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CHAPTER ONE



I'm wearing the same beaded black gown I wore the last time I was with him. Each crystal catches the dim overhead light. Somehow, it magnifies it. Separates it into a sparkling rainbow as it redirects it around the room. I can see the prismatic colors flicker across the other people on the floor. At least I can until he pulls me tight against him.

He leans in, and his face becomes my world. His brown beard is short but ragged. There are three gray hairs on the left side of his chin. They coil up toward his mouth and draw my eyes with them. His lips are pressed tight together, and I want nothing more than to separate them. To work my tongue between them and into his mouth. For a second, I think I'm going to get my wish. His upper lip trembles. It's a tiny motion that I would have never noticed if I weren't staring at his mouth. But I am. I wait for his lips to part, but they don't. They curve up into a grin that makes my eyes move further up. To his eyes. Usually, his eyes are green. The color of clovers under a morning dew, but tonight, they're everything. I'm not sure if the reflections from my dress are dancing in his eyes, or if his eyes are twinkling, but there are blues and browns and greys and coppers all swirling around his pupils. "How can you be so fucking gorgeous?" he asks. His nostrils flare as he blows out a long breath.

I close my eyes and wait for him to kiss me. He always kisses me now. His lips press against mine just as the string quartet transitions from one song into the other. And each time our lips meet, I start to fall to the dance floor. Unable to stand on my own for even a moment longer. Every time, he saves me at the last second by throwing his arm around the small of my back and pressing our bodies so tight together than neither of us can breathe. And that's when I feel it. His cock reaching through his black pants to get to me. And I always grind my body against him. The unfamiliar void between my legs shakes and cries out for him. But this time he doesn't kiss me. This time, he takes a step back.

With a couple of feet between us, I'm finally able to get a good look at him. He's only a few inches taller than I am in these heels, but he's impossibly solid. A mountain risen from the floor of a country club ballroom. With his beard and the untamed hair that moves whatever direction it chooses regardless of what he does to style it, he looks like he belongs in the mountains. He should be wearing plaid. There should be an axe slung over his shoulder, its handle worn dark from years of use. Instead, he's wearing a black tuxedo. His bowtie is tied perfectly, but it tilts just so slightly to the right. I reach out to straighten it, and he catches my wrist in his left hand. Our eyes lock, and I hope that he'll sling me over his shoulder.

"Let's get out of here." He doesn't wait for me to respond. He turns and pulls me. I follow him, just a step behind. He guides us through the crowd, older people. Women wearing gold and silver gowns. Men looking like discount imitations in their tuxedos. We weave through them all until he pushes through a door lit only by the red light of an exit sign hanging above it.

When we're through, I have to squint. Everything is so much brighter here. It takes me a moment to realize that we're in a hallway. This has never happened before. In each of the dozen times before this, we've kissed on the dance floor, and that's when everything ended.

"It's just ahead." He still doesn't look back at me. He just moves us forward, even faster now that there is no one blocking our path.

"Where are we going?"

He answers with a grunt. It's so low that I swear it rattles the art on the wall. Portraits of white men hung in gold frames that are much more ornate than they should be. Each man is painted wearing the same navy blazer. Each one has the same brown or blonde hair, combed over to one side of the head, hiding a receding hairline.

At the end of the hallway, he yanks me through another opening. When I'm through, he lets go of me and closes the door behind us. I hear it latch as I look out the windows. The outside world is so dark that it might not exist. This room could be all that's left of civilization. And I wouldn't care. I turn to look at him. His chest rises up and down. If I didn't know better, I would think he was winded from our walk. But that's not what has him breathing hard.

"I want you out of that dress." He growls the words.

I'm a deer trapped by a wolf, and I should feel afraid. But what I feel is something I've never experienced before. A slipperiness at the apex of my thighs. A damp heat. A burning that pulls me closer to him. "But the windows," I protest, even though I don't care about them. There could be a crowd of thousands just outside. They could all be recording us on their phones and cameras, and it wouldn't matter to me.

"I want you out of that dress." His words are so low that they make my body rumble.

He crosses the room toward me, and in a motion so quick I couldn't stop him even if I wanted, he reaches behind me. I feel the cool room air rush down my back as he pulls the zipper down. My dress that had fit me like a second skin is now so loose it threatens to fall to the floor on its own. I hug my arms across my chest, over my breasts, pretending to try to hold the dress up. But all I do is slow it down. It glides down my body until it catches on my hips.

The man lets out a long groan as he stares at me. I'm standing in the middle of the room, naked above the waist except for a strapless black bra. I reach behind me to unfasten the hooks, but he stops me with a single shake of his head. He presses his chest to mine and reaches around me to undo the bra. The heat that builds between us overwhelms me, and sweat beads on my skin. "You are mine."

If anyone else had said it to me, I would have laughed. I would have slapped them. I would have left and never seen them again. But I nod my head. I am his. Even though I don't know who he is.

Electricity rushes through me the instant his fingers brush against the exposed skin of my back. A white flare takes over my vision. I try to arch into him, but there's nothing there. And for a second, I think I'm falling to the floor. Then I feel the mattress under my body. The pillow pressed into the side of my face.

"What the hell?" I mumble to my empty bedroom as I blink away the sleep. I take a deep breath and swipe my hand over my stubbled cheeks as I sit up and look at my phone. 9:17am.
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"You had the same dream again?" Erika's eyebrows rise as she sips from her coffee mug.

