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Brief Excerpt:

“Oh, Mr. Dameron,” she said blushing, “I think this wine is making me sleepy. It always has that effect on me.”

Mr. Dameron smiled understandingly, appreciating Emily’s honesty.

“Well, enjoy the wine tonight, it’ll help you sleep,” he urged. “But for lunch tomorrow, maybe we should drink something else, maybe tea or sparkling water. I wouldn’t want you dozing off during the sightseeing!” he teased, grinning. “I want you to be fully awake to take in all the beauty this city has to offer.”

Emily nodded in agreement, appreciative of Mr. Dameron’s thoughtfulness. “I’ll just finish the wine in my glass tonight,” she said, stifling a yawn and feeling a bit lightheaded. When she got this way, her mouth seemed to have a mind of its own, running away with itself. “I’ll be out like a light as it is. If some handsome guy were to take advantage of me, I’d be his for the taking!”

His eyes widened. “Oh, really?” he sounded surprised. “I’ll keep you perfectly safe.”

With a slight frown, she reached across the table and patted his hand. “Just not too safe,” she urged, giving him a knowing look. “I trust you to know what a woman wants.”

“I try,” he said, a flirtatious glint in his eyes. “But what does a woman want… you, what do you want?”

“You,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

He gave her a knowing, sobering look. “You’ve had me since the minute you walked into Dameron Tech,” he said. “I hired you for your abilities, your skills, but I’ve always been attracted to you, Emily. I’m not going to deny that.”

This was a confession she’d hoped to hear for so long, but even now it sounded too good to be true. Like one of her fantasies. Was this really happening? She was determined to put it to the test. “Then what are you going to do about it?” she asked.

“We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” he taunted, a playful tone in his deep voice.
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I hadn’t noticed him until he spoke. At first I only noticed that there seemed something familiar about him, but when I turned and looked at him, I knew it was more than that. I knew him. I knew exactly who he was, and I still hated him as much as I had the last time I'd seen him.

Today we're in a meeting of employees to meet the two businessmen who purchased the small company where I work. I expected, as did other employees like my best friend and coworker Jennie, that we would get our new employers’ names and assurance that our jobs were safe under the new management.

But I get way more than that.

When he speaks, I turn and look directly at him, and our eyes lock and hold. I know he recognizes me too, and I feel my breathing deepen the way it did back then. 

But the worst part hits me right away. I still find him attractive. He still makes me swoon inside the way I did the first time I saw him. He’s older now, but still dark-haired, with those incredibly sexy, piercing gray eyes and that muscular build that no business suit could ever hide. He still makes my heart skip a beat, and I want to hate myself for feeling this way.

He seems tongue-tied for a few seconds, and I turn away before he does. I stare down at the table in front of me and slowly lift my eyes to Jennie who sits directly across from me. She seems oblivious, staring down at the sheet they’d given up detailing the transfer of company.

I shift my weight and jiggle my curves to give her a nice hard kick under the table, the pointed toe of my snug flat making hard contact with her shin. 

Jennie looks up, stunned, her eyes widen as she realizes something is up and mouths ‘What?’

I give her a desperate look, but I can’t explain. I regret having kicked her now and keep my eyes down for the rest of the meeting. After the meeting ends, I follow Jennie out and stay close to her as we head back to our cubicles.

“What was that about?” Jennie wants to know as soon as we’re in the hallway.

“Sssh,” I say, glancing uneasily at her. “I can’t explain here in the open.”

When we reach our cubicles, I duck into mine and sink into my desk chair and swivel to face her. She stands in the open doorway of my cubicle and waits for an explanation.

I tell her how I recognized one of our new employers. I tell her something I’ve never told anyone else. Ever. I tell her how one of our new employers, Mr. Aidan Barrington, along with his rowdy friends taunted me unmercifully in high school, making my junior and senior years hell.

“We’ve worked together almost ten years now,” Jennie says, “and you never mentioned this to me once.”

I frown. “Well, it’s not something I like to dwell on,” I admit quietly. “I don’t even like talking about it.”

She nods. “I understand.”

“What do you think I should do?”

“What can you do?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. A part of me doesn’t even want to continue working at SavvyTec. I don’t even know if I can continue working here the way I feel. Besides, he may have recognized me, and if he did that could throw a whole new spin on things.”

She’s about to speak when someone else speaks instead, and I hear that same familiar voice I heard in the meeting.

I tense up as Jennie stares into my eyes, and I have a sinking feeling this is not going to end well…
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The meeting is over. I gather my props and head out.

I finished the meeting a bit sooner than I had planned, but something happened mid-meeting that I hadn’t counted on or even expected. I had just seen someone from my past. You might say it’s like seeing a ghost, yet I have never been able to think of her that way.

But she is someone from my past.

A past I’d rather forget, I decide as I follow the employees down the long hallway, hoping to catch another glimpse of her. When I saw her, my heart leapt in my chest. So many times I had hoped I could see her again, hoped I could apologize to her and tell her how I really feel. But I always thought that was wishful thinking. Besides, I am pretty sure that might be the last thing she wants, especially after the look on her face when our eyes met during the meeting.

Poppy. She looks even more beautiful than I remember. Even now, I’m captivated by her emerald green eyes.

I catch a glimpse of her walking with a thin blonde girl. I slow my steps and stay at the back of the crowd. I can’t believe how incredible she looks after all these years. Her dark brown hair falls in gentle waves around her cute, rounded face, her lips are painted a subtle shade of pink like cherry blossoms in spring. She is dressed in a simple white blouse with a low-cut collar that dips just above her full breasts, and a skirt that accentuates her curvy shape.

Yep, Poppy looks stunning, and those old feelings I felt for Poppy Lane are still there.

Only now they’re on steroids.

And by pure chance or unexpected coincidence, Poppy is back in my life.

I duck into the break room to grab a coffee and exchange a few words with a floor manager before making my way back to my office. On the way, I decide to take a short cut through the employee area that houses all the cubicles. I come to a dead stop in my tracks when I hear her voice. I would recognize her voice anywhere. Maybe because I’d heard it so many times in the past, when we were younger and I did stupid things to impress people I thought were my friends.

“Miss Lane,” I hear myself say, taking a chance that she hasn’t married and still uses her maiden name, “I would like to speak to you.”

For a brief second, I only hear silence. Finally she speaks. “Yes, er, Mr–” her words break off. “What do you want?”

Her coworker, the blonde, steps aside but doesn’t go far. I ignore her and step into the entrance to the cubicle. “Poppy, I hope you don’t mind if I call–”

“You can call me Miss Lane!” comes her quick response, and she sounds more than a little angry, like she’d love to crush me under the heel of her shoe. I can’t blame her, though. The truth is, that’s pretty much exactly what I had expected.

“Okay, Miss Lane,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm since other workers are now peeking out of their cubicles. “I just wanted to say I remember you from high school, and I hope you’re not going to hold anything that happened back then against me. You know how kids do stupid things–”

Before I finish speaking, she gets to her feet and stands right in front of me as if she’s looking for a fight. “Are you joking?” she asks, her voice now sounding even angrier. “After the way you and your buddies teased me in high school, calling me Poppy Lard and worse?”

Like it happened yesterday, it all comes back to me and my face clouds with shame. I draw in a rough breath and remain silent, even though I ache to reach out to her, to console her. To do whatever it takes to take all her pain away.

“You seem to be drawing a blank, maybe I can refresh your memory,” she says.

She raises her hand and slaps me hard across the face.
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The sting is immediate, and he puts a hand to his cheek. “Why’d you do that?”

“I think you know,” I say, not sounding nearly as angry as before. “The last time I saw you I did that to you, remember?”

He just stares into my eyes and doesn’t say another word. Instead, he turns on his heel and stalks off towards his office.

I sink back into my chair as if defeated. I take deep breaths and fight to stay calm.

Jennie steps back into the entrance to the cubicle. “I can’t believe you just did that!”

Oh shit! Neither can I.

My mind reels as I wonder what’ll happen now.
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After I assaulted my new boss, I went home, skipped dinner, turned off my phone and crawled into bed and cried myself to sleep. The next morning I get up, get dressed, grab a quick bite of breakfast, and head into work as if nothing has happened.

But as normal as I try to make everything seem this morning, I am painfully aware that this is not just another day, not an ordinary work day. There’s a tension in the air as I wait for what’s going to happen next.

When I reach work, Jennie is standing outside my cubicle and I can see from the worried look on her face that she’s been thinking about what happened too. “Why didn’t you answer my texts?” were the first words out of her mouth.

I shrug. “I was too upset, too exhausted.”

“Oh. Are you better now?”

I push past her, drop my bag onto my desk and sink into my chair. I look up at her. “Not really.”

What are you going to do?” she asks, handing me one of the cups of coffee she has been holding.

“Thanks.” I nod at the paper cup as I sit it aside for later. I figure I’ll need more than caffeine, but it’s nice she thought of me. “I don’t know what to do except wait and see what Mr. Barrington does.” I cringe slightly at having to address him this way, after our past, but he is my boss as much as I wish he wasn’t…

“You don’t think he’ll fire you?” Jennie asks, her eyes wide.

“I don’t know. Maybe. I did assault him. He could’ve called the cops. I guess I’m lucky he didn’t.”

Jennie huffs. “After what he and his friends did–”

I raise a hand, not wanting to go through that again with the latest development still hanging over my head like a dark cloud. I close my eyes. “I know, but I can’t think about that right now.” I take a deep breath. “I may be out of a job, which is kind of okay since I’m not sure I could work here with him as my boss anyway.”

“You weren’t thinking about quitting before you slapped him?”

I nod. “I was,” I admit. “I still think it’s not such a bad idea. It would probably solve the problem…”

“You can’t do that!” Jennie protested. “I’d miss you.”

I sigh. “Yeah, me too.”

The phone rings interrupting us and I stare at it a moment before reaching for it. I glance at Jennie and I can tell we’re both thinking the same thing.

It’s him.

I pick it up. “Hello.”

It’s not him.

“Poppy, Mr. Barrington just arrived and he’d like to see you immediately in his office. Please come right up.”

“Okay,” I say and drop the phone in my lap before hanging it up.

Jennie’s eyes are full of questions as I turn back to her.

“He wants to see me in his office, Jen. I guess this is it. I don’t know what to expect, but it doesn’t look good…”
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I lean back in my desk chair and watch the door, waiting for my 9 o’clock appointment. It weighs heavily on me. The truth is I’d thought about it all night, and I had come to one conclusion.

Despite how badly things had gone between me and Poppy yesterday, the last thing I wanted was for her to quit her job. If she did, I might never see her again. Even though we might never be more than boss and employee, I couldn’t even think of never seeing her beautiful face again.

Yep, those feelings I’d felt for her for so long and denied have flooded back to the surface. If I had any doubts before, I have none now.

And they truly are stronger than ever. She does things to me I never dreamed any woman could. My dick twitched. Yep, I had it bad for her, but I couldn’t imagine her ever forgiving me for the past.

Especially after her reaction yesterday.

My thoughts scatter when the intercom on my desk buzzes. I press the incoming button. “Yes, Vicki?”

“Miss Lane is here to see you, Mr. Barrington.”
“Send her right in.”

“Yes, sir.”

I get up and straighten my shirt, pressing it down and into my slacks. I finish just as my office door opens.

There in front of me, framed by the doorway, stands the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Each time I see her she seems more beautiful. I thought she looked freaking amazing yesterday, but this morning she’s even more of a knockout. I can’t help staring, and I hope she doesn’t notice. But I love the way her skirt hugs her thighs. She presents a lovely package, but I know there is so much more to her than just that.

Her eyes meet mine. She looks away, and I restrain myself from walking around my desk and offering her my hand. I figure that’s the last thing she wants right now. Instead, I gesture for her to sit on the chair in front of my desk.

“Thank you for coming, Miss Lane,” I say and sit back down.

She looks directly at me now. “As if I had a choice.”

“Fair enough,” I say, wishing I could break down the angry barrier between us.  But I have a lot to make up for, and I get that. “I guess you’re wondering why I called you here?”

She nods. “Yes, that thought occurred to me, but I am pretty sure it has a lot to do with what happened between us yesterday.”

“It does,” I admit. “You reacted as you did, and I understand why. So I’m not going to take it any further. I’m not going to punish you.”

Her eyes widen. “You’re not going to let me go,” she asks, avoiding the ‘f’ word.

“No, I’m not going to fire you, Miss Lane. Of course, it is your decision whether you continue to work here. That is entirely up to you. I would like you to stay, but the decision is yours and yours alone.”

She takes a deep breath and the hard expression she came in with seems to soften just a bit. “I-I’m surprised. I appreciate that, but I haven’t thought that much about it.” She pauses, glancing down at her perfectly manicured hands. “Well, I admit I thought about it, but I figured the decision would be made for me. Now that the decision is mine, I haven’t decided to stay or go.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, and it was true whether she believes me or not. I hope the genuine expression on my face as I look at her convinces her, but I can’t tell.

“I will give it some thought in the next couple of days and make a decision,” she tells me as she gets up and heads for the door.

Before she goes out my door, possibly for the last time, I stop her. “Miss Lane, if you decide to terminate your employment, would you please let me know personally instead of just alerting personnel… er… HR?”

That request seems to take her by surprise, her eyes widen again. She owes me nothing, and I half expect her to tell me so.

But she doesn’t.

She just nods, turns and walks out the door, not bothering to close it behind her.

I watch her walk away, thinking how much I envy her feistiness – even if it hurts to be on the receiving end…
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After another restless night with little sleep, I get myself dressed, drain a cup of coffee and head to work. There, I settle at my desk with another cup of coffee to wait for Jennie to arrive.

I have to run my plan by her. Even though we don’t always agree, I value her opinion as my coworker and best friend. Still, if she pooh-poohs the whole idea, I’m not sure how I’ll react or even how I’ll feel. The thing is, I’m not sure I’ll be willing to give up the plan, even if there is a chance it might not work.

If it doesn’t, I sure as hell would not be staying put at SavvyTec.

I’m about to take my second sip of coffee as Jennie arrives, says good morning, stares at my expression and says she’ll be right back as soon as she drops her things on her desk.

I just nod and wait patiently.

“What’s up?” she asks, returning with her cup of coffee still in hand. “You look terrible.”

I frown, undoubtedly making me look even worse. “Thanks.”

“Well, you do,” she says guiltily. “Did you get any sleep at all?”

“Very little,” I admit. “I’ve had a lot on my mind, a lot of thinking to do.”

“So, it sounds like you’ve decided something? Does this mean you’re going to keep your job?”

I shrug and take a deep breath. “Not exactly. Maybe. If what I’ve decided works, I’ll stay on. Otherwise, I’m out of here.”

Her eyes widen a bit. “So, what have you decided?”

“I’m going to Mr. Barrington's office and face him with the truth of what he did to me with his buddies,” I blurt out. “I want him to own it. Then I’m going to demand he apologize or I’ll walk!”

“You’re going to make those kinds of demands!” she gasps. “You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t fire you on the spot!”

“He might,” I agree, “but it’s the only way. I’ve decided it’s the only way I can stay here, the only way I can keep working and not feel the same pain I felt in high school every day.”

“Well, if-if you have to,” Jennie stutters, sounding doubtful. “I just hold it doesn’t all blow up in your face.”

“It probably will,” I say quietly, “but what else can I do?”

AIDAN
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I’m surprised when my secretary buzzes me that Miss Lane is here to see me. A little ripple of worry winds through me that she’s made a decision, that the decision might be to quit her job and move on from the past I’d brought back. I hope that won’t be her choice. I don’t know how I’d cope if it was…

Just standing here with Poppy across my desk, I feel a need to pull her into my arms and comfort her. I knew the feelings I’d tamped down had re-arisen, but now I know it’s more than that. I feel an undeniable urge – no, a need – to keep her safe, to protect her. I’m not sure exactly what to do about these feelings, but I know one thing for damn sure.

I’m not going to let her get away without a fight.

I let her get away once.

It’s not happening again.

I sink into my chair and gesture for her to be seated, but she remains standing.

I notice her eyes scanning my desk, and the file on top is her employment file from HR. Quickly I shuffle the files, placing others on top of her’s and hope she didn’t notice the name on the file.

“Miss Lane, I’m surprised… er… but pleased to see you again,” I say awkwardly and look away from her beautiful face for a moment. I hesitate to say the words because of what I might hear. “Does this mean you’ve made a decision about your employment?”

When I look back up at her, she doesn’t return my smile and my heart sinks. Now I fully expect the worst, and I try to brace myself.

“I have made a decision of sorts,” Poppy says, an unmistakable coldness in her voice as she speaks, the same as when I saw her yesterday. “First, I want to apologize for slapping you. I shouldn’t have–”

“Consider it forgotten,” I interrupt her before she says more. I feel the slap may have been justified given my past behavior towards her. “I appreciate the apology, and I hope you’re going to stay with us,” I add, trying to sound upbeat, but the lift in my words just hangs weirdly between us.

She licks her lips before she speaks. “Maybe I will,” she begins, and her voice sounds a bit warmer, but not much. “I will if you’ll do two things for me.”

“Whatever you want,” I say, expecting she might want a better cubicle or even a pay raise. “I’m sure we can accommodate. Just tells Mrs. Hartley–”

“No,” she says quickly. “I want to tell you.”

I swallow hard. “Okay, what do you want then?”

She stares me right in the eye now. “I want you to admit what you did to me in high school,” she says bluntly, “and then I want you to apologize!”

I shuffle some papers on my desk, burying her file even deep in the pile and thinking fast, but I know the answer before I even respond. I knew the answer before she even asked. I look up at her and it comes spilling out. “Miss Lane, I’m deeply sorry for what my friends and I did to you back then, in high school, and I’ve regretted it ever since. I hated myself for hurting you, especially when I had such strong feelings for you. I actually had a crush on you back then, but my friends rode me hard because you weren’t their idea of the perfect girl.”

This seems to surprise her. I don’t think she had any clue that I had those kinds of feelings for her back then. Or maybe Ild just confirmed what she already suspected?

Whichever, for a split second I think I see her melting inside just a bit. But just as quickly she’s icy again. “You’ve apologized. That’s enough. You don’t have to go into  all the details.”

“Does this mean you’ll stay?” I ask, a faint note of hope in my voice.

She nods slowly. “Yes,” she says simply, not offering anything else.

But it’s enough.

Suddenly empowered by her response, I say, “I hope this means we can spend time together, maybe even have lunch sometime–”

She shakes her head. “No, Mr. Barrington, it doesn’t. I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea. I accept your apology, but I’m not saying I forgive you. I’m not even sure I’m ready for that – or if I’ll ever be ready!”

That hurt me more than a slap ever could, even one from her.

I struggle to tamp down the shards of pain.

She leaves me with my mouth hanging open as she turns and struts triumphantly out the door. I watch the gentle sway of her body as she departs. Given the fierceness she displays, I cannot help the good feeling that floods inside me now, even though she just shot down my plan to spend time with her and possibly win a second chance at her heart…

[image: ]



[image: ]

POPPY

[image: ]

By the time I get back to my desk, I am shaking. My mind is reeling with what just happened. I cannot believe Aidan willingly admitted what he’d done and apologized for it. True, it was what I had hoped for, but a part of me never expected he’d ever do what I wanted him to do. A part of me expected him to deny it, try to weasel out of it, even maybe lie about it.

But he hadn’t.

He hadn’t!

He had come clean and gave me exactly what I’d asked for…

So, why am I still feeling this way?

I know the answer, but I’m not willing to admit it to anyone but myself. I felt sorry for the way he looked after I shot down his hopes that we’d somehow move on from this, put the past behind us, and have the relationship we should have had back then. He looked so sad, standing there, shoulders slumped, his face like a cute puppy dog, with those warm brown eyes. I nearly melted inside. I don’t know how I held my resolve. It certainly wasn’t easy. I just wanted to give him a big hug… and much much more…

Which can only mean one thing.

What I feel for him is not really hate at all.

And I’m not admitting that either.

Not yet anyway.

Jennie appears in my doorway. “So? How’d it go?”

I shrug. “Fine, I guess,” I say, sounding defeated. I should be so much more upbeat than I feel right now.

“H-he didn’t fire you, did he?” she asks, her voice tight with worry.

I shake my head. “No, just the opposite.”

“Opposite?” She scrunches her face and seems confused.

“Well, the opposite being what I wanted.”

Her eyes widen, her mouth drops open slightly even before she speaks. “You mean he admitted it and apologized?”

I nod slowly. “Yep, he did.”

She smiles, pleased. “Then shouldn’t you be all smiles?” she asks uncertainly. “Shouldn’t we be dancing on our chairs and celebrating or something?”

“We probably should,” I agree.

Jennie pushes a limp strand of blonde hair from her face. “Then why aren’t we?”

I give her a sobering look. “Well, he sounded sincere, even with his apology, but I’m just not sure he truly meant it… or even if he has owned up to it completely and changed.”

Jennie shrugs. “Time’ll tell, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose so.”

“So it’s pizza and cheap wine for lunch?”

I force a little smile. “Sure. Pizza and cheap wine makes everything better.”

Jennie’s phone rings and she dashes off to answer it.

I sit there, my shoulders slumped, feeling defeated even though I’d just won a battle I never dreamed I could win. It just didn’t seem as satisfying as I’d imagined it’d be. All these years since high school, when I’d imagined getting one up on him, I’d imagined the shell shocked look on his smug, handsome face. But that wasn’t the way it was at all. In my imagination, he’d never looked so beaten, so sincere.

I just hope it isn’t all just too good to be true…

AIDAN

[image: ]

I thought about Poppy all morning, ever since she came to my office and demanded an apology. I don’t think I ever respected her more than that moment. I hope she realizes how sincere my apology was, and that it somehow helps to ease some of the pain I have caused her.

Leaning back in my desk chair, I realize I’d never seen Poppy smile. Not once. I know I’m a big part of the reason why, and I make a vow to myself right then to do whatever I can from here forward to put a smile on her beautiful face.

I sit there mulling this thought over in my head when my business partner Brad bursts into my office the way he always does – uninvited and unannounced, impulsive like a bull in a china shop, like some of his business decisions.

I sigh, frustrated. “Brad, where’s the fire?” I ask.

“Wh-what?” he asks, my question going right over his head.  “I have been thinking about what you told me yesterday.”

“About Poppy?”

He nodded. “Yes. Poppy. I’ve decided we can’t put this off. We have to do something.”

I sit up straight in my chair and give him a direct look. “I already have,” I announce proudly. “I spoke to her this morning. It’s all sorted out. I admitted the past and apologized.”

“You what?” his voice rings loudly in the office, his eyes wide and hard. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Why?” I ask. “It was true. We bullied her in high school, so she deserved an apology.”

“I don’t dispute that,” he says, frowning. “But she could make all kinds of trouble for us, and you’ve just made it worse by admitting to it.”

“How’d I make it worse?” I want to know.

He leans his hands on the front of my desk and gives me a sobering look. “You just gave her proof by admitting it. Not only that you apologized. She may have recorded the conversation on her phone. Now she can go public with it and damage our business.”

“Poppy wouldn’t do that!” I bark at him more loudly than I’d intended, but he is getting to me, especially when he says negative things about Poppy.

“After what we did to her?” he shoots back. “She could ruin us, Aidan.”

“She wouldn’t,” I repeat. “And you can stop talking about her that way, right now, got it?”

He  straightens up. “So, you don’t plan to do anything further?”

“Nope. I told you it’s all taken care of. Now that’s all I want to hear about it.”

He purses his lips and a look comes into his eyes as if a dark shadow has fallen over them. “Fine, but I have a feeling this matter will come back to haunt us unless something drastic is done and fast.”

With that he turns and stalks out of my office as if he is on top of things, and I close my eyes and lean back, deciding I’d never let him do anything that would hurt Poppy.
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I stare at the memo in my hand. One of the secretaries from upstairs must have brought it down earlier while I was away from my desk getting files. What did this mean?

I have an unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach like my stomach is starting to flip and doesn’t quite make it. I fight back nausea. My lunch hasn’t even had time to settle. Guess that’s what I get for listening to Jennie.

But I know it’s not just the pizza and cheap wine. I reread the note.

This can’t be good.

Why is this happening?

Jennie pops her head up over the wall from the cubicle next door, again standing on her desk chair, although once before when she did this she had fallen. “You’ve been awfully quiet since lunch,” she says. “What have you been up to?”

I look up at her and sigh. I hold the note up and then read it out loud to her. “Miss Lane, please come to Mr. Harris’s office this afternoon at 2 pm. Thanks, Jane.”

“Oh. What’s that supposed to be about?”

I shrug my shoulders. “I dunno. It’s just odd that I get a summons to come to the office of Mr. Barrington’s business partner the day after he apologized to me. Something is up.”

“Like… what?” A note of concern creeps into Jennie’s voice.

My worried glance down at the note probably does nothing to assuage her concerns. “Like I’m about to be fired!”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad. After all, Mr. Barrington apologized and assured you your job is safe–”

“He didn’t exactly put that last bit into words,” I remind her.

“Are you saying he lied?”

It’s not like it hadn’t crossed my mind more than once since I read the note. Besides, seeing my employment file on his desk only added to my suspicions. It nags at me, but there could be a million reasons for my file being there. “I don’t know. Maybe. I just have a bad feeling about it.”

“Me too. Besides, you did have your doubts about how sincere his apology was… Maybe he hasn’t changed at all. It could have been just a scam.”

I heave a  sigh. “I hope not,” I tell her, folding the note in half and tossing it into my waste basket. “Even if he didn’t lie, Mr. Harris is co-owner of the company, and he doesn’t have to get anyone’s permission to fire a lowly employee like me.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Jennie tries to reassure me, but I can still hear her doubts even as she says the words.

“I hope not,” I say and turn to stare at my small digital clock. At least I don't have to wait long to find out. It’s one forty-five. “I better get going. By the time I get there, it’ll be two.”

“Good luck,” she calls, trying to sound hopeful. But the mask-like look on Jennie's face shows she’s worried for me, almost as worried as I am…

“Thanks, I’ll probably need it.” I stand and straighten my skirt. I give her a last look before I head for the elevator. That feeling in the pit of my stomach persists… and I can’t help feeling that I’m walking into trouble.

AIDAN
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After going over sales figures most of the morning, and then into the afternoon, I’m bushed. My mind is fried from studying all those numbers, and I need a break and to rest my eyes. I close my eyes for a few seconds, and I hear the elevator ding.

I look through the open doorway of my office, and I see the elevator doors slide open and her step out. She seems flustered, maybe even worried by the stiff way she moves, like she’s not that anxious to get wherever she’s going.

At first I think she’s coming to see me, but she starts down the hallway, towards my business partner’s office. Why would Poppy be going to see Brad?

No answers come, and I’m on my feet in a flash and out the door. I follow her and watch as she speaks briefly to Brad’s secretary then turns and starts for his door.

I try to catch up to her before she goes into his office, but it’s no use. She turns the knob and disappears inside, closing the door behind her.

Brad’s secretary tries to stop me, and I tell her I have to see Brad right away.

“He has asked not to be disturbed,” she protests.

“That’s too bad,” I say, ignoring her as I move towards the door. If he’s doing what I think he is, he’s going to be a lot more than just disturbed. I’ll guarantee him that!”

His secretary gives up, returns to her desk. I turn the knob and enter.

I stand there as they both turn and stare at me. “What’s going on here?” I ask.

Then I lock eyes with Poppy. She looks worried, her face drawn into a frown. I can’t tell if she’s asking for help or laying blame. If I were her, I guess I wouldn't know who to trust either. But she can trust me. I just have to convince her.

“I just fired Miss Lane,” Brad admits, sounding casual and calm as if I’d just asked the time of day.

“You did what?” I demand, unable to hide how I feel. I practically lunge for him, and when I come to a stop I am right in his face. “I thought I made it clear to you that Poppy is off limits. What part of that did you not get?”

“Oh, I got it, all of it,” he sounds condescending. “But unlike high school, there’s more at stake here than your feelings. We have a company to protect, remember? No one person is more important than that!”

“Poppy is!” I bark right back at him.

“I told you what she could do,” he reminds me.

“And I told you she’d never do any such thing!”

“I can’t just take your word for it.”

“You want to hear her say it, is that it?” I ask incredulously. “After all we did to her in high school, taunting her and making her miserable, I wouldn’t blame her if she did try to get even!”

“See, even you have doubts!” he scoffs.

“No, I don’t have any doubts,” I assure him, my fists clenching at my sides. “Now, I’m going to give you a chance to make things right, and treat Poppy with respect or I’m going to make you eat your words along with your teeth!”

He raises his hands. “Okay, okay, no need to get violent,” he pleads. He looks back at Poppy.  “I’m sorry, Miss Lane. I apologize for my behavior. I was just trying to protect the business.”

I’m not surprised when Poppy doesn’t say a word, not even to accept his lame apology.

“Is that enough?” he asks when it’s obvious Poppy isn’t buying his act.

I grab his collar, my hand tangled in his expensive tie. It’s the first time since we were kids that I have gone after my best friend this way. Even then I could take him, and even then he was usually up to no damned good. Some things never change. I have to keep my eye on him, especially where Poppy is concerned.

“No, Brad, it’s not,” I tell him through clenched teeth. “There’s something else I want.”

“What?” he asks dumbstruck. “I just gave her her job back!”

“I want you to apologize to Miss Lane for all the times you and the rest of us bullied her in high school and made her life a living hell, remember?”

It took a few seconds to sink in, but he seems to get that I wasn’t backing down. “Fine, fine, if that’s what you want.”

I let him go, and he turns to Poppy. I look at her too, and her eyes meet mine. I thought I could see tears welling up in those beautiful green eyes, and for the first time she looked at me in a new way, as if she were seeing me for the first time, as if she weren’t still seeing that teenaged jerk who’d ridiculed her even though his eyes always said something entirely different. It is then that I realize I was right before… that even back then she knew that the one thing I really wanted – no needed – is her. I feel humbled, and I’ve never wanted her more.

“I’m sorry, Miss Lane,” Brad apologizes, his voice tight at first but loosening up as he spoke, almost as if it was uplifting, even cathartic. “I apologize for the things I did to you in high school. It was wrong. I should never have singled you out.”

“Why did you?” Poppy asks, speaking for the first time.

This stumps Brad and he doesn’t speak for a bit, as if this was the last thing he expected. “I-I don’t know,” he admits. “Maybe because you were always so sure of yourself around others, even when we tried to tear you down. I was never that confident in myself. I always felt like I had to work for everything that came easy to everyone else.”

“Is that it?” Poppy asks.

“I guess I wanted to rattle you, shake your self-confidence a bit,” he adds.

Poppy swallows hard. “Well you certainly did that! But Thank you for being honest,” she says and turns her gaze to me. “That’s more than I can say for some people!” She sniffles to hold back the tears. “I’ll hand in my resignation.”

