Her hero! His puffed-up chest ripped his shirt seams apart.

      Yeah, I’m about as detached as a puppet to his puppeteer.
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          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      As cold as it was, Carly was perspiring as they waited outside the massive carved wooden doors.

      This was a bad idea. The more time she spent with Liam, the more she liked him. And the worse she felt about her part in ruining his life. How many nights had she cried herself to sleep, wishing she could relive that night and make a different decision? The secret had been slowly smoldering deep inside, burning at her conscience. But meeting Liam had fanned it into a full flame.

      Will I be able to go on with my life and keep pretending I had no responsibility for my brother’s death or Liam’s paralysis?

      And she’d almost blown her cover multiple times already.

      Carly Simon. Carly Simon. Carly Simon.

      She practiced her name inside her head. She couldn’t let “Simpson” slip out of her mouth the way “Dallas” had. But her heart thumped so loudly in her ears she could barely think.

      The doors opened, and a man ushered them inside. “It’s good to see you, Mr. Bennett.”

      Evidently, this person wasn’t Branson Knight, since Liam said he was only thirty years old. The tall, thin man who greeted them had gray hair and appeared to be in his sixties or seventies.

      “Good to see you too.” Standing tall in his upright wheelchair, Liam clasped his hand and gave it a hearty shake. “And you know you can call me Liam.”

      Several young men wearing khakis and white shirts filed outside, heading toward Liam’s car. “Take the luggage to the East Wing,” the older man called after them. “Suites one and two.”

      The man turned his sharp gaze toward Carly. “I’m Fordham. And you must be Ms. Simon.”

      She hesitated for a second, her reflex to correct him. But she stopped herself in time and pasted a smile on her face.

      “Nice to meet you, Fordham.” She stuck out her hand. Fordham’s shake was firm and respectful. “Are you related to Mr. Knight?”

      “We have no blood relation.” Fordham gave a wry smile. “I describe my position here as that of indentured servant.”

      Liam chuckled. “Don’t listen to him, Carly. Fordham is Bran’s right-hand man. Bran says he keeps everything running smoothly at the estate and in business.”

      “Everything here at the estate is definitely under my purview,” said Fordham. “But my duties in the businesses are more like that of a firefighter who runs around putting out small fires. Branson likes to shower embers in every direction.”

      Carly grinned despite her nerves. “Must keep you busy.”

      “I’m certain my young slave driver believes if I ever have a free moment to sit down, I might decide I’m too old to get back up again.” Fordham arched a single eyebrow. “His assumption may be correct, but I’ll never know.”

      He swept his hand toward a wide, windowed hallway.

      “Follow me, and I’ll show you to your apartments.”

      Five minutes and several turns later, Fordham stopped in front of a door and handed Liam a key. “You’ll be in here, and Ms. Simon will be next door. Branson specifically chose the East Wing because it has the best views. I’d have put you in a West Wing apartment that wasn’t five miles from the dining room.”

      “I’m sure I’ll love the view,” Carly said. “But I won’t be here long. As soon as the snow clears up tomorrow, I’ll get a car and be off on my tour of leafless trees in the snow.”

      Fordham’s eyebrows flew to the top of his forehead.

      “She was planning to see the autumn leaves,” Liam explained.

      “I’m so sorry! I’m afraid it will be mostly white now.” Fordham’s kind eyes and sympathetic smile reminded her of her father. Before Ben’s death... when he still cared about anything, including what happened to Carly.

      Fordham retrieved his vibrating phone from his pocket. “Ah! Master Knight requests the honor of your presence for a cup of cocoa as soon as you get settled and freshen up.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll show you the way,” Liam told Carly, as he paused in the doorway of his suite. “It’s easy to get lost in this place.”

      When Liam was gone, Carly shot a nervous glance at Fordham. “I’m sure the invitation wasn’t for me. I’ll be fine in my room. I’ve got a book to read.”

      “Ah! But Branson specifically mentioned you in his invitation, Ms. Simon.” Fordham led the way to the adjacent room and unlocked it for Carly.

      She stepped through the doorway and froze in her tracks.

      “This is amazing!” The entry led straight into an open kitchen and living area larger than her entire apartment back in Houston.

      “Down the hallway, you’ll find two bedrooms. Your luggage should be waiting for you in the master.” Fordham urged her forward and closed the door behind them. Then he cleared his throat. “I hate to bother you, Ms. Simon, but we need to confirm your identity and run a quick security check. All I need is some form of identification.”

      “Identification?” She peeled her tongue from the roof of her mouth. What am I going to do? “Uhm... Can I tell you something in complete confidence?”

      “Would it have anything to do with your name being Carlotta Simpson?”

      Her throat swelled against her voice box, making her words squeak. “How do you know that?”

      “We didn’t know for certain, but it was the closest we could find to Carly Simon registered to attend the Biomedical Engineering Convention.”

      “Yes, that’s me.” She wished she was as small as she felt so she could crawl under a rug and disappear.

      “The same Carlotta Simpson who is performing research under a grant from Limitless?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her hand came up to press against her ribcage, where her heart turned a flip. Was she going to lose her grant? “Please. This has nothing to do with my research. That’s all on the up and up.” She couldn’t read his impassive expression. “I’m not a bad person or dangerous or anything. When I told Liam my last name was Simon, I thought I’d never see him again. And I sure didn’t think I would end up here.”

      “You were attempting to ditch him, I assume.” Fordham folded his arms. “Before you realized you needed him.”

      “It wasn’t like that at all. I couldn’t let Liam know my real name because...” Heat radiated from her face. “Because I’m the reason he’s paralyzed. Or at least part of the reason.”

      Fordham’s eyes bulged, and he shifted back a step, his hands coming up in front of him. “You’ve shocked me, Ms. Simpson, and I don’t shock easily.”

      “I understand if you want me to leave.” She took a deep breath. “I’ll make up some excuse. Just please don’t tell Liam who I am. I don’t want to dredge up all those old memories. It’ll just make him miserable. And to be honest, I’m afraid he hates me. I can’t bear to see him look at me that way.”

      She kept her tears at bay... barely. It would’ve been the third time since meeting Liam. He’d really done a number on her well-contained emotions. She hadn’t cried in years. Sixteen years, to be exact. She hadn’t shed a drop since the night the police officer showed up at their door to tell them her brother was dead.

      “Ms. Simpson—”

      “Please, call me Carly. Ms. Simpson is what my professor calls me when I’ve done something stupid. I know I’m in trouble here, but—.”

      “Carly.” Fordham touched her elbow and gently led her into the living room. “Let’s sit for a moment while you explain your claim that you caused Liam’s paralysis.” He urged her into the living area and onto a soft upholstered chair, but she perched on the edge. He seated himself on the end of the sofa, turning to face her. “The first time Liam came here, he told the story of the car accident. I’m quite certain that he never mentioned a girl being involved.”

      I can’t believe I have to confess to a complete stranger. But I don’t have a choice...

      “Did he tell you about the guy who was driving the car?” She clasped her hands in her lap to stop their trembling.

      Fordham nodded. “According to Liam, he and his friend had both been at a party drinking—underage. He said the accident killed his friend and left him paralyzed. So how are you to blame? Were you at the party? Did you encourage them to drive home in an inebriated state?”

      She clamped her eyelids shut. “The driver was my big brother.”

      Fordham was quiet for a few seconds before responding. “I fail to see how that makes you culpable. You aren’t responsible for your brother’s choices.”

      Poor Fordham was trying to make her feel better, but it didn’t work. She’d never told a soul the truth. Maybe getting the secret out would bring some relief to her guilt. Her jaw was so tight she could barely speak, but she forced the words out.

      “I knew they were going out drinking.” She’d relived the details of that night so many times that the confession poured out by rote. Blinking her eyes open, she stared into Fordham’s eyes. “My father asked me where they were. But I lied and said I didn’t know. The decision to tell a lie cost my brother his life and Liam his legs.”

      Fordham’s expression softened. “Carly, that doesn’t make the accident your fault. Those young men made poor choices that night. You can’t hold yourself responsible for their choice to drink or drive while inebriated.”

      “Yes, but they were drunk when they made the decision to drive home. And like all drunk drivers, they thought they were in good enough shape to drive.” Her hands rolled into fists. “I was stone-cold sober when I decided not to tell the truth. And I did it for a completely selfish reason. I knew there was a possibility they would be too drunk to drive home safely, but I decided it was worth the risk. The only thing I cared about was getting Liam to like me. I didn’t want to spoil my chances forever by telling Dad where they were.”

      Fordham shifted, resting his chin on his knuckles in a Thinker pose. “So you’re saying you did this because you had a crush on Liam at the time?”

      “Every girl in school had a crush on Liam. I was two years younger than him; in my heart, I knew nothing would ever come of it.”

      “In other words, you were very young.”

      Fordham was making every effort to excuse her. It was pretty nice, considering he barely knew her and she’d lied about her identity. He already seemed to care more about her than her father. Then again, her father was a shell of the man he’d been before Ben died.

      “I was fourteen, but in some ways, I was older than my brother. My mom died when I was eleven, and I became the woman of the house.” She took a deep breath and held it for a second before releasing it. “Look, I know I’m not the only one to blame. Ben and Liam shared in the responsibility, too. And Liam probably never realized that I could’ve saved them by telling the truth. But that doesn’t change the fact that Liam’s family sued mine after the accident. And Liam admitted he hasn’t forgiven everyone involved. I think it’s safe to say he would hate me if he knew who I was.”

      “I don’t believe that’s safe to say at all.” Fordham sat forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “In my experience, it is very difficult to read another person’s mind, even if you know them well. More often than not, you will find yourself reading a reflection of your own mind.”

      Carly stiffened her spine. “Running into Liam on the plane was the surprise of my life, and it’s wonderful to know he’s doing so well despite his hardships. But the last thing I want to do is risk hurting him again just to ease my conscience.”

      “Very well.” Fordham stood. “I may not agree with your reasoning, but I’ve never been one to interfere in such matters. I’m satisfied that you’re no threat, so make yourself at home.”

      “Then you won’t tell anyone? Not even Mr. Knight?”

      “Branson is another matter. He’s already aware that your identity didn’t check out and awaiting an explanation. I won’t reveal all the intimate details you shared, but I’ll have to tell him your brother was in the accident with Liam.”

      “Bran’s going to tell Liam, isn’t he?” Carly’s head felt like a mattress with a dozen kids jumping on it. “I won’t be able to face him once he finds out. Can I just hide here in my room until the roads are clear?”

      “I will persuade Branson to keep your secret, at least for the moment. He won’t wish to make a scene.” Fordham rose to his feet as smoothly as if he were in his twenties.

      “Thank you so much.” Carly stood, so grateful to have Fordham on her side that she had to restrain herself from hugging him.

      Fordham strode to the door but stopped with his hand on the knob. “However, I can’t guarantee how long that will last. I would suggest you reveal the truth to Liam before Bran feels compelled to do it himself.”

      “Can’t you talk him out of it?” Carly gnawed on the inside of her lower lip. “Tell him I’ll do anything. Offer him my firstborn.”

      “He currently claims he will never have children.” Fordham leaned against the door, his expression clearly displaying his disapproval.

      What could she offer a man who had everything money could buy? “I have a recipe for chocolate fudge pie that’s out of this world. Would that win him over?”

      “Branson refuses to poison his body with sugary foods.” Fordham used a mocking tone.

      “Ewww! What a terrible way to live!”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “What can I do to convince him?”

      “He does have a weakness for Mexican food.”

      Hope sprouted in her soul. After all this, she could still be safe. “I make a mean homemade guacamole!”

      Fordham smiled. “For that, he might take your secret to his grave.”
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      “Are you cold or nervous?” Liam asked.

      “Nervous, I guess.” Carly walked with her arms wrapped tightly around her own torso as they made their way toward Bran’s private residence area.

      For once, Liam wished he’d had his powered chair so his hand would be free to hold Carly’s instead of propelling his chair forward. “But why? I told you Bran is a super nice guy.”

      “Maybe because I’m inside an estate the size of Rhode Island.” Carly shivered. “I feel out of place. I’m not used to luxury or opulence. In fact, our flight from Houston was the only time I’ve ever ridden in first class, and it’ll probably never happen again.”

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Some parts were really nice.” Her cheeks turned a flattering shade of pink. He hoped he was one of those parts.

      “Personally, I thought it was one of the best flights I’ve ever had.”

      “Seriously?” Her mouth went slack. “That turbulence almost made me lose my dinner.”

      They rounded the corner and entered the residence hallway

      “But the company more than made up for it.” He caught her wide-eyed gaze and held it, noting the rosy color spreading down to her neck. Surely she felt the same attraction he did. She couldn’t fake that, could she? “I feel like you and I made a connection, and that sort of thing is too precious to throw away. I’m glad fate gave us another chance.”

      She jerked her eyes away and aimed her gaze at the marble floor, her shiny red hair falling forward to shield her face. “You see this freak blizzard as a good thing, huh? You’re a very optimistic person.”

      Clever how she avoided addressing her opinion about their connection. When her walls were up, she was impervious. He would have to watch for those rare opportunities when her genuine emotions seemed to slip through.

      “Are you a pessimist?”

      “More of a realist.” She turned her head toward him, her lips curved up on one side. “While the optimist and the pessimist are arguing about whether the glass is half full or half empty, I drink the water.”

      “That’s an opportunist.”

      “Maybe.” Her head tilted, emphasizing her upturned nose. “But an opportunist sounds more aggressive... like an entrepreneur. Doesn’t sound like me. That’s more like you.”

      “Liam is definitely an entrepreneur.” Bran was standing in the doorway of his main living room. “That’s the only reason we put up with him.”

      Liam shook Bran’s outstretched hand. “So when I quit coming up with new innovations, you’re giving AEP the boot?”

      “No, just you.” Bran stepped in to pound him on the shoulder. “We’re keeping AEP.”

      Liam laughed. “Carly, this is Bran, the guy who used to be my friend before I found out he was planning to steal my company.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Carly spoke in a timid voice, almost standing behind Liam. Why was she so edgy?

      “The pleasure is all mine.” Bran used his practiced skill to focus his eyes on her, then offered his hand, forcing her to step forward. Shaking her hand, he said, “I understand Limitless is sponsoring your research.”

      “Yes,” she said in a choked tone. “I really appreciate it. In fact, I thought I might show my appreciation by making you some of my special homemade guacamole.”

      Liam’s jealousy spiked that Carly was trying so hard to please Bran. Was she attracted to him? She’d already admitted she liked guys with muscles, and Bran had plenty.

      “What a great idea. But for now, let’s get acquainted.” Bran released her hand and gestured toward the seating area, from which he’d thoughtfully had one of the chairs removed to make room for Liam.

      Carly took a step back. “If you tell me where the kitchen is, I could start working on it now.”

      Bran gave her the same half-grin he’d used earlier when he was teasing Liam. “You can whip up some guacamole tomorrow, assuming one of my people can make it into town to procure some avocados.”

      “Couldn’t we get some tonight?” Her spine went rigid. “I was planning to leave tomorrow morning as soon as I can get a car.”

      “Come.” Bran led the way. “I can’t wait to hear how the two of you met.”

      Carly followed, her shoulders slumped. She stopped in front of a plush leather chair, looking as if she might bolt instead of sitting down.

      “Are you hungry, Carly?” Liam asked. “I’m sure we can get a snack of some kind.”

      “Actually, I’m starting to feel sleepy. I should probably head back to my room.” Carly yawned and stretched her arms over her head, her sweater rising to expose a tiny strip of delectable skin.

      She caught him staring, and he forced his eyes away, feeling like a lech. He busied himself with lowering his wheelchair from a standing to a sitting position.

      “Surely you can stay awake for a few minutes.” Bran seated himself on the couch opposite Carly. “Sit. Make yourself comfortable.”

      Carly sat, looking anything but comfortable.

      Liam decided to guide the conversation toward an area where she would have more confidence.

      “You should tell Bran about your research, Carly.”

      “Yes,” said Bran. “Do I understand you’ve completed your experiments with promising results?”

      “I... uhm...” To Liam’s surprise, Carly’s face blanched. “You know how it is. We plan to keep running more tests. We’ll never have enough.”

      Maybe her research hadn’t panned out, and she was fearful of losing her research grant.

      “I thought you’d already published a paper.” Bran’s tone was insistent. He couldn’t see the subject was upsetting her.

      Carly popped to her feet. “I’m so sorry, but I forgot I need to call my roommate and let her know I made it here safely. She’s probably worried sick.”

      “Wait, Carly.” Liam pumped his chair upward.

      “Don’t get up, Liam. I can find my way back.” She scurried to the doorway, then turned to speak over her shoulder. “Thanks again, Bran, for letting me spend the night.”

      “You aren’t rushing off tomorrow morning, are you?” Bran said. “What about my guacamole?”

      “I know promises are as important to you as they are to me.” Carly gave him a hard stare. “So here’s my promise. Even though I have to leave in the morning, I promise I’ll get that special guacamole made and drop it by before I leave Chicago. Do we have a deal?”

      “You drive a hard bargain.” Bran twisted toward her, a wry grin on his face.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Carly disappeared into the hallway.

      Resigned, Liam levered his chair back to a sitting position.

      “Sorry about that,” Bran said. “I didn’t mean to run her off.”

      “It’s not your fault she forgot to call her roommate.”

      “If that’s true.” Bran obviously doubted it.

      “Yeah, I think she made it up as an excuse to get away. I don’t know why, but you make her really nervous.”

      “You like her, don’t you?”

      How would Bran know? They’d only spent a few minutes together.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Yes.” Bran chuckled. “You’re so concerned and defensive.”

      “She’s beautiful.” Liam rubbed his face with his hands. “It could be a superficial attraction, but I don’t think so.”

      “Does she like you?”

      “I can’t tell. One minute I’m reading all the right signals, and the next, she’s scrambling to get away from me.” Liam sighed. “It’s been so long since I’ve had a girlfriend, it’s probably just wishful thinking on my part.”

      “I hear you.”

      “Give me a break. You’re with a different woman every few weeks.”

      “That’s right. Because every woman who agrees to go out with me is only interested in one thing... my money. That’s why I don’t stay with one woman long enough to get emotionally involved.”

      “I still say you’re underselling yourself.” Liam knew the argument was futile. Despite his brilliance and good looks, Bran was convinced women weren’t truly attracted to him.

      “I could say the same for you.” Bran sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “Except I wasn’t rich when Elle and I were dating,” said Liam. “Her problem wasn’t that she was pretending so she could bag a billionaire. She had the same issue I’m afraid Carly has.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She liked the top half of me, but the bottom half was too much to handle.”

      “What’s your evidence that Carly is anything like Elle?”

      “For starters, she shot out of that plane like she was relieved to be rid of me and refused to even make a date for lunch at the convention. Yet, I’d have sworn she was flirting with me before that.”

      “Hmm...” Bran rubbed his jaw. “Has she told you what her doctoral research is about?”

      “No. She said she didn’t want to talk about it on vacation.”

      “Vacation?” Bran’s brows drew down over his eyes. “She did tell you she’s here for the convention, right?”

      “She’s going to the convention, but she came early to have a vacation. She was hoping to see the fall colors until this crazy blizzard hit.”

      “Then you don’t know about her research?”

      “Will I be that interested? It’s not in my field, is it?”

      Bran turned his head toward Liam and mimicked locking gazes in his uncanny way. “It’s about nano-regeneration of the spinal cord after injury.”

      Liam’s throat felt like he’d swallowed a cup of flour. “Is it promising?”