I nod and take a drink of my latte. It feels good as it burns the back of my throat.

"Two guys dancing together in a roomful of stodgy old white folk?" She chuckles.

My cheeks turn red. I've never told her all the details. She doesn't know that I'm a woman in the dream. "But this time it was different." I tell her that instead of trying to kiss me, he led me to a room and undressed me. I lie and say that he took my jacket from my shoulders and unbuttoned my shirt. She already thinks it's unusual that I keep dreaming about the same stranger every night for the last two weeks. I don't need her to know just how weird it really is.

"You know what this means, don't you?" She takes another drink and sets her mug on the wood table with a thunk. "You need to get laid. How long has it been since you had a man?"

I roll my eyes. Too long. Way too long.


CHAPTER TWO



I was just here three weeks ago, but somehow the lobby seems even bigger today. Even brighter. Busier. I want to stand in the center of it and twirl while I hold my arms out. Since there are hundreds of people—all dressed in the most boring business suits and dresses—scurrying around me, I decide that would be a bad idea and walk toward the security desk instead.

The security counter is made entirely of clear blue glass. As I get closer, I notice how the cords all feed into cable chases that keep everything neat and grouped. They can do that for the four monitors sitting on the clean glass surface, but I can't even keep the cords to my one television from snaking any way they want. When I'm just a couple of feet from the desk, the closest security guard stands and smiles, and I wonder for a second if he remembers me from the last time. As soon as he asks if he can help me, I realize how foolish my thought is.

When I have my pass—"just temporary, be sure to get your permanent one before the day is over"—clipped to the black shirt of my also boring business clothes, I walk to the turnstiles that separate the lobby from the elevators, separate the common rabble from the rarefied elite who are allowed to travel further into the building. I swipe the card and almost dance to the elevators.

It's been exactly four months and seven days since I last had a job. And the emergency six-month savings account that everyone is supposed to have barely lasted a month for me. I've been living off my credit cards since then. Maybe I should have saved a little more when I was employed and gone to concerts a little less often. But it doesn't matter. I'm here now and soon, I'm going to get a paycheck that will make my old paychecks seem like the spare change left by the tooth fairy.

When the elevator reaches my floor, the top floor, I'm the last person on it. The doors part, and I awkwardly step out into another lobby. Everything is colorless. Light grey floors, dark grey walls, black chairs forming a perfect line across from me. Hanging above them, a black "Brunstein-Cohen" sign takes the entire wall. It's backlit in white, and that somehow just makes the starkness of its bold, black font even more apparent.

"Are you Kalen?" a short woman I didn't notice asks me. She's dressed in a plain black skirt suit with a white blouse. Seeing her makes me feel better about my decision to wear a black button-down with black pants today. Color is apparently frowned on here. I nod. "I'm Brilynn," she says. "Come with me."

As we walk to the IT office to receive my permanent security pass and to be fingerprinted for network access, she explains the layout of the office and then what my role will be. I'm in charge of Mr. Cohen's calendar, nothing else. On the rare times that I answer phone calls, I'm simply to transfer them to the appropriate person, unless the caller asks to speak with Mr. Cohen. In those cases, I'm supposed to sound sympathetic but explain that he is currently unavailable. Then I'm to find out why they want to speak with him and transfer them to the department they should have been calling in the first place.

"Anyone who has any reason to speak with Mr. Cohen will already have his cell number," she explains.

"Will I?"

She stops and looks at me. "Will you what?" Her look lets me know that she understands my question and is giving me a chance to make up a lie to save face.

"Have his number. In case I need to talk to him about his schedule."

Brilynn smiles, and the fact it's a kind and not condescending smile makes me feel even smaller. "You'll never have any reason to speak with him outside the office. Nothing personal. He's just very private. Men as powerful as him have to live behind walls."

I stretch my lips out into a taut line and nod. Of course, I won't have his number. He probably won't even know that I exist.

"Now, I have to meet Mr. Cohen for a meeting in the conference room, so you're going to be here by yourself for a little while. What are you to do while I'm gone?" she twists one foot to the side and raises an eyebrow. She would make an excellent exam proctor.

I want to loosen my collar under the pressure of her stare. "Um, transfer the calls to whichever department they should have called in the first place?" I try to sound confident, but it doesn't work.

Brilynn sighs. "And how do you transfer calls? Do you have the directory for all the departments?"

"Oh. Umm..."

She shakes her head but then smiles. "You haven't been trained yet, so until you are, you're to sit here and do nothing. Got it? Attaboy. Now just play on your phone or something until I get back."

She's gone around the corner before I can even nod. I stare at the empty space where she was for a moment, but then I fish my phone out of my pocket. I guess it's fine if she told me to do it.

The first thing I do is text Erika to tell her I haven't been fired yet. I send her a selfie as a proof of life and to prove to her that the job is real. When I told her I was hired just to keep track of some rich executive's calendar, she didn't believe me. And I wouldn't have either. Who hires someone just for that? But here's the proof: A picture of me in an office and wearing a shirt with a collar, something I never do.

"What are you doing here?" The angry voice startles the phone from my hand just as I press send. I reach for it with my other hand and catch it right before it bounces off the edge of the desk. An accomplishment I would be proud of if I didn't have some confrontational asshole standing three feet away.