“No, Poppy,” I say, “don’t–”

But she turns away.

“Poppy, I didn’t have anything to do with this,” I call after her, but she’s already out the door and gone. I’m pretty sure she didn’t hear a word I said. I wonder if she feels I betrayed her to Brad… or that maybe I was willing to go along with it until the last minute. I can’t let her think that. I have to get through to her somehow, show her how I really feel about her.

I give Brad one last hard look before I turn and head after her. I reach the elevator just as the door closes. The last thing I see is her face in her hands as she weeps, her whole body shaking.

I turn and dash for the stairs, taking them two at a time. There’s no way in hell I’m letting this beautiful young woman go a second time…
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Tears sting my eyes as I reach my cubicle. I can’t believe how badly things have gone. I feel I can no longer trust Aidan, if I ever could. I learn that two of my bosses, not just one, are among my old bullies from high school. I hadn’t recognized Brad Harris. He had changed a lot since high school, and not for the better, in my opinion, but I can’t think about that right now.

I’ve just quit my job because all this is just too much for me.

Jennie is waiting for me just inside my cubicle. She takes one look at me and says, “I was going to ask how it went. Not well from the way you look.”

I shake my head. “Not well at all,” I admit and take a plastic bin from beneath my desk. I place it on my desk, take off the lid and start piling my things inside.

“You seriously got fired?” she asks me, stunned.

“No. I quit.”
“Why?”

I pause my packing and look back at her. “Lots of reasons, but mostly because I don’t think I can trust Aidan.”

“Was he… ah… trying to get you fired?” Jennie wants to know.

I shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. It seemed to be all on Brad. Aidan tried to defend me.”

“Then maybe you’re still blinded by what happened in the past,” Jennie suggests. “Maybe because you haven’t fully forgiven him, it’s clouding your judgment?”

I can’t argue with that. Not really. Not when it makes perfect sense. “Maybe.”

“Don’t you think you should talk to him? Hear him out? After all, he did take up for you, didn’t he?”

Jennie hands me a tissue. “Yes, I suppose. I mean, it sure seemed that way–” Seeing my employment file on his desk flashes through my mind, bringing with it doubts. Why did Aidan have my file?

I dab at my eyes. “But I’ve already quit, and it’s too late.”

“No, it’s not too late,” a familiar male voice says behind me.

Aidan.

I turn and look at him.

“I want to talk to you, Poppy. There’s still some things I want to say.”

“I’ll be right over there if you need me,” Jennie says to me before giving Aidan a warning look and heading back to her cubicle.

“What do you want?” I ask, sounding pissed but I’m more defeated.

“For starters, I want you to know that I didn’t have anything to do with Brad trying to fire you.”

I give him a hard look. “If that’s true, then why did you have my employment file on your desk?” I ask. “And why did you try to hide it while I was standing there?”

His face flashes red. He hesitates but then apparently decides to come clean. “I-I…” his voice trails off. “Okay, I’m caught.  I was looking through your work history. I didn’t know how you’d react seeing your file on my desk. Besides, I don’t usually want to admit that I'm checking an employee’s work performance."

I’m surprised and ask the first thing that comes to mind. “So, how'd I do?" I want to know, but I still feel a stab of doubt that he’s being totally honest.

"You did great," he tells her, a note of pride sounding in his voice. "You have an excellent work history, and you've been a model employee."

I can hear it in his voice, see it in his eyes. He isn’t lying. I know he’s telling the truth. It makes my heart lurch a bit in my chest, and it sets me up for what’s about to come next.

“I don’t want you to quit,” Aidan begins. “I don’t want you to leave. Ever. I care about you, Poppy, more than I ever realized I could.”

His words have a profound effect on me, deep inside, a growing warmth towards him that I don’t understand. I want to hate him, but I don’t. I can’t. I’m not sure I ever did. A part of me has been so confused by him, by his behavior. I never understood how he could say those things when his eyes said the exact opposite. I just wish he had stood up for himself, for us, and not given in to peer pressure all those years ago. But I know wanting to fit it can make people, especially young people, do stupid things they later regret. My past isn’t perfect either…

“I just want you to believe I had nothing at all to do with Brad’s idiotic attempt to do whatever it was he was trying to accomplish,” Aidan continued when I didn’t say anything. “Please don’t leave, just take some time, take some time off if you need to…”

I hear what he says, and he’s right about one thing, I’m not ready to deal with it right now. I need to think. I need to sort out how I feel. No, I need to face what’s so obvious I can no longer deny it.

He has changed.

He stood up for me. He’s finally being honest about how he feels, and he has the same strong feelings for me that I have for him. I had tamped those feelings down for so long. Maybe he did too.

But the day I saw him in the meeting, I knew…

“I believe you, and I forgive you for what you did in the past,” I say, looking into his eyes as if I’m seeing him for the first time. Really seeing him. I heave, overcome with sudden emotion, and he opens his arms. I fall into them, strong arms that hold me up, encircle me tightly and make me feel safer than I’ve ever felt in my life.

I look up at him. Our eyes meet, our lips are so close, and suddenly his lips are on mine, and we share a long overdue kiss that makes my knees weak. I’m grateful he’s holding me up, but I’m not ready for this until I work through things and understand what this means for me.

For us.

I pull away from him, grab my bag, and mutter a few words and run out.

I’m not aware that he’s behind me until he catches up to me, grabs my hand and says, “You’re in no condition to drive, sweetheart. I’m going to take you home.”

For once in my life, I don’t argue. Maybe being with him can help me make sense of it somehow. Maybe we can talk it through. Right now I’m only sure of one thing. I know what I want. I want him. I hope he feels the same way. He says he does. He towers over me and when I look up at him, I can see he really does. For once, we both want the same thing…

AIDAN
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I steer Poppy to my SUV in the company parking lot, and I click the key fob to unlock the doors. I open the door for her, and hold her hand as she steps up and inside.

A part of me can’t believe I have the woman of my dreams in my car, and I’m about to drive her to her place. It’s something I’ve dreamed about forever, and it was always Poppy. Even when I had other girlfriends over the years, when I awakened in the morning after dreaming, my dreams had always been about one person and only one person.

Poppy.

I run around the SUV, hopped in the driver’s seat, fasten my seat belt and start the engine. Without asking for directions, I begin driving. That’s when I get an idea. I know I’m taking a chance, but I hope Poppy will understand why I decided to do this…

Soon we’re out on the main road, through town and out in the countryside.

Poppy is looking down, not really paying attention. She seems to be lost in her thoughts, and I have a feeling she’s thinking about me… or maybe us. I feel a warmth growing inside, just being this close to her makes me want to take her and finally make her mine.

I turn off the main road onto a secondary road and then down a long driveway.  I come to a start before a big white house that I recently finished renovating.

Poppy finally looks up and turns and stares at the house before she turns to me. “Where are we?” she asks, confused.

“Baby, we’re home,” I tell her.

“It’s a beautiful house,” she says, a worried look creasing her face. “But-but this isn’t where I live.”

“I’ve brought you to my home,” I confess. “When you didn’t say where you lived, I–”

Her eyes search mine. “I thought you knew from my personal information in my employment file.”

I hold her stare for a second and take a deep breath. “I do,” I admit, “but just trust me, okay?”

She nods, but I can’t tell if she’s catching on to what I’m getting at, that I want her in my life. I know I’m asking a lot to ask for her trust me given what I did in the past, but I hope she has finally realized that I have changed.

I jump out and get the door for her. I hold her hand in mine as we walk together up onto the small porch. I place my arm around her as I unlock the door. This is my home, and I want my home to be our home.

I push the door open and gesture for her to go in ahead of me. Once we’re inside, in the foyer, I turn her to me. “What do you want, Poppy? Just say the words because I believe you know it’s what I want to.”

“I’ve waited so long, Aidan,” she says. “I want you. I want you to take me and make love to me.”

I don’t have to ask her to repeat it.

Those are the words I’ve wanted to hear for so long. I pick her up in my arms, feeling the softness of her warm body and cradle her in my love as I carry her up the stairs and into the bedroom.

At that moment she’s all that matters, and I plan to make that moment last…
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Aidan carries me up the stairs in his strong arms without any effort, holding me so tight and close that I know he would never let anything happen to me. He defended me against his business partner. He’s no longer the bully I knew in high school, he’s now my protector… and the feelings stirring inside me say… he’s about to be a whole lot more.

He carries me down the wide hall and into a huge bedroom. There, he lays me on the soft bed so carefully it’s like he’s carrying the most precious thing in his life.

He looks in my eyes as he sits me down, and I can see that he feels the same way I do.

“I care about you, Poppy,” he confesses. “I know I haven’t acted that way or even showed you how I feel, but I do. I have deep feelings for you. I even had those feelings for you in high school, but they’re even stronger now. Back then, I gave into peer pressure from people like Brad. I know that’s no excuse, but it’s true. I’m my own man now, and I want you, Poppy and only you.” He takes a deep breath, and looks into my eyes. “If that’s what you want too?”

I hold his stare and slowly nod. “Yes, that’s what I want,” I say. Then I take his much bigger hand in mine and hold it while I speak. “I want you. I’ve wanted you for so long. Even in high school, I could see in your eyes that you really cared. That’s why I was so confused by the things you said back then.”

“I was a fool, Poppy. I should never have treated you that way. You deserved better. You do deserve better. I’m sorry, sweetheart. Please forgive me–”

I put a finger to his lips to silence him, and he gives my finger a tender little kiss. “I already have,” I remind him.

With that his lips move to mine, and he captures me in a second kiss so passionate and lasting that he takes my breath away. He tastes like manliness with just the subtlest hint of  mint, and I want more and more of him. I don’t think I could ever get enough…

Suddenly he pulls his lips from mine and stares at me. “Are you sure, Poppy?” he asks, his voice thick with concern and obvious desire. “Are you really sure this is what you want?”

My heart lurches in my chest. It makes me feel warm and tingly inside that he cares so much about me and my feelings, that he only wants to make sure of what I want. He’s putting my needs before his… and I know I can trust him to care for me and keep me safe.

“I’m sure, Aidan,” I say without any hesitation. “I want this. I want you.”

He smiles, and I notice his cute dimples for the first time. Wow! He’s so freaking sexy, and he’s never sexier than when he looks at me and flashes that irresistible smile.

I return his sexy smile with a smile of my own, and for some reason that seems to have a profound effect on him… like he’s seeing me smile for the first time.

He gets to his feet, takes my hands in his and pulls me to him, enveloping me in his warm embrace as he captures my mouth with his in another deep, passion-filled kiss like none I’ve ever imagined. He kisses me hard and deep, his tongue brushing against mine, tasting me as I taste him. It’s a magical kiss, the kind I’ve always heard of but never experienced… until now.

When our lips part, we’re both breathless, breathing hard, our desires for each other at the surface now.

“We’re doing this?” he says as if I need assurance.

I nod. “Yes, we are,” I reassure him because I feel he needs it more than I do.

And his sexy smile becomes a confident grin. “That’s all I need to hear,” he says, and it’s as if all the angst that had been keeping us apart fades away, and we can now concentrate only on each other and what we both want more than anything…

Aidan turns me away from him, and pulls me into his arms and back against his wide chest. I swear I can hear his chest thumping as he kisses my cheek, then plants little warm kisses down my neck.

I wiggle in his arms, and begin to unfasten the buttons at the collar of my blouse, and he catches the hem in his thick fingers and pulls it up and off, tousling my hair. He tosses my shirt on a chair and pulls my hair back, smoothing it gently, pressing it back into place. Now he turns me to face him, giving me a sweet kiss on the lips, and when the kiss breaks, I shove my skirt down while he watches and kick off my simple flats.

He steps back, and I hold my breath while his eyes devour me. “Baby, you look damn amazing!” he says, and his eyes flash. “You’re so beautiful, Poppy.”

I say ‘thanks’ with my eyes, not wanting to break the spell of what’s happening right now between us. I unhook the clasp between my breasts, unfastening my bra and pushing it off my shoulders. He draws in a sharp breath as my tits swing into view. “Damn!” he mutters, and his reaction makes me flutter at my core, a dampness forming along my slit. 

I quickly slip off my panties before my wetness becomes obvious, and toss them at him. He catches them, gives them a quick sniff, and grins the widest grin I’ve seen on his lips yet. “Ah, baby, you smell amazing!”

I stand before him completely naked as he flicks my panties aside and begins to undress himself. I watch as he slowly unbuttons his shirt and  removes it, tossing it across the arm of the chair.

Next, he kicks off his shoes, removes his socks, and unfastens his belt and shucks off his slacks.

He finishes and stands before me, completely naked, and I cannot take my eyes off his magnificent male physique. I draw in my breath as I take his nakedness in. He’s every bit as sexy and well built as I’d imagine he’d be. His chest is broad, nicely buff but not overly developed like that of most bodybuilders. His upper body is thick, but tapers down his tight, nicely defined abs. My eyes drift down to the huge thickness jutting out from his core, bouncing slightly as if demanding to be noticed.

I lift my eyes to his, and he takes a step forward, coming into my arms. I feel the tip of his hardness pressing wetly against my thigh as he kisses me again, his body pressing tightly to mine. I can feel his hard-muscled chest against my breasts, and again I can hear his heart pounding… only this time I know my own heart's beating faster as well, joining together with his… kind of like we’re making our own special music.

When our kiss breaks, he pushes me back onto the bed and settles next to me. He kisses my shoulders and slides his mouth down my upper body, planting small kisses along my smooth skin, suckling and licking. It feels amazing, but I know the best is yet to come. I almost hold my breath in anticipation as he finds my breasts and begins licking and sucking one erect nipple while his hand pinches the other between his thumb and forefinger. I gasp as his fingernail scrapes across the tip.

I gasp again as he buries his head between my breasts, licking and sucking at the tender, always neglected flesh there. The cool wetness of his mouth on my warm flesh is too much, and suddenly I moan out loud and hold his head between my tits.

The sensation of his mouth against my skin sends ripples of pleasure through me to my very core, and I throw back my head, mouth open, never wanting it to end.

But he pulls away, and I feel a little stab of disappointment, but that doesn’t last long…

He gives me several quick, sweet kisses, and gently lays me back onto the bed. His big hands trace the curves of my body, working his way down. A part of me wants him to just take me right then, but I know if we rush things it’ll only be over sooner, and I want it to last. I want to experience every little kiss, every little touch, every little thing as we make love for the first time.

His hands slide across my stomach, down my outer thighs, and down between my thighs. So damned close to my core that I feel myself flutter with pleasure as my wetness increases. Mmmm… so good.

When he finally slides a hand up on my mound, I gasp out loud. My body tenses, and he looks up at me and smiles. He knows the effect he’s having on me, and he loves it. There’s no denying how his touch makes me feel, not that I want to. I just want him to keep going… keep making me feel freaking amazing.

When he finally reaches my core, I let out a loud moan when he touches me as he smears my wetness. I hold my breath as he presses against my mount, letting his thick fingers dip just inside.

He takes his hand away and I feel like crying out for him not to stop, but before I can even open my mouth, he pushes my legs apart and leans in. I can feel his head between my legs as he licks into my wetness, the tip of his tongue licking in tiny circles against my tender flesh. When he suddenly pushes his tongue inside and wiggles it around, I can't help myself, I let out a long series of moans.

"You like that, babe?" he asks, and I can hear a smile in his voice. He's pleased by my response.

"Uh-huh," I manage to say, my still voice tight with desire.

“You taste amazing, sweetheart,” he says, his voice both passionate and tender. “So sweet, just like I knew you’d be.”

I’m about to speak when he lunges between my legs, his face buried in my mound. He licks ferociously, driving me crazy as I wiggle and toss about beneath him. Without knowing it at first, I find I’ve placed my hands on his head, clinging to him as I hold his warm, wet mouth against my opening. Mmm, I want to feel his tongue inside me again, and when he finishes licking and stroking my aroused nub, he obliges. I can feel his tongue going deep into me, and suddenly all my emotions are the surface, crackling and overwhelming. A rush of indescribable pleasures surges through me, and I explode against his face, my hips bucking up off the mattress.

When I settle down, he pulls his face from me and gets to his knees. He pushes my legs further apart and positions himself between them, he looks down at me and smiles that sexy smile that makes me all gooey inside. I look up at him and smile. “Are you ready for me?” he asks, his voice deep with desire at what’s about to happen.

I immediately know what he means, and his words make my core flutter wildly. I nod and my lips part in anticipation. I can’t wait to have him inside me. Buried deep. I’ve waited so long.

His size is enormous. I have never been with a man so big, and there may be some discomfort, even a bit of pain. But I want this. I want this so bad. Nothing’s going to come between us now.

Nothing.

Aidan positions his thick tip at my core, letting it slide up and down my wet slit. My body hums with each stroke his hardness makes against me, the heat rising in me and the excitement of it all crackling near the surface. I’m so ready for this. My eyes lock on his, and I hold my breath and wait…

AIDAN
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Poppy smiles up at me. It’s a small, shaky smile, and I know she’s nervous about this. But I’ll do everything I can to make our first time together enjoyable for her. Right now, my heart is so full at the mere sight of her smile. She never smiled once when I saw her at work. I know why. But that’s all in the past now, and I want to be the one to make her smile. Since we’ve been together, I’ve seen her smile several times, something I’d never seen before. Ever.

I don’t want her to ever stop smiling.

And most of all I want to be the one who puts a smile on her beautiful face every day!

She’s an undeniably sexy woman, but she’s never looked sexier than she does right now, stark naked and in my bed!

I can feel her rising heat as I center myself and hold my hardness against her core. Oh yeah, she’s ready for this. I can see it in her eyes. She’s wanted this for a while now. We both have…

“Here I go, babe,” I say as I center myself at her core and push in, long and deep.

She gasps out loud and comes up off the bed slightly.

I sink into her, pull back out, and go in again, harder, deeper. I don’t want to hurt her, but right now pain is not what I see in her eyes. I see desire as she clings to me. Still, I watch her beautiful face for any signs of pain. The last thing I want to do is hurt her. I don’t ever want to hurt her again.

Her eyes are hooded, her lips slightly parted, her tongue pressing against the backs of her front teeth as if bracing herself for what’s happening. She lays back against the bed, her hair flowing out from her gorgeous face and flaring darkly against the bedding. She looks so damned sexy. Fucking incredibly sexy, I think as I plow into her core and want to pleasure her, determined to satisfy her as no other man ever has…

We get into a steady rhythmic pace, and she even raises her hips up off the bed slightly to meet me. She feels so incredible –  so tight – that I don’t know how long I can hold back. I fight back the urge to cum, wanting us both to enjoy the pleasure of our joined union as long as we can.

Time seems to stand still as we move together in perfect harmony, the friction between us building to a raw heat that radiates throughout each of us. All the while our passions build and build until – finally – rising to a full crescendo and we can hold back no longer…

She reaches up, grabs the back of my head and pulls me to her, our lips brushing and locking briefly as I look into her eyes and let out a long groan against her open mouth. Damn! Damn, I’m cumming!

I pull back one last time and slam into her as I explode deep inside her. The first blast inside her sets off a chain reaction and she begins to writhe and buck as she climaxes beneath me.

She cums moaning out my name. “Oh Aidan!”

We cling to each other, caught into our orgasms until they begin to weaken and recede. After we calm down, I give her a hard kiss on the lips before I roll off of her. I lay beside her now and pull her into my arms.

“Oh baby, that was amazing,” I tell her, my lips pressed against her ear.

“Yes, it was,” she agrees, her eyes shining, and her lips curve again in that delicate, beautiful smile. “We are amazing together. Just like I always knew we would be.”
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POPPY

Before we leave his bed, Aidan holds me in his arms, traces a finger gently along my cheek and slowly tilts my head up to his. He looks into my eyes and says the words I have waited so long to hear.

“I love you, Poppy Lane.”

I take a deep, satisfied breath. “I love you too,” I say, feeling the warmth of his body against mine but knowing there’s more. I feel a warmth radiating within myself – and it has nothing to do with sex.

We seal our declaration to each other with a long, lasting kiss that is tender and loving, but still has all the passion we share for each other burning just beneath the surface… 

I snuggle into him while we rest, and later, Aidan gives me the grand tour of the house that will become our first home together. He has spent a year remodeling from floor to rooftop. The house is well-furnished and immaculate, with finishes I would have chosen myself. I think he realizes, as I do, that we have a lot more in common than we ever thought…

Epilogue

A year later:

On the anniversary of our ‘second chance’ at love, Aidan proposed to me at our favorite restaurant in front of all our friends, including Jennie and Brad. Jennie said she’d been rooting for us getting a HEA all along, which I do not doubt for one minute. Brad, on the other hand, congratulated us and didn’t make a big fuss. You’d think he’d show a little more enthusiasm for his best friend’s upcoming nuptials…

Still, I want to believe he’s happy for us, but honestly I can’t lie and say I care all that much. This curvy girl is finally with the love of her life, the one person I should have been with all along, and no one is going to ever make me feel bullied again.

My protector Aidan will see to that…
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If you like this story, please leave a review. Reviewers’ opinions help writers decide what to write next and which series to continue.

Thank You for Reading My Story. ~ Best, Paige

Second Chance

With My Best Friend’s Dad

An Older Alpha Biker & Younger BBW Romance

by

Paige Ryland

Chapter One

“I heard someone outside,” I said, peeking through the blinds. I looked out at the door of the townhouse next door, then out at the street. A large rental van, the kind used for moving, was parked near the curb. There was a guy with his back to me, shifting boxes at the rear of the van. I couldn't get a good look at him.

But one thing caught my eye.

He had a nice build. A fit, tight rear!

"The new neighbors are moving in," I called to my boyfriend, Ben, who was in the zone, the gaming zone, and blind and deaf to everything going on around him. He was sitting glued on the couch playing Xbox as he did every day after work. He said it 'relaxed' him after a hard day. I wished he could find another way to release all that pent up energy, something we could do together. But it'd been months since we'd made love. Right now I was so desperate I'd settle for a little bit of cuddling.

"Who's doing what?" Ben asked over the blaring sound of the game.

With a deep, frustrated sigh, I turned away from the window long enough to respond. "The new neighbors are moving in," I repeated.

Ben actually looked up at me for a split second. "You mean Liz moved?" he asked, turning back to the action on screen.

Liz had been our neighbor for five years. She was an elderly lady who mostly kept to herself and looked after her cat. She'd moved to assisted living weeks ago.

"Yes," I said. "I told you she'd moved. I guess you were too busy playing your stupid games."

"What'd you say?" he asked, trying to get his voice above the sudden burst of even louder noise.

"Nothing."

I turned back to the window, but the man had gone inside the house now.

"Are they a younger couple like us?" he asked now that the action had slowed down.

I shrugged. "I don't know. I haven't really seen them."

"Oh."

"But I was thinking we could go over and introduce ourselves after dinner," I said, as if I were just thinking out loud.

"Uh, I dunno," he started making excuses. "I'm gonna pause this, and I want to get right back to the action. We can always meet them this weekend... when we have more time."

"I still think I'll go over," I told him. "Maybe I'll go over now. I don't want them to think we're unfriendly or too preoccupied to welcome them to the neighborhood."

I was sure Ben hadn't heard a word I’d said. He was back in the action, eyes glued to the TV, fingers flying across the controller like his life depended on it. Mmmm. I wish he touched me that way.

Turning away from the window, I went upstairs and checked my hair and makeup. Not bad. I stared at myself in the mirror. The black skirt I'd worn to the office was relatively wrinkle-free and showed off my curves nicely. My low-cut white blouse showed off my big breasts and revealed just enough cleavage without screaming "Here they are, come and get 'em!" I didn't want the wife to think I was a total slut. First impressions are everything, after all.

I thought of taking something over, maybe a dish they could have for dinner, but there was nothing in the fridge. I didn't have time to cook anything. Besides, that oven pilot light was acting up again. I'd have Ben check it later, if he ever took a break from that game. Right now I'd just have to go over empty handed and take them something over tomorrow, after I'd had a chance to use the oven.

"I'm going to meet the new neighbors," I told Ben as I walked past the living room. “Sure you don’t want to come with me?”

"Nope. I'm good."

I heaved, shaking off a little rise of anger and headed out. I stood for a moment just outside the door. Ben and I had been together since we’d met in college, and we’d gone to work at the same tech company shortly after graduation. Our life together had seemed near perfect for a while, but lately Ben seemed to want to be anywhere but with me and doing anything but me.

I wasn’t sure what’d gone wrong; he just seemed to lose interest. I guess I’d never really know for sure. It was like we’d grown apart.

Remembering why I’d come outside, I decided to punch down those thoughts as best I could. The late afternoon sun was still warm, and it felt nice on the narrow porch we shared with our new neighbors. Glancing down to the curb, I noticed no one was at the moving van.

I walked over to the door, which was open and peered inside. I saw the man bent over placing boxes along a wall. He must have heard me because he stood up suddenly.

When he turned around, I nearly lost my breath. He was someone I knew. Someone from my past...

Chapter Two

There he stood. Solid muscled stud. Thick arms tattooed, black ink and intricate patterns. A total biker vibe. The first man I'd ever had a crush on. Dark haired. Just like I remembered. Gorgeous, happily married... and my best friend's father.

"Katelyn," he said before I could get my voice back.

"Mr. Brent," I gasped, hoping I didn't sound as foolish as I felt standing there gawking at the most perfect man I'd ever laid eyes on.

"Call me Josh," he urged, smiling as he pulled me into a strong, bear hug. "We're both adults now."

I gave a little nervous laugh as he squeezed me tight, my breasts pressed hard against his solid chest. Hmmm, I bet he was solid muscle everywhere. I felt my pussy clench at the thought. "Yes, yes, we are," I stammered, thinking back a few years when I used to stay over at my best friend's house and secretly swoon over her dad. "How's Amy? I haven't spoken to her in a while."

"She's great, thanks," he said, slowly letting go of me.

"Good. I'll have to give her a call or text her... soon." I glanced around. "Where's your wife... Josie?"

"Amy didn't tell you?" he asked, now looking a bit serious. "Josie and I split. We’ve been divorced for more than a year now."

"Oh, I'm sorry." But it was a case of 'sorry not sorry', for sure.

He shrugged. "We just grew apart," he explained, then added, "which is cover for she met a younger guy and left me behind."

"Really?" I couldn't believe that's what had happened. She had seemed so happy and so sensible. Wow, she must have lost it big time, I thought, staring at the vision of male perfection standing in front of me. I felt a pang of sorrow for his loss, but then I was conflicted. After all, his loss could be my gain, right?

He nodded. "Yeah, but truthfully we had grown apart. So I don't hold any ill will towards her. I'm moving on with my life just as she has. That's why I'm here. My new home and your new neighbor."

I smiled, unable to hide how pleased I was. "Welcome to the neighborhood, Mr..."

"Uh-uh," he interrupted. "Remember. Call me Josh."

"Yes, Josh, well, welcome to the neighborhood," I corrected myself, staring into his blue eyes. I wanted to look away, but I couldn't help myself. I wondered how this man could not possibly know I had a crush on him when I was younger... and I still did. I couldn't remember the number of times I'd thought about him over the years… the number of times I’d gotten myself off… seeing his face and imagining he were taking rough and hard me like I wanted so badly…

"Thank you, Katie," he said, referring to me as he had when I used to visit his home with Amy. But the look he gave me was different somehow than it had been then. Back then he’d looked at me the way he looked at a daughter, and now he was looking at me the way a man looked at a woman.

"Ben and I are just next door if you need anything," I told him, starting to turn away. "Just give us a holler."

His eyes widened, but I couldn’t tell if he was disappointed to hear that I was attached. "Is Ben your husband? Amy hasn’t mentioned that you’d married.”

I shook my head. "No, he's my boyfriend," I admitted, almost reluctantly. I secretly wished we were both single. That way the timing would have been perfect.

"We'll have to get together," he said, his eyes on mine. "The three of us, I mean. We could go out to dinner or something."

"Sounds great," I said, thinking I wish it could just be the two of us. Despite his gaming fixation, I was sure Ben could tear himself away from his video games for a free meal at a nice restaurant. Well, maybe I could find another way for Mr. Brent and I to be alone together...

Chapter Three

The walk back to our apartment was only a few steps, but I drug it out as long as I could. It was all so much to take in. My dream man was back in my life. It was like fate had stepped in and brought us back together after five long years. There had to be a reason, and I was betting my damp pussy and weak knees were all the clues I needed.

I closed the door and Ben looked up at the sound, actually putting the game on pause. "So... what's the family like?" he wanted to know.

I shrugged, hoping he wouldn't notice how shaken I was. "There wasn't a family," I replied. "Just a single guy. I mean a divorced man."

"And?" he was getting impatient.

"He's someone I know," I admitted. "It's Mr. Brent, Amy's dad?"

"Amy's dad?" he repeated, frowning like he’d just smelled something foul. "Your best friend's dad is our new next door neighbor. How's that for coincidence?"

"Pretty good, I'd say."

"Yeah, me too." He paused, thinking. "The old guy isn't going to cramp our style, is he?" he asked finally. "I mean he'll probably keep to himself like Liz did, even though you know him and his daughter is your best friend?"

"Yeah, I suppose," I answered, thinking Ben was full of himself when it came to other people. He was really judgy lately and made some harsh assumptions without giving people the benefit of the doubt. "But he's not that old, really."

"You mean he looks great for his age?" Ben asked, with a slight grin. But I was sure he was clueless about my feelings for Mr. Brent. Hell, he was clueless about most things.

I knew I had to be careful what I said or I'd let out too much. "I guess so. Anyway he's nice, and he's my best friend's dad..."

"And you have to be nice to him," he finished for me, “and make like happy neighbors.”

"Yeah." I didn't trust myself to say more than that.

"So, babe, what's for dinner?" he asked, unpausing his game and getting right back into play.

~

After dinner, I couldn’t stand watching Ben play his stupid video game for a second longer. He acted as if he killed one more alien, he’d win the lottery or something orgasmic like that when all I could think about was the man next door. Mmmm, such a handsome stud just steps away. My poor pussy hadn’t had this much excitement in months, so I left Ben to play his game and I went up to bed early.

I could hear the racket from the game even in our bedroom, but I was determined not to let it steal anymore of my pleasure.

I quickly undressed and slipped nude between the cool sheets.

I lay my head back against the pillow and began pinching my nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. Mmmm. That felt so freaking good. The only thing that would feel better was if Josh were doing it…

After a while, I slid my hands down my belly and between my legs. My fingers pushed through my pubic hair and found my aroused clit. I began to work my excited little button, and I felt my pussy responding, nearly begging for relief. It had been so long since I'd been touched... by anyone…

I traced a finger along my damp slit while I thought of the man next door... my best friend's dad. I imagined how he'd take me roughly, manhandling me in a way Ben never had.