      “Very promising,” Bran said with a sharp nod.

      “Why wouldn’t she tell me that?”

      “It’s a long way from lab mice to reality in a human subject. And it may not apply to a sixteen-year-old injury. Maybe she didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      Was he right? Was she protecting him? Or was it her way of shutting him out?

      “I have to know.” He wouldn’t let her leave without an explanation. “But she clams up every time I broach a subject she doesn’t like. I don’t have enough time to win her trust.”

      “I can buy you a little extra.” Bran sat back in his chair. “The convention doesn’t start until next week. And even if the snow stops tonight and the highways are clear, our private road won’t be plowed until at least Wednesday.”

      “You have a private snowplow service on standby, right?” Liam said. “They cleared for us tonight. Won’t they be available tomorrow?”

      “Not if I tell them not to come.” His devious smirk wasn’t lost on Liam.

      “And what am I going to owe you for this?” Liam’s spirits lifted.

      “Not much. Just join me for my workouts every morning while you’re here.”

      “But you exercise for two solid hours! That’s cruel and inhuman!” In reality, Liam’s normal routine took at least an hour and a half, but he liked to tease Bran about his excess.

      “Quit complaining. You can hook those electrodes to your legs and sleep through half of it,” Bran teased, as if Liam could possibly sleep through his functional electrical stimulation.

      “Please tell me you don’t still exercise at 4:30 a.m.”

      “For you,” Bran said, “I’ll postpone it until 5:00.”
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      The chances that Carly’s roommate was actually worried about her were somewhere between none and negative. Not because Nora didn’t care, but because she was oblivious to little things like tornados, blizzards and such, even when she was in the midst of them.

      Nonetheless, Carly called her to make her little fib closer to the truth.

      “Girlfriend, you just interrupted a Stranger Things marathon. This had better be good.”

      “Ewww, Nora! I can’t believe you would watch something that scary by yourself.”

      “It’s not that scary the third time through.” Intense music in the background indicated that Nora had restarted her show. “What’s up? Why are you calling?”

      Carly hesitated. She could use some advice, and Nora had a fairly level head about most things, if not about her choice of entertainment when staying alone at their apartment in Houston.

      “I kind of met a guy.”

      “What! Wait a second!” There were rustling noises, and the music stopped. “You met a guy? Are you saying you met a guy your age of eligible dating status? Or some old professor who wants you to do a post-doc next year?”

      Carly chuckled, despite her anxious state. “A guy my age.”

      “Whoa! Is he hot?”

      “Well—”

      “Never mind. You haven’t even looked at a guy objectively since the Ice Age. You wouldn’t know hot if someone put a burning coal in your hand.”

      Nora was nothing if not blunt, and Carly loved her for it. Because Nora also loved Carly fiercely and had risen to her defense more times than Carly could count.

      “This guy is hot. Like the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      “Yes! I can’t believe it!” Carly pictured Nora pumping her hand in celebration. “You finally met a man who can make you forget about your dumb childhood crush.”

      “It’s Liam—”

      “I haven’t forgotten his name. How could I? I mean, you’ve been obsessed with this boy from sixteen years ago, comparing every poor schmuck who comes along to some glorified memory of a high-school jock you’re never going to see again.” Nora altered her voice to a high, squeaky one Carly hoped didn’t resemble her own. “‘Jack’s eyes aren’t as pretty as Liam’s. Liam’s dimples are even deeper than Evan’s. Carter is built, but he’s flabby compared to Liam.’ What guy could ever compete with someone like that?”

      “But—”

      “Listen... that accident was tragic. And I’m sure you’re feeling extra melancholy with the anniversary coming up. It’s like an emotional burden that never goes away. I think that’s why you romanticized Liam all this time. It was your way of dealing. But I’m excited you’re finally getting over him.”

      “Wow...” Carly struggled to take a breath, like someone had knocked the wind out of her. “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about Liam.”

      “Please don’t be mad, okay? I’m sure Liam was a great guy. I just feel like he’s unknowingly held you hostage all these years. It’s as if the accident was your fault, and you were making up for it by keeping him on top of your own personal pedestal.”

      Was that what Carly had done?

      “Everything I said about Liam was true.” She couldn’t keep the tremble out of her voice.

      “Jiminy Cricket! I hurt your feelings, didn’t I? Me and my diarrhea of the mouth. I’m sorry, okay? Forget I said anything about Liam, and tell me about this guy you met today.”

      “I need you to understand... the reason I liked Liam wasn’t just his looks.” Carly swallowed hard. “He was the kind of guy who treated everyone the same. He was popular because he liked all the kids. Liam was friends with the nerds and drama geeks, along with the jocks and the cheerleaders. He didn’t care how much money you had or where you lived or the color of your skin.”

      “I remember you said all that stuff about him.” Nora said in a conciliatory tone. “And just because you’ve met a guy you’re interested in doesn’t mean you’re somehow being unfaithful to Liam. This is a good thing, Carly. You’re moving on.”

      “I’m not exactly moving on.”

      “Baby steps, girlfriend. Baby steps. You’ve made it over the first hurdle—admitting this new guy is the hottest guy you’ve ever seen. Now tell me all about him. What’s his name? What does he look like? Did he ask you out?”

      “It’s Liam.”

      “Are you kidding me? This guy’s name is Liam, too?”

      “Nora, the man I met is Liam. The Liam. The guy I had a crush on all these years.”

      “No!” Nora sounded like Carly had told her she was dating a serial killer. “Your brother’s best friend? The guy in the accident?”

      “And he’s even hotter now than he was back then. And just as nice. He was sitting beside me in first class.”

      “Wait... I thought Liam was paralyzed in the accident.”

      “Yes, but only from the waist down. He’s overcome so much, and his attitude is unbelievable.”

      “Of course it is.” Sarcasm dripped from her words. “And now, sixteen years later, he wants to date you? I thought you told me he hated you. You said his family sued your family, and your dad lost his job. I’ve never questioned you before, but doesn’t that make you even the slightest bit angry? You’d already lost your brother, and they took everything else you had.”

      “They did sue us. And Dad spent all our savings on attorney fees. But that’s not why he lost his job. He got fired because he was too depressed to show up at work after Ben died.”

      Nora let out a loud, exasperated breath. “Okay, it was one thing for you to dream about your old crush from when you were a freshman in high school. But it’s another thing for you to think about having a relationship with the guy who was partially responsible for your brother’s death and your family’s bankruptcy. I honestly don’t see how you could forgive all that.”

      “He made a foolish mistake, just like my brother.” Carly’s intestines twisted like pretzels. “It was easy to forgive both of them. It’s me I can’t forgive.”

      “But you didn’t do anything,” Nora protested.

      The lump of air Carly gulped traveled slowly down her throat. She’d already confessed her secret once tonight, and it hadn’t been as painful as she’d feared. It was time to come clean with Nora, the one person in her life she could count on to give her honest opinion.

      Even if it stings.

      “Nora, if I confess something, will you promise not to tell a soul for the rest of your life?”

      “What? You dare to question my secret-keeping ability? I still hold confidences told to me in kindergarten. You can ask Marilou Applebaum.”

      “Okay.” Carly sucked in air, expanding her ribcage. “Please don’t judge me. Here it is...”

      The story spilled out, but more slowly than when she’d told Fordham, with Nora stopping her to ask for clarifications. Carly told her everything, from her magnetic attraction to Liam and their awkward interactions on the plane, to the lie she’d told the night of the accident in hoping to win Liam’s affections.

      “This explains a lot.” Nora tsk-tsked her disapproval. “I think this is why you’ve been stuck on Liam for sixteen long years. You couldn’t stand the idea that your brother was to blame because that dishonored his memory. And if you couldn’t blame Ben for his decision to drink and drive, you couldn’t blame Liam, either. You had to blame someone, so you blamed yourself. You were the perfect scapegoat.”

      Carly had expected Nora’s condemnation for the lie... or at least her disappointment. Nora had missed the point.

      “Were you even listening? I said it wasn’t totally my fault. I know my brother shouldn’t have driven drunk. We shared in the responsibility.”

      “Yet you make every excuse in the book for his drunk driving and cut yourself zero slack for not tattling. How is that fair? Those guys were two years older than you. They didn’t just tell a lie; they broke the law. When they got in that car, they risked not only their own lives, but the lives of other innocent people. And even if you had told your dad where they were, you don’t know if he could’ve gotten to them in time to prevent the accident. How can you be angry at yourself and not be mad at your brother? How can you heap so much blame on your own head and not give any to Liam?”

      “I...” For the first time since the night of the accident, Carly felt uncertain about her brother’s culpability. And Liam’s.

      Her eyes stung, but she refused to cry. “They were good guys. They’d never even tasted beer before that night. The football team had just won a big game, and the seniors were throwing a party. Ben and Liam weren’t the only ones who drove home drunk.”

      “Sweetie... good people make bad decisions every day. The fact that Ben and Liam made a bad choice doesn’t make them bad people. But it was still their mistake, not yours.”

      All the feelings of that fateful night came rushing back like it had happened that day. The shock. The denial. The horror. Seeing her father fall apart and realizing she was the one who had to hold it together.

      “It’s true. Ben should’ve known better.” Carly forced air through her frozen throat. “We’d already lost Mom. Why would he do something so stupid? We needed him, and he left us.”

      The night Ben died, her father’s spirit went with him. And Carly had been alone ever since. The moisture puddling in her eyes blurred the room.

      No! I haven’t cried since the night Ben died. I refuse to break down now.

      She swiped the back of her hand across her eyes.

      “You’re right.” Nora’s tone gentled. “Ben made a big mistake. He was a dumb teenager.”

      Carly nodded, her pulse racing. “He and Liam were both dumb. But I can’t hate Liam for his part in all this. He’s already paid a horrible price, losing the use of his legs.”

      “You don’t have to hate him.” Nora’s voice soothed like a warm blanket. “It was a horrible accident; no one has to be a villain. But let yourself be mad enough at those teenage boys to stop blaming yourself for what happened.”

      She knew she would never stop blaming herself, even if she tried. But that wasn’t the real problem.

      “What am I going to do? I think Liam likes me.”

      “You could always try the truth,” Nora said. “Tell him who you are, and see what happens. He sounds like a nice guy.”

      “I thought you didn’t like Liam.”

      “I don’t like your fantasy-Liam—the perfect guy you immortalized way back when. But I don’t have anything against the real Liam... if you find out you like him.” She lowered her voice to a suggestive rasp. “Especially if he’s as hot as you say he is.”

      Warmth curled in Carly’s belly, remembering how it felt when he held her hand. She could only imagine what it would be like to kiss him.

      Except it’ll never happen.

      “It doesn’t matter. When he finds out who I am, he’ll hate me.”

      “You’ve always said Liam hates you, but I don’t believe it. That lawsuit wasn’t Liam’s doing. It would make more sense for him to feel guilty for his part in your brother’s death than angry at you.”

      The realization hit her like a wrecking ball, and she gasped. “You’re right! And he’s such a nice guy, he’d probably date me out of pity. I have to drive him away for his own sake.”

      “Carly! Why does everything have to be such an extreme with you? Even if he felt guilty, you could help him work through it. In fact, you could probably both help each other deal with the past. Do you really think it’s a coincidence that you ran into each other two days before the anniversary of the accident, and now you’re staying in the same house? It must all be part of God’s plan. It’s your destiny!”

      “If we’re destined to be together, why didn’t God help me not act like a complete idiot on the plane?”

      “It hasn’t bothered Liam so far.” Nora seemed unconcerned, even though Carly had admitted all her embarrassing blunders. “Could be that he prefers goofy, absent-minded-professor type women. Maybe it’s a good thing he met the real you.”

      Carly’s spirit began to bubble with anticipation. Was it truly possible everything would turn out great, for once?

      Then she remembered. “What are we thinking? He doesn’t know the real me. He doesn’t realize my hair is ninety-nine percent fake.”

      “Carly...” Nora resorted to a warning growl. “Don’t do it.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “What you always do... don’t sabotage this relationship by shocking him.”

      “My baldness is reality. I can’t help it if a guy is surprised.”

      “Surprised? Are you serious? You surprise a guy when you explain your history of dealing with alopecia. Ripping off your wig in a coffee shop is shocking.”

      Carly jutted her jaw forward. “Perry was kind of... soft.”

      “Exactly!” Nora huffed. “You keep saying guys don’t like you because you lost your hair. But Perry didn’t reject you. You scared him away. On purpose. And you’ve done something similar to at least three other guys.”

      “They would’ve rejected me, eventually. All I did was speed up the process.”

      “I don’t care how you chase off a guy if you don’t like him,” Nora said. “But for you to have a chance with Liam, you have to take a risk. Spend some time with him and see where it goes. Maybe it will work; maybe it won’t.”

      “Okay, I’ll try.”

      “You’re giving in without a fight? Why do I not believe you?”

      “Because you’re a jaded woman who doesn’t trust easily?”

      “Nice try, pot. But this kettle isn’t buying it.” Nora chuckled. “Promise me right now that you won’t say no to a single opportunity to spend time with Liam while you’re there. On penalty of a month with no books or TV.”

      “No books? That’s like torture.”

      She felt sick at the mere possibility.

      “You’re the one who claimed you were going to try. Do we have a deal?”

      “All I have to do is accept every invitation? I don’t have to initiate anything?”

      “That puts all the pressure on Liam. If he’s not interested, you’re free and clear. But no funny business. I’m going to ask, and I’ll know if you’re lying. No one is worse at prevarication than you, my friend.”

      “Alright... I promise.”

      This will be a breeze. Nora doesn’t know I’m leaving in the morning.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Liam knocked on Carly’s door. He knew it was futile, asking her if she wanted to work out in the morning with Bran and him, but it gave him an excuse to talk to her.

      She opened the door a few inches. “Hi. Sorry I deserted you guys.”

      “No problem.” Even through a small crack, she was breathtaking. He had to say something. “I’m sure you’ve heard this a million times, but your eyes are beautiful.”

      To his delight, roses bloomed on her cheeks. “Actually, I’ve always wished they were blue instead of gray.”

      “Your color is even better. They make you special. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with eyes like yours.”

      “You probably have.” The corners of her mouth kicked up. “One percent of the world’s population has gray eyes.”

      “I bet those other people don’t have white stars in their eyes.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” She grinned, scrunching her shoulders. “I’ve always liked your green eyes.”

      “Always?” Liam chuckled. “You mean, since today?”

      “I mean... uhm... I’ve always liked green eyes.” The door swung open as she gestured with her hands, revealing a green T-shirt and camouflage pajama bottoms so cavernous he wondered how she kept them on. “And yours are green, right? Therefore... I’ve always liked your green eyes.”

      “You’re so funny.” He laughed again. “And I like your pjs.”

      “Thanks.” She smoothed her hand down her pants leg. “They were my brother’s.”

      “Oh, you have siblings?”

      “Uhm... Just one brother.”

      “Me, too. I have an older sister. Is your brother older or younger?”

      Her face paled. Maybe she came from a broken home.

      “You don’t have to answer,” Liam hurried to put her at ease. “It’s none of my business.”

      Her bare toes curled, almost hiding the pink-painted nails. “I don’t talk about my family much.”

      His mind raced for a way to change the subject. “What did you think of Bran?”

      “He was okay, I guess. Not too grouchy.”

      “He told me to tell you he’s located some avocados. If you’ll give him a list of all the other ingredients you need for your guacamole, he’ll have them ready for you by noon tomorrow.”

      “Noon?” Her teeth chewed on her deliciously plump lower lip, and his eyes were captivated. “I’ll probably be gone by noon. But maybe I can make it in the morning and you guys can have some for lunch.”

      “I’m afraid you may be stuck here for a while until they get Bran’s private road plowed.”

      Her eyes rounded like full moons. “How long is a while?”

      “Just a day or two.”

      “A day or two!” She shook her head. “I can’t stay here that long.”

      “Why not? Your fall tour has already been spoiled by the snowstorm. At least if you’re here, I can keep you entertained before the conference starts.”

      “Entertained?”

      Why does she look terrified?

      “I thought you wouldn’t want to waste your vacation, so I was going to ask you if you wanted to do something fun with me.”

      “It might be best if you didn’t ask me.”

      “I’ll ask you, but feel free to say no.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Have you been talking to my roommate?”

      “Uhm... I don’t think so.”

      Now she seems angry. Is this kind of mood fluctuation a normal thing for women, or am I doing something wrong?

      “You swear you haven’t communicated with Nora?” She folded her arms.

      “I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t even know you had a roommate until you mentioned her, and this is the first time I’ve heard her name.”

      “Were you eavesdropping when she and I were talking earlier? About you and I...” She made air-quotes with her fingers. “Spending time together?”

      “You talked to Nora about me?” His grin went so wide it hurt his face. “No, I didn’t hear you talking, but I’m glad you did. And for the record, I’d be happy to talk to her if she’s concerned about me. I know some roommates are protective.”

      “Liam, that’s not what I meant—”

      “So tomorrow, would you like to go snowmobiling?”

      Her jaw dropped to the floor. “I... I don’t know how. I’ve never been.”

      “That’s okay. I can drive.”

      “You have an adaptive snowmobile here?”

      “AEP had an entire array of adaptive sports equipment shipped here for the convention.” Down beside his leg, Liam crossed his fingers. “Do you want to go?”

      She blinked those sparkling silver eyes, her mouth opening and closing like she was trying to decide what to say, while he held his breath.

      “Okay.”

      Her voice was so quiet he barely heard it. But he saw her lips move, so it wasn’t his imagination.

      I can’t believe it! Maybe she likes me after all.

      “Great! We’ll make plans at breakfast. I’ll walk you to the dining room in the morning.” Liam turned to go. “See you at seven.”

      “Seven o’clock. I’ll be here with bells on.” Despite her bells-on statement, her tone held no enthusiasm. Maybe she didn’t like breakfast.

      “Oh! I almost forgot. No pressure or anything, but the reason I stopped by was to invite you to work out with Bran and me before breakfast.”

      “Of course you did.” Carly rolled her eyes. “What time is the workout?”

      It was Liam’s turn to be surprised. “You’re going to do it?”

      “How could I possibly refuse?” Her tone had a bite of sarcasm.

      “We’d love to have you, but don’t feel obligated. I have to warn you we’re working out at 5:00 a.m.”

      “5:00?” Carly slumped sideways against the door frame. “I’m going to need some coffee... lots of it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      When her alarm went off at 4:50, Carly crawled out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom. Emphasized by a bald head, bloodshot eyes stared at her from the mirror.

      This is insane!

      Though Nora had vehemently denied any collusion with Liam, it hadn’t stopped her from laughing so hard at Carly’s predicament that she’d choked herself into a coughing fit. Her only remark? “I feel sorry for Liam. He has no idea how scary you are in the morning.”

      Remorseless, Nora had confirmed her expectation for Carly to join the guys for the exercise session and accept any other invitations Liam might extend.

      Carly was tempted to go without her wig or eyelashes. That would scare him off, for sure. It would be so much easier for him to reject her now, before she fell any harder for him. But her interfering roommate had also made her promise not to shock Liam into retreat.

      How did she trick me into making all those promises?

      Despite her general cavalier attitude about her alopecia, Carly knew her hairless appearance would be a hard pill for any guy to swallow. In general, she didn’t care if people knew; she didn’t care what they thought. But in the relationship department, she was way more insecure than she pretended to be.

      After her father had withdrawn, Carly had craved love. But she’d yearned for a genuine caring relationship, which wasn’t what she got from the guys she’d dated.

      Ha! Big surprise.