I muster what little cockiness I have and prepare to ask exactly who this man thinks he is when I look up. My heart skips so many beats, it could be considered a cardiac arrest. When it starts again, it races to catch up, and the room spins around me. Not in the had-too-many-margaritas way, but in the honest-to-god, everything-is-swirling-around-me way. Around us. I force myself to blink, and when nothing changes, I squeeze my eyes and hold them closed for several seconds. When I look again, the man is still standing there. His face is just as red as it was before I closed my eyes, and now I can't breathe.

I put both of my hands on the desk to support me as I try to focus on pulling and pushing air from my lungs, but I can't think of anything but him. Him? How?

The man starts to speak, but nothing comes out. He swallows, and I watch his Adam's apple bob. His neck is exactly the same. He has the same brown beard that is both wild and trimmed. "I asked you a question." When he can finally speak, his words are gravelly. "What are you doing at this desk?"

I try to answer him. My lips even move, but nothing comes out. How is this possible? I feel my head tilting as I stare, and I must look like a puppy. But he looks like the kind of man who would kick a puppy. And I know that he's going to march around the desk and drag me out of this chair and possibly even out of the building. But I'm helpless to do a thing. Part of me even wants him to do it, so I can feel his touch.

"Oh, Mr. Cohen, there you are." Brilynn comes around the corner and smiles at the man like she can't see the murder he's imagining right now. "I have everything all set up for you in the conference room."

Without looking at her, he raises a finger toward me. "What are they doing here?"

"That's Kalen," she answers. "He's your new social assistant. Just started this morning."

He continues to stare at me, and I'm pretty sure he mouths my name. But it's hard to tell because my gaze is stuck on the flames burning in his eyes. After a couple seconds that could be a century, he shakes his head and storms away. He doesn't so much bounce with each stride as he forces the earth up and down.

When he's around the corner, I dissolve back into my chair. My phone drops from my hand and clunks against the floor, but I barely notice. My eyes fix on the clock in the corner of my computer screen. 9:17am. I'm only seventeen minutes into my workday, and my world is out of control. I can breathe now, but my heart is still thudding so hard I'm sure people down the hall can hear it. The man from my dreams is my new boss?


CHAPTER THREE



Everything in the office seems different as I walk to my desk. Off just enough for me to notice, but to not be sure why it is. But when I hear the clicks of my footfalls, I realize I'm wearing heels. I'm four inches taller than I was when I saw this space earlier. It's enough to make me feel like I'm soaring. At least until I turn the corner into the little waiting area that houses my workspace.

"I need to see you." Mr. Cohen is slouching against my desk, waiting for me. His ass curves over its surface, and that's what my eyes go to as soon as I see him. The black pants do nothing to hide the firm muscles that make up his rear.

"Well, I'm here, so you're seeing me." He's not the only one who can be an asshole. I force myself to look up at his face, expecting to see a scowl or at least furrowed eyebrows, but all I see is his mouth. His lips parted just enough to invite me in. And I almost fall for it, but I stop myself while still out of arm's reach so I'm not tempted to do something I'll regret.

But he takes a step toward me, and I don't have enough willpower to back up. I watch his hand rise to my face. Then I close my eyes as he traces a finger down my cheek. "Somewhere private. In my office."

"Oh." It's all I can do to get the one syllable out. I open my eyes and see that his face is just inches away from mine. I can see the individual hairs on his beard. But then I realize we are alone here. And not just this area. There's no noise coming from anyone else on the entire floor. "Where's Brilynn?"

"Shh. Do you really want to talk about her?" He puts a finger over my lips and smiles. I wait for him to lean across the last bit of space between us and kiss me, but he doesn't. "These earrings are unusual." He flicks one with his index finger, and I feel it tug my earlobe as it sways back and forth.

"Do you really want to talk about earrings?" I ask as I rest the palm of my hand against his chest.

"Touche. I think what I really want to do is this." I watch as his eyes come closer. I feel the heat from his breath. From his lips. And then I close my eyes and wait out the split second that seems to be hours before his lips touch mine. But it never comes.

With a gasp, I open my eyes and deflate. I'm sunk into my feather mattress topper, and a thick duvet is pulled up to my neck. Just a dream? I roll over and bury my face in a pillow. My hard-on rubs against my pajama pants and then presses into the mattress as I lie face down and let out a long groan.

Yesterday was an unquestionable disaster from the time I first met Mr. Cohen. He spent the entire day either glaring at me or pretending that I didn't exist. But both made it crystal clear that he's not happy to have me working for him.

So why would I still dream about him?

I stumble my way through my usual morning routine, but I can't stop thinking about him. About the electricity that shoots through me every time he touches me in a dream. It's more real than anything I've ever felt in real life. So much that I still tingle when I wake up. But it's obviously nothing. And the real him is obviously nothing like the dream version that I've concocted. I'm so distracted I barely notice the underwear until I pull them up tight around me.

At first, I think they must be on backward, but a quick check shows they aren't. They're just... strange. Softer, almost slippery. There's no fly. That has to be what feels wrong. I walk to the mirror propped on the floor next to my closet. The underwear are a soft purple. A color I've never worn before. Lilac? But they're pretty. Especially with the lace band around the waist. I run a finger under the waistband. The rough edges are so different from the silky material just below it, but somehow the contrast works to make them more delicate. I like it. I shrug and finish getting dressed.