I kept working my clit, my movements getting more intense, almost frantic, and all the while I pressed two fingers just inside my tight hole, which was getting wetter the closer I came to orgasm.

"I know you've wanted this for a long time," he'd whisper in my ear. "I remember how you'd look at me when you came over for sleepovers with Amy. I know what you wanted then, and I know what you want now."

He'd shove into me, bury himself deep in my hungry little hole and ride me hard and raw till I let go screaming out his name.

I lay there, my fingers still buried in my juicy twat, enjoying the afterglow as my orgasm washed over me again and again. I could hear the video game noise in the background and Ben swearing. Guess he just blew a play or something. It wasn't the only play he'd blown... he’d totally missed out on the fun going on in the bedroom too...

Chapter Four

It was my day off. I spent the morning trying to think of a way to get Josh over here. I knew he was still getting settled in, and there was a lot of mess over there. If he came over here, we could be a lot more relaxed while we spent a little time together.

Remembering the pilot light needed to be lit, I decided I’d ask him to do it. Ben had neglected it for nearly two weeks now, and I could do it myself except that I was a little terrified of the gas and a lit match. I imagined the townhouse exploding into a million tiny pieces like those houses in news reports I’d seen online. Besides, I’d rather watch a gorgeous man do it any day!

Dressed in my tightest tee and short-short jean cutoffs with sandals to show off my cute toes, I headed over and knocked on Josh’s door. He opened it almost immediately, as if he’d seen me coming.

“Katie, good morning,” he said, smiling as if he were pleased to see me, then his eyes took in all of me from head to toe, his eyes lingering just a little on my breasts. I always had a feeling he was a tit guy. “How are you?”

He was wearing tight jeans and a button up shirt that was buttoned only half way. Mmmm, he looked good enough to eat. I almost forgot why I’d come over. “I-I’m fine, Mr… er… Josh. I know you’re still getting unpacked, but I was hoping you could do me a favor.”

“Anything, Katie, you know that,” was his quick response.

“I want to use the oven,” I explained, “and the pilot light has gone out again. Ben promised he’d fix it, but he hasn’t gotten around to it. Do you think you could take a look?”

“Sure. Lead the way.”

I did, imagining that along the short walk to our townhouse Josh’s eyes were glued to the gentle sway of my nicely flared hips.

Once we were inside, I led him into the kitchen and stood by the stove. He opened the door, and tried the knob and the button for igniting.

Nothing.

He asked for a match. I gave him one of those gas matches that Josh always uses.

I watched as he knelt in front of the stove, his muscles flexing as he lowered his heft. He clicked it to light and stuck it in the hole near where the flame always comes out. There was a sudden burst and the oven lit up with a nice blue flame.

Right about then I imagined my pussy reacting pretty much the same way…

“How’s that?” he asked, interrupting my little fantasy.

“That’s awesome!” I squealed and jumped into his arms, pressing my tits against his chest as I wrapped my arms around him. "I knew you could do it."

My lips brushed his chin, near his lips, and I looked up into his steely blue eyes. I started to speak, but the words never left my mouth.

Josh's lips were on mine... silencing me...

Chapter Five

Josh took my hands in his and pinned me to the wall just outside the door to the laundry room. He held my hands above my head as he leaned in and crushed my lips with his. I parted my lips and let his tongue slip into my mouth, then I pushed my tongue against his and he sucked on my tongue while he gripped my hips and pressed his hardness between my legs. He felt huge, but I was too caught up in the hottest kiss of my life to give that much thought.

When the kiss broke, he looked into my eyes. "How about Ben?" he asked, sounding a bit breathless.

"H-he's at work," I answered as he leaned in again and began kissing my neck clear down to my shoulder, hitting that sweet spot near my collar bone that sent my pussy into clenching overdrive.

"Then we have the place all to ourselves," he assumed, then went back to kissing my neck.

I sighed, feeling ripples of pleasure surge through me each time his lips touched me. "Yes."

“Are you sure we should do this?” he asked, genuinely concerned. “You are my daughter’s best friend, after all…”

At least he hadn’t said I was young enough to be his daughter, which was also true. But I didn’t care about that either. I’d wanted this man for so long. I was ready for him!

“No, don’t stop,” I said urgently, afraid he was going to stop… if he did I might never have another chance. “Amy doesn’t have to know.”

He raised his head and searched my eyes as if looking for any hint that I had any reluctance. “OK, if you’re sure.”

I nodded. “I’m sure.”

"Good," he sounded, pleased. "I've wanted you for so long."

I wanted to say I felt the same way about him, but I didn't. Instead I said, "Really?" Because I knew that this meant he had wanted me way back then... when I was visiting his home for sleepovers with his daughter. This realization hit me hard, and my pussy gasped like it needed to be filled... and soon.

"Uh huh," he said and again his lips were on mine while I slowly finished unbuttoning his shirt and slipped my hands inside, letting my fingers glide across his well-muscled abs. He was perfectly sculpted, and he felt amazing hard beneath my hands. From the bulge in the front of his jeans, I knew something else was hard, and I couldn't wait to feel that too… in the deepest way possible.

Josh squeezed my big tits through my tee shirt, watching my erect nipples poke at the thin fabric since I wasn't wearing a bra.  The way he handled them and pushed them together, they looked even bigger. He grabbed the bottom of my tight tee and pulled up, ripping the thin material to shreds.

"I've ruined your shirt," he sounded apologetic. He tossed it on the ground by the laundry room door.

"It was old," I lied, not wanting him to dwell on this. "Just keep going."

He didn't need anymore encouragement, though. Overcome by his growing excitement at seeing my bare breasts. He whistled. "Hot damn, it's a shame to cover those up," he said, his eyes alive with excitement as he leaned in and kissed one nipple while tweaking the other between his thumb and forefinger. "Those are some amazing tits right there," he whispered as he pulled his lips away.

While his attention was on my breasts, squeezing them and watching them bounce slightly when he hefted them in his big hands and let go, I concentrated on unfastening his belt, unsnapping his jeans, and working his zipper down with trembling fingers.

I then unfastened my jean shorts and shrugged them down the curve of my hips while he tried to help. God, I loved the feel of his hands on me. Together we worked my tight shorts down and they puddled around my ankles. I stood there in my sexy white thong, which could not hide my wetness or the wet streaks dribbling down between my thighs.

"I did that to you?" he asked, sounding pretty pleased with himself.

"Hell yeah," I said, looking into his eyes. "You could do something else to me too."

"Say it."

"Fuck me," I answered. "I want you to fuck me. I need your cock inside me. Ben would rather play video games than play with me."

"Ben needs his freaking head examined!" he said incredulously.

Without another word, Josh pushed his jeans down, along with his boxer briefs and his cock sprang free, bouncing slightly and fully erect. His cock pointed directly at my pussy as if to say "That's for me." He was  huge just as I'd imagined, nearly ten inches and thick, the kind of cock that can do some real hard, rough plowing, and my soppy twat was just aching to get shredded by a big cock like his. Hmmm, I'd waited so long to have my best friend's daddy to fuck me raw.

With a quick flick of his hand, he snatched my thongs, ripping them off of me and letting them fall to the floor. I moaned at the sight of what he had just done, and this time he was unapologetic. He placed a finger to my lips, and I sucked on it while he placed his other hand between my legs, feeling my wetness. He traced a finger along my slit, smearing my juices. "You're so damned hot," he smiled, placing a damp finger to his lips for a quick taste. "I'd say you're ready to be fucked."

I didn't need to say a word, not that I could with his finger in my mouth. I just looked up at him, pleading for him to do it.

Fuck. Me. Now.

He pulled his finger from between my lips, and gave me another quick kiss. Then he stood back for me to take his thick muscle and bring it to my aching hole.

Just the tip of his cock entered me... very snugly. I winced as he shoved, trying to get inside me. I wiggled my hips to try to get him in deeper. But it just wasn't going to fit.

Josh pulled himself free. "Damn, sweetheart, you are so freaking tight!" He sounded more excited than frustrated.

I spread my legs a little wider, readying myself for him to give it another try.

Josh took his big, thick cock in his hand and placed the tip again at my wet hole. Without any hesitation, he shoved into me again. His big cock shredded my pussy, stretching me wider than I'd ever been stretched before. He sunk it all the way inside me.

"I-I've never had one that big!" I worried.

He just grinned at me, knowing damned well I wanted it. All of it.

He did that little thing with his hips, kind of a twisted gyration and moved inside me... out a little and then back in with a rough thrust. It felt so amazing. I'd needed to be filled by a cock for so long. It was all coming at me in a rush. The friction against my pussy walls. The feeling of being filled so full. And the realization that the man doing all these wonderful things to me was her daddy... my best friend's dad!

I couldn't take it any longer, and I felt my orgasm beginning to ripple through me. "Fuck me harder!" I said through clenched teeth.

"You like this big pole shoved into your hungry little pussy?" he asked, and I knew it was because he wanted to hear the answer.

I nodded.

"Say it," he commanded.

"Yes. I love having your big cock shoved into my tight little hole. Now fuck me like you mean it!"

And with that he let go on my needy pussy with a vengeance, thrusting his hips hard into me, sinking his cock as deep as it could go. My orgasm hit me so hard my teeth chattered. I writhed and shuddered as Josh fought to keep his big meat inside my tight hole.

He pounded me so hard, slammed into me so roughly that I literally clung to the wall for support.

He was fucking me through my orgasm, letting me ride his pole hard, and I knew he had to be close to cumming too. The way he was hammering me, it wouldn’t be long…

But then something happened that made his come to a dead stop.

We heard a car drive into the garage.

Ben?

"Was that what I think it was?" Josh asked, startled.

"Yes, it-it's Ben. He must've left some paper work at home that he needs at the office. He’s always doing that."

"Let's stop," he urged quickly. "We can pick this up later. Maybe after he heads back to the office."

"No," I said, surprising myself by what I was saying. I held him in place, buried inside me. "We have to do this now. I don't want to stop. I need this. You need this."

"But we're going to get caught," Josh told me.

"I don't care," I told him, and it was true. I'd been neglected by Ben for so long, maybe it'd do him good to see how a real man takes care of his woman. "Just fuck me. Now. Shoot your load deep inside of me!"

"Where could we go?" he asked.

"Let's go into the bathroom," I begged him urgently, looking to my left. "It's down that hall. At the end."

I was glad he didn't realize we had to walk right past the garage door on the way…

After he kicked the pile of discard clothes into the laundry room, he hefted me up, his cock still buried deep inside me, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He held me close and tight as he carried me down the hall, his muscles flexing and his big body not struggling at all. He carried me into the bathroom and kicked the door closed, locking it behind us.

Then he planted me against the wall, and he began to move inside me again, this time with a renewed determination.

While he fucked me like a man on a mission, we could hear Ben's car door slam, hear him insert his key in the door.

The urgency made everything more intense, more driven, and suddenly we were both coming in a fury of movements. Josh was shooting his big load of warm cum deep inside my raw little cunt, and I was bucking against him, pressing my lips to his as I came again… this time in most mind blowing orgasm of my life… one made all the more hot and intense because of how close we were to getting caught. As if being with a man I’d literally craved wasn’t enough to make me spontaneously combust, knowing that I was being plowed like a cheap whore by my best friend’s dad while my boyfriend had come home early and came thisclose to walking in on us in the act was all I needed...

I collapsed against him, trying to catch my breath quickly so that I could deal with Ben.

We heard him walking through the house. I wondered if he were trying to find me.

Josh let go of me, and his cock slipped from my pussy leaving a trail of cum down my thigh and on the floor.

I started to speak, tell Josh how I planned to handle Ben, but he put a finger to my lips.

Ben was just outside in the hallway.

I grabbed a towel, wrapped it around me and went to the door. I unlocked it as Josh moved behind the door so that when it opened, he'd be shielded from view.

I pulled the door open… just a small bit. "Ben, you're home early."

He stood there smiling at me... clueless as usual.

"Yeah," he said, "I left some paperwork in my desk. I needed it for work." He paused, taking a deep breath. I hoped he couldn't smell the scent of raw sex. "I was thinking we could have a bite of lunch before I head back."

I smiled. "Sure, let me finish my shower," I told him. "I'll be out in a sec."

I closed the door and leaned against it, relieved that we hadn't been busted. "OK, we can shower together," I told Josh quietly, and then while I keep him busy in the living room, you can slip out the back."

He nodded, already heading for the shower and pulling me along with him. I pulled away, and he looked at me, confused.

I locked the door. "Just in case," I told him.

Then we enjoyed each other all over again in the shower, our orgasms again intensified by the knowledge that Ben was just beyond that door, our moans and groans muffled by the sound of running water...

Epilogue:

Ben and I split a few weeks after Josh moved in next door. I kind of initiated it by saying we seemed to want different things out of life. To my surprise he agreed right away, and I was a little hurt by that. I’d expected him to beg me to reconsider.

But it would not have mattered.

I had made my mind up, and I guess he could see that. Begging would have only made things more awkward.

Since then Josh and I have been seeing a lot of each other in and out of bed, and we even stay over at each other’s places several times a week.

Amy knows her dad lives next door to me, but we haven’t told her yet that we’re involved. I don’t know how she’ll take the news. It’s not like we’re going to get married or anything.

Josh hasn’t asked me...

Yet…

the end
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CHAPTER ONE

HAYLEY

“Damn you!” I shouted, laying on my horn.

But it was no use. I’d waited for five minutes for an elderly man to finish putting his groceries into his trunk and vacate the parking space. Then just as I was about to pull my car into that space, another driver zipped around me and shoved in.  I let out a long, tired sigh. It’d been a grueling day at work, trying to finish up a new project with the IT crew. We needed to get it completed and polished so we could impress the new owner on Monday.

The young guy jumped out of his flashy black sports car, gave a backwards sneer, flashing perfect white teeth as he headed into the store without a care in the world.  After sitting there for a few seconds, I calmed down a little. Still pissed, I decided to just move on. I didn’t feel like making a fuss, and, besides, I wasn’t sure I could take him, even in a fair fight. So I started to drive on and found a parking space a bit further out in the parking lot, but suddenly there were several taps on my window.  I turned to see a guy standing there. He was a big guy. He had short, dark hair and a friendly face, his eyes a warm brown with a hint of green. His jaw was strong, like he would never take shit off of anyone. His chest was wide, his arms thick, his waist tight.

He wore a pale blue linen shirt, the expensive kind, and jeans that clung to him, hugging his muscular legs and sizeable bulge. Yep, he's what I usually call the perfect package.  I rolled my window down. “Yes?”

He pointed. “There’s an empty space just up there.”

Mmm, his voice was deep in a bassy way that reverberated through me, to my core. 

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

I drove up the short distance and parked. When I got out of my car, he was standing there just a few feet away. Was he waiting for me or something? I started for the store, but he walked up to me.

“I saw what happened,” he said. “You want me to go after that guy and drag him back here? I’ll give him a piece of my mind. When I’m done with him, he’ll apologize for being a first class jerk!”

I looked up at him, realizing he was even bigger than I’d thought… and powerfully built. He was a massive slab of muscle, 100% prime beefcake. Easy on the eyes, but so much more than just a pretty face. His eyes seemed to be taking in my curves, and I felt a tingle where it counts.

I shook my head. “I appreciate the offer.” I did. Most strangers had never treated me that well. “But he’s probably already halfway through the express checkout. So we’ll just leave it.”

“OK, if you’re sure.”

“Yep, I’m sure,” I said, and I was about to thank him and head into the grocery, when he shifted heavily, uncomfortably on his feet and started to speak.

“I was hoping you’d recognize me,” he said, seeming a little disappointed. “You don’t know who I am?”

I stared at him. His face. Handsome. Vaguely familiar. I was at a complete loss. “No, I-I’m sorry…” my voice trailed off uncertainly.

“It’s me,” he said, as if that would ring a bell. “From high school. I’m Carter Braswell.” 

“Carter,” I repeated, as it dawned on me. That Carter. The one who, along with his pals, had made my senior year of high school the year from hell. I drew myself up, folded my arms over my chest, as if to put some distance between us. “Wh-what do you want?”

“I just got back to town a few weeks ago,” he explained. “I bought a business here, so I’ve moved back after being away for a while.” He paused, leaving me unsure what this was leading up to. "I was hoping we could go out sometime," he added tentatively.

I stared at him, remembering how he'd treated me in high school. How he and his friends had taunted me with their snide little comments about my weight. I remembered how they pointed and snickered.

It hit me all at once what he’d just said. "You've got to be kidding!" I couldn't help myself. I wanted to inflict on him some of the pain he and his friends had heaped on me.  "I regret how I treated you in high school, Hayley," he sounded apologetic. "I know you had a crush—"

"Don't flatter yourself," I tried to deny it. "I liked a lot of guys in high school." OK, that didn't sound good, but he was getting under my skin... and I was feeling a heat rising in me that I wanted to hate.

"Well, anyway, I felt bad about how things went back then." He paused, swallowing. He gave me his cutest puppy dog eyes as if to show his sincerity. Ugh, that was probably what had attracted me to him when we were in high school. “I felt bad about the way I behaved.”

"OK, fine, you've apologized, sort of." I tried not to sound so bitter. 

"Well, if you're not seeing anyone—"

“So you thought now that you’re back in town you’d give me another shot at what I missed out on in high school,” I finished for him. “No, thanks.”

“I just thought…” his voice trailed off as I screwed up my face.

He wasn't getting it. I didn't want to spell it out for him. So I just said, "No, thank you. I'm busy. Besides, I don't want you wasting your time on me or your pity."  "Wait, it's not like that," he tried to explain.

But before he could go any further, I headed for the store entrance, never looking back...

CARTER

When Hayley stormed off, she left me standing there, humiliated, feeling just a small fraction of what she had probably felt in high school. I drew in a deep breath and let it out. Damn, I’d hurt her so bad.

After she’d gone into the store, I’d hung around for a bit, trying to decide if I should follow her inside and explain. But I didn’t. I decided that would probably make matters worse. So I walked across the street to the residential suites where I was staying temporarily and made my way inside. I looked out the huge window in the lobby, and I saw her getting in her car.

Turning away from the window, I sighed. If only she knew how I’d really felt in high school. Back then I’d had a crush on her, too, but I'd been weak and caved into peer pressure from the other guys to ignore any girl who wasn't popular and tall and thin. Now I feel like a complete loser when I think about those days, and I just wanted her to see that I had changed. I was my own man now… and I wanted to be hers.

This wasn’t the first time I'd bumped into her since I returned to my hometown, a few weeks after I'd gotten back, I’d ran into her at the same grocery store. She'd been in the produce aisle, and our carts had literally bumped each other. She'd said sorry, but she had barely glanced up at me. I could tell she hadn't recognized me. I was just some random stranger.

But I was much more than that... and I wanted to be more than that once I saw her. I felt those old feelings for her I'd ignored in high school. In the years since then, I’d thought about her quite a few times, even wondered how I'd feel if I saw her again. But nothing could have prepared me for what I felt at the sight of her, standing there, all perfectly curvy and even more gorgeous than I'd remembered. I was suddenly overwhelmed by my feelings. I ached to be with her, but I knew she'd probably forgotten I ever existed.

And I couldn’t blame her, either.

I'd let Hayley down in high school. I’d laughed when they called her names like Super-sized Hayley and Porkbutt while making oinking sounds. I'd even made pig sounds myself and snickered with the other guys when she walked past us in the hallway. I felt really bad about it afterwards, but that was hardly an excuse. Besides, she didn't know how I really felt. She probably thought I hated her.

Now, after a couple of failed relationships, I was back in town with a new job and a new outlook on life. I wanted to live life differently than I had in the past, be my own boss and go after what I really wanted…

And what I wanted was Hayley Miller.

The only problem was... she didn't even want to know me...

CHAPTER TWO

HAYLEY

High school hadn't been easy for me. My friends were busy with boys and dating, and all I had to concentrate on was my studies. The good thing about that was that after high school, I'd gone on to community college and eventually got a good job in the tech industry. Most of my friends got married and started a family, and although I longed for that sometimes, I reminded myself that my life could be worse... and high school always seemed to be the comparison I used to argue how much better my life was now. 

Those days in high school had been the worst. Almost every day, Carter and his band of merry idiots, aka his friends, would pass me in the hallway and taunt me about what I was wearing or my bad hair day... or worse, my weight. Others nearby would snicker or burst out laughing. Humiliated, I'd just hurry on to my next class and try not to dwell on it... or give in to tears. There were so many days I just felt like crying, but I'd decided I'd never ever let them see how much their words hurt me.  Carter Braswell! Ugh! Why'd he have to stumble back into my life. I wished he'd just stayed a bad memory. I didn't want to deal with him ever again... or the past. It still hurts. He and his friends had hurt me so badly, made me feel so bad about myself, and I wished they could feel one tenth of the pain and humiliation I'd felt. 

Given how raw my feelings still were, I'd never go out with Carter Braswell. I hoped I'd never see him again as long as I lived…

I drove home on the verge of tears, and I hated it. It was like stepping back in the past. Damned Carter Braswell for bringing it all back. Just when I thought I was over it, that I'd left it behind… only I hadn't really. Not really.

I parked in my driveway and started towards my townhouse when my best friend and neighbor, Kyra bolted from her front door and met me at mine.

She must have seen the frown on my face and decided something was up. “Hey, Hayley, is everything OK?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I suppose so,” I said, not sounding at all convincing.  “Wanna talk about it?”

“Yeah, I guess, come on in.”

I inserted my key and let us in.

Once inside, I put the carton of milk away, we popped a bottle of white wine and slumped onto the sofa. I took a long sip, thinking how much I needed that after what I’d just experienced.

“So what’s up?” Kyra asked over the rim of her glass.

“You’ll never believe it,” I told her and went on to explain what had just happened and with who.

“Carter Braswell!” she repeated. “I thought that jerk left town years ago.”  I shrugged. “He did, but he came back for some job or something. He said why, but I really wasn’t listening… or interested.”

“Did he follow you inside the grocery?”

“No,” I told her, and a thought occurred to me. “I was only in there a minute, getting a carton of almond milk, and when I came back out, I saw him across the street entering the short stay residential suites.”

She grinned. “Oh. Those are nice, really upscale.”

“I suppose.”

“So he wanted a date?” she asked incredulously. “The nerve of that guy!”  I shrugged. “That’s what he said. I made it clear to him that the last thing I wanted was a pity date.”

“Yeah, those are the worst,” Kyra agreed, “not that I’ve been on any myself, but I totally get it. So, you weren’t tempted, even just a little?”

“Just a little,” I admitted, and it wasn’t the wine that was making me honest. “I still think he’s hot. I mean you should see him. He’s really built now, not small and lean like he was in high school.”

“Oh,” she sounded disappointed. “So you still like him that way? You know, the way you did in high school?”

I looked at my nearly empty wine glass and lied, “Nope, I really can’t stand him.”  After a couple glasses of wine, Kyra said, “Maybe Carter has the right idea.”  I gave her my best deadpan stare.“A date?” I asked, unable to believe what I’d just heard fall from her lips. “With him?”

“Well, no,” she said and went on to explain what she meant. She suggested that I get Carter out of my head by going on a date with some random guy I chose on Tinder. “Show the jerk who’s boss,” as she’d put it. After all, she argued, I hadn’t been out in forever. She urged me to leave the whole thing to her, and she’d set it up. Once she had, we’d choose a guy and set up a date for Saturday night.

“I dunno,” I said, my speech a little slurred from the wine.

I didn’t know if I should trust her with this. Her track record with guys was almost as horrendous as mine, but I didn’t have a lot to lose and she had said she would handle everything. If I knew her, that meant she’d choose the guy for me as well. Typical Kyra.  “Come on,” Kyra urged enthusiastically.

“Oh, OK,” I finally agreed, vaguely aware that the wine was dulling my resolve. I finished off my third glass of wine and stared at my empty wine glass. “I think I need another one of these.”

“You sure do,” my best friend quickly agreed, “after coming face to face with his ugly mug.”

The thing is he wasn’t ugly. I wanted to see him as ugly because of the way he was in the past, but he wasn’t ugly on the outside. He was actually quite handsome, even more than he was in high school. But that was the problem, high school, our senior year specifically, the way he was then. I couldn’t help thinking he was still ugly inside, and I wasn’t sure I could ever get past that. The thing is, I wouldn’t have to, because I’d probably never see him again.

CHAPTER THREE

HAYLEY

When I got to the restaurant, a nice cosy place in town that served international cuisine, I let the maitre’d seat me, and when the waitress came over, I ordered a white wine to sip on while I waited.

I had the photo of the guy Kyra had set me up with open on my phone so I’d recognize him when he showed up. I stared at the handsome, smiling face. Dark hair, dark eyes, nice tan. Aidan. Mmm, what a sexy name! I had to give my best friend some credit. She had awesomely good taste in guys.

When the waitress brought my wine, I flashed her my date’s photo. She seemed impressed too.

But, after my second glass of wine, I started to wonder why I’d listened to Kyra and went along with this dating app idea. After all, this wasn’t the first guy she’d set me up with. And that hadn’t ended well either. He’d gone to wash his hands and never came back, sticking me with the tab for our drinks and dinner.

Now I sat there in my new clingy floral-print dress… alone. No, worse. Stood up. I took another sip of wine. Well, at least I looked good sipping my favorite Chardonnay.  I checked my phone. Ten minutes later than the last time I checked. Who was I kidding the jerk wasn’t going to show up. I wondered if he’d gotten a better offer. He certainly looked like the type who would have women swooning for a chance. Just like Carter Braswell!

Oh hell, why was I thinking about him?

I looked up from my phone and met the eyes of the waitress. From the stare she gave me, I was pretty sure she was concerned about my date too...

CARTER

When I got to the restaurant, I thought of hanging back and watching from afar, just to make sure Hayley’s date treated her well and that he wasn’t some kind of pervert with ulterior motives, but in my quest to keep her safe, I burst in, fueled by a growing jealousy at the thought of her being with someone else.

I needn’t have worried, though. Hayley was sitting at the table alone except for an empty wine glass. My first thought was that the creep had stood her up.  Looking up, her eyebrows raised, she looked suitably pissed. “What are you doing here?”

My eyes settled on her. “You look amazing.”

She glanced down as if she felt uneasy under my steady gaze. “This old thing.” She made a face somewhere between frustration and disgust. “I said, what are you doing here?”

I felt myself breaking into a sweat. How the hell do I explain this? “I had to make sure you were OK.”

She gave me her best ‘screw you’ face, and she still looked drop dead gorgeous. “I don’t need you.” Her voice could freeze ice. “How’d you know I was here anyway?”  “Ah.” I decided to come clean. Although I hated to squeal, she’d find out anyway. Lies would only make things worse. Besides, I didn’t want to lie to her… ever, and I didn’t want her distrusting me more than she already did. So I threw Kyra right in it.

“Your best friend. She told me you were out with some guy you met online who was totally sus.”

She rolled her eyes. “So that’s what she was up to.”

“She was just looking out for a friend,” I defended Kyra, risking Hayley’s wrath, even as it was dawning on me that this was nothing short of an obvious set up. 

“Yeah, sure.” She wasn’t buying it for a minute. “How’d she know how to reach you?” 

“She called me at the short-term residential suites. I’m not sure how she knew I was staying there.”

“Well,” she said knowingly, “she’s never been accused of being psychic.”  I cocked my head, liking her seemingly newly improved mood. At least she was seeing the lighter side of things… I think. “But she did bring us together.” 

She surprised me by grinning up at me, almost sweetly. “I owe her one.”  I wasn’t sure if she was pleased by her friend’s obvious meddling or if she really wanted to go at her hard, but propelled by her change in attitude, I took a chance. “Shall we have dinner?”

“As long as you don’t expect anything else,” she shot back. She gave me a hard stare as a warning, but she didn’t sound as serious now as I would have expected. The anger that was in her voice before seemed to have begun a slow melt. If I had my way, she’d be sweating too before the night was over.

I took a seat across from her, not wanting to get too close until I was sure she’d allow me to invade her personal space. If we ever got there, we weren’t there yet.  The waitress came over to take our order, and she and Hayley exchanged knowing glances. I guess they may have thought I was overdressed in my tux, but I wanted to look nice for Hayley.

We ordered our meals, steak, salad and sweet tea with extra lemon. She seemed surprised we liked the same foods, but she didn’t make a big deal about it.  After the waitress had gone, Hayley turned on me. "You've got your date, what else do you want from me?"

“I thought we could get to know each other,” I explained. “The way I wished we had in high school.”

“Why?” She stared at my tux. “As I recall you went to the prom with that tall blonde girl from study hall, even though I’d hoped you’d ask me. Except for taunting me, you didn't even know I was alive!”

“And I regret it.”

“Well, we can't turn back time,” she said, her voice adamant, “and I'm not sure I could ever really forgive you. Even if I tried, I’m not sure I could ever get over the past.” “I just want to make it up to you as much as I can,” I pleaded, hoping I could somehow reach her. But it was like there was a thick, impenetrable wall between us. The one I had put there all those years ago.

“Well, you can't.”

By then our dinner had arrived, and the discussion was over. We ate our dinner in silence, and when the check came, I offered to pay. But she insisted we split the cost… and the tip.

After dinner, I walked her out to her car, and I opened the door for her. While we stood there, I nearly leaned in to kiss her, but I knew that would be truly tempting fate — as well as her knee. After the way our dinner conversation had gone, I was pretty sure there was nothing I could do or say to change her mind.

Instead I said a simple goodnight, and she managed one for me, too, although a bit cool. I waited while she started her car and drove off into the night. I watched her tail lights disappear into the dark, and I wondered if I’d ever see her again...

CHAPTER FOUR

HAYLEY

While I drove home, I realized I really wasn’t disappointed about the night. I really didn’t want to meet some stranger and have to make small talk, find common interests, and go through the whole first date in a blender routine. Still, I wasn’t exactly thrilled about sharing a meal, if not an actual date, with the guy who had bullied me in high school. I couldn’t believe Kyra had set me up this way. That was so messed up, and it had been very uncomfortable.

But Carter had been a perfect gentleman. Although I hadn’t given him any encouragement, we had found common interests in the foods we like. I didn’t want to admit, even to myself, that spending time with him had been nice, and I couldn’t shake the feeling he was thisclose to kissing me when we were standing by my car.

Damn! I felt that warmth again, seeping into my core and spreading through my body like a big ass reminder that I really wanted Carter Braswell. Just as I had in high school. I was close to breaking out in a full sweat, which meant I wanted him — bad. Knowing that, one thing was certain… I could never be alone with Carter Braswell again.  Damn you, Kyra, look what you’ve done to me!