      And now—since losing her hair to the worst type of alopecia, the kind that made you lose all instead of part of your hair and rarely responded to any treatment—she’d finally accepted the truth. That sort of love only happened in books and movies. Maybe there were a few cases in real life, but not in hers.

      At any rate, she had to put on a brave face and get through her activities, a feat more challenging with the anniversary of Ben’s death looming the next day.

      With practiced speed, she pulled her wig into place, the straps already adjusted for a perfect fit, silicone strips against her scalp holding it securely in place. But just to be safe, she slipped on a wide headband, which would also keep the hair out of her face while she was working out.

      Fortunately, her eyebrows were tattooed, so she didn’t have to draw them on each day. Eyelashes were another matter. Those had to be glued in place each morning, but it only took her about two minutes per eye, including the time required to paint on the eyeliner that hid the lash band.

      A tentative knock came from the door. Having slept in her yoga pants and T-shirt, Carly hurried to the door, her anticipation growing.

      “Please tell me that’s what I think it is.” She eyed the thermal cup in Liam’s right hand.

      “Coffee, for Your Highness, as ordered.”

      “I’m glad you recognize my exalted status.” She held it under her nose and breathed in, savoring the aroma. With her first sip of the scalding liquid, she began to feel slightly more human.

      “I am but your humble servant.” Liam bowed and flashed her a mocking smile, complete with those adorable dimples of his.

      For the first time, she noticed his attire. His short-sleeved T-shirt clung to his broad chest and left his bulging biceps exposed. She swallowed the excess saliva flowing in her mouth.

      Maybe this workout won’t be as bad as I thought.
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        * * *

      

      In her wildest dreams, Carly couldn’t have imagined a home gym as well equipped as Bran’s. She climbed onto an elliptical machine, positioned facing the weight machines and free weights. She was being force-fed an eyeful of rippling muscles from both men as they exercised their upper bodies, but she wasn’t complaining.

      But looking at Liam’s trim physique and broad shoulders? Let’s just say the warm, floating feeling in her chest kicked up a notch or two.

      When Branson shifted to leg exercises, Liam moved himself to a recumbent bike, opened a black case, and began to strap electrodes onto his thighs.

      “What’s that?” Carly asked, before it occurred to her that the question might be rude.

      Fortunately, Liam didn’t seem offended. Instead, he flashed a smile, showing off his even white teeth. “This is one of AEP’s newest developments. It’s a prototype of a portable functional electric stimulator. This thing makes my leg muscles contract, increasing strength and decreasing atrophy. If we can get the cost down, this could make electric stimulation exercise affordable for millions of people.”

      “Millions of people?”

      His expression went grim. “Believe it or not, there are over five million people in the United States who suffer from some form of paralysis. The majority don’t have access to the kind of equipment they need to improve their health. They certainly can’t afford sixteen to thirty K for an FES bike.”

      That’s it! I’ll never feel sorry for myself again just because I lost my hair!

      With a heap of guilt from observing both guys working harder than she was, Carly moved to a rowing machine, and Bran got on a treadmill beside her. She took a moment to admire his form. He was in impeccable physical shape—not an ounce of fat on his body—though she preferred Liam’s considerably broader shoulders.

      “Do you have everything you need?” Bran asked as he increased the speed to a brisk run.

      “I can’t imagine what else you could provide for me,” Carly said, slightly breathless from exertion. “Unless you have a spare set of in-shape lungs lying around.”

      “I’m afraid all my lungs are currently spoken for.” He grinned, his rapid stride appearing almost effortless. “I wanted to ask you about your research.”

      “Okay...” She glanced across the room where Liam was still strapping his legs onto the exercise bike. Hopefully, they were out of earshot. “What did you want to know?”

      “From what I’ve read, it seems you’re on the edge of a breakthrough in spinal injury treatment. I’m just curious if you have plans to continue your work on the nano-regeneration when you finish your doctorate.”

      She glanced Liam’s direction again, but the noise of the treadmill seemed to be loud enough to cover their conversation. “I’m really excited about it, and so is my advisor. He’s already applied for a patent. But I’ll probably have to switch to something else in May. My professor hasn’t offered me a post-doc, and I can’t take my research with me to another place.”

      “I’m aware that Dr. Staghorn made a patent application a few weeks ago. But I’m confident this research could be moved to Limitless,” Bran said. “My legal team tells me our grant contract gives us specific rights to any marketable discoveries. Limitless doesn’t provide grants to help a few lucky people get rich. Our goal is to help all the people out there who aren’t so lucky.”

      Carly cringed. “Dr. Staghorn is going to be so mad. If he blames me, I may not get my degree.”

      “At the moment, I wouldn’t say he’s angry,” said Bran. “I’d describe it as sweating bullets. He took a risk and ended up cutting his own throat. Otherwise, I’d be offering this job to him instead of you.”

      “You’re actually offering me a job?” She froze. “At Limitless?”

      It was a dream come true! Things like this didn’t happen to Carly.

      “We’re creating a position at our research facility in Seattle.” He cleared his throat. “Eh-hem... where Liam works.”

      I knew there had to be a catch.

      A quick check showed Liam hard at work on the exercise bike, his forearms pumping two integrated handles. Carly restarted her rowing efforts.

      “Bran, did Fordham tell you about Liam and my brother and the accident?”

      “Yes, he did. And I’ve kept my promise of secrecy, in anticipation of the guacamole coming at lunchtime.” He waggled teasing eyebrows, then sobered. “I only agreed to hide your identity from Liam to allow you the time to tell him yourself. He’s both a friend and business partner. I can’t keep lying to him.”

      Acid boiled in her empty stomach.

      “I’m going to tell him. I’m waiting for the right time.”

      “Do you blame him for your brother’s death?”

      She’d been mulling that question over in her mind since her eye-opening conversation with Nora. “I honestly don’t. They were teenagers who made really stupid decisions that night. My brother got off easy. All the rest of us, including Liam and I, have suffered the consequences for sixteen years.”

      As much as she’d tried, she couldn’t unload the guilt hanging on her own shoulders.

      “Tell him that,” said Bran. “It’ll do him good to hear it.”

      “I will, sometime today.” She nodded, belatedly remembering Bran couldn’t see it. “But about that job you mentioned... I’m grateful and honored, but I could never work that closely with Liam.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not strong like he is. I’ve suppressed my feelings all these years. I’m practically a walking zombie. And you know how Liam is. He’s got a huge heart, and he thinks he’s responsible for everyone else’s happiness. If I were around him every day, what are the chances he wouldn’t start blaming himself for what I’ve become?”

      Bran slowed the treadmill to a brisk walking pace, his brows knitted together with concentration. “I understand what you’re doing, Carly. It’s a coping mechanism.”

      “How much will I owe you for this analysis, Dr. Freud?”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “The guacamole will be enough, providing it’s as good as you claim.”

      “It is.” She lifted her chin. She wanted to ignore his statement, but she was too curious not to ask. “Fine. Tell me what you think I’m doing.”

      “It’s simple. You can’t do anything about the past, so you try to control the future. Not just for you, but for all the people you care about. I know, because I do the same thing.” Bran increased the speed until he was sprinting faster than before. “Take exercise, for instance. It’s the ultimate control of your body.”

      “Maybe I am trying to control things.” She upped her rowing pace, feeling the urgent need to punish herself. “There aren’t many areas of my life where I have control, but this is one of them—making a choice that could protect someone from pain they don’t deserve. I don’t see anything wrong with that.”

      “It would be okay.” Bran spoke between heavy breaths. “But you’re underestimating Liam.”

      “That’s not true. I think he’s amazing in every way.”

      “Ha! That’s good to know.”

      At Bran’s knowing smile, she bristled. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Consider this.” Bran slowed to a comfortable running pace that would’ve put Carly in the hospital. “Every day of his life Liam faces a reminder of what happened, yet look what he’s done.”

      “You’re saying he’s put it behind him?”

      “If you put your past behind you, there’s always a danger it will come back and bite you in the rear end.” Bran chuckled. “Liam has climbed out from under the weight of his past and built on top of it. He’s used it as a foundation to make himself a better person.”

      Carly turned to observe Liam, his handsome face creased with concentration, his body sweating with exertion. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m the one who wouldn’t be able to handle being around Liam, instead of vice versa.”

      “But now you may be underestimating yourself,” Bran said. “You seem pretty resilient to me.”

      That’s because I’m about as fake as this hair on my head.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Liam had to tamp down a surge of jealousy as he watched Carly and Bran’s tête-à-tête. He knew Bran wasn’t the type who would step in when Liam was attracted to Carly, but he couldn’t help wondering if Bran had somehow broken through the walls Liam had found to be so impervious.

      A few minutes later, Carly left for her room with the declaration that she could find her own way. Liam rather preferred being her personal guide, but at least it gave him the opportunity to question Bran. He disconnected the stimulator pads and transferred to his chair. Then he grabbed a fifty-pound barbell and rolled his chair beside Bran’s treadmill.

      “What were you two so intent on over here?” Liam asked as he started a set of biceps curls.

      Bran’s hesitation spoke volumes. “We discussed dealing with the past.”

      “Which means she told you about her past?”

      “I know a little.” Bran’s answer was evasive.

      “Well, you’re one up on me.” Liam switched the dumbbell to his left arm. “She won’t tell me anything about her past. Nothing personal at all. Why does she trust you and not me?”

      “I think she trusts you,” Bran said, without altering his stride. “She just doesn’t trust herself.”

      “Whatever that means.” Liam set the dumbbell in his lap and shook out his arms. “I’d like to get to know her better... to get closer to her. But I feel like I’m just spinning my wheels. Literally. Maybe I’m trying to force a square peg into a round hole. Maybe you’re more her type than I am, and that’s why she talks to you.”

      “Listen.” Bran pressed the down arrow on his controls and slowed to a walk. “If that’s the deal, her type is sixty-eight-year-old men.”

      “Huh?”

      “I got my information from Fordham. He’s the one who got her to talk.”

      “Fordham? How did he manage that?”

      “Maybe he’s like a father-figure. I don’t know,” said Bran. “The point is she’s not interested in me. I’m sure of it.”

      “But is she interested in me?”

      “I can’t answer that.” Bran raised the incline on the treadmill and increased the speed to a brisk walk. “But she did come to your defense a couple of times for some imaginary insults. I’d say that shows she cares. And that caring might translate to interest.”

      Spirits rising, Liam started another set of curls. “As long as I’m not dead in the water, I can go with it.”

      “I’ll warn you, though,” Bran said, upping his speed yet again. “The biggest hurdle you have to face is her confounded logic.”

      Liam shifted the barbell over his head for some triceps extensions. “But that’s how it always is with women, right? I’ve never understood how their minds work.”

      “If you did, you could make billions.”
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        * * *

      

      Carly was quiet during breakfast, as if she were worried about something.

      “Are you ready to put your guacamole recipe to the test at lunchtime?” Liam asked, hoping to pry her out of her funk. “As a native Texan, I think I’ll be the best judge.”

      “Mexican food is my Achilles’ heel,” Bran said. “I’m sure I’ll eat so much I’ll need to work out for another two hours.”

      “I hope you both like it.” Her forced smile broke his heart. “Martha’s making poblano pepper soup for us to eat with it.”

      She’d changed out of her workout clothes into a pair of tight jeans with a loose sweater. Not that it mattered. She would’ve looked cute in a potato sack. Her skin was smooth and radiant. She wore minimal makeup, except for her eyes, which were adorned with a rather thick liner. It was more than he was accustomed to seeing women wear during the day, but probably in style. He’d never paid much attention.

      Liam was currently wrestling with his own demons, with the anniversary of the accident waiting to descend on him and crush him, as it did every year. His relationship with Benjamin had gone beyond the normal, surface-level friendship common in high school. They had shared their hopes and dreams. Only Ben knew Liam didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps and become an NFL quarterback. Only Liam knew about Ben’s secret dream of becoming a screenwriter.

      Liam was still considering paying a writer to finish the play Ben had started, just to honor his buddy’s memory. But to make it public would require contacting his family, and Liam didn’t have the guts to do it. A better man would’ve made the effort to find Ben’s father and sister. He would’ve met them in person and explained how sorry he was for everything that had happened, including his father’s legal attacks.

      I guess I’m not a better man, because I don’t think I’ll ever be able to face them.

      Liam fought depression every year around the anniversary of the accident. His favored weapon was to keep himself so busy he didn’t have time to think. That was the main reason he’d jumped at the opportunity to attend this conference in Chicago, counting on Bran to keep him occupied. A workaholic, Bran would’ve had them both tackling company business if Liam had arrived alone. But spending time with Carly would be a more pleasurable distraction if she agreed to it.

      “You’re quiet, Carly,” Liam said. “Is something wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” Carly pushed a piece of pineapple around on her plate. “I’m probably just delirious from getting up at 4:50 a.m.”

      Liam didn’t buy her explanation. Even before dawn, when they were first walking toward the gym, she’d been perkier than her current state. Something was definitely bothering her. He could only hope it wasn’t him.

      “Doesn’t it feel good to get your blood pumping?” Bran gulped down his healthy shake concoction, which he probably couldn’t have stomached had he seen its greenish-brown color. If Liam had had a private chef like Bran, he’d have something more appetizing for breakfast.

      “My blood pumps all night long,” said Carly. “Even when I’m asleep.”

      Bran chuckled. “What you need is one of these energy shakes. Should I have Martha mix one up for you?”

      “No, thanks. I think I’ll pass.” Carly’s face turned the color of Bran’s shake. “Maybe if I was dying of starvation and there was nothing else to eat.”

      “Not me.” The mere thought had Liam’s stomach roiling. “That stuff looks disgusting. I’d much rather die.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.” Bran grinned and lifted his glass like he was offering a toast.

      Carly pushed away from the table. “I think I’ll go rest a bit.”

      “Wait up!” Liam said his goodbyes to Bran, who continued to swallow the nauseating shake. He scrambled to follow her, pumping his chair up as fast as he could.

      She paused, leaning against the doorway, for him to catch up. “I’m sorry. I’m just not my usual chipper self today.”

      “To be honest, I’m a little down myself.” He almost told her why, but thought better of it. He would only make her more depressed. “Would you be interested in walking out to the lake this morning?”

      “I’m willing to go, but I may not be very good company.” Her gaze flitted toward Bran, who still hadn’t swallowed the last of his putrid shake. “Shall we head toward our rooms?”

      As they started down the hallway, Liam decided his goal would be to cheer her up. Thinking about someone other than himself would keep him from obsessing over the dreadful anniversary.

      “Maybe we could play in the snow. Bran’s got a great sledding hill.”

      She darted a doubtful look at his chair. “You can use that thing in the snow? And climb hills with it?”

      “Bran has a couple of four-wheelers with snow tracks.”

      The lip she chewed declared her guardedness. “I can’t say no to you.”

      “Is that so?” Liam responded in jest. “What if I asked you to kiss me?”

      She gaped at him, her cheeks flushing.

      When did I get so awkward at flirting? She probably thinks I’m a real creeper.

      “I was teasing, you know,” he hurried to say. “I would never push you like that.”

      As they rounded the corner in silence, Liam wondered if he was reading her wrong. Maybe she wasn’t even open to a relationship beyond friendship. She was way too nice to admit to his face if his paraplegia was too much to handle.

      “Carly, let me be honest.” He kept his gaze trained ahead, unable to bear to see what her reaction might be. “I like you, and I’d love to spend time with you. To get to know you better. But if a relationship with me is off the table... for whatever reason... just tell me now. I don’t care if it’s my broken spine or something else. You don’t have to explain. Just tell me if we have a chance or not.”

      She was quiet for a long time. Which couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Liam, I’m the one who’s broken.” Her voice was tight. “I’ve only had one serious relationship in my life, and it didn’t end well. I haven’t dated since.”

      “Why?” Surprising anger boiled inside him. “What did he do to you? What did he say?”

      “It wasn’t his fault.” Liam hated the defeated expression on her face. “The guy thought he was getting one thing, and he got something else. He said I’m like a bait and switch.”

      “Nobody is perfect.” Liam wanted to pummel this guy who’d made Carly feel so insecure. “But you’re smart and sweet and caring. He had no right to tear you down because he had false expectations.”

      They stopped outside Liam’s room.

      “You’re sweet to say that, Liam, but in this case, it’s true. My roommate told me the same thing last night. I sabotage most relationships before they start. All because I haven’t had the courage to face something that happened in my past.”

      “If that’s the case, it has to be destiny that brought us together.” Liam said. “No one has struggled to deal with the past more than I have. Maybe we can help each other.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Do you swear you haven’t been talking to my roommate?”

      He drew an imaginary X across his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to miss your guacamole!”

      At last, he coaxed the beginnings of a smile onto her face, though it faded quickly, replaced by a flash of pain as deep as his own.

      “I know you mean well, but I don’t think I can handle talking about the past. At least not right now.”

      Maybe if he opened up about everything that had happened, she would do the same. It would be painful, especially on the eve of the accident’s anniversary, yet worth it if he found some resolution. And maybe he would finally break through her defenses.

      She’d discouraged him, but she hadn’t closed the door. And as his physical therapist could attest, Liam didn’t give up easily.

      But now wasn’t the time to press.

      “In that case, let’s go play in the snow and forget everything that ever happened.”

      Her silver eyes crinkled at the corners with a genuine smile. “Actually, that sounds like a great idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      Turned out Bran had a gear closet that included coats, hats, and gloves in every conceivable size and color. Being cold-natured, Carly bundled up with multiple layers.

      “You look like that kid from the Christmas movie,” Liam told her. “I’m not sure you’ll be able to bend with that much stuff on.”

      “I’ll take the risk,” Carly said.

      Though she’d secretly been worried about how Liam would get around, she shouldn’t have. He explained that he loved being outdoors in the winter, and there were more adaptations for people with paralysis than she’d ever imagined.

      He was even proficient at skiing on some kind of agile sled contraption he sat on, while his hands operated a short ski-footed pole on each side. She loved the enthusiasm in his sparkling green eyes as he described the rush of flying down the slopes. Maybe meeting Liam had been providential, after all. Picturing him happy and enjoying his life would ease her mind, so she could finally let him go. She could end her pointless, juvenile crush and move on.

      Then he mentioned how fun it would be for them to go skiing together someday, even though she’d told him earlier they couldn’t have a relationship. The guy didn’t dissuade easily.

      But she knew they couldn’t have a future together. Though he didn’t realize it yet, both of them were haunted by the past they shared. And if that wasn’t enough to turn him off, her bald head would be. Wearing her wig and lashes was kind of like using a Hollywood filter on her pictures. She looked pretty good, but it wasn’t real. And Liam had enough baggage to carry around without being saddled with her ailment in addition.

      Like every other guy, he would be shocked out of his gourd to see her without hair. She imagined he might be so nice he would swear it didn’t matter. But it would. It wasn’t like cancer treatment, where her hair loss was a temporary thing. Alopecia universalis was likely to be permanent.

      Driving the snow-wheelers, as Liam called the four-wheelers with tracks for the snow, was a blast. They didn’t go too fast, so it wasn’t scary at all. They left one at the bottom of the giant hill and took the other one to the top, towing the sleds behind them. Then Carly went careening down, screaming with glee the entire way. At the bottom, she toppled over and landed in a pile of snow, laughing. Liam came down behind her, somehow steering his sled to a stop beside her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes! That was so much fun! Let’s do it again!”

      His knitted brows relaxed. “You liked it? I thought you were terrified, the way you were screaming.”

      “That was me having a great time. You should try it. It’s way more fun if you scream.”

      “Okay.” His expression was dubious.