Just as I fasten the top button on my shirt, a glint of light from the top of my dresser catches my eye. "What is this?" I breathe the words even though I know the answer. Earrings. The earrings from my dream. Small silver lace hearts surrounding a deep blue sapphire suspended in the middle. My heart races as I run my fingers over the filigree. How? I lift one and hold it in my palm. It's so light and dainty I think I could crush it in my fist.

"Should I wear these?"

The idea is absurd, but I find my hand moving toward my earlobe. I hold the silver hook between two fingers and then slip it through the front hole. I do the same to the other ear. In my ears, the earrings feel more substantial. I feel their slight pull as they dangle. And when I look at my reflection, I think that they're pretty.

I catch myself. It's not something I've ever thought about me or the things that I wear, but it's a thought I've already had twice this morning. I shake my head to clear my mind, but it makes the earrings swing. I hear the sapphire clink against its metal cage. Ting ting ting. The sound and their weight remind me of the Mr. Cohen in my dreams. The complete opposite of the one I'm going to work for today. I decide to keep the earrings in to remind me of that version of him.
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For the first hour of the day, I don't see Mr. Cohen at all. Other than Brilynn giving me a double take and then telling me my earrings are cute, no one has said a thing about them. Except for the tiny wobble I feel when I move my head, I forget that I'm even wearing them. And when I do remember them, I think of them as a magical talisman that is keeping the real Mr. Jerkface Cohen away.

But their power can only last so long. A little after ten, I feel him. Literally, I feel his presence. My heart speeds up, and my breaths catch. When I look down, I see my arm is covered in goosebumps. All before I see him. Even before I hear his voice barking out an order to someone as he passes them in the hallway. But once I do hear his voice, my stomach sinks, and I close my eyes.

"Good morning, Brilynn."

She mumbles a good morning, and then the entire world goes silent. He stops, and I know he's just a few feet away from me. It sounds like he's no longer breathing. That makes two of us.

"Kalen." He grumbles my name like it's the last thing he ever wants to say.

I open my eyes to take in the full ugliness of his expression, but it's not ugly. His eyes are wide, and one eyebrow is quirked up. His lips are parted, but unlike in my dream, I know it's not an invitation. At least my mind knows that. My body still reacts like he might actually press his lips against mine right here in the open reception area outside his office.

"Where did you get those earrings?"

My left hand goes to my ear and wraps around the dangling pendant, protecting it from his gaze. "My grandmother." I don't know where that answer comes from, but as soon as I say the words, I know they're true. I remember her wearing them when I was a little boy. I sat in her lap and played with them, flicking them back and forth. When she died, she left them to me. How did I forget that before now? They must have been sitting in my jewelry box for years.

He stares at me for so long that Brilynn leans over her desk to catch my attention. She shrugs her shoulders, asking me if everything is okay. It's obviously not, but I can't tell her that. Mr. Cohen's face morphs from curiosity to something I can't place and then back to the annoyance that was his mask all day yesterday. "I need you to get Mr. Zhang on the phone for me."

"Sir," Brilynn's tone is soft, but the fact that she is interrupting whatever this is seems as rude as a slap, "I'm not sure if I'll be able to do that. It's⁠—"

"Not you, Ms. Parker. I want Mr. White to do it. I'll be expecting you to connect me in five minutes. Thank you." His lips curl into a sneer with his last words, and I'm not sure if I want to hide under my desk or smack him. He marches into his office and closes the door before I can do either.

When he's gone, Bri hurries to my desk. Her long blonde hair bounces with each step. I look at her and hold my hands up. "Who's Mr. Zhang, and how do I get ahold of him?" I ask her. I know the basics of the phone system from yesterday, but I haven't had to use it yet so I'm not familiar with the directory. I don't even know where to find that file.

"He's the head of the office in Shanghai."

"Oh, so I can just call there and ask to be connected? They speak English, right?"

She nods her head. "Most of them, yes. But it's after 10pm there. And he's almost as private as Mr. Cohen. There's no way you'll be able to get ahold of him."

"Oh." My chair rocks backward with my weight. "And I assume Mr. Cohen knows the time difference between the two offices?"

She gives me a quick grin that I'm sure is meant to reassure me. "He must have forgotten. We'll just remind him. He'll understand."

I have to fight back a snort. I've only known him for a short time, but he does not seem like the understanding type. "No. Show me how to get into the directory."

Bri comes to my side of the desk and shows me how to get to the file. I spend the next thirty seconds filtering it, so it only shows me the people in the Shanghai office. For the next three minutes, I call each number on the list. Giving each person three rings before I try the next one. On the ninth call, someone finally answers. I quickly explain that I work for Mr. Cohen, and need Mr. Zhang's cell phone number. I watch the corner of my computer screen as I try to convince him, and I'm sure that my time is going to run out. But then he gives me the number. I hang up without even saying goodbye and call it. He answers on the second ring, out of breath, and I try not to imagine what I'm interrupting. "Hold for Mr. Cohen, please," I say in the same tone I've seen countless movie secretaries use.

With two quick button presses, I hear the phone ring in Mr. Cohen's office.

"Yes?" I can practically see his smug look as he says it.

"Mr. Zhang is holding on line one for you, sir." I hang up before he can say anything. Bri holds up her hand. I smack my palm to hers and let the grin take over my face.


CHAPTER FOUR



Mr. Cohen doesn't say a word to me for the rest of the day. He doesn't even look at me when he walks by my desk. And I'm glad. I want nothing to do with him. If I didn't need this job so badly, I would walk out. But not before telling him exactly what I think and then slamming his door just for extra emphasis. But I do need this job, so I bite my tongue and wonder how long two people who work so closely can avoid each other.