When I pulled into my driveway, I barely got out of my car when my cell phone rang. Certain it was my clever best friend, I let it ring. I was pretty damned certain I’d seen her at her front window as I got out of my car, and I was sure she was dying to pump me for the deets about how my evening had gone…

Once I was inside, I took my phone from my bag and answered.  “Are you mad at me?” she wanted to know. She sounded like she was ducking, even though we were four walls apart.

“I was a bit pissed,” I told her, knowing full well she was expecting me to go all ballistic on her. “I’m over it.”

“You don’t sound like you’re over it. But I had to do something. I knew from the way you talked about him that you really like him, even after all this time and everything that happened in the past.”

“Not your call, but OK.” I still sounded totally pissed.

“So… how’d it go? Was it good or not so good?” she hedged, wanting me to speil.  “Oh, let’s see. How about I tell you in the morning? Wait. Make that the afternoon. I’m sleeping in.”

“Aw, come on…”

I hit the ‘end call’ button hard. Then I turned my phone off with one last thought. I’d have five hundred missed calls tomorrow!

That night I slept soundly, but my dreams were about me and Carter — and we did a whole lot more than kiss!

CARTER

I sank into the oversized rental sofa. Even though I was alone, I couldn’t help grinning. A night out with Hayley. Wow! I never dreamed it would happen.

True, our evening hadn’t been romantic so much as two friends who weren’t on speaking terms having dinner and going dutch, but the key word was friends, after all, it had been friendly… or at least politely cordial. OK, that might be reaching, but at least Hayley hadn’t slapped me in the face when I suggested we have dinner together. Once I was seated across from her, though, her words did carry quite a sting.

Near the end of the evening, Hayley seemed to loosen up, relaxing a bit, and I hoped she was getting used to being around me. Given the past, that was probably wishful thinking on my part, especially after what she’d said earlier. But, things had moved along smoothly after the conversation from hell. Our ‘date’ didn’t seem to be a total waste. Even the waitress gave her approving nods.

Yep, the impromptu dinner had gone better than I’d expected. It had been nice spending time together, despite the tension between us. I hoped Hayley thought so too, even though, given the way she obviously still felt about me… and what had happened in the past, I had a feeling that if she had her way, I would never see her again...

CHAPTER FIVE

HAYLEY

When Kyra returned from her interview with personnel, she told me she thought she did OK, but the new personnel director was a bit of a douche. She explained that his comments on her work had been a bit demoralizing. When she said he asked that she send me in next, I frowned. Just my luck, but best to get it over with.  He introduced himself as Mr. Steven Adler and asked that I be seated. I settled down on the chair in front of his desk, and hoped this would go smoothly. After Kyra’s heads up, I wasn’t all that sure.

While I sat there, fidgeting in my seat and glancing around, he plowed through my employee file, flipping pages and making hmmms and little weird grunts.  Finally he finished and closed my file. He looked up at me with what I could almost call a mischievous glint in his dark eyes.

Ut-oh, I have a bad feeling about this.  “OK, let’s begin—” he started but stopped abruptly.

He glanced up as the door opened behind me. I didn’t turn around to see who had entered. I was too tense about what was about to happen here, besides I figured it was just a temp dropping off more employee files.

“Miss Miller, would you like to meet your new boss?” Steven Adler asked.  I turned, locked eyes on his, and my jaw dropped to the floor.

“Let me introduce you two,” Mr. Adler said, smiling that nasty saccharin smile of his. “I already know Hayley, ah, Miss Miller,” Carter stopped him. “We’ve met before. We know each other.” He rambled on awkwardly, and I wondered if it was because he was as surprised as I was. “Hello, Hayley.”

“You’re my new boss,” I stated the obvious even as it dawned on me. I felt a heavy sinking weight drop on me that I had not felt since those miserable days in high school. He nodded once. “Yes, it would appear so.”

“Did you know I worked here?” I asked suspiciously.

“Honestly, no,” he assured me. “I had no idea... until now.”

“You didn’t look at employee records, files?” I questioned, still not convinced. I guess a part of me still wanted to believe the worst in him. I wanted to believe he had bought the company solely because I worked there, as unlikely as that was… He didn’t even blink. “No. I was planning to go through employee files later, after all the interviews had been completed.”

“Oh.” My voice must have sounded disappointed, but his explanation sounded true enough. Satisfied, I turned back to face the personnel director, but a part of me wanted to walk out and never come back.

The personnel director looked into my eyes and gave a little smirk, as if he knew more than he should about the situation. I was pretty sure he didn’t know a damned thing, but not wanting to be the subject of office gossip, I turned back to Carter.  

“I could leave,” I offered, feeling it might be best under th circumstances, even though I loved my job and felt I was really good at it. “I could find another job.” 

“That’s the last thing I want,” Carter said, sounding deflated at the prospect. “I want you to stay,” he drew in a deep breath, “if that’s what you want.”

“I think it is,” I said with some reluctance and quite a bit of uncertainty.  I wondered how I’d feel later...

CARTER

The personnel director started the interview as I opened the door to leave the office. I listened closely, wanting to make sure he didn’t cross any line. If he did, I’d be there to knock his ass back over that line before he knew what’d hit him. I had to. I had to protect Hayley, and I wasn’t even sure why. I just knew I had to. I told myself it was my way of making up for the past, but deep down I knew it was more than that.  

“Your strengths are…?” his voice trailed off as if he weren’t sure she had any strengths. If he said anything like that to her, he’d need new teeth before lunch. I didn’t want anyone disrespecting Hayley, ever again.

“I’m really good at entry, filing, gathering data,” she rattled off confidently. “Gathering data?” he repeated, an incredulous look on his ruddy face, a knowing flash in his eyes. “Like any computer can do a million times better!” “Well, I…”

I stepped in. Enough already. “That’s it, Adler,” I barked, puffing my chest out and clenching my fists to let him know I meant every word. “You’re being an ass. Hayley knows her stuff. She’s been with the company for years. I’d say she knows the company better than either of us do.”

He put up his hands. “Excuse me,” he said in his best faux innocent voice. “I didn’t mean any harm. I just have to ask. We have to be certain what everyone’s job is, and what their true strengths are...”

“I know what Hayley’s strengths are,” I assured him, quite confidently. “I’ll be doing her interview from here on, and she’ll answer to me. No one else. Got it?” “Sure thing, boss,” he said, a bit flippant.

“I’m sorry, Hayley,” I apologized.

She didn’t say anything, just stared at me as if anticipating what was coming next. I turned my attention back to Steven Adler. “That’s no way to treat an employee,” I admonished him, “and certainly no way to treat a lady.”

Mr. Adler’s eyes darted back and forth like those of a captured bird at being called out. “I-I’m sorry, Mr. Braswell.”

“Don’t apologize to me, Mr. Adler,” I told him, my voice hard. “Apologize to Miss Miller.”

Steven Adler let out a shaky breath. “Ah, I-I’m so sorry, Miss… er… Miller,” he stumbled over a half-assed apology. “I don’t know what came over me. I —” “Stop making excuses,” I interrupted him. “If you ever do that to her or any other employee of this company, you’re fired! Understand?”

The man now looked like the wind had been knocked out of him as he nodded. “What’s that?”

“I understand, sir… er… Mr. Braswell.”

“Good, now see you don’t forget it. Take a break, and when you come back to your job this afternoon, make sure you treat all of the employees you interview with respect. Got it?”

“Ye-yess, sir.” Steven Adler’s voice had gone flat, not even a hint of the cockiness he’d displayed before.

Adler gathered his things, files and cellphone, then scurried from the room without a backwards glance. He looked like he wanted to vanish into thin air. I shoved the door closed. “Hayley,” I said her name, savoring it on my tongue, and I said the last thing either of us expected to hear. “We have to talk…”

CHAPTER SIX

HAYLEY

His words repeated themselves in my head. I sighed a deep sigh, but it had little to do with what he’d just said. I felt a growing warmth towards Carter, and I wanted to reject it. If only I could make it go away, but it was lingering like the smell of his intoxicating aftershave. I just wanted to swat it away, make it cease to exist.

But no use. He had stood up for me, and he had also stood up for the other employees. The Carter from high school would never have done that. Despite this, I wasn’t ready to admit that Carter Braswell, my high school bully, was gone or even that Carter had changed. I half expected to see the old Carter re-emerge and say “Gotcha!” In a way, a part of me hoped for it, then I wouldn’t have to deal with facing the truth that was staring me in the face.

The silence held heavy between us in the small interview room, and it seemed we were in a battle of wills to see who spoke first. I was determined it would not be me. I didn’t know what we had to talk about besides work. Certainly not forgiveness. I had a growing respect for Carter, but I wasn’t ready to forgive. Not yet.

“Hayley, I am sorry he put you through that,” he finally broke the silence. I glanced up at him uneasily. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this. I never imagined I’d be thanking Carter Braswell for anything. “I appreciate what you did for me.” I paused at what I was about to say next, but I decided to go with it. “No one has ever stood up for me like that before. Thank you, Cart… er… Mr. Braswell.”  

“Carter.” His eyes met mine and held, and I was drawn to the kindness I saw there. “You’re welcome, Hayley,” he said in a voice that sounded more sincere than anything he’d ever said to me. “I know you’re not ready to forgive me. You may never forgive me, but I’m going to keep doing whatever it takes to prove myself to you. I know it’s hard for you to believe that I care about you, Hayley. But I do, and even if you never feel the same way, I’ll still do whatever I can to make your life better and make you happy. I know it won’t make up for the past. Nothing could ever erase the awful way I treated you back then, but as long as you work here, I’ll be looking out for you.”  

Now I know why I’d been feeling the way I had towards Carter, that growing warmth that kept increasing despite my loathing it. From what he’d just done for me and what he’d said, he was nothing like the kid he’d been in high school. He really had changed, and deep down I’d known it for some time now. All I’d needed was to see it.  

For the first time since Carter had come back into my life, I found myself looking at him differently, like he was no longer that bully from my past. Now I was seeing the man standing before me, a caring man who regretted his past mistakes and wanted to make up for them.

“You don’t have to watch over me,” I told him a bit awkwardly. I wasn’t used to anyone caring that much about me. It would take some getting used to, and I wasn’t sure I could. But just the thought of someone caring that much made me all warm and gooey inside. I felt all my resentment towards him melt away. “Carter, we can never change the past, but this has made me realize something, a truth of my own that I’ve been fighting.” I paused, swallowing hard at what I was about to say. I know it was probably the last thing he expected to hear, but just as he needed to hear it, I needed to say it. “I have forgiven you.”

He let out a heavy sigh as if a weight had been lifted off of him. “Thank you, Hayley,” he said, a humbleness in his voice I never thought I’d hear, “but I still plan to keep my word. I’ll always look out for you, no matter what.”

I started past him, but I found myself giving him a hug. I felt the warmth of his muscle solid body against mine, and suddenly I was in his strong arms...

CARTER

When Hayley came into my arms, I lost it. I’d waited for this moment for so long. All I could think about was she was finally mine, in my arms at last, and I pulled her close to me and before I could stop myself my lips were on hers, devouring her right there in the office.

I could feel her responding, as if she wanted it too. But almost as soon as it’d began, she pulled away. At first she had kissed me back, but now she was just standing there in front of me. The look in her eyes was hard to read, like a mixture of emotions. I couldn’t help wondering if one of those emotions was betrayal. Had I overstepped the boundaries? Was it all just too much too soon?

Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to get an answer from her. Not now, if ever. There were tears in her eyes as she turned away, and I couldn’t help thinking I’d hurt her once again. I sighed heavily and felt helpless. It was the last thing I wanted. She bolted from the office and ran for the exit.

I stared after her, feeling helpless.

How could I let her leave this way?

CHAPTER SEVEN

HAYLEY

I pulled away from Carter, gave him a hard look in the eye, trying to read what he was thinking, why this had happened.

Tears filled my eyes. In that moment, all my feelings were on the surface, and I needed to put a little distance between us. I backed away, grabbed my bag and stormed out.

While I drove, I wiped the tears from my eyes on the backs of my hands. I kept thinking of the kiss. How much I’d wanted it, but it had been so unexpected, so sudden, that it’d caught me totally by surprise. I was stunned. I could feel the want in his kiss, and I had no idea he truly felt that way. Not until his lips touched mine.  He wanted me too.

Now, as I drove home, I wondered how long it would be before I regretted pulling away from him and leaving him standing there thunderstruck. I couldn’t shake the look on his face. The color had drained from him and his eyes froze on me. He had looked so confused by my rejection, and maybe a little brokenhearted.

All he wanted was a second chance, and I’d taken that away. When he’d first come back into my life, I’d wanted to hurt him. Now that was the last thing I wanted...

CARTER

I could see Hayley’s car ahead even though there was another car between us. When the car ahead veered off onto a connecting road, I sped up, but not too much and not pulling behind her too closely. I didn’t want her to spot me and become distracted in the state she was in.

She turned onto a side street, and I turned behind her. I wondered if she knew I was following her, but I figured she was too upset and confused for that. When she turned into the driveway of an apartment complex, which appeared to be several rows of townhouses, I went right in behind her. I followed and watched as she turned into the driveway of a townhouse on the second row over and got out of her car. I pulled up in front, still on the street, and parked. I watched for a few seconds, just to see if she knew I was here, but she seemed too distraught to notice anything going on around her.

Now I wondered if I had made a mistake following her, but I knew I couldn’t let her go off alone by herself the way she was… What she must be feeling. The confusion. I couldn’t believe I had hurt her once again.

I almost turned the key to start the car to speed away, but I stopped, yanked out the key and headed across the neatly trimmed lawn towards her…

By the time I reached the door, she inserted her key and had the door open. She was about to close the door when I suddenly appeared, standing right in front of her. “Hayley,” I said as softly as I could, “I was worried about you. Are you OK?” Her eyes widened at the sight of me, but she didn’t seem upset that I was there. “I-I’m fine,” she responded, her voice sounding shaky, her eyes red from crying. “Good,” I said, even though I wasn’t convinced. She still seemed a bit shellshocked. “I’m just worried about you and your well being. Nothing more. I told you I’ll always want the best for you.”

That brought a smile to her lips, and her face seemed to brighten. “

“Thank you, Carter,” she said, and it was almost a sob, and it wrenched at my heart.  In that moment I knew I had to somehow make her feel better, and the words came tumbling out...

CHAPTER EIGHT

HAYLEY

“I’ve cared about you for a long time, Hayley,” he confesses. “Even in high school, back then when I was a total jerk and rotten to you, I had feelings for you. You might say my actions were to mask how I really felt about you.” He takes a deep breath. “Does that even make sense?”

“That makes perfect sense,” I tell him, and I had a little confession to make of my own. “The thing is, I have feelings for you too.”

His eyebrows lift. Mmm, so very sexy. “You do?”

“Yes,” I answer, being honest with him and myself for the first time. “I’ve been denying those feelings since you came back. I just wanted to pretend they didn’t exist. I figured if I tried hard enough, they would just stop. I just wanted them to go away.” “Because I hurt you,” he adds.

“Not just that,” I assure him. “I wanted to believe you were still that jerk from high school, but now I see you’re not. I can tell that you’ve changed, and with the way I feel about you, it’s a bit overwhelming.”

“And the kiss was just too much—”

“No, that wasn’t it at all,” I interrupt him.

I stare longingly into his eyes, hoping he can see how I truly feel. That kiss had only ignited in me everything I felt for him. I’d taken off rather than face my feelings. Now I’m face to face with him again, and those feelings are stronger than ever. I lift myself onto my tiptoes and press my lips to his. He envelopes me in his strong arms, holding me up to him and pulling me close. Swept up in the moment together, we finish what had started in the office just a few minutes before.

As we kiss, I close my eyes and become lost in the movement of his mouth against mine, of the rhythm of his mouth as he devours mine. Tasting of manliness and desire, he kisses me like he can't get enough of me. I kiss him back... hard... wanting to give as good as I get. I feel his tongue press against my lips, push between my teeth, and find my tongue. Our tongues spar, the frenzied movements hinting at what’s to come…  Suddenly he breaks away as if he’s unsure of where this is going.  I look up at him. “I want you.”

“Are you sure, Hayley?” he asks, his voice filled with urgency and longing.  It warms my heart that he cares about what I want. He is looking out for me just as he promised. The past is truly gone. That Carter Braswell doesn’t exist anymore. I can trust this man with my life… and with my heart.

I nod, my eyes still on his. “I can’t think of anything I want more.”  I take his hand in mine and tug softly until he gives in and follows me inside. I kick the door closed, and, still holding his hand, I lead him upstairs. When we reach the landing, I glance back at him to reassure him that I am fine. Yes, this is what I want. I have wanted this for so long. I don’t want to wait any longer.

He pulls me into his arms and crushes my mouth with his in the deepest, most passion-filled kiss I’ve ever experienced in my life, even more intense than the kiss we’d shared just moments before. He kisses me so hard, so deeply that I almost lose my breath. No one has ever kissed me that way before. It’s the kind of kiss I’ve always longed for…

When our lips finally part, I see the lust in his eyes matches what I am feeling.  As if he feels I still need some reassurance of his true intentions, he goes into a spiel, "I just want you to know I'll always be there for you. I'll always care for you and look after you.” His voice is tense with emotion and a bit breathless from our kiss. “I promise I'll never let you down again." He pauses uncertainly, his eyes still holding onto mine. "I'll devote myself to you, to us, if you want that..."

I nod, just slightly. "Yes," I breathe, and it's almost moan. "That's what I want."  "That's what I've been waiting to hear," he says, and it’s as if the wall that had been between us all this time has shattered and fallen away. Now we can move forward to what we both want so badly…

Without another word, he picks me up. He lifts me without straining or groaning, and I put my arms around his neck as he carries me into the open doorway of my bedroom.

After a quick, sweet kiss on the lips, he places me on the edge of the bed, so gently... as if I'm the most precious thing in the world.

While he watches, I grab the hem of my blouse and lift it over my head. I toss it across the chair by the bed, and I sit there in my skirt and bra, my breasts heaving in anticipation of what’s to come.

He breathing deepens as he drinks me in, then he springs into action, shucking his shirt with deliberate, quick movements. All the time he doesn't take his eyes off of me, and he continues to watch as I push my skirt down and off. I sit there in my lacy bra and panties and watch as he finishes stripping off. First kicking off his shoes, then removing his slacks.

He stands there in only his boxer briefs, and I can't take my eyes off of him. His chest is broad and rippling with muscles, his shoulders are wide and thick, and his powerful arms are solid slabs of hard muscle. His upper body is massive and forms a nice, tight vee as it tapers at his waist. His hips are powerfully built, but what catches and holds my attention is the enormous bulge at the front of his boxer briefs. The hard thickness seems to pulse and poke against the thin fabric as if trying to break free. I hold my breath, nearly forgetting to breathe as he sheds his underwear, his massive erection springing free at last, standing straight out as if commanding attention. I forget that my mouth is open as I stare at it, watching as he grasps it in his big hands, stroking it hard up and down.

When he looks up at me, his eyes catching mine, I realize he’s completely undressed and I’m not…

He turns his full attention back to me as I remove my bra and my breasts bounce free from their confines. He sucks in his breath so sharply that it’s almost a backwards whistle. While he watches I shove down my panties and toss them at him. He catches them with one hand, holds them to his nose, inhaling deeply before putting them aside. “Mmm, baby, you smell so sweet,” he hums.

He sinks to his knees beside the bed and comes into my arms, kissing me again while his body presses to mine, my nipples hard against his muscled chest. He slides his lips from mine as he kisses down my cheek, along the slide of my neck, nuzzling his face into the tender spot just above my shoulder. He stays there, licking, kissing and sucking the incredibly sensitive, soft flesh. It feels so good, I put my arms around him and try to hold him there.

But he squirms free and slides down to my breasts, sucking first one and then the other. He holds the heft of my breasts in his big hands, squeezing my nipples and sending waves of pleasure through my being to my core.

I feel a pang of disappointment when he suddenly lets go of my breasts, but I know the best is yet to come.

He slides his hands from my tits to my shoulders. He lays me back gently on the bed, and he slides his hands down my body, caressing every curve. It takes all my self control to keep from pulling him down on top of me. I want him inside me so damned bad, but I don’t want to rush things. I want to enjoy every single second of the build up to our first time together.

He slides his hands back up my legs, between my thighs, stroking me just inches from my core. I can feel myself responding the closer he gets to my hotspot. Mmmm. So close.

When he finally slides a hand up on my mound, I gasp out loud. My body tenses, and he looks up at me and smiles. He knows the effect he’s having on me, and he loves it. There’s no denying how his touch makes me feel, not that I want to. I just want him to keep going… keep making me feel freaking amazing.

He spreads my legs wide and dips his fingers in my wetness. “Oh, baby, you’re so wet.” He sounds excited as he lifts his juice-drenched fingers to his lips and licks them clean. “Hmmm, you are as sweet as I imagined. Baby, you taste so good.”  He settles a finger on my aroused clit, and I raise my hips slightly to press against his hand. He rubs my nub in small circles, causing a delicious friction that echoes the heat rising within me. He presses his face to my core, licking and slurping at my juices.

Squirming beneath him, I want his tongue inside me. I place my hands on his head and run my fingers through his dark hair, holding his mouth firmly against my opening. I feel his nose against my clit as his tongue sinks deeper inside me, and I feel the intensity inside me building until it’s overwhelming. I feel a rush surge through me. I buck against his tongue. I’m suddenly caught up in a frenzy of uncontrollable movements as I burst through and come against his welcoming mouth.

He lifts his head and looks at me, a playful twinkle in his eyes and a smile on his handsome face. His lips are wet with my juices, and I can’t help but smile back at him. “Are you ready for me, Hayley?”

I manage a slight nod, even though I’m still a bit wrung out. “Yes, I’m ready,” I say, knowing I don’t want to wait any longer to have him inside me. I have waited so long. I just want him to go down on me hard and sink in deep.

I settle back comfortably against the pillows and wait for him, bracing for his size. I’ve never been with a man this big before. I know it’s going to be tight, but I want this so much that no amount of fear… or even pain… can stop me.

Carter places his hardness at my core, letting the tip slide up and down my sensitive lips. My body thrums with the heat of arousal, bringing with it a deep rippling, nervous excitement. I close my eyes and get ready for him to thrust in...

CARTER

I can't believe this is really happening. The sexiest woman I know. The one woman I want more than anything is laying naked beneath me, and I'm about to have my way with her. Finally. We've both waited so long for this. Too long. But the wait makes it all the more intense...

"You want this, babe?” I ask, wanting to hear her say it.

Her eyes lock on mine. "Yes," she says softly, her voice trembling with desire.  I can feel the heat coming off of her as I hold myself against her core. Mmm, fuck yeah, she's hot for this, and I want to give it to her. She deserves all I've got, so I go all in...

I plow into her hard and deep, pull back and thrust in again. She’s so damned tight around my size. I don’t want to hurt her, and I watch for signs of pain on her beautiful face as I go at her. Her eyes are slits, nearly closed, and her mouth is open just a bit, as if she's allowing a moan to escape. Her hair is tousled and spread against the pillow. Damn, she's never looked sexier, I think as I plow into her, wanting to satisfy her as deeply as I possibly can.

We settle into a nice steady rhythm, and she's so tight around me that I don't know how much longer I can hold on. I resist the urge to cum right then, wanting us both to enjoy the ride as long as we can... She wraps her legs around the backs of my thighs, pulling me to her even harder. My balls slap against her soft ass cheeks. Her core spasms around me, making the fit even tighter, the friction even sweeter. I let out a groan. Damn, I'm so close. One last time, I pull back and slam into her. I look into her eyes as I start to cum...

I say her name as I fill her. While my hips buck, I reach down and tweak her aroused clit, wanting her to come with me.

The added sensation of my fingers stroking her excited nub brings her to climax. Her eyes roll back, her mouth falls open and she rocks her hips against me, matching my thrusts as she comes, making little sounds that almost sound like one long moan.  After we both calm down a bit, I lay against her body just a few seconds, giving her a tender kiss on the lips before I roll off of her. I lay beside her, take her into my arms and pull her close.

"Sweetheart, you were amazing," I tell her, my lips just above her ear.  "You're finally mine," she whispers, and she snuggles into me, her body molded to mine.

"I was always yours," I tell her, wanting her to know the truth. "I was always yours."

EPILOGUE

Fourteen Months Later

Who would ever have guessed things would turn out this way? It’s a curvy girl’s dream come true. For me it is, anyway. I never would have believed my bully crush from high school would find me years later and become the love of my life… and my future husband as well.

That’s right. Carter and I are engaged. He proposed on the one year anniversary of the night we met up at the restaurant courtesy of my best friend and full-time confidant Kyra. The night he surprised me by proposing was also the night we finally said ‘I love you’ for the first time while our favorite waitress looked on proudly.

I shared those deets with Kyra, but that’s all she’s getting. She can’t help herself, though. She keeps asking about my love life, but I’m not telling. Even though technically, I still owe her one, I’m keeping those details and Carter all to myself...

the end

Hot Breath On Cool Skin

by

Lakelyn Wilder

One

I felt like Amelia Barrett, Girl Detective, but surely someone would see I was more than that…

Getting the promotion to Detective Second Grade was a dream come true. With the new title and substantial raise came more responsibility, which I thought I was well prepared for until the new case was placed on my desk, and my boss called me into his office.

There had been a slew of puzzling thefts throughout the greater part of Boston. It seemed from the evidence that we had thus far, it was an inside job. Several wealthy figures in the city had private vaults in their houses filled with artwork that should have been in some of the largest museums in the world. In essence, these pillars had their own private museums of fine artwork, only accessible to them. I can't say I agreed or disagreed with their opulence, but it was suspicious that someone knew about their treasures and could penetrate their defenses so easily.

The case stunk, and so did my assignment.

Being the only woman detective in the city, they said the other women officers weren't qualified for the work, but I knew better.

Behind my badge were large round tits that could make any villain sing a different tune. I saw how the other detectives stared at me as I walked to my desk. Each one of them wanted to get their cock between my legs and see if it could make a melody.

Now, I'm not a prude or anything like that. After all, I do enjoy my fair share of sex.

As I sat down at my desk, I opened the file again, staring at the picture of the suspect. The boss wanted me to get the guy's fingerprints. Ross Wellington. He was one of the wealthiest men in our little community, known for donating millions to various charities. So he wasn’t all bad.

And he was damned easy on the eyes!

Getting his fingerprints was going to be tough, though.The boss had arranged for me to attend a charity event that evening, sponsored by Mr. Wellington, in hopes of raising money for one of his causes. Looking at his picture, I couldn't deny my curiosity. The boss had even arranged for a special compound to be sprayed on my body, enabling the lab to lift fingerprints from my skin.

Simple enough, right? I guess we’ll see.

If I couldn't obtain a glass or any other item the man had touched, I was assigned to use whatever arsenal I had to get him to touch me. I would have assumed Mr. Wellington's fingerprints were on file, but no one in the community had a set.

He was a mysterious man with no past, who had moved to our little community six years ago. Since then, he seemed to be involved in everything legal, from politics to building multi-million dollar residential housing. Several special assigned police officers also suspected him of some underhanded illegal transactions. However, we were yet to build a solid case against him.

That’s where I came in…

Nothing definite had fallen into place regarding Mr. Gorgeous… I mean, Wellington’s alleged criminal activity so my assignment was to get the goods on the double-dealing hunk!

***

I arrived at the party draped stunningly in a skin-tight silver-sequined gown graciously lent by one of the prestigious fashion houses. My glamorous, glossy black hair was beautifully swept up in a stunning spiraled updo, and I radiated elegance and sophistication with a million dollars' worth of jewels delicately adorning my neck. After all, I had to look the part.

From across the room, I spotted him, our eyes locking and holding for a moment. He was a striking figure in an elegant black tuxedo, perfectly tailored to his frame. As he placed his glass on the table, he gracefully made his way towards me.

My heart raced, and I couldn't help but break into a sweat. Ohmigod, he was even more gorgeous than his photo. He was already getting to me, making me quiver inside, and I was worried I wouldn't be able to pull off this charade.

Introducing myself, I extended my hand, which he held for a moment, bringing it to his lips for a kiss. The touch was tender and intimate, and his gaze never wavered from mine.

I tried to steady my racing thoughts, reminding myself that I had a job to do. But as I looked into his eyes, the task at hand momentarily slipped my mind. He was magnetic, and his charm was almost overwhelming. I had to remind myself that this was all a part of the plan.

"So, Miss...?" he asked, his deep voice silky smooth and filled with curiosity.

I smiled, keeping up with my rich heiress persona. "Call me Amelia," I replied, my voice tinged with a hint of playfulness.

He nodded, that charming smile never leaving his face. "Amelia. A fitting name for a woman of such beauty."

I felt a blush creep onto my cheeks, complimented by his smooth words. It was important not to lose focus, though. I had to ensure he touched me in a way that allowed us to lift his fingerprints.

As we continued to engage in small talk, his hand grazed mine several times, leaving a trail of electricity behind. I tried my best not to let it affect me, reminding myself of the bigger picture. It was a delicate balancing act, maintaining a facade while navigating the encounter.

"So, Amelia," he began, his voice dropping to a lower, more intimate tone. "I must say, you shine brighter than any jewel in this room."

I arched an eyebrow, feigning surprise. "Is that so, Mr. Wellington? You certainly have a way with words."

His eyes twinkled, a mischievous glint shining through. "I always speak from the heart, Amelia. It seems I've found a kindred spirit in you."

I smirked, playing along. "Perhaps, Mr. Wellington. But I must admit, I'm more interested in the art within your personal collection."

His expression shifted ever so slightly, a flicker of intrigue crossing his features. "You have done your homework, Amelia. But tell me, why such a fascination with my private treasures?"

I leaned in closer, my voice dropping to a sultry whisper. "I find it incredibly alluring when someone can create their own world, existing outside the boundaries of society's norms. Your collection, Mr. Wellington, represents that to me."

He chuckled softly, a hint of satisfaction in his eyes. "I must say, you have a way of seeing beyond the surface, Amelia. I'm intrigued by you."

I had to keep the conversation going, my mind constantly reminding me of the task at hand. "I believe that true beauty lies in the secrets we hold, Mr. Wellington. And I have always had a curiosity for unraveling mysteries."

His smile widened, revealing a glimpse of his pearly white teeth. "Ah, a detective of the hidden, I see. Perhaps we are not so different after all, Amelia."

I couldn't deny the thrill that surged through me at his words. This charade was becoming more dangerous as the lines between truth and fiction blurred. But I had a job to do, and I couldn't let his charm distract me. Not easy. I melted a little every time his eyes raked over me.

"You flatter me, Mr. Wellington," I replied with a coy smile. "But I have to admit, I do have a personal interest in the artworks you possess. It's not often that one gets the chance to witness such beauty firsthand."

He leaned in closer, his eyes locked with mine. "Beauty, my dear Amelia, is meant to be shared and cherished. Shall we find a moment alone to discuss the intricacies of art?"