      “You’ll see.” Carly fetched the snow-wheeler and brought it to Liam. He looped the towropes over the hitch, and they dragged the sleds back up the long hill. Then they repeated the process of parking one vehicle at the bottom.

      “It’s a lot more complicated with me along,” he said apologetically.

      “True. But I’m not complaining. It gives me a great excuse to drive this fun contraption instead of trudging up that great big hill on foot.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy him, and he quit apologizing. It must’ve galled a man with Liam’s pride when he had to burden others or ask for help. In the little remaining time Carly had with him, she intended to assure him he was far more of an asset than a liability.

      They slid down the hill at least a dozen times, until Carly’s hooded coat was covered in snow, since she never mastered the art of stopping without a tumble.

      On the last run, Liam even gave in to her request and yelled at the top of his lungs all the way down. Then Carly came down behind him and crashed into him. She knocked him onto his back and landed on top of him, both of them laughing until they had tears in their eyes.

      “It’s a good thing you’re so padded.” Liam’s face was so close to hers that she could smell his minty breath. “It’s like I’ve been pummeled by a giant pillow.”

      Carly rolled off onto her back, and they lay there, catching their breath. It felt so natural, lying beside him, with her head resting on his arm. She looked up at the clear blue sky and, for a moment, pretended they were just two normal young people enjoying time together.

      How nice that would be.

      “I could get used to this.” Liam’s mind must’ve been wandering down the same path. Except he didn’t know the impossible roadblocks they would face.

      He lifted up on his elbow and gazed down at her with hooded eyes. “Thank you for doing this. You don’t realize it, but you’ve made my day a lot better, just being here.”

      He looked at her like a starving man staring at a ribeye steak, fresh off the grill. Her hungry heart answered the silent plea in his eyes, wishing for things that could never be.

      “Ditto,” she croaked. It was all she could manage to say, with her stomach pushing up into her throat.

      What would she do if he asked to kiss her again? She had to say yes, didn’t she? After all, that was her promise to Nora... to agree to anything he asked her to do to spend time with him. And kissing definitely fell into that category.

      That’s the only logical conclusion.

      Surely, one innocent kiss would be okay. It didn’t oblige her to be in a future relationship. And later, when he was gone from her life forever, it would give her something to remember him by.

      But would I be renewing that crush I was trying to quash, once and for all?

      His mesmerizing green eyes captured hers. She couldn’t look away, even if she’d wanted to. Ever so slowly, his head bent toward her. She imagined the tingle of his lips long before she felt their touch... light and airy... almost a tickle. No sooner had the feathery contact occurred than it receded.

      She bit back a groan of frustration. All at once, her mouth had a fierce thirst only his lips could quench.

      He dipped toward her ear, his warm breath sending zaps of electricity in every direction. “Is it okay to kiss you?”

      Her mind shouted, “Yes, you idiot! Hurry up! What are you waiting for?!” But her vocal cords croaked, “Uh-huh.”

      She moistened her lips with her tongue, anticipating his kiss at last. But instead, his sizzling mouth slid to the corner of her jaw and down to a spot beneath it that exploded fireworks under her eyelids.

      He said something else she couldn’t hear because of the pulse drumming inside her ears. Then he shifted around, and warm fingers cradled the side of her face, delicious tremors radiating into her skin. His tormenting lips returned to sear a path up and across her cheek to the corner of her mouth, while the tender strokes of his fingers sent goosebumps rippling down her arms. A fire heated her core from the inside out, so intense it must’ve melted the snow beneath her.

      At long last, his lips met hers, and her heart squeezed in her chest. Soft and gentle lips. Caring. Caressing. Tantalizing. Then he deepened the kiss, and she surged against him, kissing him back with the fervor borne of a sixteen-year famine. Like a glowing branding iron, his kiss sizzled and burned, from the tips of her toes to the end of her eyelashes, marking her as his own. Ruining her for any other man.

      That’s okay. I can die happy. Liam Bennett just kissed me!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Liam barely tasted the guacamole, though he raved about its superiority, along with Bran and Fordham. Likewise, he spooned the poblano soup into his mouth, barely noticing the savory flavor.

      How could he be aware of such mundane things as food and drink and breathing and the like, when Carly was sitting across from him? Carly and those luscious lips. Carly, who’d kissed him back with surprising passion. Carly, whose throat had made little hungry noises that accelerated his pulse to warp speed. Carly, whose eyes had regarded him afterward as if he’d given her his kidney when she was on the brink of death.

      Everything about that kiss had been unexpected. He hadn’t planned it. And despite the dilation of her eyes and the sensual parting of her alluring lips, he’d fully expected her to refuse when he asked permission.

      But what had stunned him most was the depth of emotion in her response. It had not been the kiss of a timid girl, nervous to take this intimate step with a man she barely knew. Rather, she seemed to relish the touch of their lips as if they were sharing their souls. The kiss she’d returned had heated him, drawing out something he hadn’t felt in years. A heat so permeating, he’d had to pull away, on the brink of losing control.

      Surely, that kiss had tipped the balance. She couldn’t possibly deny their connection now. Could she? Yet throughout lunch, she hadn’t made eye contact.

      “How was your sledding expedition?” Fordham patted his mouth with his napkin, having consumed an extraordinary amount of food for a man so trim and fit.

      “Great!” Liam responded simultaneously with Carly’s, “Okay.”

      “I think both of us had a really good time,” Liam said then added, “Right, Carly?” in a vain attempt to catch her gaze.

      “It’s a great sledding hill.” Carly kept her gaze trained on the handle of the spoon with which she’d been steadily stirring her soup for the past ten minutes.

      “One should never waste an opportunity to enjoy life,” said Fordham. “It’s easy to get caught up in your work while life passes you by.”

      “And that, my friends,” said Bran with a grin, “is what I call a Fordham wisdom nugget.”

      “If only you would act on my wisdom, Mr. Knight.” Fordham steepled his fingers under his chin. “Then we might not be hiring our tenth PA in as many months.”

      Bran had mentioned his struggle to find a personal assistant he liked, but Liam hadn’t realized the extent of the problem.

      “I can’t help that every PA I’ve hired has quit,” said Bran.

      “Perhaps if you didn’t frighten them to death, they wouldn’t quit.” Fordham’s sarcasm flowed in his even tone.

      “All I want is a PA who can do their job without making mistakes.” Bran smiled, clearly enjoying the battle.

      “By your standards, anything that doesn’t please you is a mistake. And I can attest that pleasing you is impossible.”

      Bran laughed. “And that, my friends, is Fordham firing his nuggets at me in an effort to take me down a notch.”

      “I couldn’t care less about your notches,” said Fordham. “I’m attempting to preserve what’s left of my sanity. I have enough duties without adding those of your PA to my list.”

      Carly put her spoon down and folded her napkin. “I have an idea for you, Fordham. I bet it will solve your PA-longevity problem. Maybe we can talk later, when the guys aren’t around.”

      Bran groaned. “That’s all I need... to have you guys gang up on me. What do I have to do to get any respect around here?”

      “As I have said on numerous occasions, I’m happy to retire when you are no longer satisfied with my services.” Fordham covered a loud, exaggerated yawn with his hand.

      Liam wasn’t concerned about their teasing. Bran had told him Fordham was the closest thing he had to real family.

      “If only Carly would take your place,” Bran said. “Then I could have her guacamole every day.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” Carly gave Bran the smile Liam had been seeking. “I could make another batch tonight, if you want.”

      “Definitely,” Bran said. “And another batch tomorrow.”

      She grimaced. “I’m afraid I’ll be gone in the morning. The rental agency has a car for me. Fordham said the road will be cleared before sunrise, and he arranged a ride to the airport.”

      Someone should’ve clued Fordham in on the plan to delay Carly’s departure as long as possible.

      “Let me accompany you back to your apartment, Carly.” Fordham’s chair legs scraped against the tile as he stood up. “You can tell me your idea for Bran’s PA, and we can discuss that other matter we talked about earlier.”

      She paled at his cryptic statement but folded her napkin and followed him out, not once looking directly at Liam.

      “Don’t forget we’re going to play cards this afternoon,” Liam called after her.

      Her hand waved at him, the most interaction he’d gotten in the past hour.

      Maybe she didn’t like that kiss after all...
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        * * *

      

      “How are things going with Carly?” Bran finished the last of his soup. “She didn’t talk much during lunch.”

      “It’s hard to say. I thought things were going well. She’d never gone sledding before, and she seemed to have a good time.” Liam left out the part about the kiss. “But now she won’t look at me.”

      Bran drummed his fingers on the table. “What do you know about her? Other than the fact that she’s getting a PhD in Biomedical Engineering?”

      “I know she’s from Houston. Aaaannnd...” Liam racked his brain. “I know she has a roommate... Oh! And she has a brother.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “She told me she doesn’t talk about her family,” Liam defended. “But that’s okay. I avoid talking about mine, too.”

      Bran scrunched up his face. “I hate to be discouraging, but I think she’s keeping you at arm’s length on purpose.”

      She may be trying, but we weren’t at arm’s length when we kissed.

      “She did tell me she hasn’t dated anyone in a long time. Personally, I think someone hurt her, and now she’s afraid of opening up.”

      Bran didn’t look convinced. “Tell me this. You haven’t known Carly for very long. Why are you putting this much effort into a relationship when it’s so one-sided?”

      “It’s hard to explain.” Liam hitched his shoulders. “I think she’s the first woman who’s ever treated me the way you do. Like my disability is just a thing you deal with, not who I am.”

      Bran released a long sigh. “That would be a first for me, too.”

      “Before Elle, I went out with quite a few women.” Liam thought back to his earlier relationships. “But let’s face it… they were probably pity dates.”

      Bran nodded. “The story of my life.”

      Liam’s phone vibrated with a message. Again. He knew who it was from without even looking. “And then there are women like this flight attendant who’s been calling and messaging all morning. Women who are so desperate for love that they’ll take any man they can get. Those women think they have a better shot with me just because I have a handicap. This one’s the most persistent I’ve ever met.”

      Bran took a long swallow of water, then set his glass down, fingering the moisture on the outside of the glass. “Well, I’m the last person to give you relationship advice. If Carly can really see past your paralysis, like you say, I hope you can work things out with her. But you seem to be falling for her, hard and fast. And I like her as a person, but I don’t like that she’s not being honest with you.”

      “Because she didn’t tell me about her research?”

      “You don’t really believe that’s the only thing she’s holding back, do you?” Bran’s eyebrows arched.

      “What should I do?” Inside his stomach, Liam’s lunch churned. Bran was right. For whatever reason, Carly was hiding things. If she couldn’t be vulnerable with him, it was hopeless.

      “I just want you to be careful, Liam. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 13

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      Nervous about the likely subject of Fordham’s “other matter,” Carly chatted about her idea as they navigated the hallways toward her room.

      “All I’m saying is that Bran has a big heart for people with disabilities. I think if you could find a PA with a disability of some sort, or even if they had a family member with a disability, he wouldn’t be so harsh with them.”

      Fordham gave a slow nod. “I’ve brought him candidates with disabilities in the past. But he’s always circumvented my plan by referring them to an alternate position with Phantom Enterprises or Limited. There’s a program in place for potential employees with disabilities, so that even those who don’t have the right experience or qualifications can get the training they need to succeed. But the family-member angle never occurred to me.”

      “You think that might work?”

      “It might.” Fordham rubbed his chin. “Especially if the family member was a child. One would never guess it, but he has quite a soft spot for children.”

      “And if you hired a mom, that would be good for him,” Carly said. “He could use a little mothering.”

      “Indeed, he could,” Fordham said, “though he might not put up with it.”

      Fordham discussed the weather and the logistics of clearing their private road with snowplows until they reached Carly’s room. Without an invitation, he followed her inside.

      Resigned to the inevitable, Carly stopped in the apartment foyer. “You might as well ask me about that other matter you mentioned, although I’m afraid I won’t like this matter.”

      “Though your guacamole was excellent, Branson and I feel you have put us in an awkward position,” said Fordham. “We cannot, in good conscience, continue to support your subterfuge.”

      Her pulse sped up, like it did every time she thought about revealing her identity.

      “I promise I’ll tell him the truth before I leave.”

      She planned to use it as a nail in their relationship coffin. She was confident he would back off once he learned her identity. If he didn’t, she would have to tell him about her alopecia. Perhaps even show him.

      Every guy who’d pursued her in the past had lost interest when they’d discovered she was bald. Though Nora was right; Carly hadn’t informed her suitors in a gentle way. It hadn’t bothered her because she had never cared about any of them.

      But Liam was different.

      She’d spent sixteen years of her life comparing every man she met to the fantasy Liam of her memories—forever an exuberant young football quarterback with sparkling green eyes and swoonworthy dimples, as attractive on the inside as the outside. But this current-day Liam had only improved with age, despite the disability he was forced to live with. And their incredible, toe-curling kiss had only teased her with a taste of what might have been.

      If she had to see his face, repulsed by the reality of her appearance, something inside her would die forever... and that something was hope. Already, it was hanging by a thread.

      “If I may be so bold,” Fordham said, “the young man appears to be quite taken with you. Perhaps your revelation won’t have the earth-shattering effect you seem to fear.”

      “You’re so sweet, Fordham.” She patted his arm. “Bran is lucky to have you.”

      “My disposition is one of many attributes Branson finds useful.” Fordham tucked his chin down, his brows lifting. “But if the desired talent were changing the subject, you would have my job in an instant.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m glad you’re here, Carly.” Bran deftly shuffled the slick playing cards, which appeared completely normal, except for the raised braille identifications on the card faces. “I’ve been wanting to play Euchre, and thankfully, Fordham volunteered to be our fourth.”

      “Volunteering seemed the prudent choice when the alternative was being fired.” Fordham took a sip of his herbal tea.

      “Stop trying to make me look bad, Fordham.” Bran chuckled as he dealt the cards in groups of twos and threes. “Might as well admit you love playing cards.”

      “I’ll admit Carly and I will enjoy beating you and Liam at a round of Euchre.” Fordham sent Carly a wink across the round game table. She’d chosen him as a partner, thinking he would be the least likely to be upset if she messed up and made them lose the game. But it sounded like Fordham was more competitive than she’d thought.

      “I don’t know why I ever invite you to play,” Bran shook his head, dealing the rest of the cards and flipping one face-up on the leftover stack. “Every time you win—”

      “Which is every time we play,” Fordham interjected.

      “You don’t win every game. It only feels like you win every time because you lord it over me for months afterward.”

      “With me as your partner, you shouldn’t be bragging, Fordham.” Carly picked up her hand and stared at her cards, straining to remember the rules of this strange new game, where the jack of the trump suit was higher than the ace. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “You’ll catch on fast,” Liam said, “since you know how to play spades. I’m sure you’ll be great at it.”

      At the tender encouragement in Liam’s voice, she glanced in his direction. Big mistake. His mesmerizing emerald eyes caught her gaze and held it, warming her from the inside out. Coughing, she looked away, her cheeks burning.

      As Liam reiterated the rules, his close proximity made it all but impossible to think about anything but the kiss they’d shared. Yet she didn’t dare flirt with him, especially with Fordham and Bran present. The result would be even more pressure to tell Liam who she was, and she hadn’t worked up the courage yet.

      I promised Fordham and Bran I would tell Liam the truth. But how am I going to break it to him?

      The timing was terrible, with the anniversary of the accident tomorrow. He’d come here because he’d known Bran would keep him busy, so he wouldn’t have to relive the past. Her revelation would only stir up old feelings of hurt and loss. For her, it might be cathartic to confess her part at last—the selfish lie she’d told that fateful night, when the truth might’ve changed everything. But for him, it could only be painful.

      She shouldn’t have let him kiss her. After all, he’d asked her permission. She could’ve said no.

      Yeah, right. No chance I could’ve turned him down unless I was dead. Or at least unconscious.

      There was only one way she could hide her feelings—she had to spike up her competitive spirit. “I don’t have to be great at it… all that matters is that I’m better than you.”

      Laughing, Liam raised his hands in front of his face like she’d hurled a rock at him. “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

      “Yep.” Carly popped her P. “There’s no such thing as friendly competition.”

      She wasn’t faking it. Though she usually tried not to reveal her relentless drive to win, she hated losing at anything. She’d once felt a kinship with Liam in that respect, back when he was a fiercely competitive high school football player.

      “In that case, prepare to be obliterated.” Liam’s eyes twinkled. The poor guy was blissfully unsuspecting of her impending revelation. It would hurt him, no matter how she explained it. “Because I’ve been practicing since I played here the first time.”

      “You’ve been playing on Phantom All Cards?” Branson snagged a grape from a small bowl on the table and popped it in his mouth. Carly was more tempted by the bowl of M&Ms.

      “I have.” Liam’s voice revealed genuine enthusiasm. “It’s an amazing website. There’s always someone to play with, twenty-four-seven.”

      “There should be,” Bran said, lifting his chin. “We went over a million users all over the world the first month it was out. And what’s nice is it’s completely accessible, so able-bodied people compete with hearing and sight-challenged players, and they don’t even know the difference.”

      “Please block me from joining that site,” said Carly. “I’ll never get my doctorate finished.”

      “The point is, I was going to go easy on you, Carly.” Liam’s eyebrows danced. “But now, I’m going to destroy you.”

      If only he knew how much he had already destroyed her. She’d had a school-girl crush on him for the past sixteen years. But meeting him again had only confirmed her feelings. Liam was an amazing guy. One she could never have.

      One I’ll never deserve.

      “We show no mercy. Take no prisoners.” Bran arched his hand across the table and Liam obliged with a fist bump.

      “To the death,” Liam confirmed with a sharp nod.

      “I’m quaking in my boots.” His words laden with sarcasm, Fordham looked toward the ceiling like he was praying for patience.

      “You don’t even own a pair of boots, Fordham,” Bran said.

      “Nor am I quaking in them.” Fordham gave Branson a flat stare.

      “I can’t see you, Fordham,” Bran said, his mouth curving playfully.

      “Obviously, my stare is so strong that you can feel it,” said Fordham. “Carly, my esteemed partner, you must go first in this round, and decide if you want the trump to be clubs. If so, remember that as the dealer, Branson gets to pick up that card he turned over.”

      She forced her mind back to the game, her smile fading as she studied her hand. It didn’t look very good. She had no clubs or jacks. “I think I’ll pass.”

      “Me, too,” said Liam.

      “Master Branson,” Fordham announced in an imperious tone, “you may pick up that nine of clubs. Partner, you may lay your hand down, as I’ll be going alone on this round.”

      Liam groaned as Fordham spread his cards on the table, announcing his cards for Bran’s benefit. “I have both bowers, along with the ace, king, and queen of clubs. And I believe that makes the score four to zero.”

      Carly clapped her hands, thrilled she hadn’t had to do anything for them to win the first hand. “Yay! I may not know how to play, but I know how to pick the best partner.”

      “That you do.” Fordham swept all the cards into a pile and shoved them toward Carly, the smallest of smiles tugging at his lips.

      The rest of the game passed in a similar manner, with Fordham and Carly winning almost every round.

      “Liam, we didn’t have a good hand this entire night.” Bran tossed his cards into the middle when they lost the second set. “Fordham was probably cheating.”

      “One does not need to cheat when one possesses an abundance of skill.” Fordham ate the last of the M&Ms from the small bowl.

      “The real secret,” said Carly, “is that Fordham and I have consumed an entire bowl of chocolate candy, which has our brains hyped up on sugar and caffeine. Meanwhile, the two of you ate all those grapes, chock-full of melatonin, so you’re both groggy.”