That night, I make a point of doing nothing after I fix a quick microwave dinner. I can't even get wrapped up in a series because I'm not more than ten minutes into a show before I think of him. Whenever a character kisses someone, I imagine his lips moving toward mine. And whenever a character stabs someone, I imagine his face twisting in pain while I plunge the knife into him. Finally, I get tired of staring at the wall above the sofa, so I go to my bedroom.

It's barely past ten, and I know there's no way I'll fall asleep. But I throw myself onto the bed anyway. My eyes follow the paths of the spiderweb cracks in the ceiling, making patterns of them and finding faces hidden in the lines. After doing it so long, I'm sure I've found enough faces to build out an entire orchestra. I roll over to look at my alarm clock. 12:47. I let out a sigh and close my eyes. As soon as I do, he's there. We're in the ballroom, and he reaches out for me.

"No. Nope, nope, nope." As I back away, I feel the tight dress constrict my steps. "We're not doing this. Absolutely not."

He looks puzzled, but doesn't say anything. But he still moves toward me.

"I mean it. You're an asshole, and I want nothing to do with you. Stop. Stop!" I jerk my eyes open and see my bedroom. My throat is a little scratchy, so I'm sure I yelled the last "stop" aloud. I suck in a deep breath and look at the clock. Just two minutes have passed. "I can't do this," I say to nobody. "I can't go to sleep." That's when I notice the bottle next to my alarm clock.

I lean forward to examine it, even though I already know what it is. Nail polish. My mind races to think of the last time Erika was in my bedroom. She's the only woman who's been in this house, so it has to be hers. But I can't remember her being in this room. Not since she helped me move in a couple of years ago. So how did this get here? How am I just now seeing it?

I roll the bottle between my fingers and then unscrew the lid. The unmistakable smell hits me right away. I remember sitting at my mom's feet as a little boy. When dad was at work, she would let me play with the dolls we kept hidden from him. I would sit cross-legged on the floor and play house, and she would paint her nails while she watched her soaps. That smell became a symbol of our secret, and I've loved it ever since. I hold the bottle under my nose now and take a deep breath.

The fumes make me a bit lightheaded, and I smile. Why not paint my nails? It seems silly that I've never thought of it before. I love the way painted nails look on other people, so why not me? Most importantly, it would keep me awake for a while.

I scoot up toward the headboard and pull my feet under me as I fan my fingers out, examining them. A couple of nails are misshapen, so I file them. Then I start with the first coat. It's the first time I've ever painted my nails, and I expect to get the red paint all over, but I don't. By the time I'm finished with the first coat and hold them out in front of me, I'm so impressed that I think maybe I missed my calling in life.

When I'm sure my second coat is dry, I lie sideways across my bed. I'm so tired I can't even try to fight sleep. I just hope that it's a sleep without any dreams. Thankfully, it is.
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Mr. Cohen is already in his office when I get to work the next day, but if it weren't for the occasional ringing phone followed by his murmurous voice, too quiet to hear any more than just its rhythm through the wall, I would never know he's here. That voice, though, is still enough to keep me on edge. Every time I hear it, my body tingles and my stomach tightens, and I dream about pulling on a pair of noise-cancelling earphones so I could just get my work done without having to suffer through him.

It's in the middle of one of these fantasies when I open my eyes to find him standing on the other side of my desk. "My office. Now," he growls then spins as if he expects me to follow him. I look at Bri. She winces empathetically and mouths, "sorry."

I shuffle into his office, my feet literally dragging. He stares at them as I cross into his space. It's the first time I've ever seen it. His desk has to be at least ten feet long. The wood is so dark that it might as well be black. Behind it, the entire wall is made of windows. I can see all the way to the lake. There are several sailboats battling the muddy brown chop as I inch my way closer to him.

"Late night last night?" he asks and squints like he's trying to see the answer without me having to say a word.

Standing here in his private space makes my body warm. No doubt from anger welling inside me. "I'm sorry? What I do in my time is my own business." I stare back at him, squinting just as much as him. I even curl my lip up into a snicker to make sure that he can't miss my point.

"When you fall asleep at your desk while I'm paying you to work, it becomes my business." He walks around the desk toward me. My traitorous heart thunders against my ribs, just like it does in my dreams. "What are you wearing?" he asks as his gaze floats down my body. "Heels? I suppose you think you're clever, don't you?"

I look at my feet. At the pair of black pumps I put on this morning. They're basic shoes. Just a three-inch heel. Nothing unusual. Nothing that lots of other people in this building aren't wearing right now. I pull in a breath to ask what's wrong with him, but he doesn't give me a chance to speak.

"I could stop this anytime I want. You need to know that. But I want to know how you're doing it. Tell me what it is you want, and I might consider giving it to you in exchange for answers. We could both win."

Despite myself, I feel my cheeks flush. "What I want?" I won't even admit it to myself, let alone to him. "I just want to do my job. I want my paycheck next week, so I can pay my gas bill before they cut off my service. I want the electric company to agree to a payment plan I can actually afford. And maybe in a couple of months, I'll have saved enough money to fix the oil leak in my car. Sorry about the stain I'm slowly building in your pristine parking garage, by the way." I try to sneer at him, but it comes out closer to a whine.