My heart raced, the intensity of the situation becoming almost overwhelming. It was time to execute the plan. "I would be delighted, Mr. Wellington," I said, my voice filled with an air of anticipation. "Lead the way."

As we made our way through the crowd, his hand lightly brushed against the small of my back, sending shivers down my spine. Despite the task at hand, I couldn't help but feel a flicker of excitement. This was what being an undercover detective was all about – stepping into the unknown and dancing on the edge of danger.

We finally found ourselves in a secluded corner of the venue, away from prying eyes. The soft glow of the moon cast a subtle glow on our surroundings, adding an air of mystery to the encounter. It was the perfect moment to make my move.

"I must admit, Mr. Wellington, your collection has intrigued me for quite some time," I said, my voice a breathless whisper. "And there is one particular artwork that has captivated my imagination. The Eroticist. May I see it?"

He regarded me with a mix of curiosity and amusement, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "You certainly have a way of piquing my interest, Amelia. Very well, if you're as passionate as you claim to be, I will share my most cherished piece with you."

My heart pounded in my chest as he led me through the elegant halls of his mansion. Each step brought me closer to the truth, but also closer to the precipice of danger. I reminded myself to stay focused, to embrace the role I was playing.

Finally, we entered a dimly lit room adorned with priceless artworks. Among them stood the piece I had been searching for – a breathtaking painting that seemed to hold secrets within its strokes. I couldn't help but drink in its beauty, my eyes tracing every line and curve.

"It's stunning," I whispered, my voice filled with genuine awe and admiration. "I've never seen anything quite like it."

Mr. Wellington stepped closer, his gaze never leaving the painting. "Ah, yes. This piece holds a special place in my heart. The artist captured the essence of human longing and desire in such a subtle yet profound way. It's as if the painting has a soul of its own."

Listening to his impassioned words, I couldn't help but be drawn further into the mystery. "Do you know the story behind it? The artist's inspiration?"

He paused, a contemplative look crossing his face. "The details are shrouded in secrecy, my dear Amelia. But what I can tell you is that this painting has a way of revealing hidden truths to those who truly see it."

It was the perfect opening. I reached into my clutch and pulled out a clean cloth, pretending to wipe away an imaginary smudge on the frame. "May I?" I asked, gesturing towards the painting with a coy smile.

Mr. Wellington hesitated for a moment, his eyes searching mine. But the charm won out, and he nodded. "Of course, my dear. Feel free to explore the painting to your heart's content."

With a subtle nod of gratitude, I delicately pressed the cloth against the frame, pretending to secure any fingerprints for analysis. But as my gloved hand made contact with the surface, I wiped the frame clean with one subtle stroke. A wave of realization washed over me. This wasn't just a mission anymore. I was genuinely captivated by both the man and the painting.I glanced at Mr. Wellington, who was watching me intently. There was a glint of something in his eyes that I couldn't quite decipher. Was it intrigue or suspicion? I couldn't afford to let my guard down. Not now.

"You have a way of making everything feel so...intimate," I murmured, keeping my voice low and seductive.

His lips curved into a sly smile, his eyes twinkling. "Intimacy invites revelation, Amelia. We must take risks if we truly want to uncover the hidden truths that lie within."

I felt a surge of adrenaline. This was it. The moment to push further, to test the limits of his trust. "And what truths are you hiding, Mr. Wellington?" I whispered, my tone filled with intrigue.

He took a step closer, his voice barely a whisper. "Perhaps, my dear Amelia, if you prove worthy of trust, I may reveal to you my most guarded secrets."

Every fiber of my being screamed with excitement and danger. This was far more than a mission. It was an intoxicating dance on the edge of forbidden desires and hidden agendas. And as I looked into Mr. Wellington's eyes, I knew I had crossed a line from which there was no turning back…

Two

Ross Wellington guided me back to the gala and we danced. He swept me off my feet as we glided around the room. I felt like all eyes were on us. I had never felt as powerful I did right now in this powerful man’s embrace

The notorious Ross Wellington stared at me as if I were the perfect piece of artwork to add to his growing collection. I saw his eyes fixated on my plunging neckline and my taut nipples. I rather liked the electrifying feelings that stirred in me under his admiring gaze.

My assignment flew from my mind. I was consumed with a strong sexual desire to get this man into a bed, any bed, and get him naked. I imagined my hands roaming his naked flesh, having his hard cock grow hard inside my mouth as I sucked. I wanted him to pull out my firm, large breasts and massage them with his large firm hands. I

wanted to feel his hot breath down my neck, as he lowered himself on top of me and I opened my legs wide, allowing him to enter my wet confines.

Almost as if sensing my desire, he guided me to another room, after begging to be excused from his guests. He asked me to be seated as he made several calls, asking his staff that he not be disturbed for the remainder of the evening.

“Now let’s get to the heart of the matter,” he said, his words slow and deliberate. “Get what’s been between us all evening out of the way.”

He sat on the sofa beside me and moved his hands down my front. I could feel my heart racing as Ross Wellington's hands trailed near my core, his touch sending shivers down my spine. His words, laced with a faint smirk, only heightened my curiosity and desire to uncover the truth.

His eyes latched onto mine. "So, officer, I see you have no wires."

I was immediately taken aback by his bluntness. "How did you know I was a cop?" I asked, trying to maintain a composed facade while inwardly battling the mixed emotions that surged within me.

He chuckled and leaned in closer, his warm breath tingling against my ear. "I know everything that happens in this city. You're here for my fingerprints. What you'll find will surprise you."

His words held a hint of mystery, and I couldn't help but wonder just how deep his secrets ran. I knew that I had to keep my guard up, even though he had just blown my cover… and his proximity and the intimate atmosphere were starting to cloud my judgment.

"Well, Mr. Wellington," I replied, mirroring his playfulness. "I'm always up for a pleasant surprise. Care to enlighten me?"

He leaned back, his eyes roaming over me as if assessing my every move. "You have a talent for intrigue, my dear Amelia. Let's just say that my fingerprints hold a story that even I am still uncovering."

His cryptic response only fueled my determination. I couldn't let myself be swayed by his charm or the allure of this dangerous dance. I needed to stay focused and find the truth hidden beneath his polished veneer.

"I have a feeling that your story will be quite fascinating, Mr. Wellington," I said with more than a slight edge of anticipation. "But, as they say, actions speak louder than words. This evening might hold more surprises than either of us bargained for."

A flicker of excitement passed through his eyes, and I could sense his intrigue growing. The air around us crackled with a mixture of tension and possibilities. We had both taken a step onto a treacherous path, where the lines between duty and desire blurred.

The night was far from over, and as I leaned into the unknown, I knew that uncovering Ross Wellington's secrets would test not only my skills as a detective but also my own boundaries. This wasn't just a case anymore, it was a journey into uncharted territory, where pleasure and danger intertwined.

But as I locked eyes with him, it was clear that he was equally willing to take the risks. This game of cat and mouse had just begun…

Three

One thing was clear, even if everything else was a muddled mess of suspicions and desires…

He wanted me as much as I wanted him. Beyond that everything else was fair game. We’d just have to see who ended the little foreplay between us with the upper hand.

He took off his tuxedo jacket and laid it lovingly down on the side chair. He unbuttoned his shirt and displayed his chiseled chest covered with a matting of curly black hair.

With a will of their own, my hands traveled down his firm chest, unbuttoning his pants and pulling them down.

I kneeled in front of him, and pulled out his growing cock. I

placed his penis in my mouth and started to suck. I moved my tongue over its tip and down its shaft. I wanted to taste every inch of him as he filled my mouth. I moved him in

and out continuing to suck.

He started laughing and asked if this was part of the assignment. I looked up at him, and smiled, "At least I can enjoy the assignment... no?"

As an answer to my question, he pulled me from my knees embracing me in his arms. He moved his mouth over mine and pierced my mouth with his tongue. I felt warmth spread down my body and a tingling of anticipation between my thighs. His hands moved down my back, removing the expensive fabric that draped my body. He gently picked me up and effortlessly carried me into the next room.

My back was laid down onto the softest mattress of feathers. I felt the feathers caress my body and tickle my firm tits. He moved his mouth over my breasts, sucking

on each one of my nipples as his hands continued roaming by body.

I ran my fingers through his thick curly black hair, pulling his mouth back to mine. I curled my legs around his firm buttocks and pinned him on his back. I dangled my tits in front of his mouth, teasing him.

As I ran my hands over his firm chest, I inserted his hard cock between my legs, holding it deep and tight inside my wet pussy.

I rode him like I have never ridden a man before, unrestrained and bareback. My hot pussy squeezed his hard cock, ensnaring it deep inside me.

As I rode his cock, I reached behind my ass and started

stroking his balls. I swiveled around on his cock, facing his feet. I stroked his inner thighs as I continued riding my hard stallion.

I bent over, stealing licks of his balls between each one of my strokes. I pounded his hard meat deeper inside me wanting to feel his hot cum.

I moved my hands down his calves and reached out playing with his toes. He spread my cheeks apart and shoved his fingers deep up my ass.

As the pain grew on me, my body shivered with the first rumbles of an orgasm. The pleasure racked my body as I continued riding him. He pulled his fingers out of my ass and turned me around facing him. He turned me over on my back, slowly, ensuring that his hard cock stayed deep inside my wet pussy.

I spread my legs wide allowing him the room he needed. He pulled my ass up into the air, riding deep inside me. He

plunged harder and harder inside me, eventually exploding his sweet juices against my walls.

He laid on top of me, for just a few moments, catching his breath. He nuzzled his nose in my hair, taking deep breaths and smelling my natural fragrance.

I could feel his cock stirring with life deep inside me. I pulled him closer, wrapping my legs around his firm ass. I lifted my hips and arched my back, welcoming his rhythmic thrusts, as yet again he plunged deep inside me.

He shifted his weight and removed his hard cock from my wet hot pussy. He brought his dripping cock to my mouth and I gladly bathed it with my tongue, sucking our combined sweet juices. I plunged his cock deep inside my mouth, showering it with my tongue.

As I sucked him dry, I continuously moved my tongue up

and down his shaft, occasionally circling around the flesh around his enormous cock head.

I felt the stiffening of his body, as he reached orgasm, sending his second load down my throat. I swallowed each drop, sucking his cock looking for more.

He pulled his cock away from my mouth, laying down

beside me.

I stayed in his embrace until morning.

Four

When I woke, breakfast was waiting for me. Scrambled eggs, toast, juice and coffee. Warm and delicious, but I could hardly concentrate on chewing when so much was at stake.

After finishing my breakfast, I dressed and left the house. I immediately went to the lab. At the lab, they sprayed the second compound on my skin, looking for fingerprints. We were amazed by our results. We had found several perfect prints, but they weren’t his.

The prints were all mine.

Even after making love to Mr. Wellington, my body held none of his prints. It was as if the man had no fingerprints.

I smiled to myself after getting the results. Hmmm, I guess I should have avoided showering the morning after as I had been instructed by the chief? Oh well, either way, the lady detective gets her man!

Several days later, I received an invitation to have lunch with Mr. Wellington.

I eagerly accepted.

At lunch, Ross inquired as to how much I make as an officer. When I informed him about my meager wages, he asked if I would like a job as head of his security.

There were several perks to the job, one of which I would be traveling all over the world with Ross. The possibilities were endless.

As far as I know, the case is still unsolved and no one has come up with a set of Ross Wellington’s fingerprints. Being the head of his security and his lover, I make sure that his prints will never be lifted… by anyone.

Except by me...

the end
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Chapter One

______

Brianna

"Bri," Mom's voice sounds soft but with a little note of pleading, "promise me you'll take it easy for a few days, until you're nearly healed."

My mom knows me well. I'm not one to just sit around and do nothing. But I find myself nodding. "I promise, Mom," I say quietly. "Now don't worry."

Once Mom releases me from her death grip of a hug, she faces my best friend, Kaden. "You make sure she sticks to that promise."

Kaden glances at me as I smile at his sexy whiskered face. "I give you my word, Mrs. Marsh," he says like he did when we were kids, always promising Mom he'd keep me out of trouble while she and Dad were at work despite my knack for getting into one scrape after another. Kaden and I had been best friends since grade school, and he’d always had my back. "I promise you I'll look after our girl. I'll be here in a flash if she needs anything to keep her from pushing herself too hard, I'll even lift her and carry her to bed."

I know he added that last bit to reassure my mom, but I don't think he thought about the sexual innuendo first. Mom doesn't pick up on it, though, and seems quite pleased. But I really hope he was serious. I could see myself in those big muscular arms, feel them wrapped around me. And Kaden carrying me to bed... Mmmm, I've dreamed about that for the longest time!

"I knew I could count on you, son," my mom says as if she were speaking to her own son – or maybe a son-in-law. Oh, Mom, I can see that myself.

Kaden has always taken my breath away, even when we were kids. Back then he was active, fit, but it was his lively eyes and quick smile that always caught and held my attention. That’s still true. But I’m not blind to the way he has grown. He has really bulked up into a muscular hunk of a man, with thick arms, a broad chest and a nice tight six-pack. Even though I’m sure he doesn’t know it, he’s my dream guy…

My thoughts scatter when the taxi honks its arrival from the driveway.

Mom gets teary. "I'll call you every day," she promises, "and don't stress over work. Your nice boss assured me that they'd manage somehow without you until you're all better."

I keep from rolling my eyes. Mom means well, I know, because she loves me. But she has been in my business all week, and she hasn't missed a thing, except my feelings for Kaden. She never picked up on those, even though they're getting harder and harder for me to hide. I sometimes wonder why I hide them from Kaden, but I’m afraid he'll reject me. After all, he has never shown any interest beyond our solid friendship.

Anyway, Kaden and I work at the same insurance company, he’s an underwriter and I’m a customer service rep. You might even say he’s my boss, since technically he is. So, I know he'll help keep my workload from piling up or overwhelming the other employees.

"Everything'll be fine, Mom," I say.

"I know, sweetheart, I know, just behave yourself," Mom says, giving me a quick peck on the cheek.

"I'll keep her in line, Mrs. Marsh,"Kaden says, giving me a quick wink.

I take a deep breath and smile a soft 'thank you'.

"I know you will, Kaden, I could always count on you."

Kaden beams and hefts Mom's bags. She has two good-sized bags, stuffed with everything she thought she'd need while she was looking after me following my surgery, an appendectomy. I'd told her she only needed one bag for the week, but Mom wasn't taking any chances and came prepared. Kaden doesn't seem phased by the weight, and after a few teary goodbyes, he follows Mom out to get her bundled into the taxi for the ride to the airport.

Kaden is kind and considerate. No wonder we became lifelong friends.  It also helps that we have a lot in common. We both love pizza, The Walking Dead, and Rod Stewart. Okay, there it is. We both like old school music from the ‘70s and ‘80s, especially the songs by Rod Stewart. Well, I admit it, I’m more the Rod fanatic, but Kaden enjoys his music too. It’s not like he pretends to like Rod’s music just because I do. He wouldn’t, I know, because he knows the reason I started loving Rod Stewart’s music is because my dad played Rod’s music all the time before he died, even when I was a little girl…

I hear the taxi drive away and Kaden comes back inside and sits on the chair across from me.

"Did you mean what you said to my mom?" I ask, curious. I knew, but I just wanted to hear him say it.

He grins in that sexy way that makes my heart skip beats. "You know I did."

I smile back at him, pleased. It felt good to know I could count on him, even though I wished for more. Maybe if I knew he felt the same way...

"Maybe you'd like to stay for a while?" I ask, hoping he'd get the hint. "We could watch a movie, maybe order a pizza and sack out on the sofa?" I pause for effect. “We might even play a little Rod Stewart.”

He shakes his head. "Nah, I need to do a few things before work tomorrow," he declines. "But if you need anything – anything at all – just call me."

I swallow my disappointment and try not to look him in the eye. Awkward. "Okay, maybe some other time."

"Sure thing." With that, he says goodnight and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek.

For a split second I think he is going to kiss me on the lips, but he seems to change his mind at the last minute. I hold a deep breath, even close my eyes in anticipation, but he brushes a strand of brown hair from my cheek and tucks it neatly behind my ear.

When the kiss doesn’t happen, I quickly tell myself it was wishful thinking on my part.

And nothing more.

I inwardly sigh in disappointment as Kaden pulls away, breathing heavily, and hurriedly heads out.

I watch him leave. I can still smell his scent, a nice musky cologne mixed with a manly scent that is all him. Having him so close has made me want him even more, but he isn't taking the hint and isn't showing any interest in me beyond friendship, even though he knows full well the girls at work are trying to fix me up with that great looking new guy in accounting named Mark.

My coworkers haven’t worn me down yet, but…
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Kaden

All during the drive back to my apartment I keep thinking about Bri. Even though I felt like I was abandoning her, I am sure it is for the best. The more I'm close to her, the harder it is for me to not want to be even closer. No matter how hard I tried, I knew I would want to touch her, feel her close to me. When I finally gave in and took her into my arms, I knew the need to make her mine would become too strong to ignore. Hell, I almost kissed her lips before I left…

I know she wanted me to stay.

The truth is I wanted to stay… but I couldn’t.  I had to get out of there before I lost all control. Before I did something I couldn’t take back and possibly damaged our friendship beyond repair.

Before I could free her from that form fitting tee shirt and leggins that showed off every one of her sexy curves. How I wanted to explore everyone one of those curves!

I felt a flash of heat.

Damn!

Hell no, I couldn't, no matter how much I wanted it. Brianna had never shown any interest in anything more intimate than our close friendship, and I couldn’t risk losing what we shared by making a move on her. I don’t know how she’d react. I just keep imagining her being completely freaked out.

After her breakup with her last boyfriend, I was tempted to stake a claim of my own, but always the doubts kept holding me back.

So now I slam into my apartment, frustrated and wanting nothing more than to be with her. A part of me wishes I had hung around a bit longer with her. Maybe if we spent time together that way–

No. Just no.

We’d done that hundreds, thousands of times since we were kids and even since we’ve both grown up, and it never led to anything.

My phone rings at that exact moment, saving me from tormenting myself further. I lift up off the couch and pull my phone from my jean pocket. Bri. My heart speeds up.

”Kaden,” Brianna says. “Please hurry. Come over. I thought I saw someone looking in my window. I’m afraid someone’s trying to break in!”

”Just be quiet and try to calm down,” I tell her, trying to stay calm myself when I wanted to jump through the phone and keep her safe. “Call the cops if someone is trying to get in, okay?”

”Okay, Kaden,” she whispers, her voice tight with worry. “Just get here quick.”

She sounded scared in a way I had never heard her sound before, and all I wanted was to get to her and protect her.

”I’m on my way, Bri,” I say, slamming the door behind me. I run past the elevator and take the stairs two at a time as I bolt for my SUV…
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Once I get to my truck, I gun it over to Brianna’s house, taking a shortcut she didn’t know I knew about. When I get there, she is standing just inside the front door, and she opens it as soon as I knock and call her name.

I pull her into my arms without even thinking and hold her close. “Are you okay?” I ask against her sweet smelling hair. A zip of electricity zaps through me as our bodies press together and again as my hand cradles her bare arm. My breathing deepens, and I feel the familiar stirring of my dick and a bit of hardening, which I hope will not be noticeable through the thick material of my jeans.

“I feel so stupid,” she says, her voice sounds muffled against my chest. When she looks up at me, I swear I can see that she too is feeling the surge between us, maybe even feeling my reaction as it presses hard against her. I ignore that possibility and hope my hard-on will subside, but I know damned well it won’t as long as she is this close. I put my hands on her shoulders and step back to look at her face.

My eyes search hers. “Why?” I ask. “What’s going on?”

“It wasn’t a stranger at my window,” she starts to explain.

And then I see him.

She gestures a hand back to the guy standing behind her in the doorway. “It was only Mark,” she continues. “He had come up the walkway and went past my window. I had talked to him earlier on the phone and he said he might come over later and bring a pizza since I hadn’t eaten.”

I feel a cold stab in my chest that I hadn’t taken care of her most basic need. Somehow I feel I’d let her down, but at the same time I am pissed to see another man with her.

“You know Mark,” she says. “From–”

“From accounting,” I finish for her as we sometimes do. “The new hire. Yeah, I know him.”

“I’m sorry I overreacted and called you,” she apologizes.

My face feels like stone. I am barely hearing her words. I am staring at Mark. “Don’t be,” I say absently. “It could’ve been someone trying to break in. I’d rather you be safe.”

“Mr. Hart,” the young man says.

The way he addressed me makes me feel older than he is, but I know we’re roughly the same age, give or take a year or five. I don’t know if he’s trying to imply that I’m too old for Bri or if I’m reading too much into it. I let it pass…

“Kaden,” I tell him stiffly. “Hi, Mark.” I return his boyish smile and feel another little sharp jab at seeing him here–at Brianna’s house.  I know the ladies at work have been razzing Brianna about him after he’d asked her out on a date and she’d politely said no. So why was he here? Why is she suddenly letting him come over and spend time with her?

Brianna turns and heads inside and I follow her in. She settles on the couch while Mark and I stand there awkwardly.

“Well, since everything is fine now, I guess I’ll head back home,” I finally say, hating the thought of leaving him alone with her.

Brianna thanks me for coming over… to her rescue is what she actually says, and assures me she’ll be fine now that Mark is here.

Still, I hesitate for a moment, even consider hanging around and putting a crimp in things, but I know it’d only risk upsetting Bri, and I don’t want that. After all, she has just had surgery, and I don’t want to risk her health or hurt her in any way by being combative because another man has beaten me to her.

Even so, when Mark settles onto the sofa beside Brianna, I feel a heated rush as my blood boils.  I stand there, my fists tightening and unclenching, while I fight hard to take deep breaths and not explode. Bri and Mark seem oblivious to my reaction, which I know is probably for the best.

The lively look in Bri’s eyes when she looked at him clearly said one thing: She’s into him.

So, I say goodnight again as politely as I can and take off before I lose it and spill everything right there…
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Chapter Two

______

Brianna

I let Kaden in and hurry back to finish my lukewarm cup of coffee. He stands there watching as if he should be doing something. I think of offering him a coffee, but I figure he won't be staying that long. Besides, unlike me, I know he’s not a big coffee drinker.

“So, how long did Mark stay last night?” Kaden asks out of the blue. He has always been blunt as a conversation starter.

I shrug. “I wasn’t watching the clock,” I admit nonchalantly. “I guess around midnight, give or take an hour.”

“Okay, what did you guys do?” he asks, then seems to think better of asking that specifically. “I mean, what movie did you watch?”

I give him a sobering look right in his gorgeous eyes. “We didn’t.”

His eyebrows shoot up as he holds my stare. “Oh, what’d you do then?” he asks suspiciously.

“Oh, we binged one of your favorite shows, The Walking Dead,” I answered, still sounding low key.

He stuffs his hands in his jean pockets sheepishly. “I thought it was our favorite show.”

“I didn’t know it was just ours,” I let him know.

“Well, it’s the one we always watch when we spend time together.”

“I know.”

“You didn’t listen to…” his voice trails off.

“Rod Stewart?” I finish for him. “No.”

He seems oddly relieved, and his expression softens a bit. “What are you doing later?”

“I have plans for tonight,” I say bluntly.

“Really?”

“Yes, really,” I tell him. “I have a date with Mark.”

“Oh.” He sits on the edge of the chair across from the couch. “Do you think you should be going out so soon after your surgery, on a date, I mean?”

“Why not? I’m doing fine. Except for a little scar, I’m fine. There’s no reason I shouldn't go out if I want to.”

“I promised your mom I’d look after you,” he reminds as if I need his permission.

“I know that, Kaden, but Mom’s back in Florida. And I’m fine.”

“Still–”

I don’t know what he is hedging about, something he isn’t saying…

"I'm fine, Kaden,” I assure him, not wanting him to worry. “I'm going back to work next week, and I’m perfectly fine to make my own decisions."

He seems puzzled. "What's that supposed to mean?"

I give him a sobering look. "It means I'm seeing Mark tonight. Period. Not up for debate. I’m well enough to go out."

He looks up at me, giving me his most serious, pleading look. "What do you even know about this guy anyway?"

I shrug mid sip, finish and admit, "Not much. Yet." I let that sink in. "But he works for the same company we do, so he can't be that bad."

"Guess not," he agrees. “I’m just not sure he’s the guy for you is all…”

“And who is, Kaden?” I ask, feeling like I've been permanently frozen in the friend zone by him, so I repeat. “Who?”

But he doesn’t take the bait.

Silence.

Just enough for me to be aware of the effect he has on me even when we’re at odds.

When Kaden’s around, it’s like he’s the only man in the world as far as I am concerned. I’m swept away by this man, swept up in all that is Kaden. Even my body responds. Right now I can feel myself clenching like mad and growing damp. Yep, he has that effect on me. I don’t recall a time when he didn’t…

"What do you see in him?" he breaks the lingering silence between us. A shadow passes over his face, and I immediately think he regrets asking. But he had asked, so…

"Well, he's smart," I say, "and great looking."

"I guess that's something," he says, again sounding as if there is something he isn't saying. The trouble is Kaden never gets around to saying whatever it is that's bothering him, he was even that way when we were kids.

"Yes, it is. A lot of girls find him intelligent and attractive. So I'm going to go out with him. And that’s that."

"Fine," he says grumpily.

"Fine," I repeat, wondering what we are arguing about, if we are, in fact, arguing. The last thing I want to do is argue with him, especially over this when he could put a stop to it on a dime with a few simple words: Forget him, Bri. You’re mine.

Obviously that’s not happening.

"Mark will be here soon," I tell him, "and I have to get ready."

"Okay, I guess that's my cue to leave."

“Guess so. You look like you could use something to drink. I hold up my empty cup. “Something stronger than coffee.”

“Yeah, I was just thinking that myself,” he agrees, but his mind seems to be somewhere else.

I watch as he stands and heads for the door. He looks dejected, and I almost feel sorry for him. But only he can figure out what to do about whatever is bothering him.

“Maybe I’ll drop by after your date to check on you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assure him, not wanting him to feel obligated to protect me. Besides, it wasn’t like Mark posed a danger. I soften the blow a bit, not wanting him to feel I’m rejecting him. “You can still stop by if you like, but you don’t need to come by just to check on me.” Again, a hint, ever so subtle.

“I know,” he says evenly. “I do. I just wanted to make sure. I’m doing it for me as much as for you.”

And our eyes lock for a moment.

I simply nod my head, fighting hard to swallow a smile. I fail miserably and smile in spite of myself. Damn, he knows just what to say to make me feel so incredibly good.

I can almost see a smile in his eyes as he turns away. He pauses at the door and looks back at me. "Enjoy your evening out," he tells me, and he almost sounds like he means it. But then he gives the door a hard slam, and I have a feeling he didn't. Kaden isn't always easy to read. It was one of the things I find incredibly sexy about him. The strong silent type. But he seems bent out of shape in a way I’ve never seen him, like he is jealous and not sure what to do about it.

I’ve had a crush on Kaden since we were kids. The thing is, he just never seems to see me as anything more than just one of the gang–or worse–one of the guys. I want to be the woman he wants. His woman.

Anyways, I can’t be sure what is going on with Kaden, but one thing I do know for sure I still have a date with Mark for tonight.

And Kaden knows it too. I wonder how much that has to do with all this…
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Kaden

I sit at the bar, nursing a whiskey sour and facing the only person who I'd ever told about my feelings for Brianna, my local bartender, Chuck.

Chuck is a damned good listener, but he also gives good advice. Thing is, up until now I hadn't really wanted any advice. You might say I hadn't asked for any. Now I was. Sort of...

"Man, I guess you were hoping she'd spend some time with Mark and realize he wasn't the guy she thought he was?"

"Something like that."

"Guess that didn't work out the way you expected?"

I shake my head. "Nope, not exactly. I was hoping she'd show some interest. Been waiting for her to unfriend me since high school." I make a little laugh at my own little non-joke. Chuck doesn't even crack a smile. "Guess I should have taken a chance and made the first move myself. Right?"

Chuck nods. "Right."

"What if she rejects me, then what?"

"What if she doesn't?"

I shrug, still not sure about anything and the whiskey isn't exactly making things clearer for me.

"She may feel the same way you do," Chuck says, "and she's been waiting all these years for you to make a move. How messed up is that?"

"I don't know. Pretty messed up, I guess."

"Damn right."

"So what should I do?"

"Well, you have to make a choice. If you don't, this new guy may very well be the one to take your place in her life."

"My place?" I repeat.

"Yep, it may be either you or him. He could be the man for her if you don’t manup. The time is now, Kaden." He puts his hand on my shoulder as if willing me to make my move. "You have to claim her as your own or risk losing her forever."

At that moment, I nearly drop my glass, and suddenly I feel more sober than I have in years.
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Chapter Three

______

Brianna

Someone was going to get the surprise of a lifetime tonight, and I Hope it’s not me.

After I take a nice, long shower because it’s still too early for me to have a long soak in the tub, I work at getting myself all glammed up for the evening ahead. Like most women, I like to think it doesn't take that much 'work' to make me look amazing enough to knock his eyes out. But, also like most women, I put in the effort.

To make the whole process a little more enjoyable, I reach for my phone on the counter. I click it on, open my favorite music app, select and press play. I listen as Rod belts out Hot Legs.

I sit at my dressing table in the bathroom and begin applying my makeup, choosing a pink lipstick that would complement the dress I plan to wear. Next, I brush my hair back and then tease it with a comb to add fullness. Hmmm, not bad at all.

Going into my bedroom, I stand in front of the full-length mirror on the back of my closet door, I slip snugly into a silky pink floral dress. It hugs my curves like it was made just for me, and shows just enough cleavage to pique his interest without being in his face.

Next I slip into my sexy kitten heels that are a lighter pink than my dress but will look fine and not land me in a cast if I fell off of them. I'd worn this outfit before and Kaden had complimented me on how great it looked. He just never went beyond that. Still his compliment had pleased me in a way no other man's appreciation ever had. I think that may have been the moment I knew he was the one. Nope, who am I kidding? I knew it long before that!

I pop back in the bathroom and spritz my neck and cleavage with a subtle floral perfume. I put on my white jacket, then I go downstairs and peek out the blinds that cover the picture window in my living room.

Nope, Kaden isn't out there yet. But he will be. Soon, I hope. If he doesn't show up, then the night will take a whole other turn.

But I am pretty sure he’ll turn up. After all, he had said he might stop by to check up on me after my date, and I had a feeling he just wouldn’t be able to stay away.

Confident in my appearance, I grab my purse from the small table by the front door and head out for a night on the town humming D’ya Think I’m Sexy to myself as I go….
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Kaden

When I reach Brianna’s house, her car is not in the driveway. It’s getting dark out, and her house is pitchblack. I park, cut the engine and watch her house, waiting for her to get back from her date.