      “I regularly defeat Master Branson without the benefit of candy or the detriment of grapes,” said Fordham. “He has no excuse but a comparative deficit in ability.”

      “You two have been incredibly lucky.” Liam delivered his almost-complaint with a smile. He was a much better sport than Carly was. She would’ve been grumpy and frustrated if she had lost that badly.

      “It’s not luck,” said Fordham. “We’re blessed. And it comes from good clean living.”

      “I demand a rematch tomorrow night,” Bran said.

      “I would, but I’ll be gone by then.” Carly felt a pang of regret almost as strong as the relief of being out of the stressful situation. “The drive will be clear tomorrow morning, right?”

      “I’m afraid our road-clearing chap is busy with bigger jobs. Tomorrow evening would be the earliest.” Fordham leveled his meaningful gaze on Carly. “The only way out right now is on a snowmobile. On the bright side, that will give you plenty of time for games and conversation.”

      His heavy emphasis on the last word left no doubt about when the long drive would be cleared.

      After I get up the nerve to tell Liam the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      “That was fun. Even if you and Fordham did trample our egos beyond repair.”

      With his chair in its upright position once again, Liam rolled down the long corridor beside Carly. He wouldn’t have bothered to lift his chair if he’d been returning to his room alone. It only showed how desperate he was to appear attractive and self-sufficient to Carly.

      The blizzard had given him an opportunity. A chance to prove how well he’d adapted to his challenges. When she’d left the plane, she hadn’t given him any opening to pursue a relationship—not even a friendship. Maybe after these few days together, she would see that he could be an almost-normal guy.

      That kiss they’d shared had to mean something. She couldn’t have faked that much enthusiasm, could she? Surely, if she were totally turned off by his disability, she couldn’t have concealed her revulsion. On the other hand, she’d done her best to avoid him since then.

      “I highly doubt either of you have egos that fragile.” Carly stopped outside her doorway and turned to face him. “Thanks again for doing all that stuff with me today. But you don’t have to spend all your time entertaining me. I’ll try to stay out of your way tomorrow.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a chore for me,” Liam said. “I had fun. Didn’t you?”

      “Yes, but…” She scrunched her shoulders, her gaze flitting around the hallway. “I know you feel sorry for me because my vacation plans got ruined by the blizzard, but you had plans, too.”

      “Actually, I could really use the company tomorrow.” Liam decided to be honest. “You see, tomorrow is…” He swallowed a lump the size of Jupiter. “Tomorrow is the anniversary of the accident that caused… the one where my friend died and I was paralyzed.”

      Carly dipped her head down, but not before Liam saw tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Liam,” her voice came out as a hoarse whisper. “I really am sorry for everything that happened to you. For all you lost.”

      He edged his wheelchair closer and reached out to pat her arm. “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Could I be any more awkward? She’s probably crying because the accident turned me into such a geek and she can predict I’ll be alone for the rest of my life.

      To his surprise, she surged against him, her arms wrapping around his waist. Sobbing, her tears wet his shirt.

      He tightened his arms around her, trying to ignore how nice it felt to have her in his arms. How could he think about physical gratification when it was his fault she was so distraught?

      “Please don’t cry,” Liam said. “I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I’d known you would take it so hard.”

      She pushed free from his embrace, swiping at her wet face with the back of her hand. His arms felt strangely empty.

      “You’re the one who lost everything. It’s stupid for you to be comforting me.”

      “I think it’s sweet that you care so much. But I’m okay. I’ve had sixteen years to mourn and learn to move on with my life. Mostly, I use the anniversary to remind myself of what happened. I don’t ever want to forget.”

      “Seems like your paralysis would be enough to keep that from happening.” She took a shuddery breath. “Your whole life was destroyed. All your hopes and dreams gone in an instant.”

      “My life was changed, not destroyed.” He flinched, her words stinging his pride. “I’d like to think I’ve accomplished a lot.”

      “You’ve accomplished more than 99% of the completely able-bodied people on this planet have. But a lot of your choices were taken away.” She blinked her watery eyes. What did her emotional reaction mean? Was it because she was an empathetic person, or had she actually come to care that much about him in a few short days? Or perhaps she merely pitied him for being a cripple. He’d certainly encountered that reaction enough times in his life.

      It’s time I was honest with her. I need to tell her I’m attracted to her and want to pursue a relationship. If she’s not interested in dating, I have to find out now, before I fall any harder for her.

      “I need to tell you something,” they said in unison, then laughed in surprise.

      “You go first,” Liam said.

      “No.” Carly shook her head. “You go first. I need a second to compose my words.”

      That sounded ominous. If Carly had to choose her words, she must be trying to let him down easily. Liam already had his answer. No need to embarrass himself further.

      “I just wanted to apologize about that kiss.” Liam fidgeted with the control lever on his chair, unable to look her in the eye. “You know I didn’t mean anything by it, right? We were just having fun. I didn’t want you to worry that I have feelings for you or expect you to date me or anything.”

      “Right.” Her voice was choked. Liam risked a glance and found her cheeks glowing pink. Had he guessed wrong? Did she want the kiss to be real, like he did?

      “Unless you wanted more,” he hurried to qualify his statement. “I’m open to more. I just wanted you to know I don’t have expectations.”

      “Don’t worry.” She dug the toe of her shoe into the spotless floor. “I wasn’t reading anything into it. I know a guy like you wouldn’t really be interested in a girl like me.”

      “Wait, what’s that supposed to mean? A guy like me and a girl like you?”

      “It’s like I told you before, Liam. I have a past. I made a big mistake, and—”

      “A bigger mistake than causing your friend’s death?”

      She raised her head, locking eyes. “Yes, Liam. My mistake was as big as yours. Maybe bigger.”

      “Even if that were true, I’m in no position to judge someone for mistakes in their past. In fact, I could help you move on.”

      Her eyes went unfocused, staring through him. “I’m working it out already. I have a plan to make amends for my actions. But it may take another ten or fifteen years. Or twenty. Or maybe a lifetime, but that’s okay. Someday, I may be able to forgive myself and move on. But I’m not ready for that yet.”

      “Carly, this mistake you made, whatever it is, shouldn’t stop you from living. You can’t let it ruin your whole life.”

      “Why not?” Her defeated tone tore at his heart. “It ruined someone else’s life. Why shouldn’t it ruin mine, too?”

      “I felt that way, at first, about my best friend. But then I realized ruining my life wouldn’t bring Ben’s life back. So all I could do is live for both of us.”

      She tucked her chin down. “That’s beautiful, Liam. I know your friend would be proud of you.”

      “Maybe.” Liam shrugged. “I’ll never know. But the point is there’s never a reason to give up on your life.”

      “I’m not giving up. I’m just determined never to be selfish again.”

      “I feel like I’m talking to a brick wall.” Liam shook his head.

      “That pretty much sums me up.”

      Except nothing about her had resembled a brick wall when they’d kissed. What was going on inside that head of hers? Why did she work so hard to keep her emotions tucked away? And what mistake could she have possibly made that was as bad or worse than the one Liam and Ben had made? Maybe that’s what she’d been about to confess.

      “Your turn,” Liam said. “What were you going to tell me?”

      “Uhm…” Her face went white. “Nothing, really. I just want you to know that, whatever else happens, you deserve to be happy.”

      “That’s it? That’s the thing you had to word so carefully?”

      “No… there’s more.” Her fingers twisted together. “It’s about my mistake. I want to tell you about it Liam. But I’ll be honest, I won’t be able to face you afterwards. I need to tell you right before I leave.”

      “Carly, it can’t possibly be that bad.”

      “Trust me, it is.”

      Her entire countenance drooped. He had to lighten the moment. “Let me guess… you hate puppies?”

      “No, Liam—”

      “You sang the Star Spangled Banner for a big event on television and forgot the words?”

      “No.” Her lips curved up for a fleeting moment.

      “You went to church wearing only your underwear?”

      “Many times, but only in my nightmares.” A smile won the battle on one corner of her mouth.

      “You took an important test and forgot one of the fundamentals of engineering design?”

      “Horrors! No!” She gave a cry of mock distress, her expression dramatic. “I’ve never done anything that bad in my life. I can’t believe you would even suggest it.”

      “Thank goodness.” Liam swiped the back of his hand across his forehead in theatrical fashion. “That would’ve spelled the end of our friendship for sure. I’d never speak to you again.”

      She went oddly quiet. What had he said wrong? She turned toward the door.

      “Seriously, Carly.” He reached for her arm. When his fingers brushed her sleeve, she froze, then glanced over her shoulder. “There’s not much you could do that would make me judge you. As long as you tell me the truth.”

      “Oh.” She twisted to face him and crossed her arms, like she was suddenly cold. “Not fond of prevarication, huh?”

      “No, but I do love big words.”

      He waggled his brows until a weak smile quivered on her mouth.

      “You’re saying I can lie as long as I do it with four-syllable words?”

      “To be honest, lying with big words is probably the worst,” Liam replied. “That’s what the doctors did after the accident. They kept saying I had a good chance of regaining the use of my legs.”

      “Maybe instead of lying, they were being optimistic.”

      “Call it what you want, but they weren’t being truthful.” The emotional weight of the memories swept back over him. “I’m pretty sure it was all because of Dad. He couldn’t face his son becoming a cripple. No one wanted the responsibility of breaking the bad news to him, so they all pretended it was a temporary condition. If my sister hadn’t gone into bulldog mode and forced the doctors to state the true odds of recovery, I might still be stuck in limbo, hoping my spinal cord would miraculously heal.”

      “Could they have been trying to protect you?” Her shoulders scrunched. “Like they thought the truth would hurt you?”

      Why was she defending them?

      “I promise, everyone was protecting themselves, not me. Yes, the truth would hurt. But I still had the right to know it. I needed to deal with the anger and loss and move on, not waste my time with false hopes of something that could never be.”

      “You’re right,” she whispered, like she was confessing a murder. “They led you on, didn’t they? I don’t blame you for hating everyone who lied to you.”

      “I never said I hated them.” He tilted his head and squinted at Carly, as if he could understand her better from a different angle.

      “You said you couldn’t forgive a lie, though. At least, you implied it.”

      “I can forgive anything, Carly. Even a lie. Some things are just harder to forgive… like the night I encouraged my best friend to drive drunk. Forgiving myself was the hardest.”

      She nodded solemnly. “But some people hurt you so much that they aren’t worth the effort it would take to forgive them, right?”

      Liam considered the ongoing hurtful attitude of his father. If anyone qualified for that category, it would be him. “Sometimes I feel that way. But the truth is, unforgiveness poisons the person who carries the grudge. If you can, it’s better to forgive and then put up a healthy boundary to protect you from the person who hurt you. I try to avoid them as much as possible.”

      For some reason, Liam’s explanation made Carly look upset. Maybe someone had hurt her badly. It seemed like a hug might make her feel better.

      Liam edged closer, prepared to open his arms, but she scooted backwards, toward the door.

      “A boundary. That makes sense. That’s a good solution.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “G’night, Liam. I’ll see you tomorrow before I leave.”

      “Wait.” He could imagine her hiding in her room until the roads were cleared. He couldn’t give up without a fight. “Want to work out with us again in the morning?”

      “Sure. I’ll be there.” Her heavy sigh was almost a moan. She muttered something about “you’re going to pay for this,” in an irritated voice as she pushed her door open.

      Now he felt guilty for asking her.

      “Don’t feel pressured to go,” Liam said. “Bran and I won’t judge you if you’d rather sleep in.”

      She squinted at him. “Are you withdrawing the invitation?”

      “No. Of course not. But why are you going if you’d rather not?”

      “Let’s just say I find it impossible to say no to you.” She gazed up at the ceiling.

      “You can’t say no to me?” He flashed her a saucy grin. “In that case, I can think of a few other things I’d like to ask you.”

      Her lips rolled in over her teeth, and she bit down, but couldn’t hide her amusement. “Correction… it’s almost impossible to say no to you. There are a few exceptions.”

      “What about snowmobiling? Want to go with me tomorrow? Or is that one of those exceptions?”

      She sighed again.

      “Yes, I’ll go snowmobiling.” Slipping inside the door, she closed it partway, only her face peeking out. “Now, I’m going to bed before you can give me any more invitations.”

      The door clicked shut. But Liam wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. Here and there, Carly had given him glimpses of genuine emotion. Maybe there was still hope.

      What was the awful mistake that she was so afraid to reveal? He couldn’t imagine Carly doing something so terrible that he would despise her for it.

      Then again, I never dreamed my own father would say the most hurtful words of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      With her insides scrambled like they’d been through a blender, Carly could only think of one way to calm herself. She called Nora.

      She answered on the first ring. “Hey, roomie. You’ll be jealous to know I’m currently chowing down on a Tiki Taco.”

      It was their favorite food truck. “Yum. Eat a spicy salmon roll-up for me. Although I can’t complain—every meal has been great since I got here. The chef is amazing. And Bran cooked our lunch himself. Shrimp scampi. It was fantastic.”

      “He cooked? I thought you said Branson Knight was blind.”

      “He is. But that doesn’t slow him down. He does anything he sets his mind to. Pretty much like Liam does.”

      “And? What about Liam? I’m dying to know what happened when you told him who you were. I was right, wasn’t I? He didn’t get upset like you thought he would.”

      “Nothing happened.” Carly cleared her throat. “Because I didn’t tell him.”

      “Carly!”

      “I’m an emotional disaster, Nora. You wouldn’t believe it was me. I’ve even cried.”

      “You cried?” Nora gasped. “But you never cry.”

      “This was bad. I’m talking about actual tears. Ugly crying, where your face distorts and your makeup runs.”

      “And you have to be careful, or your eyelashes might fall off.”

      “I know! I was freaking out!”

      “You know what the problem is…” Nora’s voice sharpened. “You’re a mess because you’re not being truthful, and it’s tearing you up inside. What are you waiting for? A sign from Heaven? The end of world hunger?”

      “I was going to tell him who I was a few minutes ago, except he talked about how much he’d been hurt by people lying to him. After that, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

      “Right. Makes sense. So much better if you continue to lie to him even longer instead of telling him the truth.”

      “It sounds bad when you say it like that.”

      “It sounds bad because it is bad. You’re just prolonging the lying, and I don’t think he’ll be happier about it.”

      “My plan is to tell him who I am right before I go. In fact, I was planning to leave a note. That way, I won’t have to be around him when he’s hurt and angry.”

      “That’s the coward’s way out.”

      “You’re right. I’m a coward; I won’t even try to deny it. But this is the best thing for me and for Liam.”

      “Look, you already know my opinion on what you should do. If you’re going to be this stubborn about it, why did you call me?”

      “Because I need you to let me out of the promise I made. I can’t spend any more time with him before I leave. Not after what happened today.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “We…” Carly glanced to the side, as if she could see Liam through the wall between their apartments. “He kissed me.”

      Nora’s answering squeal assaulted Carly’s eardrum. She held the phone away from her head until the sound faded. “He kissed you? When? Where? What happened? Tell me everything!”

      “It was incredible—better than I ever imagined.” Warmth flooded her face.

      “Did you kiss him back?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Like when you gave up ice cream for two weeks and then gulped down an entire half-gallon of Blue Bell by yourself?”

      “Exactly. And that’s the problem. I’m no better than those people who lied to him after the accident and got his hopes up when there was almost zero chance he would ever walk again. He’s going to hate me more than ever.”

      “You’re right.”

      That wasn’t the answer Carly was expecting. “I am?”

      “Yes. He’s going to think you’re as bad as those people. Maybe even worse. You know what this means, right?”

      The slow churn in Carly’s stomach picked up speed. She’d been so selfish to kiss him, knowing they had no future together. Why had she been so thoughtless?

      “It means I can’t spend another minute with Liam. I need to find Fordham and get him to shuttle me off the property in a snowmobile. I’ll get out of Liam’s life before I can do him any more harm.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Nora said in a flat tone. “Now, you have no choice. You have to tell him the whole story, start to finish. In person. You absolutely cannot leave him a note and skip out before he reads it.”

      “But Nora—”

      “I know it will hurt to see the pain in his expression. It will be excruciating if he decides you’re scum and kicks you out of his life. But at least he’ll be the one doing the rejecting. That way, he can regain his dignity and self-respect.”

      “You’re right.” Carly’s chest tightened until her lungs throbbed. “I deserve to experience his anger. I shouldn’t have lied to him.”

      Just like I shouldn’t have lied to my dad the night of the party.

      “Tell him as soon as you can, Carly. The longer you wait, the worse it will be. Confess the truth before he takes another chance at kissing you again.”

      “Okay.” The room blurred in Carly’s watery vision. She blinked, fanning her fingers to dry her eyes.

      “Tell him, Carly. Explain everything before he figures it out on his own. And maybe… just maybe… it won’t be as bad as you think. Maybe you can still be friends. Or even more.”

      “Don’t say that,” said Carly. “If I let my mind go there, it’ll hurt even worse when he rejects me.”

      “No matter what happens, you can handle it. I believe in you.”

      “Thanks.” Carly couldn’t hide the hopelessness she felt inside.

      “If Liam rejects you, we’ll spend next weekend watching sappy movies and eating brownies.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      A perfect way to be miserable.

      Carly gave in and let the tears roll down her cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      The morning workout session was as torturous as the day before, with Carly straining not to gawk at Liam. Watching a guy working out had never affected her like this before, making her more breathless than her strenuous exercise. Probably because most of the guys she’d seen preening and pumping iron in the university gym were showing off like ridiculous roosters. On the contrary, Liam’s amazing display of muscles also served a practical purpose, since he depended on them. And he was as much the opposite of conceited as a man could be.

      After a shower, she hid out in her room, intending to work on her thesis. But her mind kept wandering, re-experiencing every moment with Liam. Especially the kiss that shouldn’t have happened.

      Liam had said that kiss didn’t mean anything. Though hearing him say those words had been painful, she was sort of relieved he felt that way. If his feelings were casual, he wouldn’t be as hurt when she revealed the truth.

      After lunch came the snowmobile adventure. Carly was more worried about being so close to Liam than she was about the intensity of the ride. And her fears were validated.

      Even through layers of puffy winter coats, she could feel every muscle of his back flexing. And her gloved hands could easily discern the firmness of his chest and abdomen.

      She attempted to lean with him into the turns, determined to be the ideal passenger.

      Why did she care what he thought about her riding abilities? Didn’t she want him to stop liking her?

      Yes, but not until later. She wanted to enjoy her fantasy as long as she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Considering it was the sixteenth anniversary of the accident, it hadn’t been a terrible day. Usually, Liam would have felt bogged down, reliving the horror, the anger, the guilt. But being with Carly made it easier to subdue the haunting memories.

      Racing along the trails in the blanketed wonderland, he relished the speed and responsiveness of the snowmobile’s turbo engine. He deliberately throttled up as they topped the low rise. Yes, he enjoyed the way Carly’s arms tightened around him each time the snowmobile went over a bump or surged around a turn. It made him feel powerful again, a sensation he missed. And he could feel Carly’s trust in the laughter that followed each squeal of delight and in the way she relaxed against him on the straightaways.

      She was beautiful, inside and out. And she didn’t treat him like he was different from every other man out there. Carly seemed to admire him rather than feeling sorry for him like most people did. With Carly, conversation was easy. She didn’t make him feel awkward.

      Carly and he seemed compatible in so many areas, even in their career interests. Yet he knew she was holding something back. She still hadn’t revealed whatever enormous error she had supposedly committed, and he wondered if it was simply an excuse to keep her emotional distance.