He puts his hands on my shoulders and squeezes. Even through my white blouse, static electricity flows between us. The shock is so painful that we both take a step away. "You know what I mean. Now stop this game. How did you get in my dreams before I ever even saw you? How is that possible? And why are you pretending to be a boy—or at least some approximation of a boy—to work here? Answer me, and I promise I won't make your life a living hell."

"Dreams?" I reach out to steady myself on the padded leather armchair beside me. I should notice that it's the smoothest and softest leather I've ever felt, but I can't feel anything except cold. "You've had those too?"

He swallows and crosses to me. This time when he puts his hands on my shoulders, there's a burning heat instead of an electric shock. It feels good. "What do you mean? Who else has been having them?"

I look up into his eyes. There's more copper in them today than in my dreams. It makes them look like a forest fire seen from a distance. I want to kiss him, to force him to close those eyes as our lips meet. "You're not as bright as you pretend, are you?" I settle for an insult instead.

He takes my hand as if he didn't even hear me and pulls it up between us. Then he looks at it for a moment before running a fingertip down the back of each of my fingers. One by one, his rough skin slides over mine. Scratching its way from my knuckles to my red fingernails and back up. Then down the next one until he's traced every one. "I don't like things I can't understand." He pauses at the end of my pinky, and his eyes flash up to mine. "Make me understand this." He rests his forehead on mine. Our breaths whorl, and I feel his heat as I breathe in the same air that has been inside him.

I lock my hands together behind the small of his back. "I can't. I don't understand it either."

He angles his head to the side. Driven only by instinct, I tilt the other way and bring our lips together. A wave sluices through me, washing away everything. My thoughts. My free will. I can never move from this position. Our mouths are destined to be forever locked together. The world could wither or sprout around us, but it's all the same to me. His lips tremble and then they part. Mine mirror his, and his tongue glides between them, into me. I let out a whimpering moan as he fists my hair and locks me in place. I pull his body tight, and we both groan as his erection presses into my belly.

"This isn't possible," he snarls into my mouth.

I let the breath I've been holding escape. "No, it's not."

Neither of us says another word, but neither of us moves. And I wonder if he's just as trapped as I am. The two of us caught in resin as it dries into amber around us. I glide my tongue along his bottom lip, asking him to open for me, and he does.

"Ahem."

We both jump away from each other. My hip catches the side of the chair back, and I hear its legs scrape against the hardwood floor as I look to the door. Bri is standing there with several folders clutched to her chest. Her face is as red as mine.

"I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt. I knocked and the door was already half open and I just⁠—"

"What is it, Ms. Parker?" Mr. Cohen adjusts the lapels of his suit and sits behind his desk as if nothing unusual happened. Like he expects Bri to think she just imagined walking in on us.

"Your meeting, sir." She casts a quick glance at me before looking back at him. "They've been waiting. And I brought the files you need for it." She holds them out to demonstrate her words.

Mr. Cohen nods. "Right. Thank you, Brilynn. And that will be all Mr. White."

I scurry to the door, almost running into Bri as she leaves, and I wonder if I should be insulted at the brusque send off. But I'm not. I'm relieved.


CHAPTER FIVE



"What about this one?" I hold the sweater up to my body. Its broad pink and white stripes run across my chest.

Erika tilts her head while she examines me and then nods. "Another winner. I still don't understand why you've suddenly discovered color, but I'm not complaining."

I shrug, thinking of Mr. Cohen, always in his black suits and everyone else in the office wearing black and grey and white as if they have to match what he does. And I think I may have been starting into that trap, but the kiss yesterday freed me. Now, I no longer care what he thinks of me. It doesn't matter if he despises color. I enjoy it.

"What about this?"

"For you? It's pretty, but I don't know where you would wear it. Our coffee dates, maybe?" It's an orange houndstooth skirt that would probably fall around the middle of her thighs. Very retro, but it would still look fine in an office. The only problem is that Erika wears scrubs to work.

"No. For you. You want color. This would be cute with a pair of boots." I stare at her, waiting for the punchline that doesn't come. "Fine." She hangs it back on the rack. "You want color but not too much color. Got it."

"Erika, that's a skirt."

"Yeah?"

"A skirt." I over enunciate the word like she's a child or a non-native speaker. "I'm a man. Men don't typically wear skirts to work."

She huffs. "Since when are you the typical man? And the outfit you have on right now?" She gestures up and down my body.

I'm wearing a long-sleeve henley that is technically a woman's top, but a henley is a henley. The skinny jeans might be a little harder to justify, and the high heel ankle boots are definitely not something a typical man would wear. But none of this rises to the level of a skirt. That's like saying I could play professional baseball just because I caught a ball that one time in gym class.

"You don't even want to try it on? Just to see what it looks like? I bet it's cute on you." She takes it back off the rack and jiggles it like I might be tempted.

"Erika!" I toss my hands up and just then my phone rings. I pull it from my back pocket and stare at the screen for a second. I don't recognize the number. Normally I wouldn't answer, but I need to put an end to this craziness with the skirt, so I press the green button and hold it to my ear. "Hello?"

"Mr. White, I need you."

I pull the phone down to look at the number again, like seeing it one more time will jog my memory. "Excuse me? Who is this?"

"It's Asher. And I need you for approximately three hours this evening. Starting at eight."

"Asher? Do I know you?" I search through the memories of all the guys I've ever dated, all three of them since college. Then I think of any acquaintances who know me well enough to ask for a favor. None of them are named Asher.