I listen to the radio for a while, but the sappy broken-hearted love songs really get to me after a while, especially when Rod bursts into The First Cut is the Deepest. I just keep thinking about Bri, my Brianna, out with that younger guy. Not that much younger, I remind myself begrudgingly. I wonder what they were doing. It's probably wrong, but I hope they were having a rotten time together. The last thing I want – ever – is for my woman to enjoy being out with a guy more than she enjoys being with me.

As my thoughts run wild about what they were doing, imagining they are getting really close, hitting it off just right, and heading for an intimacy she and I have never shared. Not yet anyway, I figure I should just call it a night and head home.

I am about to do just that when I see headlights in my rearview window.

Holding my breath, I watch as the small car slows and pulls into Brianna's driveway. There's another car following hers, and this car pulls in behind hers.

I watch as Brianna gets out of her car and stands there. Then a man I recognize as Mark gets out of the second car and walks over to her. They exchange a few words, and he leans in for a hug. For a split second I think he's going to kiss her, and I don't know what I'd do if he did. I just know that my blood is already boiling.

Luckily he settles for a hug, gets in his car, waits for her to open her door and waves as he speeds away into the night.

She pauses before going inside, looking back, and I swear she stares right at me just before she steps inside and closes the door.

My heart beats fast, but I don't give a shit that she saw me. That's kind of the whole idea.

I sit there, trying to calm down and decide what I'm going to do next when my phone dings.

A text message from Brianna:

I saw you out there. C'mon in.

X, Bri

I stare down at the message. I take a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Deciding not to reply, I click off my phone.

There’s only one thing I can do. I start the engine and slowly pull into her driveway and park behind her car. I cut the engine, get out and stretch my legs and head right for her door. I have a feeling she’ll be waiting right there for me, ready to open the door and face me…

And I’m not wrong.
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Brianna

Mark followed me back to my house from the restaurant where we’d just enjoyed a steak dinner and a few glasses of wine. He wanted to make sure I got home safe. I appreciated that gesture and did not put up a fight. It just felt good for a man, besides Kaden, to care about me and my well-being, but that was all I felt. Our night had been enjoyable, but pretty much just like I’d expected. Like two friends out for dinner and no real romance. I just didn’t feel anything for him like I did for Kaden, and I wasn’t sure I ever could.

In my driveway, Mark gets out and approaches me. He gives me a little hug and says goodnight, but we don’t kiss. The chemistry is just not there. Zero chemistry. I’m sure we both know it by now… especially since what we spent most of the evening talking about was Kaden.

Mark waits until I unlock my door and then waves as he drives off.

Once inside, I lean against the door and I fish my phone out of my bag and send a text to someone I know has been waiting for me to get home.

I decide right then that either there will be fireworks… or Rod Stewart was right and tonight’s the night.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

If I’m lucky, maybe it’ll be both!
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Chapter Four

______

Brianna

I wait until I hear Kaden's heavy footsteps on the stoop and I pull the door open and stand there, looking him right in the face and still dressed in the outfit I'd chosen for my date. I wish I'd worn it for him, but in a way I had. After all, even when I was dressing, I had him in mind. "Just couldn't stay away, huh?" I tease him.

He gives me a sheepish grin. The one I love. The one that melts my heart just a little every time I see it. But he must think I'm pissed, given what he says.

"What would your mom think, you dressed that way to go out with some guy you barely know?"

"Not much," I answer defiantly, "since she bought the dress for me!" I give him a bit of sass, but I’m far from pissed.

Still, that knocked the wind out of him. "I just don't think she'd approve of you behaving this way!"

I give a little snort of a laugh. "Going out on a date with a nice young guy who treats me well and genuinely appreciates me? With all the hints she’s dropped, I think she’d be thrilled!” But I have a feeling she’d be even thrilled if that handsome young man were none other than Kaden…

He heaves a deep, frustrated breath. "Well, he's not–"

"You?" I finished for him. "Well, we enjoyed our time together, and I expect I'll be seeing a lot of him from now on." I leave off just as friends because I want to get a reaction out of him.

And I do. Could this be the one I’ve been longing for?

I start to turn away from him, and he grabs my arm, jerking me around and pulling me close to him. Having him taking the initiative is even more exciting than I’d imagined. I can feel the sizzle between us, see the determination and raw desire in his eyes. I can feel his warmth, feel his heart beating. I can even smell that deep, intoxicating scent that is uniquely his.

"Out with him, huh? There's not a snowball’s chance in hell of that," he tells me when he finally speaks, his words rising in intensity as they drop from his lips.

“Why? You think you can stop me?” I ask defiantly, although I’m pretty sure he cannot hold back on how he really feels any longer. I guess jealousy got the better of him, but I have to hear it from his lips. “Why do you even care?”

“I care…” he starts but his words trail off as if he doesn’t know how to explain it.

“Why?” I ask again, staring straight into his eyes.

“Because, dammit,” he growls, “you’re mine!”

There he said it.

“What are you going to do about it?” I want to know.

As if he doesn’t know how to tell me, he decides to show me instead. He pulls me closer into his embrace, and crushes my lips with his in the kind of hungry, passionate kiss I have never experienced before with anyone.

The kiss I knew he always had in him if he’d just let go for once and give us a chance.

He literally takes my breath away and leaves me panting when he suddenly pulls away. I give him a long questioning stare, and he still seems at a loss for words.

“You think you can just kiss me that way and pretend like it didn’t happen?” I ask him, and then I wait for his answer…
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Kaden

The kiss has my head spinning. I can’t say it wasn’t like the many times I’d imagined kissing my best friend, but it is better, better than I’d ever imagined. All my desire surges to the surface in a way I had never experienced, and along with it, all my fears of damaging or losing our long-time friendship comes rushing back as well.

I pull away from Brianna, stunned at what I’d just done. I’d lost control just like I’d always worried I would…

I look into her eyes and swallow hard. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to tell her how I feel, no rush in like a stampeding bull. What have I done? I have changed everything between us. I want her so bad, but I can’t lose her friendship. I can’t lose her…

“I just felt like kissing you,” I mutter the words, and it is as close to the truth as I can possibly get at that moment.

I don’t know why, but from the way she’s looking at me, I have a feeling she’s not letting me get away with that shitty explanation.

“I wanted you to,” she says, and she reaches up and puts her hand behind my head and pulls me into another kiss.

This kiss is softer, more intimate, and I dissolve into it right along with her…
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Chapter Five

______

Brianna

"You look beautiful," Kaden says, his lips still close to mine as our kiss breaks and he lifts me in his arms and carries me inside, kicking the door closed. He carries me down the short hallway to my room and sits on the edge of my bed, holding me on his lap, still wrapped in his arms.

"You've never said that before," I remind him.

"That you're beautiful?" he asks, looking down at me.

I nod.

"I've always thought you were beautiful, Bri," he admits. "I've wanted to say it so many times. I thought you knew."

The thing is, I did know, but nothing is better than actually hearing the words from his mouth.

I kiss him again because it feels like the right response at that moment. The feel of his lips against mine feel so right. I have kissed other guys, but it's never felt that way with any other man before, like our lips were made for each other.

Kaden seems to share my feelings as he kisses me back hard. He pushes his tongue into my mouth, then he alternates and sucks my tongue into his. It feels amazing, and I feel my whole body surge with heated pleasure. It is damned good, but I know I want more.

"Kaden, I want you," I whisper, after taking off my jacket and heels. "I want you so bad."

He gives me a hard, serious look. "Do you know what you're saying, Bri?" he asks, his voice filled with uncertainty. Doubts. No doubt the same doubts he'd had earlier at my front door.

But it’s now or never, and I know I can help him push through all those useless doubts that have kept us apart for so long…

"I've never been with a man before, Kaden," I admit, "if that's what you mean. But I always wanted you to be my first. You might say I've saved myself for you."

He licks his lips, and I can't tell if this excites him or flatters him. "Not even with your last boyfriend?" he asks, seeming surprised. "Are you really sure, Bri? I mean, you just went out with Mark tonight."

I swallow. "It was more like two friends just having dinner than a date," I tell him, deciding to come clean because I don't want to go any further with anything unresolved left between us. "I told him about how I feel about you, and he encouraged me to go for it. He said I should be honest with you once and for all and see where things go."

His dark eyebrows arch. "Really? That's great because I spoke to a friend earlier who told me pretty much the same thing," he says, grinning. My friend said you probably felt the same way I do."

I give him a level, sobering stare and say, "I do. Now are we going to talk now or later?"

"Later," he says, getting the hint as he rolls over onto the bed and pulls me along with him.

With little effort, he removes my dress and tosses it into a corner. After quickly taking me in with his eyes, he begins kissing me all over. His warm mouth is everywhere, caressing and suckling my soft exposed skin.

He even kisses my surgical scar and says something silly about it being cute like a kitten’s whiskers.

I glance down at him and let go of a little laugh.

He seems to like the sound of my laughter as he smiles at me and gives my scar one last little kiss.

Next, he begins to kiss my covered skin through the thin, silky material of my bra and panties. I wither against him, making pleasurable noises deep in my throat, sounds that escape my lips, encouraging him on. All the while I lay beneath him, clinging to his muscles, tossing my head and unable to believe this is really happening. I’ve wanted this for so long. It still seems unreal.

I’m so caught up in what I’m feeling that I can barely hear the words when he speaks. “Bri, I’m going to play with you a little… to loosen you up a bit. This’ll make it less painful when we actually make love. Okay?”

I know he’s looking at me for a response, but my eyes are closed. “Yes,” I say, sounding breathless and distant.

“You sure you want me to continue?” he asks, and I’m sure he’s concerned for my well being, looking out for me and protecting me the way he did even when we were younger.  He wants to make sure I’m ready. He doesn’t want me to feel any unnecessary pain. I feel safe with Kaden. I always have…

I open my eyes just wide enough to look into his eyes and reassure him. I nod my head slightly and take deep breaths as I wait for him to continue.

He pushes the hem of one leg of my panties aside and laps at my wetness, driving me insane with the touch of his tongue.

He teases me with his fingers for a bit, pressing the silky material of my panties into my crease and then slipping his fingers under the material and fingering my wetness. It feels like I;m drifting… just a little bit closer to heaven. I have never felt so much pleasure at one time in my life.

And I want more!

He obliges by removing my panties and burying his face in my soppy wet mound, tonguing me while his fingers tweak my nub bring me closer and closer to climax.

Suddenly I can hold back no longer and I come in a shuddering, shattering explosion of heat and emotion, bucking against his face and wanting his tongue deeper… just a little deeper.

When he finishes and lifts his head, I look into his eyes and say, “Now, Kaden, I want you… now!”

I watch as he strips off his clothes. He starts with his shirt, unbuttoning it and pushing it off his thick broad shoulders. I hold my breath as I wait for him to remove more.

He kicks off his shoes, then sits on the edge of the bed and removes his socks while I rub a hand down his smooth, hard-muscled back. I can already feel the heat rising in him.

I take several deep breaths as he stands and shucks off his slacks and pushes down his underwear.

He stands before me completely naked, and my eyes drink him in. He’s almost all solid muscle, the vision of the perfect man in my eyes. I know he’s not perfect, neither am I, but he’s perfect for me. I’ve known that for the longest time. He’s everything I’d imagined he’d be, and I’ve never wanted him more than I do right now…
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Chapter Six

______

Kaden

I suck in a deep breath and stare down at the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. She wants this. I can see it in her eyes, her hooded eyes, heavy with desire. This is what she wants, what she needs. It’s what I want too, and I have no intention of disappointing her.

I crawl onto the bed and position myself over her as she reaches out a shaky hand and guides me to her entrance. I slide in with some effort, thrusting my hips a bit and pressing into her. She’s tight, but I can feel her opening up to allow me to enter. Soon I’ve pushed through her virginal resistance and I am in…

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” I ask, concerned and not wanting her to feel pain.

She nods and gives me that cute little smile of hers.

I brush the damped strands of dark hair from her face and look into her eyes as I slide deeper and begin to move about inside her. I keep my attention on her. I watch her face closely for any signs of discomfort. The last thing I ever want to do is cause her pain.

Any pain.

And I’ll pull out if she’s hurting, even if she begs me not too.

But she doesn’t.

She seems to be slowly getting into the groove, even matching my moves with her own, raising her rear just a bit to meet me. I can see a smile curve her sweet lips, and I know she’s enjoying having me fill her with my hardness this way.

“You want this, Bri.” I say this, but it’s not so much a question as a statement.

But she responds with a nod.

“Me too,” I tell her and gradually increase my movements until my hips are bucking rhythmically into her, steady, faster and harder.

I’m finally claiming what has been mine all along. The thing is, I have been hers for just as long. We’re sharing ourselves with each other in a way we never have before, but in a way we’ve always wanted to. She’s all mine, and I’m all hers.

And she’s taking me… taking everything I give her and wanting more and more… until…

The sweet heated sensations created by our bodies builds and our breathing becomes heavy, labored, ragged, and suddenly the cork pops and we are both caught up in the spiraling of emotions mixed with pleasures we have both wanted for so long, coming together in a long, slippery wet explosion that leaves us caught up in a frenzy of kisses, our hands still exploring and holding us to each other.

Afterward, I roll off of her, both of us breathing hard and slightly damp with perspiration. I pull her to me, in my arms, and we rest a bit before we speak.

When I finally speak, I say the one thing I’ve been waiting to say to Brianna all my adult life and even before.

“I love you, Brianna Marsh,” I tell her, saying it outloud for the first time. It slides off my tongue so naturally. It sounds so right. “I’ve loved you since we were kids.”

She gives me a quizzical look with just a hint of implied playful doubt. “Really? Even when you played pranks on me, like leaving melted chocolate kisses in my backpack?”

I sigh heavily and hold her to me even tighter. “Okay, that wasn’t a prank,” I confess. “You left your bookbag out in the sun. Remember? How was I to know you’d do that? Anyway, the chocolate kisses were my way of saying I love you without actually saying the words.”

Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Saying what?” She pretends not to hear.

“I love you,” I repeat.

She giggles. “I had to make you say it.” She grins. “I wanted to hear you say it again!”

“Why?”

“Because,” she says as if she needs to get the words out. “I love you too, and I’ve loved you since that first day in grade school when you pulled my ponytail when you thought I wasn’t looking!”

I pretend to pout. “I wanted you to notice me.”

She swats me playfully on my bicep. “Oh, I noticed you!” she says, her eyes on mine. “I had already noticed you, and I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”

And we seal our mutual confessions of love with a long, lasting kiss that leaves no doubt about how we feel about each other…
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Epilogue

_____

Brianna

A few weeks later, I am all healed from my surgery and back at work, but needless to say, things have changed between me and Kaden.

Even at work.

And my employer and fellow employees have noticed and applauded my relationship with Kaden. Many of them echoed the same sentiment. Why'd it take so long for you two to realize you belong together?

We just shrug, exchange looks, our eyes lock and the love is evident, and we just say we needed to find our way to each other, and now we have.

I'm sure my mom will be asking the same question.

Or maybe she'll be so happy that I have finally found the one that she'll just rejoice in that instead.

Either way, I'm about to find out.

I have set my laptop up on the kitchen counter that separates the living room from the kitchen and am about to log-on and share some Facetime with Mom.

She’s going to be blown away that Kaden and I are now a couple. I cannot imagine that she won’t be thrilled for us. I can almost see her beaming now…

Kaden stepped out to get something from his car and now he’s back, grinning mischievously. I wonder what he’s up to, but he’s not dropping any hints.

So, I’ll just have to wait. I just hope whatever it is, Mom approves.

I get the app running and am all signed in when Mom’s friendly face fills the screen. We say our hellos, and she wastes no time asking if something is wrong and worrying that I’m okay.

I glance at Kaden as we stand in front of the computer so Mom can see us both as we break our news. “Well, Mom,” I start, “Kaden and I just wanted you to know…”

He takes my hand in his and pulls me closer to him.

“We’ve finally realized what was in front of us all our lives,” I continue, my voice getting a little shaky with emotion now. “We’ve fallen for each other, Mom. It’s official. You can tell all your friends in your book club. We’re a couple!”

We beam and give Mom a chance to take it in.

Finally, through teary eyes, Mom says, “I knew it. I knew it all the time. I just had to wait until you two got it through your thick heads that you were made for each other, that you were meant to be together. I’ve said it more than once. You’re perfect for each other.”

I feel lightheaded, I am so happy. “I’m so glad you approve, Mom,” I say, getting a bit teary myself as Mom dabs at her eyes with a tissue.

“Welcome to the family,” my mom says to Kaden.

“Thank you, Mrs. Marsh,” Kaden says, “and now there’s something I want to ask you.”

What? I glance over at Kaden, but his handsome face is stoic. I freeze. I can hardly breathe. My heart beats faster. This can’t be happening. This can’t be real. He’s not going to say what I think he is… what I hope he is…

“I want to ask for your blessing for me to ask your daughter to marry me.”

I hear the words and it still seems unreal. My head is swimming. I have to squeeze Kaden’s hand to make sure I’m not dreaming.

My mom looks like she may pass out, her eyes are wide, her mouth open slightly. Finally she speaks, “You didn’t have to ask, son, but I am pleased to give you my blessing.”

With that, still holding my hand in his, Kaden drops to one knee. He places my hand carefully on his shoulder, takes out his phone and taps. Rod Stewart begins softly singing our favorite song… have I told you lately that I love you…

He drops his phone in his shirt pocket and he pulls out a small red velvet-covered box.

I know what it is immediately. A ring box. My heart thumps in my chest with excitement, and still a certain disbelief that this is happening. I draw in my breath and wait for him to say the words I have waited so long to hear.

Kaden looks up at me. “Brianna, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

I take several breaths and glance at Mom. She’s waiting expectantly. I know she wants this almost as much as I do. I have wanted this man for so long. “Yes, I’ll marry you, Kaden,” I say in a voice that is quietly choked with emotion.

I look down as he snaps open the box, takes the ring and places it on my finger. I look down at it, a modest diamond but perfect and gorgeous. I hold it up for Mom to see and she smiles her approval. I know she loves it as much as I do.

“It was my grandmother’s engagement ring,” Kaden explains. “She left it to me in her will the day I found the perfect woman for me. I always knew I had already found her, though, and that my perfect woman has and will always be you.” He gives my hand a kiss and gets to his feet. “You’re the one for me, Brianna.”

He pulls me into his arms and I look up at him. “And you’re the one for me, Kaden Hart,” I say and I can hear the truth of my words as I hope he can.

With my mom looking on proudly, we seal our engagement with a sweet, lingering kiss that promises a lasting love as we move one step closer to the altar and to starting our life together as husband and wife…

After all, friends always make the best life partners. Like me and Kaden. We share so much including our love of Rod Stewart. Rod, if you’re listening you’re invited to our wedding. I won’t ask you to sing, but I can already hear Forever Young after we finish our vows, share our first kiss as a married couple,  and walk back down the aisle hand in hand…

the end
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Chapter One

_____

Even on the busiest day, he would flit through her mind like he owned it…

In a tiny, cramped cubicle, one of dozens, that served as her office space, softly illuminated by fluorescent light, Emily, a pleasant young brunette woman of twenty-eight, sat at her desk, completely engrossed in her work. Her fingers moved diligently across the keyboard as she typed, her unwavering focus undisturbed by the faint sounds of office chatter and clicking keyboards in the cubicles around hers.

As she typed the stack of boring memos related to an important work project, her mind wandered. It occurred to her that Mr. Dameron was the bright spot in her day. Even on her days off, thoughts of him would brighten her small apartment as she and her gray tabby cat Skittles spent quiet time on the sofa, keeping each other company.

Now as she continued her work, Emily began to daydream. Suddenly, her vision blurred, and she found herself transported to a bright white sand beach. The warm, golden sun bathed her in a gentle glow, and the rhythmic crashing of waves filled her ears.

A tall, dark-haired figure with a muscular build emerged in the distance, radiating life and playfulness. Emily’s heart fluttered with excitement as she recognized him – it was Mr. Dameron, her devastatingly handsome boss and the man who had held a special place in her heart for the past five years. She’d been crushing on him since the first day she came to work at Dameron Tech as an intern, before finally rising to become his personal assistant.

A thought drifted through her mind. Maybe someday he’ll notice my reaction when he’s around and either show a mutual attraction or put me out of my misery. A delicious misery though it may be.

Her heart filled with joy as Jeff joyfully approached her, his infectious laughter echoing through the air. Their eyes met, and all other distractions in the world faded away. Time seemed to slow down, allowing them to fully immerse themselves in this blissful moment by the seaside.

Hand in hand, they ran along the water's edge, their laughter harmonizing with the cries of seagulls above.

The soft sand caressed their feet, drawing them closer with every step. Each touch, each shared smile ignites a fire in her heart.

Finally finding a spot on the beach, they lay down a cozy blanket, their bodies entwined as they gaze at the crashing waves. The vastness of the ocean mirrors the intensity of her feelings for the man lying beside her.

Mr. Dameron leaned in, his lips gently grazing Emily's cheek, sending a delightful shiver down her spine. He reached out, turned her face to his and pressed his lips to hers in a slowly deepening, passionate kiss of the kind she has never experienced.

But the memorable, imaginary kiss she was savoring was cut short…

Emily caught a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye. The daydream shimmered and faded away, slipping through Emily's fingertips like a fleeting dream. She was drawn back to reality, feeling a rush of heat spread through her and dropping her back into the moment. 

Emily adjusted her glasses. The movement again caught her eye.

She turned to see Mr. Dameron standing in the doorway of her cubicle, his bulky body leaning against the makeshift frame, a curve of a smile accentuating his kissable lips as he watched her… her heart fluttered in her chest. She self-consciously reached up and brushed her flat, brown hair as if making sure her signature ponytail was securely in place.

He took a decisive step into the office and her eyes met his. Ohmigod, what is this about?

Chapter Two

_____

Emily drew in a sharp breath. Mr. Dameron stepped up to her desk and presented a file folder he'd been holding behind him. He held it close to his chest and did not offer it to her. Yet she knew what the dreaded file folder usually meant.

Her heart sank. More work. Ugh! She'd expected something else. She wasn't sure what. But something.

"Emily, I need your assistance with something important," Jeff Dameron announced.

Emily looks up, taken aback by Mr. Wilson's urgency. She gave a shy, shaky smile. "Oh, hi Mr. Dameron. What can I help you with?"

"I have an important business trip coming up next week," he announced, "and I know this is asking a lot. But I need you to accompany me."

Emily wasn't sure if she actually gasped, but what he'd said caught her completely off guard. A trip alone with the boss? Could this really be happening? She took a deep breath, afraid it was about to go pufft like her beach fantasy just had and be just another silly daydream. Surely she had misheard what he'd just said.

"Wh-what?" she asked uncertainly.

"I have a business trip next week," he echoed, "and I need you to accompany me. I'll be meeting with multiple clients, and I want you to keep me organized and manage the working documents."

Emily's eyes widened, intrigued and slightly nervous about the opportunity. "Wow, a business trip? Sounds exciting! I'd love to assist you, sir." She'd gushed, then quickly regretted her show of excitement. She was sure she'd sounded like a flustered schoolgirl or worse a hopeless fangirl. Hopefully he didn’t put it together and realize she was thrilled out of her mind to be spending time with him.

"Good," Mr. Dameron said as if he had taken no notice of her clumsy reaction. "I've seen your exceptional organizational skills in action, and I trust that you will keep everything running smoothly. We have a lot riding on this trip, and your presence will be invaluable."

Emily nodded, grateful for the recognition. She wasn't that comfortable with the weight of so much resting on her, but she couldn't let anything shake her excitement at being alone with the boss. Finally.

"Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Dameron," she again gushed. "I'll make sure everything is well-prepared and organized for the trip. Is there anything specific you need me to focus on?"

“Yes, I need all the necessary documents, proposals, and contracts organized and readily available. We will have a tight schedule, and I want to make sure we're fully prepared for every meeting."

Emily reached for a notepad and a pen, ready to take notes. "Consider it done, Mr. Dameron. I'll compile all the documents, create a comprehensive itinerary, and make sure you have everything you need at your fingertips."

Mr. Dameron nodded, visibly relieved. "Excellent, Emily. Your attention to detail is exactly why I chose you for this task. We leave on Monday, so I expect everything to be ready before then."

"Absolutely, sir. I won't let you down."

Mr. Dameron smiled appreciatively. "I knew I could count on you, Emily."

"Where are we going?" she asked, then rethought what she'd just said. It was a logical question, but she was trying not to sound too enthused. "I mean, o-on the business trip."

"It's all right here," he said and handed her the file folder he’d been holding close to his chest.

She took it and opened it as he pivoted and left her cubicle.

The first thing she saw on top of the paperwork pertaining to the trip was a brochure. The photo on the cover said it all. Blue skies, palm trees and a sandy beach!

Hawaii!

I'm going to Hawaii with my boss – the man of my dreams. This is too good to be true, but I have so much to do I can't get caught up in what ifs right now...

Chapter Three

_____

After her boss’s impromptu visit to her shoddy little cubicle, Emily was excited and nervous at the same time about the trip. Mostly, though, she was excited about spending time alone with Mr. Dameron. She wondered what this trip would mean for their professional relationship, and if there was a possibility of something more.

That evening Emily packed her suitcase for the upcoming business trip while her neighbor and best friend Rennie looked on.

“So, where are you going on this sudden, unexpected business trip with your boss?”

Emily paused, holding a pair of jeans she’d just folded. “Hawaii,” she answered.

“Wow!” Rennie sounded impressed. “That’s a great place to be visiting for any reason. I wish someone would take me on a trip there, even my boss, and I can hardly stand him!” She let out a sudden cackle.

“I know, it’s amazing, right?”

“Oh yeah,” Rennie chimed and gave her a knowing look.

Emily knew her best friend knew all about her crush on the boss. She’d told her often enough, but she didn’t want to get into all of that. Not now. When she was a bundle of nerves. She just kept reminding herself this would be strictly business. Still, she couldn’t help hoping, and she was pretty sure Rennie knew that.

“Really, Ren, it’s just business.”

“Really?” her friend repeated and widened her eyes suggestively.

“Well, you know how we’ve been working on that important project together, right? My boss recognized my hard work and dedication, so he thought it would be a great opportunity for me to learn more and show my potential,” Emily explained, looking at Rennie with a hint of nervousness in her eyes.

“That’s amazing, Emily! Maybe this trip will be a chance for the two of you to get closer.” Rennie said, smiling.

“I don’t know, Rennie,” Emily said, uncertain. “We have a professional relationship, and I don’t want things to get complicated.”

“Come on, Em! There’s no harm in exploring a deeper connection. Who knows?” Rennie teased. “This trip might open up new possibilities for both of you.”

Emily’s face flushed with a mix of excitement and apprehension. She couldn’t deny the underlying chemistry and connection she felt with her boss, but she also didn’t want to jeopardize their work relationship.

“Maybe… I guess we’ll see.” Emily muttered.

“So, tell me, where exactly are you going on this dreamy adventure?” Rennie asked, changing the topic.

“The Big Island of Hawaii!” Emily announced, smiling. “Can you believe it? It’s going to be an incredible experience, I can already tell.”

Rennie’s eyes widened. “Wow, Emily!” her friend agreed. “The Big Island is breathtaking! And those gorgeous beaches!”

Emily beamed. “That’s all I can think about!” Besides, being alone with my incredibly handsome boss, that is.

“I bet you weren’t planning on it, but I’m sure there will be opportunities to soak up the sun or relax on the beach. You have to pack some beachwear.”

Emily pondered for a moment before giving in to Rennie’s idea with a grin. She went to the closet, rummaged a bit and pulled out a skimpy red bikini. She held it up triumphantly in front of her. “I’ve been saving this one for a while for a chance to wear it. What do you think?”

Rennie’s eyes sparkled. “Perfect!”

Emily smiled, pleased her friend liked her choice. “Maybe I’ll throw in a couple of swimsuits. Who knows, I might have some free time to enjoy the beautiful Hawaiian beaches.”

“Maybe Mr. Dameron can join you,” Rennie teased, smiling suggestively.

“A girl can hope,” Emily gave in.

“That’s the spirit, Em!” Rennie said, excitedly. “Just imagine sipping cocktails on the beach, feeling the warm sand between your toes, with Mr. Gorgeous right by your side. It’s going to be an unforgettable trip.”

Emily nodded, her excitement growing as she zipped up her suitcase. She knew this trip could be more than just business after all. She wondered what would happen when she was all alone with her boss in Hawaii. Would he treat her differently? Would he show any signs of interest? Would he make a move?

Emily felt uncomfortable even thinking of such things. “Well, it’s a business trip, so we have some meetings and conferences to attend. But we’ll also have some free time to explore the city and see the sights. I’m so excited!”

“You should be! Hawaii can be such a romantic place. Maybe this is your chance to get closer to your boss. You know, he’s very handsome and successful. And he seems to like you a lot.”

“Oh, stop it,” Emily tried to sound annoyed, but she wasn’t. Not really. He’s just my boss. We have a professional relationship. Nothing more.”

“Oh, come on, Emily,” Rennie chided. “Don’t be shy. You’ve been working with him for over five years now. From the things you’ve said, I know you have feelings for him.”

“Well, maybe a little,” Emily admitted with some reluctance. “But it’s not like we can act on it. He’s my boss, after all. It would be inappropriate and unethical.”

Rennie cocked her head. “Not if you both want it. And who knows, maybe he’ll make a move on you in Hawaii. The beaches are so romantic, and it's a great place to fall in love, after all.”

“Rennie, you’re being ridiculous. He’s not going to make a move on me. And even if he did, I wouldn’t know how to react. I’m not good at this kind of stuff.”

“Don’t worry, Emily. I’m here to help you. I’ll give you some tips and advice on how to flirt with your boss and make him fall for you. Trust me, you’ll have him wrapped around your finger in no time.

Emily laughed self-consciously. “Hey, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Trust me, Em. It’s a great idea. Now, let me tell you what you need to do…”

Emily waited.

“Just be yourself.”

“That’s all?” Emily laughed, feeling more at ease now.

Rennie nodded. “Yep, if you’re yourself he can’t help but fall for you. You’re sweet and amazing. He just has to see it, and I have a feeling this trip could do the trick.”

“Really?” Emily asked, still doubtful but appreciating her friend’s encouragement.

“Really!”

Skittles brushed against Emily’s leg. She reached down and patted his head and then scratched lightly behind his neck the way he liked. “You will look after Skittles for me?”

“Sure,” Rennie promised. “I’ll treat him like my own. I know how much he means to you.”

Emily smiled appreciatively. “Thanks, Ren. I don’t know what I’d do without a friend like you.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that,” Rennie brushed the compliment aside self-consciously. “You just have to be ready to enjoy the trip of a lifetime.”