      Despite the passion she’d displayed in their kiss, something was blocking her from considering even a continuing friendship, much less a more serious relationship. She seemed as anxious as ever to get away and had rebuffed any suggestions he’d made about remaining in contact.

      Why couldn’t he accept that she simply wasn’t interested?

      Yet he’d caught her looking at him with a heated gaze. Had that been his imagination? Or the way she’d blushed afterward?

      Liam stopped the snowmobile in a clearing near a frozen stream, the sun’s rays breaking through the scattered trees to warm them.

      “This is beautiful.” Carly’s tone was almost reverent. “Thanks for bringing me out here.”

      “I love riding,” he said. “Love the rush.”

      “It’s pretty fun. I’m usually not much of a daredevil. It’s fun with you, though.”

      “I probably wouldn’t have pushed myself to do all these outdoor sports if it weren’t for my sister.” Liam propped his helmet on the handlebars and stretched his tight back muscles, leaning from side to side. “Kiera told me if I gave up doing what I loved, I would lose myself.”

      “Sounds like you were lucky to have a sister like that.” He didn’t miss the tremor in her voice.

      “What about you and your brother? Are you close?” He turned to look over his shoulder.

      The moment he asked, he wished he could take it back. Her eyes glistened as she stared at the helmet in her hands. “We were. A long time ago.”

      “I’m sorry you aren’t close anymore. I certainly understand family problems.” Liam handed her a water bottle and quickly changed the subject. “You should drink. It’s easy to get dehydrated.”

      “Thanks.” She took a swallow and replaced the cap. “I want you to know I think you’re amazing, Liam. And—”

      “Ugh… you can stop right there.” Dread thickened his tongue. He could tell what was coming next. He’d heard that introductory phrase before. Carly was about to reject him, like every other woman had. Just when he thought he’d finally found someone who could see beyond his disability. Why had he gotten his hopes up? And why did it hurt so much worse than all the other times? “Don’t say another word.”

      I have to accept the truth. I’m never going to meet a woman who sees me as a whole man. Never.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you what’s wrong.” Bitterness seeped into his words. He faced forward, not wanting to see her expression. “When a woman tells me she admires me, it’s means she thinks I’m amazing despite my disability. It’s an insult. Would it be amazing that I took you on a snowmobile if my legs weren’t paralyzed?”

      “Liam, that’s not what I meant.”

      Her desperate tone didn’t faze him. He was angry with himself for opening up to her. If he’d kept his emotions in check, she wouldn’t have been able to hurt him. Instead, he’d let his guard down, and her few careless words had sliced deep into his soul.

      “Really, Carly?” He should have protected his heart. Recognized his hopes for what they actually were—impossible dreams. In what world would a woman as amazing as Carly want to saddle herself with a man like him? “Then tell me what you meant.”

      “I was trying to tell you I admire your attitude. That you always look at your blessings instead of what you had to give up. Is that so bad?”

      “Exactly. You’re saying you feel sorry for me because I couldn’t be a normal guy.” His hands curled into tight fists, as he battled to tamp down his emotions.

      I’m such a fool!

      “You’re putting words in my mouth.” Her finger poked into his back, punctuating each syllable.

      “It’s okay, Carly.” He spoke between tightly clenched teeth. “I know you’re trying to let me down easy. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “Hmph!” She grunted, raising her voice. “Then I guess some bronco bucked you off onto your head, because you’re acting like an idiot! I wasn’t trying to let you down, and I don’t feel sorry for you!”

      His fury wavered. Was it possible he’d jumped to conclusions?

      “If you don’t feel sorry for me, what do you feel?”

      He skirted around the question he really wanted to ask. Could you ever see me as more than a friend?

      “I admire your positive attitude,” she said. “Is that objectionable?”

      He ventured a glance over his shoulder. Her fervent expression tugged at him, and his biting anger subsided, a familiar dull emptiness in its place. It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t give him what he needed.

      “I guess that’s okay.” His words echoed in the familiar emptiness of his chest. “Except you’re still holding me to a different standard. I’m not any more positive than anyone else is.”

      “Yes, you are. You push through your setbacks.” She chewed on her lower lip, her wide eyes blinking up at him.

      Could it be that he’d misinterpreted her words? Was it possible all hope was not lost? He wanted to believe her. More than anything, he wished she might care for him as if he had no disability.

      Then she added, “You’re not even bitter about giving up football.”

      He jerked like he’d touched a live wire.

      He had never mentioned that everyone had expected him to become a pro football player when he was growing up. Or that his father had withdrawn any semblance of love and support after his paralysis made that dream impossible. It was a subject he did his best to avoid.

      He twisted, his eyes boring into hers. “How do you know I played football before I got injured?”

      “Uhm…” Her gaze darted from side to side. “I don’t know. I think you mentioned it before.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Silence hung in the cold air between them. Somehow, she knew about his past. That he’d played football. What else did she know?

      “Lots of guys play football in high school,” she mumbled, fidgeting with her helmet. “I guess I forgot what you said.”

      She was lying. He felt it in his bones. Somehow, this woman he’d just met knew something deeply personal about him. Something he made certain he kept buried.

      He gazed ahead, his mind racing as the wind rustled the needles in the pine trees, powdery snow rising into the air. How could she have known?

      The answer came to him, zipping prickles up the back of his neck.

      “How old are you, Carly?”

      “I’m... uh... th-thirty,” she stuttered. “Why?”

      Thirty. Two years younger than him. Two years younger than Ben would have been if he were still alive.

      Ben’s sister!

      “Back when we were on the plane, you asked me if I’d forgiven everyone who’d hurt me, and I gave you an honest answer.” His blood boiling, he traced his fingers along the edge of his visor, as if he weren’t tempted to slam it into the ground in a fit of rage. “I’d like you to answer that question for me. And for once, I want you to tell me the truth.”

      Was she even capable?

      “I can honestly say I’ve forgiven everyone except myself.” Her voice seemed to be choked with emotion. But she was such a consummate actress. Who knew what she was really thinking?

      “It’s time to go back.” He smashed his helmet on and snapped the strap under his chin. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “Tell me when you’re ready.”

      “Liam, I...” Her voice died off. “There are things you don’t know. There’s more at play here than what you think.”

      “Are you ready?” His words came out like two granite slabs grinding against each other.

      “Maybe we should clear the air first.”

      “Carly, or should I say Lottie?” He dripped acid from his words as he turned to glare at her. “Right now, the air is about as clear as it’s been since we met. Let me rephrase that... since we were reunited on the plane. I don’t know what kind of game you’ve been playing, but I’m done.”

      “It wasn’t a game.” She sounded shaken, as she should have, knowing her cover was blown.

      “For me, it wasn’t a game.” He turned the key and gunned the throttle twice. “You need to hold on to something. There are two grips on the back of the seat behind you if touching me is too disgusting for you.”

      “Why would you say that? Have I ever acted disgusted? Didn’t I kiss you?”

      “Yes, you did kiss me. Which proves nothing,” he said, “except your acting ability.”

      And what a fool I am.

      “That wasn’t acting, Liam.”

      “Sorry, but you’ve lied so much I don’t know what to believe.”

      “I only lied about who I was. Everything else was real.”

      “No!” He revved the motor, drowning out the pain screaming in his mind. “Nothing was real!” He gunned it again. “What was it, Carly? Revenge? Did you want to humiliate me for getting your brother killed?”

      “Ben’s death wasn’t your fault. I never blamed you for it.” Tears streamed down her face. “I was sad about how much you suffered.”

      “Then it must have been pity. You felt so sorry for me, you couldn’t even be honest. Poor crippled guy. I’ll pretend I care about him for a while, then escape while I can.”

      “That’s not true! I swear! You can ask Fordham.” She sounded earnest, but now Liam knew better than to believe anything she said.

      “Fordham knows, huh? That’s just grand. That means Bran knows, too. I’m sure you all had fun laughing at me.”

      “Think whatever you want about me. But you can’t believe Bran and Fordham would do something like that.”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore. But I know what I don’t believe—anything you say.”

      It took every ounce of concentration Liam had to keep his mind on driving the snowmobile back to the house. He parked the machine and transferred to his wheelchair, barely constraining his rage.

      Would the universe never tire of tormenting him? What a sick joke to bring him together with Ben’s little sister after all these years and make him fall for her!

      Meanwhile, Carly had been on a secret pity quest and played her role to a T. He was shocked at how much passion she’d put into that fake kiss.

      Hurt didn’t begin to describe how he felt. More like betrayed! The pain in his chest was so intense he could barely breathe.

      I wish I had died that night instead of Ben.

      He’d had that same thought on more than one occasion over the past sixteen years, but he’d never meant it more.

      He rolled toward his room, not bothering to move his chair to the elevated position. No need to stand like a normal man when she’d made it clear she would never view him that way.

      An immediate escape seemed to be Liam’s only hope of retaining his sanity. How could he bear to be in the apartment adjacent to Carly’s after what she’d done?

      To have any hope of stilling the maelstrom inside his head, Liam needed to get away from the estate. At least until the next morning, when Fordham could confirm Carly was gone.

      He sent a text to Fordham asking that his car be brought to the front immediately. His pulse slowed a bit when he received Fordham’s confirmation text. “Five minutes.”

      Whether Carly lagged on purpose, Liam didn’t know, but he made it to his room and shut the door before she was even in the corridor. He quickly packed an overnight bag and opened his door to be certain the hallway was clear. With the suitcase hooked behind his chair, he navigated down the long hallway to Bran’s main kitchen and found what he needed in the refrigerator—a set of large brown bottles.

      Branson always stocked Liam’s favorite kombucha for him when he came. The drink had been his beverage of choice for sixteen years, as he hadn’t had a single drop of alcohol since the accident. The sharp taste satisfied some vague urge and somehow made him feel more in control.

      Liam opened a forty-ounce bottle and gulped down a third of it. He checked the time. His car should be waiting. Flipping a lever, he switched his chair to power from the right wheel alone and started out of the kitchen, holding his open bottle.

      Though he tried to think of something else—anything else—images of the last two days with Carly filled his mind. Her shy smile when they met. Her laughter as she and Fordham had bested them at cards. The trust he’d felt when she was riding behind him on the snowmobile.

      She had obviously recognized him at the outset and lied about her last name. Had everything that followed truly been a sham? It seemed almost impossible.

      Though moving slower, pushing with one hand, Liam quickly made it to the front foyer, where Fordham stood with his key.

      “Are you leaving us?” Fordham eyed his suitcase.

      “Just overnight,” Liam said, not having the emotional energy to explain. “My other bag is still in my room. I’ll return tomorrow when Carly is gone.”

      “I see.” Fordham nodded gravely. “I must say, I’m surprised Carly’s prediction held true.”

      “Her prediction?” He didn’t want to ask, but he had to know.

      “The very first night she insisted you would hate her if you knew her identity. I assume that is now the case.”

      Liam’s hackles raised. “Hate is a very strong word, Fordham, and makes me sound like the aggressor. I’m angry because she faked way more than her identity.”

      “Did she?”

      He didn’t have time to stand there and argue. “I’m leaving now, Fordham.” He took another swig of his drink. “We can discuss this tomorrow. And maybe I’ll give you a chance to defend your own part in this fiasco.”

      “Very well.” Fordham’s stiff neck told him the man intended to win any such debate.

      Liam took the keys and rolled out to his car. He put his bag in the back and keyed the remote to launch the transfer platform. He had just rolled on and locked his chair into place when Carly appeared beside him.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was high and frantic. But who knew if it was genuine?

      “I’m leaving for the night. I’m not coming back until after you leave.” He lifted the bottle for another drink and noticed his hand trembling. As the platform lifted and retracted back into the car, the trembling spread to both hands. Exhaustion or emotions or a combination of both overwhelmed him so that he could barely think.

      He didn’t really feel like driving all the way into town to stay at a hotel that, undoubtedly, would be ill-equipped for him. If not for his injured pride, he might’ve abandoned his quest and returned to his apartment in Bran’s estate. He could’ve secluded himself inside his room with music blaring in his ears until the next day, after Carly had left.

      Now, I can’t stay here. Giving in would make me look weak.

      “Don’t do this, Liam. Come back inside and let me explain.” Her face was white, draped in sheer panic.

      “The time to explain has passed.” He shut the door and lifted his bottle in a salute, raising his voice to be heard through the window. “Goodbye, Carly. Have a good life.”

      After one last swallow of kombucha, he stowed the bottle in a holder, needing both hands to drive. He started the car, ignoring Carly’s desperate pleas as she banged on his side window.

      “Please don’t, Liam. Please!”

      She was certainly making this difficult. He eased forward gradually to avoid knocking her over. Maybe he didn’t hate her as much as he thought he did.

      “Get out of the way, Carly!” he yelled, glaring out his window, hoping his scowl would scare her away. But she wasn’t there. She must’ve finally given up. He checked his side-view mirror, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      Suddenly he heard her voice screaming, “Stop! Stop!” in front of the car. He looked up and saw her wide-eyed face framed by hysterically waving arms. He slammed on the brakes, adrenaline surging through him. A sickening thunk reached his ears before she dropped out of sight.
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          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      Carly blinked at the bright lights as she forced her eyes open. White surrounded her... walls, ceilings, bedsheets.

      Is this Heaven?

      A steady ache swelled at the back of her head.

      Definitely not Heaven. Hopefully not the other place.

      “Carly! You’re awake!”

      She turned toward the deep voice of the man who sounded so happy that she’d woken up. Enchanting green eyes stared down at her, the eyebrows above knitted with concern. She knew that face! Liam Bennett!

      “I’m dreaming,” she croaked through her parched throat.

      “How do you feel? Are you hurting anywhere?” asked Dream Liam.

      What a weird question. Though come to think of it, the fronts of her thighs were sore, and her elbows smarted. But nothing hurt as much as her head.

      A thought occurred. If Liam is standing here talking to me in my dream, maybe my brother is here, too.

      “Ben?”

      A spasm of pain crossed Liam’s face. He shook his head, blinking fast, moisture shining in his eyes. “Ben’s not here, Carly. It’s me... Liam.”

      Then something amazing happened. Dream Liam’s hand cupped her cheek. And she felt it! She covered his warm hand with hers.

      “It feels so real,” she whispered in awe, wishing the vision would never end.

      “Carly? Do you remember the accident? When the car hit you?”

      No, she hadn’t been in the accident. Ben had hit a tree. They had shown her a picture of the crumpled mass that had previously been a car, an image she could never un-see. If only she had been honest with her dad...

      “I’m so sorry,” she rasped. “I shouldn’t have lied.”

      “It’s okay, Carly. I’m not mad anymore.”

      “You should be mad.” Her eyes stung. “I should’ve told him where you were. He would’ve found you before you got in the car.”

      “Who would’ve found me?” Liam frowned. “Fordham?”

      The image of Liam’s face quivered in her puddled tears. She had to make him understand.

      “It’s my fault you’re paralyzed. It’s my fault Ben died.” Her chest cramped, and she pressed her hand against it. “I’m so sorry.”

      She blinked her eyes, trying to clear the fog away.

      “No, Carly.” His expression crumbled. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I encouraged Ben to drink. I let him drive the car.”

      “But Dad asked where you were, and I lied.” All the tears she’d held back for sixteen years burst through the dam. “If I’d told him about the party, he could’ve stopped you. But I lied. I killed Ben, and I ruined your life.”

      “Carly, you can’t believe that.” Liam shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault. Ben and I were drinking.”

      His thumb wiped across her wet cheek, a sensation like nothing she had ever felt in a dream before. Could it be real? The overhead lights brightened to spotlights, searing her eyes. She turned her face to the side and pain shot through the back of her head.

      “Ow!” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Why does my head hurt so bad?”

      Liam seemed to be talking, but she couldn’t understand his words because of the loud ringing in her ears. She strained to keep her eyes open, but her lids weighed a half-ton each.

      “I’m so sleepy...”
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      With a white-knuckled grip on his standing chair, Liam took a slow breath to suppress his anger. At least his chair let him move around in an upright position where he could talk to the doctor at eye level.

      “There has to be some way you can find her records and get them transferred,” Liam said. “Isn’t everything digital now?”

      “We still need a signed release form to get her records sent.” Dr. Kemp used the kind of monotone that showed he was tired of repeating himself. “There’s only so much we can do until she wakes up or you locate her next of kin. I understand Mr. Knight is working on that as we speak.”

      “He is.” Liam considered banging his head against the wall. He needed some place to direct his pent-up fury. Or was it fear?

      His only hope was that Bran or Fordham would find something that could help them. Fordham was driving back to look through her things in the apartment, hoping to find medications that would give them a clue. Meanwhile, the hospital administrator had recognized Branson, their biggest donor, and was allowing him to use a computer in her office to reach someone at the research facility in Houston who might give them the needed contact information.

      But what if they decided to do emergency surgery? She could die if they didn’t know her medical history. He tried a different tack.

      “I’m her boyfriend,” Liam said. “Can’t I sign the form?”

      Dr. Kemp paused his data entry on the iPad in his hands and glanced up with a dubious expression. “She’s your girlfriend, and you didn’t know she had cancer?”

      “We haven’t been dating that long.” Liam lifted his chin to counter his embarrassment. His mouth had gaped open like an idiot when the emergency room doctor had asked him what he knew about her cancer and chemotherapy. He and Fordham hadn’t even noticed she was wearing a wig when they’d pressed the rags to the back of her head, trying to stop the bleeding.

      Why didn’t you tell me, Carly? Did you think I was so shallow I wouldn’t like you because you’d lost your hair? Is that how I came across?

      Or maybe she was dying, and that’s why she didn’t want to start a relationship. His breaths came faster, seeking for more oxygen from the air that felt as thin as on a mountain top.

      “She was awake ten minutes ago.” Liam gestured toward Carly’s sleeping form, frail and helpless on the bed with a white bandage wound around her head.

      “That’s great. I’m sure she’ll wake up again.” Dr. Kemp looked at his watch and typed something else. “You said it was fifteen minutes ago? How long was she awake?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe five minutes?”

      “And was she coherent?”

      “Not exactly,” Liam said. “She didn’t know where she was.”

      “Hmmm....” The doctor typed some more.

      Liam moved beside Carly and wiped a tissue on the new black smears under her eyes, repeating their conversation in his mind. What if those were the last words they ever exchanged? He hadn’t said the right things. It had taken him too long to understand what she was talking about. And his mind had been blown when she’d said the accident was her fault.

      Why did you jump in front of my car, Carly? Just to keep me from driving away? Yes, I was mad, but that’s not something you risk your life over!

      If only he could take back everything he’d said and done when he’d realized she was Ben’s little sister. Why hadn’t he stuffed his stupid pride into a sack and given her a chance to explain?

      Liam pulled at the collar on his sweater, which suddenly felt too tight. “Is it a bad sign that she was still confused?”

      “It’s too early to say.” The doctor glanced at her, as if he could gather some kind of new data from the way she was lying on the bed. “It’s only been a couple of hours. We know she has a concussion, so we expect some confusion.”

      “And you’re positive she doesn’t have any broken bones or internal bleeding?” Liam’s ribs refused to expand enough for him to take a full breath.

      If she dies, it will be my fault.

      He already felt responsible for Ben. He couldn’t let that happen to Carly.

      “Her legs and hips have contusions, but the x-rays didn’t reveal any broken bones. The only serious injury was from the impact of her head on the pavement.” Dr. Kemp rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If we’re lucky, she has nothing more than a moderate concussion. If new symptoms develop, like nausea and vomiting, we’ll do a second MRI to see if there could be bleeding in the brain.”