The man on the other end of the line lets out a long sigh. "Do you really not have my contact stored in your phone? That should have been the very first thing you did when you started your job. This is Asher Cohen. Your boss. The man who signs your paychecks and who is getting closer to signing your termination letter. Does that ring a bell?"

I feel the blood drain from my face. "I, uh… Sorry. I didn't have your number until now, but I'll put it in my phone, Mr. Cohen."

I mouth "my boss" to Erika. Her eyes go wide and then she makes a kissy face. I slap her arm. I knew I shouldn't have told her about that.

"What do you need me to do? I'll make sure I do it first thing Monday morning."

"If it could wait, I wouldn't be calling you. There's an… event I'm required to attend this evening. And furthermore, I'm required to... bring someone there with me." He stops and starts his way through the sentences like it physically hurts him to say them.

Half of my blood rushes back into my face, and the other half pours into my core. "A date? Are you asking me out?" Erika jumps up and down and squeals. I clamp my hand over the bottom of the phone so he won't hear her, but since I don't even know where the microphone is, I'm not sure if I'm covering it.

"Absolutely not." It sounds like he's speaking through clenched teeth. "You are my social secretary, and I'm in need of someone to accompany me to a social event. That's all this is. What happened yesterday was a mistake, and it will not be repeated. Are we clear about that?"

I shake my head at Erika. She stops bouncing, but she still has a stupidly wide grin on her face. "Yes, sir, I understand." I use my best sarcastic reporting-for-duty voice. "What do you need me to do tonight?"

He blows out a quick sigh and then tells me it's a semi-formal event. He'll be wearing a suit with a tie. Not a bowtie, he stresses, and I wonder if he and I have not just been dreaming about each other, but also having the exact same dreams. He insists that my apartment is on his way, so he'll pick me up at exactly 7:45pm. "I'll be wearing black, so make sure you wear something that will match that."

"Right. I'll be sure to wear one of the sixty-four thousand colors that goes with black." I laugh, but when he doesn't join me, I realize that he's serious. "Um, anyway, yes, 7:45. I'll be ready. Just call me, I guess, when you're in my parking lot?"

"I will." He hangs up, and I slowly lower the phone. There's no way this is real. I'm tempted to pinch myself to see if I'm actually sleeping.

"You're going on a date with your literal dream man," Erica says in a sing-song voice as she dances around.

"Not a date. He was very clear. But I do need something to wear. Want to help me find something for a 'semi-formal' event?"

She takes my hand and starts dragging me before I even finish my sentence. "Abso-freaking-lutely."


CHAPTER SIX



My phone rings at exactly 7:45pm. I knew it would be coming. I spent the last hour getting ready for it. But I still have to take two deep breaths to steady myself before I answer. I wish I would have made Erika stay with me. "Hello Asher."

"I'm here." The words are stone on stone, and they grind any hopes that I let build up since I last talked to him.

I look around my bedroom for the clutch that Erika insisted isn't really a purse, but rather just a place to store things when a person's clothes have no pockets. "Right. I'll be right down."

"No. I'm outside your door. 4L."

"Oh." Every muscle in my body tenses, and I can't make my mouth work to give him a reply. The man I've dreamed about for weeks is standing outside my apartment. Picking me up for something he says isn't a date. But something that required me to get dressed up on a Saturday night. The three loud raps on the door snap me from my stupor. Of course, he would knock like a police officer serving a warrant.

I rush to the door, checking myself one last time in the mirror as I pass by. When I open the door, I have to hang on to the frame to keep from falling—or melting. He's wearing a black suit with a black button-down shirt and a black tie. His hair looks like it's been mostly wrestled into place. But there are a few disobedient curls on his left side. I want to smooth them out, but I force my arms still. Another reason to hold on to the door frame.

His eyes flare as they move down my body. I'm wearing a black pantsuit with a sequined bright pink cami. When I saw it, I knew I needed to base the outfit around it. A little color just to tease him and sequins to sparkle like the gown I wore in my first dreams of him. "Those aren't uncomfortable?"

I take a step to the side to show off the shoes I'm wearing. Pink spike heels that are obscenely high. "I'm already planning to chop off my toes later."

He stares at them a second later and then his face goes blank. A curtain hiding the changing scenery. "Be sure to lock up." He takes three steps back and looks at his watch. I'm not sure if it's a signal to me or if he's worried we'll be late. Either way, I hurry through the door.

When the lock clicks into place, he turns toward the elevator, and I shake my head. That's it? Not a word about how nice I look? Nothing about the clothes I spent more than my first paycheck on, just for him? He can't say a single thing about the hair Erika spent half an hour curling and pinning into place. Or the eyeliner she told me would make my eyes look wider and sexier? Even a simple "you look good" would have been enough, but he can't even do that. I should have known.

Neither of us says a word on the way. When we pull into a driveway, I'm relieved to think I'll get out of the car and away from him any second. But as we make our way between two rows of trees, their leaves just showing the first orange hints of autumn, I wonder if this never-ending driveway was designed just to antagonize me.

"This is my parents' home," he says when there's still no sign of a house anywhere.

"And?"

He keeps his left hand on the top of the steering wheel but looks over at me. "And what?"

I shake my head and look back down the driveway. The man I've dreamed about is taking me to an event at his parents' house, but the only thing I feel is disgust for him.