Emily gave her cat one last little pat. “I’ll try.”

“Be more positive, Em. Maybe your fantasy is finally coming true,” her friend said, a sparkle of excitement in her eyes.

Emily nodded. “I hope so.”

Chapter Four

_____

The airplane soared through the sky, carrying its passengers to their destination. Emily found herself with a seat next to the window, gazing out at the white fluffy clouds passing by. She was more than a little aware of her boss, Mr. Dameron, sitting next to her. But she didn’t want to seem too clingy or too needy by engaging him in conversation about trivial things. She thought of discussing details of the business meetings, but she didn’t want to discuss business now. That was the last thing she wanted.

As the flight settled into calmness, Emily felt a subtle shift in the atmosphere beside her. She could smell Mr. Dameron’s cologne. She had the fragrance many times before, especially in her cubicle. But somehow it seemed stronger here, and different. More manly, she decided. That realization made her shiver inside. It was exciting to be this close to him. A heated rush of excitement fluttered through her at the nearness of him.

Moments later, as the plane experienced a slight turbulence, their knees brushed together. It was a simple touch, yet it sent another shiver down Emily's spine. The fleeting physical contact sparked something that tantalized her senses, leaving her wanting more. She just hoped she wasn’t setting herself up for disappointment. This trip could end up being strictly business, after all.

A short while later, the flight attendant gracefully delivered their drinks. Mr. Dameron chose beer, and Emily selected white wine.

Mr. Dameron reached for the cups and, in that graceful movement, his hand accidentally brushed against Emily's. The warmth from his touch radiated through her body, causing her heart to skip a beat. He swallowed hard, and she was pretty sure he’d felt it too. Their eyes met, locking in an intense gaze that spoke volumes.

In that single moment, time seemed to stand still as they silently communicated with each other. Emily could feel the electricity in the air, a connection that felt impossible to ignore.

The small talk began with Mr. Dameron asking Emily about her experiences and whether she had ever been to the Big Island. Emily admitted she hadn’t, and he told her he had been there a couple of times, once on business and once on his honeymoon.

Emily felt her brow crease, her heart sinking in her chest like an anchor sinking to the bottom of the ocean. She hadn’t even considered that her boss might be married. “Oh,” was all she could manage to say and that had kind of fallen from her lips involuntarily.

“That ended in divorce,” he told her, getting more personal than she’d expected. She briefly wondered why he’d wanted her to know that. “But I don’t want that to taint our trip… er… your first time on the Big Island.”

Emily managed a half-smile, not wanting to dwell on unhappier circumstances she did not comment.

Mr. Dameron’s face brightened, making him appear even more handsome. “I can show you around the island,” he offered, “if we have any spare time.”

She kept her reaction lowkey, afraid to get her hopes up. “I’d like that,” she said.

As they continued to chat, with Mr. Dameron telling her of some of the sights he hoped to show her, Emily felt her cheeks growing warm, captivated by Mr. Dameron's genuine interest.

Later, after they’d eaten their dinner, the exhaustion began to take its toll. Mr. Dameron's eyes grew heavy, and he slowly drifted off to sleep.

Emily couldn't help but watch him, her gaze fixated on his peaceful expression. She took in his handsome features, unable to believe her luck of spending time with such a caring, captivating man who was just as beautiful inside as he was outside.

The soft hum of the airplane engines provided an intimate backdrop as Emily's thoughts wandered. In this quiet moment of solitude amidst the excitement of the trip, she felt a profound connection with Mr. Dameron. It was as though they had known each other intimately long before this flight and were only now rediscovering each other.

In the tranquility of the plane, Emily found herself lost in fantasy, imagining a future that included Mr. Jeff Dameron. The sights and sounds of the airplane’s interior faded away, leaving only the enchanting notion of what might be…

***

After their flight, Emily and Mr. Dameron were driven by an awaiting driver to the Palm Sands Resort Hotel by the shore.

As soon as Emily entered the hotel, she was captivated by its luxurious interior. While Mr. Dameron went to the service desk to handle their reservations, she couldn’t help staring and taking in everything around her.

she was instantly mesmerized by the lavishness of the lobby. It exuded opulence and elegance, leaving an indelible mark on her young, impressionable mind. She was transported into a world of refined luxury. The soft, golden lighting enveloped the entire space, casting a warm and inviting glow that captured her senses.

Everything about the lobby was designed with meticulous attention to detail, leaving no element untouched. The ornate marble floors, gleaming with a brilliant shine, mirrored her every step, amplifying the elegance of the surroundings. It was as if her footsteps were part of a symphony, blending seamlessly with the whispers of other patrons, creating a symphony of sophistication that echoed through the air. She couldn't help but be captivated by the charm of this grand space. It was a true visual feast for the eyes, with its intricate decor and exquisite furnishings. The moment she laid eyes on it, she knew that this hotel would exceed all her expectations.

Emily couldn’t help being impressed by her surroundings. She could never afford to stay here on her own. It’s an establishment for the wealthy. She noticed several handsome business men milling about. She looked with pride at her boss, Mr. Dameron, still standing at the reception desk as he checked in. She felt an inner satisfaction somehow that none of these men could hold a candle to the man who had captured her heart.

Mr. Dameron turned towards Emily, wearing a slightly apologetic expression on his face. ”Emily, I have some news. It seems the hotel has overbooked, and they only have one room available for us.”

“One room?” Emily repeated, concern in her voice. Would this mean she would be residing somewhere else? “But I thought we each had our own rooms booked.”

Mr. Dameron nodded. “Yes, normally, we would. But due to an unforeseen circumstance, we'll have to share a room. Don't worry, though. It's a spacious room with two beds, so it should be fine. We just have to make the best of it.” He had rushed through the explanation as if he were uneasy about it – or maybe just uneasy about having to tell her and see her reaction.

Emily sighed. Her worries eased, but she didn’t want him to see how much this pleased her. To share a room with Mr. Dameron was a dream come true for her. But she couldn’t let him see that. She had to appear apprehensive so he wouldn’t catch on…

“I understand, Mr. Dameron, but it's just that... I'm not sure–”

“Emily, I assure you,” Mr. Dameron interrupted, “this is just a mistake on the hotel’s part. But we're both professionals here. It's just a temporary inconvenience, and we'll be out of here before you know it. Trust me, I wouldn't suggest it if I didn't think it was necessary.”

Emily took a deep breath, pretending to contemplate the situation. She reluctantly nodded, accepting Mr. Dameron's explanation. “Alright, Mr. Dameron. If you're sure it's fine and won't cause any problems, then I guess we can make do with sharing a room.”

Mr. Dameron smiled, seeming appreciative of Emily's understanding. “Thank you, Emily. I appreciate your cooperation. I assure you, this won't happen again in the future. Let's focus on our business and make the most of the situation. We're a great team, after all.”

Emily's face brightened. She liked the idea of the two of them being a team. Like a couple. Just the two of them. She nodded, feeling more confident now that the matter was resolved just as she’d hoped it would. “Absolutely, Mr. Dameron. We'll make it work. We've dealt with more challenging situations, haven't we?”

Mr. Dameron chuckled, nodding in agreement. “We have, Emily. That’s why I chose you to join me on this trip.”

His last words made Emily feel nice and warm inside. Still she couldn’t help but wish for more. But they had just gotten here, she reminded herself. There was still nearly a week ahead for things to heat up, and that shouldn’t be too difficult. They were in a tropical paradise, after all!

Mr. Dameron took her hand in his, making her swoon inside. The excitement rushed through her, making her heart swell in her chest. She looked up at his handsome face and returned his warm smile as they followed the bellhop carrying their luggage to their room.

Chapter Five

_____

While Mr. Dameron thanked and tipped the bellhop, Emily gazed around the room she and her boss were set to share. After seeing the impressive lobby of the luxury hotel, Emily was pleased the guest’s rooms did not disappoint. Beautifully adorned in pleasant shades of blue with silver accents, she found it almost breathtaking. The room was obviously a double and huge, a suite with two king-sized beds, a sitting area in one corner with a sofa and side chair, and an ensuite bath.

Once they were alone in the room, Emily sank onto the soft, comfortable sofa, for a bit of rest. She was disappointed when Mr. Dameron joined her but did not sit with her on the sofa but sank into the side chair instead.

Emily brushed aside her disappointment, and they made small talk about the grandeur of the hotel and possibly dining in the restaurant downstairs since it was 5-star and conveniently close.

After they’d relaxed a bit, they dressed for dinner. Mr. Dameron graciously insisted she use the bathroom to get ready while he made some business calls. She strongly suspected he was just being a gentleman. Somehow she couldn’t help wishing he’d be a little less gentlemanly. But she knew that had nothing to do with him putting her needs before his own. At least she didn’t think so…

Once she dressed, he took her hand in his and looked at her as a man would look at a woman he adored. She had worn a shimmery silver cocktail dress that fit her curves nicely, a dress she had bought with him in mind and saved for just such an occasion. She hadn’t known that such an occasion would ever arise, but now that it had, the look in his eyes told her the dress had not been wasted.

“You look amazing,” he said, his voice deep and sounding more than a little lustful, “and your hair… it’s different.”

Emily smiled. She usually wore it in a ponytail at work so that she wouldn’t have to fuss with it in the mornings. “Yes, I let it down. Do you like it?”

He drew in his breath. “I do,” he assured her. “You are such a beautiful woman.”

Emily felt like he was seeing her for the first time. Like he was really seeing her. “I’m glad.” She smiled back at him, relishing the thought of spending time with this wonderful, attractive man over dinner.

When Mr. Dameron freshened up and dressed in a nicely fitting, smartly cut black suit, they headed down to dinner in the restaurant on the ground floor. Emily walked close to him, her arm hooked in his, eager to see the restaurant he had chosen for their first meal together…

***

Pacifica Oasis was a lavish restaurant that catered to the elite. Dimmed lights, soft jazz music, and beautifully set tables created an elegant and cozy atmosphere. It was the perfect place for a business dinner… or perhaps something more.

Emily and Mr. Dameron were seated at a small intimate table in the corner of the grand dining hall. They sat across from each other, indulging in a delicious gourmet dinner.

Mr. Dameron glanced over his glass of wine, looking at Emily with a warm smile as if something had just occurred to him. After taking a sip, he said, “Emily, tomorrow we have some back-to-back meetings scheduled, but in between, there’s a small window of time. I’ve been thinking that maybe you would like to do some sightseeing during that time. What do you say?”

Emily raised her eyebrows in surprise. She put down her fork, delighted by the proposition. She had hoped she’d have a chance to explore the city and surrounding areas. She couldn’t think of anyone she’d want to share the experience with more than him. She was grateful that Mr. Dameron was willing to share his time with her.

“Oh, that sounds amazing!” she exclaimed excitedly. “I would love to explore the city.” She wanted to say I’d love to explore the city with you, but she wasn’t sure how he’d respond to that. “Thank you, Mr. Dameron!”

Mr. Dameron chuckled softly at her enthusiasm. He held up his wine glass, making a toast. “Here’s to looking forward to an afternoon of discovery and adventure then!”

They clinked their glasses together, and a sense of impending excitement filled the air.

“Cheers!” Emily said, laughing.

He looked deeply into her eyes. “Now… if only I can get you to call me Jeff instead of Mr. Dameron.”

I’d love that, she thought, but she said, “Are you sure?”

He nodded decidedly. “Of course, I want us to be friends as much as boss and personal assistant,” he told her. “You can still call me Mr. Dameron around the office if you’re more comfortable with that, but when we’re out like this, we’re just two friends enjoying each other’s company. We can be casual, and you can call me Jeff just as I call you Emily.”

“Then I’d like that,” she agreed, thinking it would definitely take some getting used to. But it was one more step in the direction she hoped their relationship would go. Little steps. She just hoped they’d keep taking these steps until they got there… together.

As they continued to enjoy their meal, Emily took a sip of the wine, only to feel a warm flush spreading through her cheeks.

“Oh, Mr. Dameron,” she said blushing, “I think this wine is making me sleepy. It always has that effect on me.”

Mr. Dameron smiled understandingly, appreciating Emily’s honesty.

“Well, enjoy the wine tonight, it’ll help you sleep,” he urged. “But for lunch tomorrow, maybe we should drink something else, maybe tea or sparkling water. I wouldn’t want you dozing off during the sightseeing!” he teased, grinning. “I want you to be fully awake to take in all the beauty this city has to offer.”

Emily nodded in agreement, appreciative of Mr. Dameron’s thoughtfulness. “I’ll just finish the wine in my glass tonight,” she said, stifling a yawn and feeling a bit lightheaded. When she got this way, her mouth seemed to have a mind of its own, running away with itself. “I’ll be out like a light as it is. If some handsome guy were to take advantage of me, I’d be his for the taking!”

His eyes widened. “Oh, really?” he sounded surprised. “I’ll keep you perfectly safe.”

With a slight frown, she reached across the table and patted his hand. “Just not too safe,” she urged, giving him a knowing look. “I trust you to know what a woman wants.”

“I try,” he said, a flirtatious glint in his eyes. “But what does a woman want… you, what do you want?”

“You,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

He gave her a knowing, sobering look. “You’ve had me since the minute you walked into Dameron Tech,” he said. “I hired you for your abilities, your skills, but I’ve always been attracted to you, Emily. I’m not going to deny that.”

This was a confession she’d hoped to hear for so long, but even now it sounded too good to be true. Like one of her fantasies. Was this really happening? She was determined to put it to the test. “Then what are you going to do about it?” she asked.

“We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” he taunted, a playful tone in his deep voice.

The conversation was left at that, but Emily had to admit that what he’d said had left her flustered and excited. She could feel her core tightening, her pussy clenching and a drool of wetness forming at her slit.

***

When they got back to their hotel room, Emily set about preparing for bed, admitting she was exhausted from the trip.

Mr. Dameron decided he would go down for a drink at the bar and come up to bed later.

After he left, Emily finished preparing for bed, changing into the sexy red babydoll nightgown she’d brought to wear in hopes of seducing Mr. Dameron. Now she wasn’t sure what was going to happen. He hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with details, but what he had said had left her bubbling with excitement… an array of possibilities coursing through her.

Chapter Six

_____

Sometime during the night, even though she was in a foggy state of sleep after the wine at dinner, Emily heard someone fumbling at the door. Finally the door opened and closed. Someone had entered the room. Mr. Dameron?

There were footsteps, a light came on beside the other bed, and then footsteps again towards the bathroom.

At some point she heard the footsteps as the person she presumed was Mr. Dam… er… Jeff returned. He paused near her bed, standing there for a bit, looking down at her, she imagined.

The covers had been at her waist when she went to sleep, so she knew, since she was sleeping on her back, that her tits were almost visible through the sheer material of the gown.

It never occurred to Emily that Mr. Dameron might have his way with her while she was asleep, but, even in her sleepy fog, a part of her hoped he would. She knew at least part of her body was exposed to his eyes, even through the thin gown. What will he do? Will he find me irresistible?

The uncertainty only added a delicious thrill that Emily could feel even in her sleep. She hoped Mr. Dameron was standing over her, watching her sleep, wanting her.

She hoped he wouldn't turn away. She had pretty much invited him to have his way with her, even while she slept, so why should he hold back? He's probably thinking it over, but he should probably just dive in. I know that's what I want!

She felt him beside the head of the bed. He turned her head to face him. She felt something nudge against her lips. Something wet and hard. He pushed her lips apart with what could only be the head of his cock.

Emily's Mouth was suddenly filled as he pushed his thick prick into her mouth, brushing over her tongue and shoving down her throat. She could taste his pre-cum. Suddenly the whole thing overwhelmed her. The boss’s big fat cock is in my mouth–and I can taste him! His pre-cum is salty with just a hint of sweetness. Mmm. I want more. I wish he’d shoot his whole load into my mouth and down my throat!

He face-fucked her for a while, sliding his cock in and out.

Finally he pulled out, and she felt him move away.

A part of her was afraid he was giving up, but then she felt him close to her again. He came back!

Emily felt him lean in close, his face right there at hers, and suddenly his lips brushed over hers. When she didn't move, he came back, and this time he locked his lips on hers, kissing her softly then harder, more passionately. She felt his tongue press between her lips, and even in her sleep, she had to fight not to kiss him back. After a while, he pulled his lips from hers, and she felt something else.

She felt his hands slide across her breasts, lightly caressing her tits, then his fingers found her hard nipples and squeezed firmly. Mmmm. So nice. She resisted shifting in her sleep, afraid he would stop. She had a feeling he was not only enjoying himself, but he was also watching to see if any of his machinations caused her to toss or even awaken.

Apparently pleased that none of this happened, he got even more brazen. She felt his hands at his waist and the bedding being pulled down towards the end of the bed. Now she lay there completely uncovered, lying on her back and totally visible to his eyes. She remembered hoping he wouldn't stop there.

And he didn't.

He lifted her legs and pushed them apart as wide as he could, then he climbed on the bed between her legs. He lifted the hem of her gown and pushed it up as he moved farther up between her thighs.

He bunched her shortie gown up under her neck. Now he knew she was wearing nothing at all underneath. Her breasts were bared to him, and he began to knead them in his hands, tweaking her hard nipples. She felt him lean in, she could feel his excitement as she felt his warm breath against her cool skin. So close. He was so close she could almost feel his mouth on her tits.

Then he did it.

He began to suckle Emily’s tits, sucking at one nipple and then the other. Mmm. That felt so freaking good. It was all she could do not to reach up and hold his head in place, keep that warm, wet mouth nursing at her till she could stand it no longer and her pussy exploded from the heated rush she was getting.

But even though he stopped sucking, he didn’t leave her tits. Instead he pushed them apart, licking and suckling the tender skin between them. And that was even more delicious. She had never had anyone do this to her before, and it stirred in her a pleasure that was nearly overwhelming. She knew if he kept at this, she would come right there before he went any further.

But he wanted to go further. Much further, she hoped. He kissed a trail down her stomach and hoovered just above her needy, wet little pussy.

Emily felt his warm breath on her cool, damp slit. He lowered his head and licked up her pussylips, his tongue dipping just inside. Mmm. That felt so incredible. she wanted him to just let go… give into his lust and go in deep.

She wished for one thing. She wanted him to fill her up with that long, fat cock of his.

And she didn’t have to wait long.

He hooked his hands under Emily’s knees and lifted her legs as he shifted up between her thighs. She felt the head of his cock poised at her entrance. She held her breath, her lips parted slightly in anticipation of what was about to happen.

But that’s not what happened at all.

With things heating up, she felt his cock push between her ass cheeks, parting them and nudging against her asshole. He pushed hard and managed to get the head of his cock just inside her ass. It felt so damn tight. She wasn’t sure how she felt about being ass-fucked. She never even considered it. But she was hardly in a position to make a fuss. He tried shoving in, but it wasn’t going to fit. He tried again, but it was no go.

Finally he gave up and pulled back out. Lowering Emily’s ass a bit so that the head of his cock slid up her slippery slit, smearing her wetness. That felt delicious. Still drowsy and not fully awake, she arched her back, trying in vain to get him in deeper. She ached for him to shove inside. But he played along her slit, teasing her with little pushes just inside her pussylips.

Then–

Her wish came true in a split second. He thrust his hips and shoved his thick cock inside her balls deep.

When he bottomed out in her soppy snatch, she woke up with an audible gasp, and she half expected him to pull out and abandon her in that moment.

But he didn’t.

True, he pulled out, with slow, agonizing friction. But then he shoved in again, grazing the walls of her unstretched twat with his thickness. She wondered if that big cock was stretching her hideously wide and out of shape, but at that particular moment she could care less. She just wanted him to keep at it, ride her hard and rough and make her cum until she couldn’t cum any longer! And if I’m too sore to walk tomorrow? Well, that’s a small price to pay for a good fuck.

And not just a good fuck… but a good fuck by a man I’ve wanted for so long. My boss!

His booming voice suddenly startled her.

“Emily, do you want me to stop?”

She swallowed hard, her mouth feeling almost too dry to speak. “I-I… no, fuck me… harder!”

That’s when he went all in, fucking her like a mad man before settling into a fast but steady rhythm. He ground his long cock in and out of her, pushing hard into her twat. Banging into her. Easing out and ramming back in. His thrusts created a frenzy of rough, heated movements inside her pussy, and she knew she was going to cum soon. And she had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to hold back too much longer either.

She clutched at him, her hands on his broad shoulders, sliding down his muscled back as she clung to him. Her lips sought his, and he kissed her back hard. His tongue swirled between her parted lips, exploring her mouth and jousting with her tongue in a hot suggestive dance. Their lust for each other erupted, heat emanating from their bodies as rode out their powerful union.

Suddenly she felt him stiffen and then pound her even harder, pile driving into her depths. It was more than she  could stand, and she exploded right then, writing beneath him and cumming harder than she had ever cum in her young life.

He continued fucking her through her orgasm, grunting loudly as he spilled his load into her wet little pussy, filling her up as his juices combined with hers.

Finally, still breathing heavily, he pulled out and collapsed, rolling onto his side and landing beside her on the bed.

After a bit of rest, Mr. Dameron put an arm around her and pulled her tight to him. “I’ve wanted you for so long,” he said, still breathless, his voice sounding even deeper than normal. 

A tiny smile curved Emily’s lips and she looked up into his handsome face, ran her hands through his dark, curly hair like she’d always wanted. “And I’ve wanted you for just as long,” she now admitted, but a thought trickled through her brain. Maybe even longer.

Now that she was fully awake and well-fucked, Emily could not believe her dream of having sex with her boss had finally come true.

***

After they’d recovered from their explosive orgasms, Emily went into the bathroom to clean up. While she was standing naked in front of the mirror, leaning against the sink, Mr. Dameron came up behind her and encircled her in his powerful arms.

Emily felt Mr. Dameron's hand move up her bare back until it reached the nape of her neck. He collected all of her hair in his fist and pulled it to the back of her head. His massively hard cock was pressed against her butt cheeks, making her feel his pulsing desire for me.

“You want anal, Emily?” Mr. Dameron asked, his voice ragged with desire.

In response, Emily said, “Yes, go for it. Just fuck me.”

He grabbed her hips firmly with his powerful hands and began to enter her from behind.

She watched in the mirror as his huge erection penetrated her until she couldn’t take any more of him. He sank himself into her completely and began thrusting, slowly at first and then picking up momentum until their hips met with every hard slam. His face was set in concentration as he filled her with pleasure that made her buck her hips back against him, determined to get him inside her rear as deep as he could go.

“Fuck me harder… faster!” Emily begged.

His thrusts increased in intensity and his cock plunged even deeper inside of her. “You like it from behind, don’t you?” he asked sensually as he grabbed her hair tightly.

She was unable to answer other than with a whimper.

He used Emily’s ponytail to secure her in place as her orgasm crashed over her. her eyes rolled back and every muscle tensed up. It felt like the pleasure went on forever until it finally released its grip on her.

Emily’s breasts bounced wildly as Mr. Dameron watched the two of them in the mirror. Her eyes locked onto his. His breathing quickened now as his climax approached. He was close.

“Come inside me,” Emily told him. “I want you to.”

“I want you to come again too,” Mr. Dameron commanded.

Emily’s body was ready for another orgasm. She responded to every one of his passionate thrusts. Her ass was being pounded hard and it felt amazing.

She slid her hand between her legs and tweaked her clit. Her pussy quivered and she went over the edge.

Mr. Dameron let out a grunt as he unloaded inside of her, filling up her wet tunnel with his semen.

Emily had completely lost all of her strength–thank goodness he was holding onto her hair, otherwise she would have collapsed on the floor. She surrendered herself to the pleasure and yelled out his name. Only she had called him Mr. Dameron! She hoped he wouldn’t remember.

They both dropped onto the bathroom floor, Mr. Dameron still buried inside her. His cum ran down her thighs like a river. He held her close and refused to let go.

When they’d regained their breath, Mr. Dameron scooped Emily up in his arms and carried her back to the bed. There, they lay together. He held her tight, and she snuggled into him, laying her head against his broad chest.

“If it’s okay with you,” he said hopefully, “we’ll stick to our plan and spend the afternoon exploring the island.”

She grinned up at him. “As long as we spend the morning in bed!”

He leaned down, captured her lips and gave her the kiss she’d been waiting for since the first day she laid eyes on him…

the end

____________________________
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Chapter One

On a sleepy, dirt road in the mountains of rural Montana, I round a bend in the road, and come face-to-face with an old, wooden sign that is almost too weathered to read. The sign says: Rocking Spurs Dude Ranch.

I’ve left the city behind, the hustle and bustle, and the hectic grind of my job as a customer service representative for a large insurance provider… Well, for three days at least. I earn a comfortable living, not a huge salary but enough to get by and save a little for the occasional trip. What I call mini vacations, usually to little out of the way places, like this.

“Oh, Rylie Mills, you can really pick them,” I say to myself.

I take a deep breath, brush a stray strand of auburn hair from my face, and wonder what I’ve gotten myself in for. The ranch is just up ahead, nestled neatly into the mountains, so I’ll soon find out.

When I drive through the entrance, I notice a sign off to the right with an arrow that points to the guest cabins. I follow the narrow gravel road and soon came upon a group of little cabins nestled among the hard woods and short needle pine trees.

I hop out, stretch my legs, and the outdoorsy smell is intoxicating, like a woodsy blend of mosses and pine scent. Truly a breath of fresh air. I grab my bag from the back seat and let myself into my comfortable but cozy little abode.

I look around the place after snapping on a couple of lamps to chase away the evening shadows. Basic, one room, with a bed, a small loveseat, a small table with a couple of chairs and a tiny makeshift kitchen in one corner. Rustic but tidy,  lots of warm wood with the pleasant smell of cedar. There’s a door which I assume goes to an attached bath because I don’t recall reading on their website about communal facilities or, God forbid, an outhouse.

I sit my curvy derriere on the edge of the bed, give a little yarn, then lay back and roll on to the bed, settling in for a little rest on the soft bed, covering myself with the handmade quilt, looking out at the view of the mountains as my eyes grow heavy, exhausted from the long drive. I drift off. I’m not sure for how long, but I wake up hungry as the sun is setting. Famished since I’d skipped lunch, I drive to the common area in the center of the ranch where I am welcomed by the waitress and served a huge, hearty meal of potatoes, ham and cathead biscuits.

While I eat, I notice the parade of good looking, rugged cowboys who wander through to get coffee or grab a bite.

One thing is for sure, I definitely chose the right place to spend time with handsome, well-built, swashbuckling cowboys!

But I remind myself that I came here for relaxation and to recharge as I finish my meal. I thank the waitress, leave a tip and head back to my cabin. I take little time getting ready for bed, nestling between the warm sheets while dreams of tomorrow, my first full day at the dude ranch, play through my head like a rom-com… starring yours truly and a ruggedly handsome cowboy!
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Chapter Two

After a good night’s sleep, I am out of bed early and ready to start my first day–just easing my way through the morning without any troubles, at least, that’s what I thought at the time.

Following the little signs posted at the ends of each road around the ranch, I walk to the stables and claim a horse for the ‘breakfast on the trail get acquainted’ ride.

I haven’t ridden a horse since my teen years on my grandparent’s farm, and my long-time out of the saddle shows. Of course, I was a scrawny, underdeveloped kid back then and not nearly as curvy. It’s never more obvious than when I put a foot in the stirrup and try to propel myself into the saddle with some kind of grace.

Well, I’ve got to admit it isn’t pretty. I land flat on my ample butt in the dust at the mighty steed’s feet. But, with no other choice really, I soon get over my embarrassment.

“Need a hand?” a deep voice with just a hint of rasp asks. It sends sudden shivers through me and belongs to a handsome, broad-shouldered cowboy, a mountain man with a neatly-trimmed full beard, who takes my hand in his big, gloved hand and pulls me to my feet.

“Thank you,” I say, breathlessly, and it isn’t just because of the fall. I remind myself why I’m here again, but it’s not easy with him so close.

“Sure thing,” he sys, his lips curving into a little smile. A part of me wonders if he is amused by my fall – or even thinking here is just another greenhorn from the city – but I wish he was thinking something else altogether. I give that thought an imaginary kick and remind myself why I’m here. Still, a girl can fantasize…

I look up into this tall man’s handsome, bearded face and freeze for a moment. I am sure I’d seen him the night before and he’d been a gentleman, even tipping his hat at me. My breath clutches in my throat and I can’t say another word. I nod as I drink him in. Tousled dark hair sticks out just enough to notice from beneath his well-worn cowboy hat. Green eyes with a hint of gold flash lively in the morning sun. I catch a whiff of his natural scent, a freshness like he just bathed in the creek and an outdoorsy fragrance like he’d been sitting around a campfire. The scent is manly and arousing. I actually feel myself respond, my body clenching wildly at his closeness.

He introduces himself as Cord McKinnon, and goes on to explain that he has worked at the dude ranch for nearly ten years. His best friend’s family owns the dude ranch and that’s how he came to work here.

I give him my name, and don’t go into too much detail beyond that I am here for a little R&R from the routine of my daily life.

“Need some help getting in the saddle?” he wants to know.

I nod and manage somehow to find my voice. “Yes,” I say, relieved that it hadn’t come out in a wavering creak. I’d had enough embarrassment already.

From riding when I was a girl, I know that my stirrups are a shade too long as my grandpa used to say, and I remember full well how to adjust them properly. But I don’t make any moves to do so. I can’t resist the temptation of seeing this hunky stud doing it. As he does the adjusting, his thick shoulders and muscular arms ripple, his biceps nearly splitting the cut-off sleeves of his plaid shirt. Mmmm, nice. I imagine ripping apart those pearl snap-buttons and opening his shirt to reveal his hard-muscled chest…

“Whaddya think?” he asks.

“Ah, oh yes, that-that’s fine,” I stutter out a response.

As he walks away towards his own horse, I can’t help admiring his backside, tight, muscular and covered by faded jeans. Easily the best ass I’d seen in denim since The Boss strutted around to Born to Run.

He grabs his saddle horn and without even bothering with the stirrup, swings his long legs swiftly over the horse's rear and lands expertly in the saddle. Hmmm. Bravo! Nicely done. Hmmm, could he be showing off for me?  

Together we ride side by side, along well-worn paths at the foot of the mountain. After a while we come to a clearing, a grassy area with a small stream running through it.

Cord suggests we dismount and let the horse’s have a drink of water and a bit of grass. While the horses drink and then graze, we sit by the stream on large moss covered river rocks and talk.

Cord takes off his hat, holds it in his hands, his thick fingers sliding along the brim as he turns to me thoughtfully.

I figure I am about to get to know him a bit better, but not before he asks me the question that I guess had been hanging between us for a while.

“Rylie, are you married?” he asks bluntly, his eyes boring into mine.

I take a deep breath, look out over the calm flowing waters. “No, I was engaged once,” I tell him, “but that didn’t work out.”