      “But what if—”

      “I know you’re worried, but you can relax.” Dr. Kemp patted his arm the way one would soothe a child. “Any patient associated with Branson Knight is going to get red-carpet treatment. That’s why you have me, the head of Emergency Medicine, instead of one of our other doctors. And our top neurosurgeon is already on standby in case anything goes wrong.”

      “I told you they would take care of her, Liam,” Bran said as he entered the room. “These guys are the best at what they do. Meanwhile, I got through to the people down in Houston. We should have emergency contact information within twenty minutes.”

      He used his cane to navigate to where the doctor stood, and offered his hand. Dr. Kemp shook it. “We won’t let you down, Mr. Knight. I’m treating her like I would my own daughter.”

      More resigned than content, Liam moved beside Carly and eased his chair down until he was on her level.

      “I assume she hasn’t woken up?” Bran said when the doctor was gone.

      “She did for a few minutes.” Liam stretched his arm beside Carly’s on the bed, holding her hand. “She thought I was her brother at first. And then she started apologizing, spouting some absurd story about how the accident that killed Ben was her fault.”

      “Her fault? I hadn’t heard that.”

      “I’m surprised.” Liam couldn’t keep the edge of irritation out of his voice. “Seems like she told you and Fordham everything.”

      “I hope you can forgive me for not being completely honest about Carly.” Bran edged forward with his cane until he stood at the end of the hospital bed. “The only reason we knew the truth was because Fordham ran a security check on her before you arrived. He confronted her and decided he trusted her. But I wasn’t happy about keeping it a secret from you. She kept promising she would tell you everything, but she was putting it off.”

      “Why wasn’t she honest about who she was to begin with?”

      “Fordham’s the only one who knows.” Bran shrugged. “But hopefully, she’ll wake up soon and you can ask her yourself.”

      “And you didn’t know she was having cancer treatment?”

      “I don’t know why I never suspected she was wearing a wig.” Bran laced his words with a light-hearted tone. “I’m usually so observant. Maybe I need some new glasses...”

      His joke almost brought a smile to Liam’s face, but he couldn’t let himself be happy until he knew Carly was safe.

      “You know that’s not what I meant.” Liam stroked the soft skin on her arm. “I just wondered if she’d told you. Fordham didn’t know, either. He looked about as shocked as I did.”

      “The only thing she told me was that she didn’t blame you for her brother’s death, and only because I asked her, point blank.”

      Carly’s fingers tightened on his, then loosened and pulled away. Her eyelids fluttered open. Her brows bent, a vertical line etching between them.

      “She’s waking up!” Liam pumped his chair until he was standing again. He bent over her. “Carly? Can you hear me?”

      Bran moved next to Liam. “Are her eyes open?”

      “Where am I?” Carly rasped, breaking into a weak cough.

      “At the hospital,” Liam said. “Does your stomach hurt?”

      She blinked at him a few times and then whispered, “My head hurts,” so softly that he’d barely heard her.

      “What did she say?” Bran asked.

      “She said her head hurts. I asked about her stomach because the doctor said nausea is a sign that her brain is bleeding.”

      “I guess her head is supposed to hurt after she cracked it on the driveway, right?” Bran twisted his mouth. “She sounds like her throat is dry.”

      Liam pounded his forehead with the palm of his hand. No wonder he’d had to bend over to understand her. “You want a drink?” He grabbed the cup from the bedside table and put the straw to her mouth. She sucked some down, but choked, coughing.

      “Let me sit her up.” Bran’s hands followed a thick cord to the bed control and pushed the button to elevate the head of the bed. “Good thing they mark these in braille.”

      Liam fluffed the pillows behind her, taking care not to bump her head. In a sitting position, she took a few sips of water and swallowed, relief on her face.

      “Do you know my name?” Liam asked her.

      She looked at him like he was a little off. “You’re Liam. And that’s Bran.”

      “Do you remember what happened?” Liam would never forget, though he wished he could. Over and over, it had played in his mind—the car moving toward her, his hand pressing the brake... too late!

      The line between her brows returned. “I remember we went sledding. And then we ate lunch...”

      “Do you remember going on the snowmobile?” Liam grimaced, wishing he could press redo on the entire afternoon. It had been going so well until he’d gone ballistic. At one point early on, her hands had gotten cold despite her gloves, and he’d tucked them up under his coat. And when they’d stopped for a break, he’d even thought he might try to kiss her again. That was before his pride had turned him into an idiot.

      “Kind of.... What happened to my head?” Her hands lifted to her head. Then her eyes flew open wide as she probed frantically at the bandages. “My hair!” she cried as she turned her head away and sandwiched her face between her arms. “Go away! I don’t want you to see me like this.”

      “You look exactly the same to me,” Bran said, with a smile she couldn’t see.

      “And I don’t care about your hair, Carly,” Liam declared. Then his mouth started babbling faster than his brain was working. “I just want you to be alive and healthy. You don’t have to do this alone, okay? Whatever this is, I’ll fight it with you. No strings attached. And you don’t have to decide now. No pressure.”

      “Uhm... should I leave?” Bran asked.

      “Yes,” Liam said, simultaneously with Carly’s, “No.”

      “You can stay, Bran,” she said. “You’re a good reminder that worrying about my looks is nothing but vanity.”

      She brought her arms down, the defeat in her expression tearing at Liam’s heart.

      “The doctors need to know about your cancer and treatment and medicines and such.” Though Liam wanted her to tell him about her cancer, he thought it might be located in some personal area she wouldn’t feel comfortable discussing with him. “They need you to sign a release form.”

      “My cancer?” She looked confused. Had she already forgotten they had discovered the wig replacing her hair?

      “The chemotherapy,” Liam said, gently. “Whatever made your hair... you know...”

      “Oh! Because I’m bald.” She nodded her comprehension, then grimaced, her hand flying to the back of her head. “That really smarts!”

      “And we were trying to locate your next of kin,” Bran said. “But now that you’re awake, you can just tell us who you want us to call.”

      “Why do you need my next of kin?” Fear filled her eyes. “Am I dying?”

      “You just have a concussion.” Liam reached for her hand, but she yanked it away, folding it under her other arm.

      “Did I fall off the snowmobile?”

      “Oh boy,” Bran murmured as he turned to exit the room. “I’m going to tell Dr. Kemp she’s awake. I’ll let you tell her what happened.”

      “It was after we went snowmobiling.” Liam stalled as he watched Bran make his way out the door, hoping he wouldn’t have to spell it out. “Do you remember when I was trying to drive away, and you were banging on my window, trying to stop me?”

      She gasped, pressing the back of her hand to her mouth, and tears flooded her eyes. It must’ve come back to her. “You were drinking!”

      Drinking? Did she think the kombucha was alcoholic?

      “No, Carly. I don’t—”

      “I couldn’t let you drive drunk. I had to stop you!”

      “By jumping in front of my car?” The horror of that moment washed over him again.

      “How could I live with myself if you had died because of me? I already let that happen to Ben.” She let out a wretched sob.

      He bent over the bed and caught her hands in his, pressing them to his heart. “If anyone was to blame for Ben’s death besides Ben, it was me. How could I have lived with both of your deaths on my conscience?”

      She shook her head, wincing. “I wanted to blame you. I wanted to blame anyone besides myself. But I was in love with you...”

      Someone threw a bucket of cold water in his face. “In love with me? But—”

      “I know it was just a silly schoolgirl crush, but it felt real to me. And that night I chose to lie to my dad, thinking you might like me if I kept your secret. And—”

      “You couldn’t have known—”

      “Let me finish...” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “I know it wasn’t just me. Other people share the blame. But I couldn’t mar Ben’s memory by holding it against him. And my lie ended up ruining your life, so I couldn’t blame you either. I was the only one left.”

      Chest aching, Liam let her hands go to brace himself over the bed. He leaned down to touch his lips to her forehead just below the white-cloth bandage. He hadn’t let himself think about those events in a long time, but the memory was as fresh and raw as the night it happened.

      “I’m so sorry, Carly.” His voice cracked. “I’m sorry for everything.”

      “No, you don’t—”

      He shifted his weight to one hand and pressed a finger to her lips to silence her. “The accident took as much from you as it did from me. Even more. Your life has been paralyzed with blame you never deserved.”

      “I was fine.” She sniffed. “I’m a strong person. I’ve been a grownup ever since my mom died. But Dad... he couldn’t handle it. It messed him up when Mom died. And when he lost Ben, Dad lost his will to live.”

      “Your dad passed away?”

      “He’s still breathing.” She stared out the window, into the dark. “But he wishes he wasn’t. I’ve tried to be the best daughter I can be... you know... to make up for it. But I can never replace Ben.”

      Liam pictured her as a fourteen-year-old, mourning her brother’s loss and feeling at fault for her dad’s despondency.

      “You can’t keep doing this to yourself, Carly. You can’t be responsible for everyone else’s happiness. Who’s taking care of you?”

      “I told you, I’m fine. Nora’s been good for me. She makes me exercise and eat healthy food. And I’ve felt better about myself since I started my doctoral research.”

      The truth socked Liam in the gut, knocking his breath away. Her research! She’d even chosen her research for him! Yet he’d never thought of her as anything more than his best friend’s little sister. And in the past sixteen years, he’d rarely thought of her at all.

      “Carly, there are a couple of things you need to know that I think will help you let go of this guilt.” Her guileless gaze stirred something that made him want to hold her in his arms and keep the world at bay. “First, I don’t drink alcohol. None. I haven’t had a taste since the night Ben died.”

      Her eyebrows pushed down over her eyes. “But I saw you—”

      “Drinking kombucha from a brown bottle.” He pointed a finger at her. “And promise me you will never ever put your life at risk like that again.”

      “I was desperate.” She shrugged, sporting the hint of a smile. “It’s not like I jump in front of cars every day.”

      “I’ll take that as a promise.” He tapped his finger playfully on her nose. “And second, you need to know that my life wasn’t ruined. It took a turn I never expected. That makes it different, not bad. I got to choose my path instead of being pushed into football.” He saw her brows arch with surprise. “I’ve done things that will make life better for thousands of people, and that’s a lot more important than throwing passes and making touchdowns. If I hadn’t broken my back, it might’ve taken me my whole life to realize what you do for other people is more important than what the world defines as success.”

      “You really mean that? Or are you saying it so I won’t feel guilty.”

      “It’s completely true. That’s how I feel. Not at the beginning, but that’s what I believe now.”

      “Thank you.” Carly flashed a wobbly smile. “Knowing that makes all the difference. And maybe it’ll inspire me to be selfless like you.”

      “Good grief, Carly! Why do you keep putting me on a pedestal? I’m just an ordinary guy who’s trying to do something good with his life. I happen to be paralyzed, but that doesn’t make me any more noble than anyone else. Why are you judging me by a different standard?”

      Her face crumpled. “But I’m not judging you by a different standard. You are the standard. You have been since ninth grade when I saw you sit down and eat lunch with Stanley Moorhead.”

      “Who’s Stanley Moorhead?” The name didn’t ring a bell.

      “Don’t you remember? He was the guy with the long greasy hair and ratty clothes. The stinky guy. He didn’t have a single friend in high school. But after you ate lunch with him, he changed. His hair was clean, and he didn’t stink anymore. The other kids quit making fun of him. He made friends.”

      Liam blinked, his mind reaching back in time. “I don’t remember that at all. But I did try to eat lunch with someone new every day; it was my thing. It was no big deal.”

      “It was no big deal to you, but it was huge to Stanley Moorhead.”

      “You’re making me out to be this amazing, perfect person, and I’m not. I’m not even close!”

      “I didn’t fall in love with sixteen-year-old Liam Bennett because he was perfect.” She jutted her chin forward. “I know we all make mistakes. I fell for Liam Bennett because of who he was every day.”

      “I hung out at your house all the time. Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I did.” Liquid pooled in her eyes. “The night I overheard you and Ben talking about the party, I finally worked up the courage to tell you how I felt. I begged you to take me with you. And you told me you couldn’t take me because I wasn’t invited. But if I didn’t tattle, you would eat lunch with me on Monday.”

      A fat tear rolled from the corner of her eye. From the deep recesses of his mind came an image of little Lottie Simpson, staring up at him with those innocent gray eyes, confessing her love. How could he have ever forgotten?

      That night, he had been a manipulative jerk, using her emotions against her. She had kept her promise, and her brother ended up dead because of it.

      “I wish I could undo everything I did that night.” He cleared the gravel from his throat. “I’m so very sorry.”

      “I told you I don’t have anything against you.”

      He didn’t doubt she’d cleared his slate of wrongdoing, though he didn’t deserve it.

      “Carly, if you can forgive a calculating, irresponsible teenage boy, isn’t it time you forgave yourself?”

      “Don’t give it another thought.” Her hand came to rest on his arm. “It’s enough that you aren’t angry with me, and you understand why we can’t be together. You know it has nothing to do with your paraplegia.”

      “As I see it, there’s no reason we can’t be together.”

      “This is the reason.” She pointed to her head. “I don’t have cancer. This is how I am. My hair isn’t growing back. Even my eyelashes are fake.”

      It took a few seconds for her words to register and process in his brain. From the hurt in her silvery eyes, he waited too long to respond. “I don’t care about that.”

      “You don’t have to pretend just to make me feel better,” Carly said. “I’m good with it. My wigs are cute and fun. I like the way I look, even with no hair. But for most people, it’s too much. They’re fine with knowing I don’t have hair as long as they don’t have to see it. And that’s perfectly fine.” Her hand gripped his arm. “I’m happy, Liam. It’s okay.”

      As she spoke, her gaze shifted away from his, like her sentiments wouldn’t stand up to inspection.

      “You really think that little of me?”

      Confusion rippled onto her face. “I told you how much I respect you.”

      “Then how could you think I would ever be that superficial?”

      “I don’t.” She blinked rapidly, her eyes glistening. She pushed up onto her elbows until she was sitting and swung her legs off the bed to face him. Looking up, she said, “I know you’re the kind of guy who would sacrifice. You would ignore your true feelings and be with me because you think that’s what I need. When I was fourteen, I would’ve given anything for you to eat lunch with me. But I don’t want to be your Stanley Moorhead anymore.”

      “I have no desire to kiss Stanley Moorhead.”

      Her breath hitched, blood rushing to her face. “I didn’t say anything about kissing.”

      Liam lowered his lips to her ear. “But I did.” His whisper sent a visible shudder through her, an effect so satisfying he found himself sporting a broad grin. “My body responds to you, Carly, because it likes what it sees on the inside and the outside. Believe me, it has nothing to do with sacrifice.”

      He feathered his lips upward and planted kisses on her eyelids. “You are so beautiful to me, Carly Simpson.”

      “But how can you know for sure?” Her hand landed on his chest and wedged him away.

      “Do you feel this?” He slid her palm downward until it rested over his rapidly thrumming heart. “This is what you do to me, Carly. I can’t fake that.”

      Her lips made a soundless O, her eyelids drooping. Her hand tugged his fingers to the side of her neck, where he found a pulse beating as madly as his own.

      “You remember what you said earlier?” Her chin trembled. “About no strings attached?”

      “Yes, and I meant it.” He bent down and kissed the pulse of her neck, relishing the softness of her skin on his lips and the sound of her rapid breaths. “The offer still stands. I’ll do anything to make you feel comfortable if you’re willing to give us a chance. A real relationship, with everything on the table.”

      Her hands cupped his face, lifting it until she caught his gaze with clear gray eyes that shimmered with unshed tears.

      “I have to be honest... If we do this, I may want a few strings.”

      Joy leapt inside him.

      “Me too!” He caressed her lips, sweet as honey. Her fervent response sent his heart cartwheeling against his ribs.

      She jerked back, turning her head away. “But you might change your mind. What if you’re disappointed? Or what if I make you mad again?”

      With his fingers on the edge of her jaw, he pressed her face in his direction, only to see the flicker of fear in her eyes. All at once, he understood. One by one, her family had left her. First, her mother; then, her brother. Even her father had gone, his spirit fading away. No wonder she’d thrown herself in front of his car... she couldn’t bear to be abandoned again.

      He dropped his head until their foreheads touched. “I won’t leave you, Carly, no matter what happens. I won’t drive away, and I won’t pull away. If there’s a problem, I’m willing to stay and fight until we fix it. But we’re both going to make mistakes. So no pedestals allowed, okay? My only fear is that I won’t be enough for you.”

      “How could you not be enough when you’re all I ever wanted?” The adoration in her gaze swelled his chest until it threatened to burst.

      “I always knew something was missing in my life. And that something was you.” He cradled her cheeks in his hands, tilting her face up to worship her lips. “But you’re way more than I’ll ever deserve.”

      Breathless, she whispered, “Maybe we should have a lot of strings...”

      “Good idea.” He kissed her again, fire shooting through his veins. “Better yet, let’s have steel cables. Because I’m never going to let you go.”

      In her eyes, the last traces of fear dissolved, replaced with raw hope and tender trust.

      She slid to her feet and into his arms... where she belonged.
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        May - seven months later

      

      

      Branson let out a slow breath as he counted to ten in his head, hoping to slow his racing heart. “Why did you make me come?” he muttered. “You know I get panic attacks in public places.”

      “This day isn’t about you.” Fordham spoke in a stilted tone as if he weren’t moving his lips. “We’re here for Carly. You, of all people, should understand how it feels to walk the stage when your father doesn’t bother to attend.”

      As Fordham urged him forward, a firm grip on his left elbow, someone brushed past him on the right. Pulse racing, Bran planted his feet.

      “Where’s Stephanie?” he hissed.

      “Your tireless PA is in the ladies’ room,” Fordham said. “I hope you can survive without her for sixty seconds.”

      “I’m paying her overtime to be here.”

      “It’s the funniest thing.” Fordham shoved him sideways, hopefully out of the line of traffic. “You informed me that you hired Stephanie solely because she was a single mom whose daughter had cystic fibrosis. You said that you intended to (and I quote) promote her to a new position at Limitless or Phantom within four to six weeks. Yet here it is, almost six months later, and she is still employed as your PA... a dead-end job if I’ve ever heard of one.”

      “She became more proficient at her job than I anticipated.” Bran’s anger wasn’t helping his heart rate. “And she hasn’t asked to be promoted.”

      “You can justify it all you like, but you must admit you’ve become quite dependent on her,” said Fordham. “And if she’s more than a PA to you, perhaps you should treat her as such.”

      “I admit I need her.” Bran leaned close to Fordham and lowered his voice. “But I have no special affection for her, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      He would never threaten their employer/employee relationship with a declaration of feelings, even if he had them. He had dated enough to know that no woman would ever be attracted to him... not really. As Shakespeare had said, “The eyes are the windows to the soul.” Yet Bran’s prosthetic eyes led to nothing. What woman would fall in love with the horrifying vista of an empty soul?

      No one.

      The only sage bit of advice his father had ever given him was this; “Take it from me. Marriage is a business transaction. No woman will ever love you for anything other than your money. But that’s okay, because you have the money to buy all the love you want.”

      Until six months ago, Branson had often sworn that true love didn’t exist except in fairy tales. But Liam and Carly had certainly proven him wrong. Their selflessness and the strength of their commitment to one another rivaled or maybe even surpassed the bond Branson had forged with Finn, Cole, and Jarrett.

      “I’m back.” Stephanie’s warm hand slid into the crook of his arm, somehow stilling the surrounding noise with her touch.

      “Thank goodness,” Fordham said, his voice laden with sarcasm. “I’ll leave him to you, Stephanie, with my condolences. Carly’s friend, Nora, has acquired seats for us in Section 5A. I’ll meet you up there, assuming your boss retains the ability to climb stairs.”