“Why?” he asks, then stops himself. “Ah, naw, I shouldn’t ask that.”

“It's okay,” I assure him. “He met someone else, and called the engagement off.”

Cord’s face shadows now. He pats my hand as if offering me comfort. “He was a fool,” he says, looking right into my eyes, and for a split second I think he’s going to lean in for a kiss. But he doesn’t. I hide my disappointment, remind myself that I’m not here for a quickie romance that lasts all of a couple days and goes absolutely nowhere… But somehow I still cannot fully let go of the notion… or hope… that there could be more between me and this caring but strong cowboy. And the next words that fall from my mouth are proof of that…

“Are you?” I ask, a little afraid of the answer. “Married?”

He looks directly at me before answering. “I was,” he answers, taking a deep breath that still speaks of frustration, “but it ended. She decided mountain life and the cowboy way wasn’t for her, and went back to the big city where I met her.”

I feel a stab of sympathy for him, but I figure, like me, pity is probably the last thing he wants. “Hey, we do what we have to to survive,” I say, referring to myself, him and his ex. “I don’t mean to make light or get philosophical… or even judge…” my words trail off uncertainly.

He shakes his head. “Aw shucks, Rylie, it’s okay, that was a long time ago.”

And again he looks into my eyes and slowly leans in, tilts my chin up with his rough calloused fingers and gives me a light kiss on the lips that slowly deepens. I close my eyes, his kiss is like fresh mountain air and I savor the moment. It’s the first time a man with a full beard has kissed me, and it feels nice, kind of soft. The bristles tickle slightly, but in a good, stimulating way.

We share a smoldering kiss that threatens to ignite things between us right there, but as quickly as he had kissed me, he pulls away, gets to his feet, and reaches for me, giving me a hand up.

He holds my horse for me while I climb back into the saddle and he even presses a firm hand to my waist to add support. Fortunately I mount without incident this time, but when I glance down at him I can see the grin in his eyes. I know we are both thinking of my unladylike fall earlier, and we share a little laugh before we trot off to catch up to the others and finish whatever is left of the trailside campfire breakfast…

[image: ]

Chapter Three

After the ride along the trail, we ride ahead of the others, back to the stables. There, we put the horses in their enclosures to cool down, and Cord offers to accompany me back to my cabin. Wanting to enjoy this hot, kind-natured mountain man’s company just a bit longer, I readily agree and we set out on foot along the sandy path that leads back to the guest cabins.

“Can I ask you somethin’?” Cord asks once we reach my cabin and I stand at my door.

I turn back to him, wondering if he wants to come in… if he wants to pick up where we’d left off earlier?

“Sure,” I say, sounding a bit more breathless than I would have liked. I steel myself for what he is about to say, but it isn’t what I’d hoped for and definitely not what I expected.

But it’s almost as good…

“How would you like to be my date for the barn dance tonight?” he asks, his eyes on mine, and I swear I can still see  fire smoldering behind them, waiting to ignite… hopefully soon.

I had planned to look over the ranch itinerary for the evening later in the afternoon, so I hadn’t even heard about the dance yet. But I don’t have to think it over. “Yes,” I accept his invitation quickly. “I’d like that.”

“Good,” he says with a smile, “it’s a date then.”

And I can’t help mirroring his wide, obviously pleased smile with one of my own.

I’m still smiling after he says goodbye and starts off toward the stables with a wave of his hand. My mind is racing. I’m looking forward to tonight…

I come back down to earth a bit after a while, and remind myself that it's not really a date, even though he’d called it that, we’re just two people who enjoy each other’s company. No, that’s not right either. I’m a paying guest at the dude ranch for a short time, and he’s my tour guide while I’m here. That’s all.

Nothing more.

***

I spend the afternoon resting, drinking iced tea and trying to decide what to wear. Should I dress casually? Jeans and a t-shirt? As a cowboy, I figure he will, but I finally decide to wear the one dress I’d bought just in case I needed it, a silky red number that fits nicely and will look great with my red and black cowgirl boots.

Later in the evening, after dinner, Cord knocks on my cabin door. When I open it, his eyes light up, twinkling at the sight of me wearing full makeup, my red dress and matching boots.

“Hot damn!” he erupts, unable to hold it in. “You look amazing, lady!”

I soak it up, smiling and thanking him for noticing.

And I notice he’s carrying a huge bouquet of wildflowers, so fresh he must have picked them just for me from the meadow.

“For me?” I ask, looking at his face for a reaction.

“I thought they’d brighten up the place a bit,” he says and holds them out to me.

I take them. “They’re beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as you,” he says immediately.

I’m suddenly self-conscious. “I wasn’t fishing for a compliment,” I say and regret it immediately.

But he doesn’t take offense. “It never hurts to tell the truth,” he says and when he looks at me I know he means it.

I can’t help smiling. The man has that effect on me.

“You look pretty awesome yourself,” I tell him.

And he gives me a sheepish smile, and I know he's not used to being complimented either. “Aw, it’s nothing.”

But it is… He has made the effort for our night out, his entire outfit looks new, from plaid shirt to dark jeans to his shiny black cowboy boots. He is easily the most gorgeous man I have ever seen, and that makes me smile even wider in appreciation.

I go inside and find an empty vase. I fill it with water at the little sink at the rustic rough wood counter in the corner kitchen area. I turn back to him and carefully place them in the center of the small bistro table that serves for dining.

I step back to admire them. “You were right,” I say, “they do brighten up the place.”

He smiles, pleased. “I’m just glad you like them.”

“Thank you,” I say and lean in close to give him a light kiss on the cheek. I catch a whiff of his nice mountainy smell again, and I long to be close to him. But I don’t go in for a hug. Instead I remind myself why I’m here, and it’s not to find a whirlwind romance that’ll end the day I drive off this property.

“Are you ready to make the trek to the barn?” he asks.

“Huh?” I ask, startled after having been lost in my thoughts. “Oh, yes, I’m ready.”

“Shall we?” he says, very gentlemanly like, and he escorts me to the huge barn located at the rear of the property where the dance is being held. We walk hand in hand along the path, and when we reach the entrance of the barn, he puts an arm around my shoulders, making me feel special.

Once inside, Cord and I keep close to each other, enjoying some of the fruit punch between dances and chatting a little. Even though some of the other cowboys and menfolk ask me to dance, I save all my dances for Cord. He doesn’t seem to mind, though, especially since he is doing the same for me.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks me, a hopeful note in his voice.

“Very much.”

“I’m not always good company,” he sounds apologetic. “I’m not much for words.”

“But you’re direct and honest,” I tell him because it’s true and I want to spare him the feeling that he doesn’t measure up when he does more than he knows. “You’re a good listener, Cord, and a good dancer.”

I say the last words with a smile, and he mirrors my smile, relieved.

“I wasn’t fishin’ for a compliment,” he teases.

My eyebrows raise. “Oh, I know,” I assure him, and we finish our punch, enjoying watching the line dancers perform and occasionally sharing a little gaze between us.

We sit out most of the line dances and dance the couples dances. Later in the evening, the lights are lowered and the live band launches softly into a slow love song.

Cord takes my hand in his and asks me to dance.

On the dance floor, we come close together, so close I can feel his warmth. He places a hand in the small of my back, and my sweet little lively sensations dance up and down my spine. Mmm. I lean my head against his shoulder, feeling his furry beard against my cheek, and close my eyes as we sway gently together to the music. I can hear his heart beating loudly, racing, and I wonder if being so close was getting to him too. I don't have to wonder for long. I feel his hardness pressing into me. I keep wishing we were alone and…

I wonder if that is even a possibility. ‘Yes’ keeps repeating itself over and over in my head. Taking a deep breath, I inhale his musky woodsy scent. My reasoning about why I am here rears its nagging little head again and threatens to spoil our closeness, but I shove it away and enjoy the rest of the dance.
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Chapter Four

After the barn dance ends, Cord walks me back to my cabin, and we pause on the stoop and stand there together in the darkness under the stars. Only the half-moon offers a little illumination, as we stand facing each other, inches apart. I feel his warm breath on my cheek, and I want him to stay.

But I can’t find the words to ask without sounding too forward and risking offending this mountain man’s sensibilities. After a while, he says goodnight, gives me a little kiss on the cheek and disappears into the night. I wonder why he hadn’t kissed me on the lips this time, but his gaze had avoided mine before he left and wasn’t giving anything away. Now I am glad I hadn’t asked him to spend the night with me.

As I watch him walk away, I wonder if kissing me had reminded him too much of what he and his ex had shared. Or maybe he still isn’t ready after the breakup of his marriage?

Or…

A cold breeze blows through me, chilling me to the bone despite the early summer heat. Maybe he’s put off because he’s a bit older than I am. I don’t want to believe it, but I know it could be true. He may think it makes all the difference in the world, even though I don’t think it does.

Whatever it is, I don’t want to rush him, I decide as I stand there a bit longer enjoying the fresh mountain air. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that he had wanted to stay… had wanted to be with me. Something had held him back. Maybe he isn’t sure I’d be up for it? Maybe he is tuning into my reluctance to get involved in any kind of vacation romance when I’m here to relax and recharge? 

But that reluctance is wavering if not outright dissolving away.

Oh well, it’s just the first day and we’d made plans to meet tomorrow for another horseback ride together. Before I turn and go in to bed down for the night, I remind myself:

Anything can happen…

***

The following morning, Cord and I meet for breakfast at the common dining area, and enjoy a breakfast of grits, eggs and sausages before heading on foot to the stables.

While we walk along the sandy path, I notice him glancing over at me. I meet his gaze, and I know he is appreciating my snug curve-hugging denim shorts. I’d worn them just for him. He grins at me as if he suspects that, but he doesn’t ask and I’m not telling. I just grin back at him, glad he likes what he sees…

When we reach the stables, we saddle up the horses, and get ready for our morning ride. Fortunately, this time I mount my steed without any kind of fall or other fluke.

He stands there at the ready, waiting to lend a hand if I need it.

I smile down at him, pleased with myself.

He turns to mount his own horse, and his horse raises its head and rears a bit at the sudden movement. These sudden movements also spook my horse, and it bolts forward and out of the stable area and into the tall grass just off one of the trails. Before I know it we are galloping along the path at a mad dash and the horse shows no signs of slowing even as I pull back on the reins and call out, “Whoa! Whoa!”

I hardly have time to think about anything, but I am vaguely aware that Cord has leapt onto his horse and ridden after me.

Since the heat is nearly unbearable during the day in the sunlight along the trails, I decided not to wear a bra that morning. Purely a comfort thing, although I did wonder briefly if Cord would notice. Now I am pretty sure he can’t help but notice. My tits are bouncing like twins on a trampoline!

Next thing I know, Cord has ridden his horse up beside mine. He reaches for my reins, but my horse, maybe sensing the other horse’s approach, comes to a dead stop and I lose my balance and tumble off the back of my horse.

Like lightning, Cord is off his horse and catches me in his arms before I hit the ground. He cradles me in his strong embrace and carries me like I’m the most precious thing in the world toward the clearing. I lay my head against his chest and close my eyes, feeling his calming warmth and hearing his heart pounding.

Next thing I know, I am laying in the soft grasses of a meadow and Cord kneels beside me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see his horse grazing nearby. But I don’t see mine.

Cord brushes strands of stray auburn hair from my cheeks and forehead, his face close to mine, his lips so close. “Rylie, are you okay?” he asks, his voice thick with concern.

I nod. “I feel fine. I may be a little sore in the morning, mostly from the rough ride, but thanks to you nothing’s broken.” I wince a little, sensing my muscles will be sore from holding on so tightly. “I have to thank you.”

He seems uneasy at the praise. “I’m here to make sure you’re safe,” he says and smiles self-consciously. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

I nod, reassuringly. “All the same, I appreciate you rescuing me,” I say, glancing around, “but my horse is…”

“Yeah, it bolted again and took off down the path,” he explains. “Don’t worry about ole Smokey. He’ll make his way back to the stables this evening at feeding time.”

I sigh. “Looks like I’m walking back.”

“Nonsense,” he says, still leaning over me. “We’ll be riding together, that’s all.”

I close my eyes as he leans in and kisses me on the lips, slowly and softly. I feel a warmth flowing through me, and if I had been injured, this would be healing. Except I had a feeling it isn’t that kind of warmth…

“You giving me mouth-to-mouth?” I say when I open my eyes as he pulls away.

“Nope,” he says adamantly. “You don’t need it. I haven’t met anyone as alive as you are!”

“You do know how to sweet talk a woman,” I tease him.

He leans back on an elbow and places his hand on mine, playing with my fingers, encircling them with his, and his touch makes that heat all the more noticeable.

After we rest a while, he offers to take me back to my cabin. It’s then, as he’s taking my hand to help me to my feet, that I notice my blouse is ripped from the collar and a large portion, nearly all, of my breasts are in clear view.

“Oh, ah…” I reach a hand up to cover myself, a flash of embarrassment hitting me. Damn, I feel a flash of heat. I am sure I am blushing!

He grins. I know he’d noticed. How could he miss… er…them. The thing is, he knows I know he’s seen my tits.

“The more I see of you, the more I like,” he quips with a playful glint in his eyes.

This coming from my protector and rescuer. I don’t know whether to be embarrassed or flattered. I wisely chose the latter and beam at him. “Gee, thanks. No guy has ever said that to me.” Secretly I just hope the heat I feel is strictly for him and that, again, I’m not openly and obviously blushing.

If I were, he doesn’t seem to notice. “A woman as beautiful as you must get lots of compliments,” he says, sounding more like a statement than a question.

“Sometimes,” I admit, “but it means a lot coming from you.”

He puts his hat on and tips it at me. “I appreciate that.”

I knew he would. He is that kind of man, warm and considerate.

And strong, I add, as this muscle-hardened cowboy picks me up without any real effort at all and places me on the horse. Then, after grabbing the saddle horn, he vaults on behind me. As he’s doing so his hands graze my tits, and a little gasp escapes my lips. He puts his strong arms around my waist and nestles in behind me, his warmth enveloping me. “Feel okay?” he asks, his lips against my ear.

I nod against his whiskered cheek. Truth is I’ve never felt more safe than I do right now in his arms. I melt against him as we ride together, and I feel something pressing against my rear. Could it be? Am I mistaken?

I’m pretty sure I’m right, and I take the initiative to take one of his hands and slide it up to my tits. I place his calloused fingers over one of my hardened nipples and nearly orgasm as he pinches it between his fingertips. I moan noticeably as he scraps a fingernail over the tip, and my core clenches around the saddle horn.

I hear him chuckle against my ear. I know he knows the effect he has on me, and I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual. So, this is just the beginning.

And the best is yet to come.

When we reach my cabin, he hops off and ties his horse to the rail outside my cabin door and helps me down.

While I’m unlocking the cabin door, he’s fiddling on his phone, tapping, fingers and thumbs moving as if he’s hurriedly texting someone.

I’m not sure I have a right to be jealous, but a cold little ripple runs through me…
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Chapter Five

After he opens the cabin door, Cord surprises me by picking me up and carrying me inside, kicking the door shut and placing me gently down onto the bed. He wastes no time falling right into bed beside me.

“I think I owe you an apology,” he says out of the blue.

My eyebrows shoot up. I’m thinking it’s for texting… whoever? “Oh.”

“I wanted to stay with you last night,” he admits, “but I didn’t want to rush you or make you feel like I was forcing myself on you.”

“You could never do that,” I assure him.

Now his eyebrows lift and he looks surprised by my admission. “I believe you mean that,” he says with a bit of tease in his voice, even a little cockiness.

“I do,” I tell him, and I go a step further and add, “Is that all?”

He hesitates now, not looking me in the eye. He strokes his beard as if he’s thinking something over. “Nope.”

I expected as much. “Okay, then what?”

“There is the difference in our ages,” he says flatly.

“I don’t care about that,” I tell him, locking my gaze on his until he cannot help but look at me. When he does, I can see the pain in his eyes, the drawn sadness in his handsome face.

He gives me a hard look, but I can see his tense expression already softening. “Are you sure about that, really sure?” A little hope and a lift sounding in his voice.

I give him a reassuring little smile. “I am sure from the minute I became attracted to you it was never an issue,” I tell him with absolute confidence so that there can be no doubt, “and it still isn’t.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he says and echoes my smile. He pushes a strand of auburn hair from my cheek and tucks it behind my ear before he leans in and brushes his lips against mine, pulls back to stare into my eyes, and then goes in hard for a deep, passionate kiss that is everything we have both been holding back.

When our kiss breaks, Cord picks up his hat from where it had fallen on the bed and tosses it onto a hat rack in the corner of the room, he gives me another deep kiss that leaves me breathless. When our kiss ends, he rears back, and I reach up and grasp his plaid shirt and pull hard. The pearl snap-buttons ripping open, making almost a sound like tearing fabric and revealing his muscular chest, hard and chiseled as I had imagined. His pecs are covered with just enough hair to tickle cheek, and I turn my head and kiss his chest, tasting his salty skin, and run my tongue across a hard nipple.

“Now my turn,” Cord says as he rips away what is left of my damaged blouse, my tits bouncing freely into view.

“Wow,” he roars, his eyes glued to what I feel is my most impressive asset. “Those are amazing.”

“They’re all yours,” I coo suggestively. “Enjoy.”

A smile spreads across his face as he leans in, licking and suckling my tits, and driving me crazy with each touch of his mouth. I ache for him… to have him, but still the attentive cowboy lingers on my prized melons. He traces circles around my hardened nipples, occasionally sucking them into his warm, wet mouth and nibbling lightly with his teeth until my core screams out, clenching and begging for more. I feel a dampness at my center, wanting to be filled… wanting to be released.

But he suddenly pulls away, and through my disappointment I wonder if he wants to extend the foreplay.

“You sure about this?” he asks, and I know immediately what he means.

Us.

Together.

My eyes lock on his. “I’ve never been more sure.”

After a bit of what I’ll call strategic hesitation, meant to keep me guessing and really hot, his talented hands begin exploring and wandering again, traveling down my smooth belly and dipping just into the waist of my denim shorts. I wiggle my butt in anticipation and reach down, placing my smaller hand on his and helping him to undo the button. When we finally unhitch the button, I’m further energized by the little jolt of electricity between us as he continues and pushes down my zipper. As he does so, he kisses the tender, sensual flesh above my low cut panties.

Mmm, that’s like magic, his soft, wet kisses just above my mound. So, so close to my needy bud.

He pulls off my shorts, leaving me wearing only my silky leopard-print bikini panties. I feel the waft of cool air, but his breath warms me adding to the growing sizzle between us. He pushes my legs apart and settles down between them.

I look down at him, watching as he cups my nylon covered mound with one big hand, tracing a finger along my damp slit, but not pressing in. He just teases my lips and tiny nub until I feel myself clench and more juices flow, soaking through the thin material.

“Ahhh, we need to get rid of those before they get ruined,” he teases with a smirk as he tenderly tucks a finger into the waistband on either side of my hips.

I smile back at him, reaching down again to help him ease them off, exposing my core to him completely. He sniffs the garment, makes an appreciative sound in his throat and tosses them aside.

While I watch, he sits on the edge of the bed, kicks off his cowboy boots with a little tugging, rolls off his socks and gives them a toss. He stands, unfastens his belt, shucks his jeans and stands before me in his tight, form-fitting black boxer briefs.

I admire him for a bit, and I know from the cocky look in his eyes, he knows I like what I see.

Pleased with himself, Cord settles back down between my legs. As much as I want him to take me right there and not prolong the foreplay any longer, I don’t kick up a fuss when I feel his warm breath again so close to my core. I just settle back against the pillows and wait for the fun to begin. Mmm, this time I have a sneaky feeling he was going to take it all the way!

Softly tracing my slit again, he allows one finger to dip just inside, smearing my juices all around. His finger makes little circles that are excruciatingly exciting, sending little pulses of pleasure throughout my body. All the while, his eyes are locked on my face, watching me closely for signs that I am enjoying myself and might want more. “Shhh, just close your eyes, Rylie,” he whispers in that deep, rough voice that makes my heart thud.  “Enjoy every little touch. Just be patient, sweetheart, enjoy it for everything it’s worth!”

His hand feels so good, making just the slightest of movements, that I do as he says. I close my eyes, hypnotized by his smooth, gentle caresses.

He presses deeper, inserts a finger, then two. While stroking in and out, he begins to stroke my aroused nub with his free hand, his calloused fingertips making little scrapes that drive me mad, rumbling through me like a freaking freight train. Ah, wow, if he keeps this up, I’ll come right here!

As bad as I want release, I figure he’d again deny me that pleasure, prolonging the experience.

But he doesn’t.

He face plants right in my clenching, soppy mound.

I am startled by his suddenness, and I come up off the pillow in a long, throaty gasp.

He lifts his head. “You okay, Rylie?” he asks protectively.

I nod, putting my hands on his head, clutching his hair because I want him back there in that spot again. Now! “Yes, wonderful,” I say, and my voice is ragged, sounding more breathless than I’d imagined I ever could.

With that, he goes back to licking and lapping at my juices, his beard tickling the insides of my thighs and creating a nice warmth there. His nose rubs against my nub in an erratic frenzy until I can hold back no longer. I come, bucking wildly against his face as he laps up my juices like a man possessed.

After my orgasm starts receding, I lay back exhausted and close my eyes. He snuggles in beside me, pulling me to him and holding me close to his hard body as I rest. Once my breathing settles down, he rolls on top of me. He gives me a deep, tongue kiss, then sits up between my legs and positions himself for entrance.

I look up at him and reach down to guide him in precisely. Feeling his hard length in my hands, I know he is going in deep.

He plunges into my velvety depths and begins to move his hips, thrusting into me, pulling back, again sinking in. Going rougher… harder… deeper.

I buck my hips, even raise my butt off the sheets to meet him.

I grasp his wide, thick shoulders and pull him down to me. I raise my legs and wrap them around him to bring him all in, driving him even deeper into my rising heat. Ripples of pleasure volt through me, rising hotly to the surface. Omg, no man has ever made me feel this way.

We share a frenzy of kisses and finally lock into one long kiss that lasts as we begin to come together.

When our orgasms subside, he lays beside me, pulls me tight to him, and I snuggle in close, my body molding to his. We are about to drift off to when we both sit up at the sound of heavy boots scraping along the stoop at the door of the cabin. 

He quickly gets up, puts on his boxer briefs and answers the door.

One of the other cowboys stands there. I can only see the top of his hat since Cord’s massive frame blocks my view. When he turns, kicking the door closed, he is holding a magnum of champagne and two crystal goblets.

My eyes stretch wide. “What’s this?”

He grins. “A little surprise.”

A thought occurs to me. “I didn’t know you could have champagne sent to your cabin.”

Now he smirks. “Depends on who you know,” he remarks matter-of-factly.

“You were pretty sure of yourself.” A thought occurs to me. “When did you have a chance to order champagne?”

His eyebrows shoot up, his eyes widened. He’s being called out, and he’s about to come clean. “I did it earlier. You probably didn’t notice. I did it by text while you unlocked your door.”

“Oh, I noticed,” I admit with a self-conscious little laugh, embarrassed I had thought the worst, and unwilling to admit to him what I had actually thought he was doing.

“I hope you like champagne,” he says.

“I love champagne.”

He smiles, pleased. “Should we let it keep for a while?”

I’m so relieved he wasn’t texting someone… no, some other woman that I cannot contain how relieved and happy I am. “No, let’s pop the cork and get the bubbles flowing!”

And he does… literally.

As he opens the champagne, the cork hits the ceiling and the champagne spills from the bottle like water from a fountain, drenching me in sudsy bubbles.

Cord spends the next couple of hours licking every drop of champagne off every inch of my body…

[image: ]

Chapter Six

Cord spends the night, and some time in the wee hours of the morning, we drift off to sleep together. When I awaken, I roll over on my back and wince. I’m a bit sore, but I have a feeling it’s not from the spill I took off my horse! I’m smiling to myself when I realize I am in bed alone. He has gone. He must have left sometime before daybreak.

I lay back against the pillow and close my eyes, disappointed. I don’t know why he left. Maybe he didn’t want anyone to see him leaving my cabin in the morning? Or maybe he regretted everything that had happened between us. That cold feeling shudders through me again. Or… maybe the age gap had reared its ugly head again. If it had, maybe he had decided we could never truly get past it…

Maybe he is right.

Because he is gone, after all.

I had wanted to say goodbye before I left the ranch. Now I wasn’t sure I’d have a chance. Maybe he’d taken on another guest and had gone out with her to tour the property. Maybe that’s why he left so early without waking me? I don’t know, but the thought of him being with another woman the way he had been with her, touching her, kissing her made my blood rush hotly through my veins. I shove the thought from my head, it is too painful to think about. I just couldn’t…

And I open my eyes and see a note propped us beside the vase of wildflowers he had given me.

I crawl out of bed, pick it up and read it:

My dear Rylie,

I have enjoyed our time so much, but I cannot be here to see you go. I cannot say goodbye.

Cord

That’s it. No real explanation.

I toss the note on the table and turn away.

I get myself a glass of water and slowly sip, trying to clear my head of everything that has happened in the past three days, even him.

But I know damned well I can never do that.

No matter how angry I am that he has chosen to treat me this way after being so wonderful during my stay.

I finally decide I have to get on with things. Whether I see Cord one last time or not, I am leaving today. Nothing is going to change that.

So, I pull myself together the best I can and shower and get dressed. I set about gathering my things now, and trying not to think of Cord. But it’s no use. I’m moving mechanically through my morning, getting ready to leave, and the one thing I cannot seem to get out of my head is Cord. He’s inside me in a way no man has ever been before, almost like he’s a part of me. A part I am not ready to let go of… and yet I have no choice.

This is it…

I spend the rest of the morning resting and thinking of Cord, wishing he would scramble onto the little stoop outside the door with those big, noisy boots of his. But, by midday I have heard nothing from Cord. I walk to the common area for lunch, and hope I will bump into him. I at least want a chance to say goodbye.

But once I reach the common area, I don’t see him anywhere. I ask around, but no one seems to know where he is. I wonder if he’s somewhere resting up from our wild night together, but I have no way of knowing for sure.

I order a lunch of salad and sweet tea, and I take my time eating my meal. Mostly picking at it and moving the food around while I glance at every cowboy who enters to see if it’s him. But no luck.

I finish with my meal, and I head back to the cabin, spending the afternoon getting ready for my trip back to the city. 

After the walk back to the cabin, I decide there’s no use waiting. I’m not going to see Cord to say goodbye. I’m not going to see him again. Ever. I might as well get this over with and leave.

I put my bag in the car and come back to lock the cabin up. I look inside and decide to go in to see if I’ve forgotten anything. I take the note and crumble it in my folded palm, then toss it in the wastebasket. I stare at the wildflowers Cord gave me one last time, noticing they’re beginning to fade and wilt…

I turn away, leaving the flowers to finish dying on the table, and pull the door closed behind me. I turn the key in the old-fashioned lock and am about to turn away when I hear footsteps on the stoop behind me, and I turn, seeing the face of the last person I expected to see.

Cord.

“You came,” I say, my whole being flooded with relief and warmth at seeing him standing there, his hands in his pockets, a sheepish look on his handsome face, shame darkening his eyes, like he knew he’d disappointed me and regretted it. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

His eyes lock on mine. “I couldn’t let you go that way.”

I give a tiny smile. “I’m glad.”

“The truth is, I don’t want you to go at all,” he tells me.

I sigh and my whole body reacts like a ragdoll about to collapse. When I’m finally able to speak, I say, “Cord, you know I have to…” my words trail off helplessly.

He continues to stare into my eyes, almost like he can see through me. “I only know one thing, you belong here, Rylie, with me.”

“If only I could…”

He pulls his hands from his pockets, spreads his arms. “You can, Rylie. I love you this much. I love you, Rylie Mills,” he says the words slowly now, putting emphasis on each one. ““Please stay. I don’t want you to go.”

I don’t hesitate any longer. He’s right, I don’t have to go back. Except for a job I have nothing to go back to. No one who loves me like he does. I run into his arms, and he hugs me close. “I love you too, Cord,” I tell him, and he lifts me off the ground without any effort and spins me around as he presses his lips to mine…
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Epilogue:

So I do. I stay at the dude ranch with Cord. Well, not at the actual dude ranch but in a cabin that Cord owns on land that adjoins the Rocking Spurs Dude Ranch. He’s made it nice and homey, even purchased toiletries, my favorite foods and comfortably soft bedding just for me. So thoughtful, he just wants me to feel right at home right away.

And I do.

In my heart I know wherever he is will always feel like home to me from now on, but it’s nice and heartwarming that he’s looking out for me, caring for me, protecting me. Aside from my parents, I’ve never had anyone else do that for me in my life. It’s a nice change. One I can get used to, but never allow myself to take for granted.

I gave notice at the insurance company and left my job, although the HR department did show an interest in me working remotely by computer here in Montana. That may happen down the road as Cord is always saying. Right now I’m satisfied to be working as a cashier at Miss Pearlie’s Gift Shop, which is located conveniently in a small building in the common area of the dude ranch.

I’m living the simple life, waking up every day next to the man I love, the one man I know loves me.

After work today, just before evening sets in, Cord has requested that I meet him at the gazebo that’s down by the pond. I walk over there, curious about what he has in mind.

When I arrive, I don’t see him anywhere. I look along the shoreline, but still, I don’t see him. Where is he? I’m about to think he hasn’t gotten here yet when I stroll towards the gazebo, up the little walkway and approach the steps…

And I see him.

He’s looking right at me, his eyes locked on mine. I freeze in my steps, seeing him there in the center of the small, round gazebo, on one knee.  

I slowly make my way inside and towards him, I look around and see that he has decorated the gazebo with wildflowers, like the ones he brought me from the meadow. My eyes come back to his, and he’s grinning as he takes my hand in his.

“Rylie,” he begins, his voice thick with emotion, “when you came into my life, I knew I’d found my true love. I don’t want you to ever leave. Rylie, what I want most in this world is for you to become my wife.”

I put a nervous hand to my mouth as he holds the other firmly to keep me from falling over. I am literally swept off my feet and dangerously close to losing my footing. “Yes! Yes! I’ll marry you,” I tell him as soon as I can get the words out, trying hard not to choke up with overwhelming emotion.

He shows me a beautiful diamond engagement ring, and then he slides it slowly on my ring finger. He finishes by kissing my hand like a perfect gentleman. When he lets go of my hand, I look at it and see the ring sparkle in the last rays of sunlight from the setting sun.

He gets to his feet, takes my hands in his and pulls me into a kiss that is both sweet and lasting, a kiss that seals our engagement and promises that with the love we share, we are on our way to our happily ever after…

the end
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Sleepy ~ Taken While She Sleeps:

The Bundle

Thanks for reading! ~ Best, Hayley & Lakelyn
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