      Her merry laughter echoed in what felt like a vast foyer. Voices came from every direction, bouncing off the hard walls. Bran’s head swam.

      “Are you ready to go?” At Steph’s words, he shifted his focus and breathed in deeply, taking in the sweet smell of her hair. His pulse slowed, the pressure in his chest fading.

      Steph kept a running description of their surroundings, with way too many details about the architecture and colors and what people were wearing. But her melodic voice somehow calmed his nerves. He suspected the effect would’ve been the same if she’d read from the Farmer’s Almanac.

      Together they navigated down a long, wide corridor, his cane warning him before they started up a ramp. At the top, the sounds spread out, and he sensed emptiness straight ahead.

      “We’re inside the auditorium now.” Steph confirmed his perceptions. “We’re going around on my side and up the stairs behind us.”

      “I’ll be glad when this is over,” Bran muttered. He knew he was grumpier than usual. But he judged his fear as a weakness and despised himself for it. “You’re awfully cheery about attending a boring graduation ceremony.”

      His cane found the first step, and they started up.

      “I’m cheery because I’m excited. I’ve never met any of your friends.”

      “You haven’t missed much.”

      It was no accident that Finn, Cole and Jarrett had never had the opportunity to meet Stephanie. Bran’s bantering buddies had a habit of tormenting him every time he happened to hire a single, female PA. In the past, their teasing comments hadn’t bothered him much. And if he wanted to shut them up, the solution had always been simple... to hire a new PA.

      But there was something different about Steph... something that made him determined not to lose her. So he’d simply arranged for her to have vacation time whenever any of the guys had visited the estate.

      “I see Fordham,” Steph said. “Our seats are up a little higher.”

      Bran had almost balked at the graduation invitation but had reasoned that Liam wasn’t the type to tease him about relationships. Before he’d started dating Carly, Liam’s experiences with women had been exactly the same as Bran’s.

      “Here we are.” Steph edged him to the right. “We have the two seats on the end.”

      “You’re here!” exclaimed a female voice. His left hand was suddenly clasped between two small ones, and the woman bounced up and down, holding it. “I’m Nora, Carly’s roommate. I’m so excited you came!”

      “Nice to meet you.” He extracted his hand from her grip, trying to compose himself enough to look pleasant.

      “You guys are the bomb for coming! Get ready to yell your heads off when they announce Carly’s name. Liam’s on stage, so there are only the four of us out here. And I swore to Carly we would be the loudest ones in the auditorium.”

      Bran tried not to grimace, Nora’s description of her expectations lining up closely with the worst nightmare he could imagine. He could feel Steph shaking with laughter at his elbow.

      As she guided them into their seats, Steph leaned toward him, humor dancing in her tone. “Don’t worry... I’ll be the cheer squad for the three of us. I know you’re not going to yell. And if Fordham started hollering, I might wet my pants.”

      A smile fought its way onto Bran’s face.

      “For that, I might offer Fordham a bribe.”

      Steph laughed, and her hand left his arm. Already missing her touch, his lungs contracted painfully.

      It’s not that I’m attracted to her in any way. I’ve simply grown accustomed to using her presence as a calming tactic.

      Bran knew that he would never develop a relationship like the one Liam and Carly had together. Liam had informed Bran that he and Carly were in love, a phenomenon that had no part in Bran’s future.

      And that’s fine with me. I have my work and my well-ordered life. I don’t need anything else.
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      “Carlotta May Simpson.”

      With a bounce in her step, Carly climbed the stairs onto the stage amidst mostly polite applause, with one notable exception. Nora made enough noise for twenty people—screams, whistles, and cat-calls—more than compensating for the fact that Carly had few guests at the graduation ceremony.

      “Woo-hoo! You go, girl! Shake that hair!”

      Carly laughed, obligingly flicking her iridescent blue locks with her hand.

      With a job waiting for her at the Limitless Laboratories in Seattle, she was excited to get her doctorate and start work. Even the fact that her father wasn’t in attendance didn’t dampen her enthusiasm.

      As Carly reached the top step and pivoted toward center stage, she locked eyes with the hottest guy she’d ever seen, sporting an ear-to-ear grin aimed only at her. Standing in all his doctoral regalia, some people might not even notice the wheelchair keeping Liam’s legs straight and upright. But Carly didn’t care what other people thought about him. Just like she didn’t care what they thought about her hair, which was why she’d agreed to wear the shoulder-length, shimmery blue wig that Liam had chosen for the event.

      “It suits your personality,” he’d said. “It’s cute and fun and memorable.”

      She didn’t complain. She knew it was his way of proving he loved her as she was.

      Of course, the red Faye Fortune wig was still his favorite. The original had been ruined in the accident, a fact which had initially sent Carly into mourning because it had cost so much. However, Liam had not only replaced it with an identical one, but had also become addicted to shopping for new ones. And he had expensive taste, Diamond being his favorite brand, with wigs that cost upwards of ten thousand each.

      In the beginning, Carly had objected to his purchases because he was spending way too much money on her. But about six weeks into their relationship, Liam had finally revealed his net worth... more than a billion dollars!

      “I can afford to buy you a new wig every day for the rest of our lives,” he’d said.

      The part of his claim that had intrigued her most was the fact that he’d said our lives, hinting at their future together. She’d simply gulped and smiled, still somewhat afraid to say anything that might rock their happy little boat.

      Though his explanation had ended her complaining about the cost of his purchases, even the expensive Diamond wigs, she eventually objected at the sheer number. “I’m going to have to get an apartment with a second bedroom, just for my wigs!”

      That was before she discovered she could donate extra wigs to Limitless, who provided free wigs to people in need. Now she could continue to let Liam indulge her, but without her former guilt.

      As Carly approached Liam, he raised her doctoral hood in the air. She bent her head and allowed him to drape it over her shoulders, tucking it into place.

      “Congratulations, Dr. Simpson.”

      His eyes had that dark, drugged look they got when he was thinking about kissing her. He slid his hands to the sides of her face and tilted it upward.

      “I think you’re only supposed to hood me,” she muttered, without moving her lips, “not kiss me.”

      One eyebrow lifted as his shoulders hitched. “They won’t complain about one tiny kiss.”

      He dipped down, gently brushing his lips against hers. Though she tried to ignore the effect of his touch, his lips stirred up currents that zapped her from head to toe. But true to his word, he kept it short and sweet, ripping his mouth away just as she was starting to enjoy it.

      “Atta-boy, Liam!” Nora’s voice carried across the quiet auditorium, followed by peals of laughter.

      With a smile and a wave at the audience, Carly started toward the next table where a professor was waiting with her diploma.

      “Wait!” Liam caught her elbow and tugged her back. “I have something for you.”

      His hand ducked inside his robes and came out with a small black box. She found herself posed in classic surprise, her hand covering her wide-open mouth. Her eyes went so hazy she couldn’t see the ring.

      I can’t believe this is happening! It must be a dream.

      With the crowd cheering in the background, Dream Liam spoke, his words for her alone.

      “Carly, I don’t know how I lived without you, and I never want to do it again. Walk with me, and I’ll stay beside you even when the path is steep. Let me hold your hand when turbulence rocks the plane. When the blizzards come, I’ll shelter you in my arms. Please say you’ll marry me. And whatever comes, we’ll face it together.”

      His hand rose to her face, his thumb brushing the dampness on her cheek.

      I know for sure this isn’t a dream. It can’t be. Because I could never imagine anything this perfect!

      She threw herself against him, the sanctuary of his embrace closing around her. At long last, wearing blue hair and wrapped in the arms of a man on wheels, Carly’s dream came true. Though it wasn’t exactly the way she’d imagined when she was fourteen, crushing on her brother’s hunky best friend.

      Because real life was messy.

      But real love... was nothing short of incredible!
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        And they lived joyfully ever after!
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      Dear Reader,

      I hope you enjoyed Liam and Carly’s story. Sign up as a VIP reader for more free books!

      

      I was inspired to write this Limitless Series by my grandfather and grandson, both of whom were/are limitless despite their blindness.

      
        
        Read Bran and Steph’s story in

        The Billionaire’s Secret Marriage!

      

        

      
        Keep reading for a preview.

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      Stephanie Caldwell winced at her reflection in the mirror, snatching a tissue to wipe the smeared mascara from under her eyes. She wasn’t about to let anyone know she was bothered by the announcement her boss just made. No one else had been surprised. Why was she? She knew from the start there could never be any kind of relationship between her and Branson Knight.

      I’m twenty-nine… too old to have a silly school-girl crush.

      A few wispy brown curls escaped her bun, the only adornment of her neck. She hadn’t worn her typical costume jewelry, knowing the other female guests would be sporting genuine diamonds.

      The jiggling doorknob, followed by a few sharp knocks, jerked her back into reality. There had to be a dozen bathrooms in Bran’s mansion. Why did someone need to use this one, in the far back corner of his darkened private library? Most people didn’t even know it existed.

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” she called, hoping whoever it was would simply go to another empty restroom. A glance in the mirror revealed red-rimmed eyes and a matching red nose. Maybe she could explain it away as an allergy attack.

      The doorknob rattled again. “Stephanie?”

      Bran’s voice. She laid her hand over her chest as her heart performed a haphazard flip. Just her luck—the one man she most wanted to avoid at the moment.

      “Yeah. Sorry, boss.” She forced a relaxed tone. How could she explain why she’d chosen his private restroom, hoping to hide away until she pulled herself together? “The hall bathroom was taken, so I didn’t think you’d mind. But I’m coming out, now.”

      She turned out the bathroom light and whipped the door open, planning to slide past him and escape, but his imposing form blocked her exit, silhouetted by the dim moonlight trickling through the library window. He towered over her, though her three-inch pumps boosted her to a respectable five feet seven. She hated the way her chest clenched so close to him, glad for the moment she couldn’t see how enticing he looked in a tuxedo. But he was one of those guys who looked hot in anything he wore, whether he was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, with his muscles stretching the thin fabric, or draped in an expensive designer suit.

      “I was looking for you. I sent a text.”

      “Sorry. I had my phone on silent during the party.” She hoped he couldn’t tell from the wobble in her voice she’d been crying. “Technically, I’m not working tonight.”

      Her boss was driven and would probably work around the clock if he could. He even dictated to her while he was exercising in his private gym, not that she minded the scenery.

      She must’ve done a poor job of hiding her frustration because his voice went contrite. “I’m sorry, Stephanie. I wanted your take on the reactions when I made the merger announcement. I should’ve warned you ahead of time, so you’d notice the details. Were you watching?”

      Her stomach fell into her gut as she realized why she’d been invited in the first place. She’d been so thrilled to find her name on the exclusive guest list for the annual spring gala, thinking he was finally beginning to see her as more than an employee. He’d even insisted she buy a new dress at his expense. She’d purchased the exquisite designer gown with growing excitement, especially when he asked her to describe it to him in detail and suggested she come early to the party. For a few days, she’d allowed herself to believe the fairy tale might come true. Hoping Branson Knight was actually interested in dating her.

      She’d swallowed her lumpy pride when she arrived, only to be greeted by Bran’s girlfriend, who looked her over as if her clothes had come from the refuse pile. Carina was one of those girls—beautiful, rich and successful. No doubt she’d been homecoming queen, head cheerleader, class president, and valedictorian. Only the remembered words of Steph’s MawMaw kept her from creating a Carina voodoo doll and sticking it with pins. “Now Stephanie… don’t judge people. Every mean person has a sad secret hidden inside.”

      But it wasn’t Carina’s snobby attitude that had hurt Steph’s feelings. What tore her apart was recognizing the obvious truth. Bran wasn’t interested in her. He simply wanted her to be his “spy.” The new dress was only part of her disguise, because Branson assumed, correctly, she had nothing in her closet that would allow her to blend in with the other, affluent guests. As usual, with Bran, it was strictly business.

      “I was watching. I paid attention, even though I didn’t realize I was still on the clock.” More perturbed by the second, she couldn’t resist a dig. “But which merger announcement were you referring to? Your takeover of Reston Incorporated? Or your engagement to Carina Parker?”

      He seemed to wince, though the moonlight didn’t illuminate his face clearly. She didn’t need to see him. She knew his face by heart, from the arch of his brows to the angle of his carved jaw, which was smooth-shaven tonight, though his customary style sported a slight beard, one she thought made him look even more rugged and masculine.

      “The business announcement, of course. My engagement isn’t important.”

      “Not important? You’re getting married, and you don’t think that’s going to impact your life?”

      His hand came up and pushed through his dark hair, leaving the ends sticking up like pieces of straw in his shadowed silhouette. She almost reached up to smooth them, but caught herself at the last second.

      His head was shaking slowly back and forth. “The marriage will be mutually beneficial to both of us. Living together won’t change anything.”

      He spoke as if it were a business transaction. Her next words spilled out before she could stop them. “Wouldn’t it be cheaper to hire someone by the hour?”

      When she saw him stiffen, the hair stood up on the back of her neck. This time she’d gone too far.

      “Perhaps you’re right, Ms. Caldwell.” He spoke as calmly as if he were reciting a grocery list. “Were you volunteering for the job? What are your hourly rates?”

      All the oxygen rushed out of the room, leaving her so lightheaded she had to grab the doorframe to stay upright. Her chin lifted as she glared at him, ineffectually. “You couldn’t afford me, Mr. Knight.” Gaining her composure, she tried to push past him.

      “Wait.” Her arm was in his iron grip, as he bent down to mutter in her ear, his breath sending electric impulses rippling down her spine. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Please forgive me.”

      “No apology necessary.” She jerked at his unrelenting grasp. “I was out of line. It’s none of my business.”

      “I should’ve told you about the engagement.”

      Dagnabbit… he sounded repentant. She grasped at her anger, catching it before it disappeared.

      “Why didn’t you?” Another tug of her arm produced no results.

      “Honestly, it slipped my mind, with the Reston deal on the line.”

      Really? Business made him forget his engagement? She ought to feel sorry for Carina.

      “Let. Me. Go.” She stumbled back when her arm slipped free at last. An engagement could simply slip his mind? She wondered, not for the first time, if there were any feelings inside his impassive exterior. How could she be attracted to someone so cold and calculating, so much her opposite? She must’ve imagined those times when she’d caught a glimpse of the real Bran Knight, the fantasy man she was in love with.

      “I’ve apologized. Now can we get back to business?”

      “Yes, we can.” She pushed back the storm of emotions threatening to explode from her fragile hold. “As the first order of business, I’m giving you my two-weeks’ notice.”

      “Why?” He took a step toward her, holding out an open palm. “I told you I’m sorry. What else do you want?”

      “I don’t want anything.” Nothing you’re willing to give me. “But you’ll have a wife to pick out your clothes and check your appearance and coach you on your expressions. You won’t need me anymore.”

      “Your job entails a great deal more than that.”

      His detectable irritation gave her a sense of satisfaction. He hardly ever displayed his emotions, so he was impossible to read. She had to face reality—Branson Knight was never going to think of her as anything but a personal assistant, no different from any of the dozens he’d probably employed through the years.

      Maybe his engagement and marriage would help her douse those flames she’d been trying to suppress for the last two years. She shouldn’t have let herself fall for him.

      The timing couldn’t be worse. Ellie’s new medication was incredibly expensive, and the insurance wouldn’t cover it. She couldn’t afford to lose this job, no matter how much her pride stung. But what if his new wife wanted him to fire her? Carina had always given Steph the cold shoulder, making her feel invisible.

      “I apologize, Mr. Knight. I was totally out of line. The truth is, I need my job, and I don’t want to quit. But my head’s killing me, so I think I’ll call it an early evening.”

      Though her words were stiff she managed to sound genuine. At least she thought she had. Yet he stopped her before she could get away, his hands firmly grasping both shoulders as he bent his head toward her. For an instant, she thought he was going to kiss her, and her chin lifted toward him, lips parting of their own accord. But he turned his head at the last minute, his face contorting in frustration.

      “I’m blind, Stephanie, not deaf and not dense… at least not usually. I don’t want you to leave until we fix things between us. You’re the best personal assistant I’ve ever had. You take care of every part of my life, personal and business. I’m willing to consider a raise, if that’s what you want.”

      “I’m not asking for a raise.” She swallowed a lump in her throat. A raise would be life-saving right now, but she couldn’t accept it under these circumstances. “Why do you make everything about money?”

      His hands dropped to his sides. “Because, in my experience, that’s how things are.”

      “I’m not like that.” His words hurt so much, even though she knew it was his own life experiences that made him so cynical. “Don’t you know me by now? We’ve been together two years.”

      “Are you volunteering for a pay cut?” The corner of his mouth twitched, a grin threatening to emerge, and she briefly considered stomping on his three-thousand dollar Ferrinos.

      “Of course not,” she sputtered. “I need money, like everyone else. But that’s not what this is about.”

      “Then enlighten me.” In the shadows of his face, his eyebrows lifted. “Why are you upset?”

      She struggled to explain her reaction without revealing her feelings for him. “I guess my feelings are hurt because you usually share everything with me.” Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “I didn’t even know you and Carina were serious.”

      “You knew we were dating exclusively.” His eyes widened in innocence.

      “You didn’t even pick out her birthday present. You said, and I quote, ‘Get her anything. It doesn’t matter. I’m sure you’ll pick something suitable.’”

      “You know I never hide anything from you. I didn’t mean to do it tonight.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      The man hid behind a mask. Sure, she knew about most of his business dealings. Yet she never had personal contact with his closest friends, other than Carina, who sometimes barged in during work hours. Of course, he worked so much, he didn’t have much time for leisure activities.

      “I planned to announce the engagement in June at the shareholders’ meeting, but Carina said it was too impersonal. Right before the party, she talked me into pushing the date forward. I didn’t have a chance to tell you.”

      “And you just happened to have that diamond and ruby ring lying around?”

      He waved his hand in the air, as if erasing her objections. “That’s not even the real engagement ring. It’s one my mother left to me. Carina would never settle for another woman’s ring.”

      “I understand.” She threw the lie out with all the resentment she felt.

      “If you’d moved into the estate, like I’ve suggested all along, you would’ve known the last minute details.”

      “I have a daughter. One I barely see, as it is—”

      “You and Ellie would have your privacy inside the estate. There’s an entire empty wing where you could hide, along with your nanny.” His voice dripped sarcasm. “You could keep your precious time away from me.”

      She bit her lip to keep from crying, glad he couldn’t see her face. All this time she’d resisted his offer to live at his mansion complex, for fear of becoming even more dependent on him. But the past few months, the medical bills had increased to the point she was seriously considering moving in to relieve the financial pressure. Now she didn’t know what she was going to do.

      “It doesn’t matter now. Your new wife wouldn’t want another woman living in her house.”

      “There are dozens of people who live on the grounds. She wouldn’t even notice you. And it doesn’t matter what she thinks, anyway.”

      “I think her opinion matters. You’re getting married.”

      “Nothing will change. My life will continue as always.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. Of course your life will be different. You’ll have a wife. And someday, you’ll probably have children, right?”

      “Children?” Why did he sound like her suggestion was outrageous? He was only thirty-two years old, and he loved kids. He’d poured millions into charity work for children. “We haven’t had time to work out these details,” he muttered, sounding disgruntled.

      “You’ve been dating for a year.”

      “Exactly.” He gave a sharp nod. “After a year, why were you so shocked we got engaged?”

      She gaped at him, unbelieving. “Maybe because you never said you were in love with her.”

      His mouth opened and then closed, as if he was debating what to say. “Stephanie, I…”
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