When the building finally comes into view, I assume it's an apartment complex. One of the really nice ones that are made to appeal to empty nesters looking for something smaller and with less maintenance but still just as fancy as what they've gotten used to. His parents probably have a nice fireplace and a gas—or maybe even induction—range in their unit. But when we get closer, something seems off. There's too much continuity. The light in one window seems to be the same as the light in the next one. Like it's one large room. "Is this a house?" I ask as we finally come to a stop out front.

A college-aged man wearing a cheap white collared shirt opens my door and holds out a hand. It takes a second to realize I'm supposed to take it. "Ma'am," he says while giving the hand a twitch to make sure I've noticed it. Asher's parents are having a party at their enormous home that is large enough to house at least seven families, and they have a valet? I feel so stupid. The name of the company is Brunstein-Cohen. Of course, Asher Cohen's parents would have more money than I could comprehend.

"Kalen?" Asher's voice wakes me up. He's standing just behind the waiting valet and watches me as I take the younger man's hand and step out onto the smooth stone walkway.

The valet hands me off to Asher like I'm a leashed animal, and I take a few steps and then stop. We're just out of earshot of the man who is slipping behind the steering wheel. "Why did you bring me here?" Asher's grip tightens, and I know it means he wants me to go inside without saying a word. The spoiled rich boy is probably not used to anyone questioning him. But I don't budge.

"It's my mother's birthday. Every year she celebrates with family and a few friends and associates."

"Why bring me? It's obviously not the kiss, because you made it extremely clear that was meaningless to you."

He looks to his left. There's an older couple standing just outside the door, but they aren't paying attention to us. "I normally come alone, but my mother insisted that I bring someone this year. May we go in now?"

"That doesn't answer my question." I squeeze his hand as hard as he's squeezing mine. It makes my knuckles hurt, but I'm doing it to prove a point. Even if I can't type for a week, it will be worth it.

"What question?" His eyebrow twitches. He's starting to look as angry as I feel, and something inside me surges at the idea of getting into an argument with him here in front of his parents' house. Right now, I don't care if he is my boss.

"Why me? There have to be so many other people you could have commanded to come with you."

He tries to let go of my hand, but I hold tight. He still turns to look away from me, though, and I think he's not going to answer. "She told me to." He runs a hand through his hair. "Her exact words were, 'bring someone special. That new secretary of yours.' So I couldn't have brought anyone else."

I try to hold on to my anger, but I can't. "She knows about me? What have you told her?" If he's talked about me to his parents—if they think I'm someone special to him—then maybe the kiss wasn't as unimportant as he pretended.

"It's very complicated. Can we just go in now? Please?"

I bite back my smile at the word. I wonder when the great Asher Cohen last had to say "please" to someone. Especially someone like me. "Will I get to meet her? And your dad?"

"I imagine she will make sure of it."


CHAPTER SEVEN



"Now, let me get a good look at you." Even if Asher hadn't just introduced this woman as his mother, there would be no mistaking her. She has the same green eyes and the same spark in them as she steps back from our hug and looks me over. "So lovely. You've made such tremendous progress in such a short amount of time."

I look from her to Asher, but he's just staring at the floor in front of his feet. "Progress?" Knowing him, Asher has probably told her I'm an invalid who can barely keep herself upright—himself. I shake my head. Maybe he wouldn't be wrong in saying that. For the last couple of days, I've been slipping and using the wrong pronouns on myself. I don't know how that's even possible. Thankfully, I haven't made the mistake aloud.

"Yes, I'm sure you've noticed it. The changes you⁠—"

"Mother, let's not start with that again." Asher moves between me and his mother, almost like he's shielding me. "We have a house full of friends, and it's your birthday. You should be making the rounds. Not making a fool of yourself in front of my guest."

"Your guest, who is only here at my insistence," she speaks to him like I'm not even here. "And surely, you can't still deny it. Now you've seen her with your own eyes."

Asher takes another step, and this time there can be no doubt he's stepping between me and his mother. "All I've seen is a person who may present somewhat androgynously, but that doesn't mean anything." He almost spits the last words at her, and I reflexively take a step back.

Is he talking about me? I look down at my clothes. Women's, but that doesn't mean I'm androgynous. I don't think there can be any doubt about what I am, despite what I'm wearing.

"Asher, why do you insist on denying?"

"Because it's the type of insane bullshit that mentally ill people on the street might tell me." He starts to raise his voice, but then catches himself and lowers it to a growling whisper.

I put my hand on his shoulder to get his attention. "Is this about me?" I hear him take a deep breath as soon as I touch him. Even from behind, I can see his chest expand.

"Yes, my dear girl," his mother smiles. "This is very much about you, and as much as Asher tries to pretend he doesn't see it, he does."

I blush when she calls me a girl. "If this is about what I'm wearing⁠—"

"Let's go." Asher spins and takes my hand. "It's not about that at all. It's some foolishness my mother has held on to since I was a boy."

"Kalia, your family is originally from Eastern Europe, yes? Around the Baltic Sea?"

I stop just before Asher and I reach the door. "It's Kalen. And yes, a long time ago. But how do you know?"

Asher's mother walks over to me and cups my cheek. "It's where my family is from too. Asher's family. You've no doubt been having the dreams."

"Dreams?" I look from her to Asher and back. His mouth is twisted into a grimace. Hers is curled into a smile. "I mean, yes. But you can't... That's not possible for you to know about those."

She leans closer, tilting her head back and kisses me on the forehead. It feels oddly comforting, like a blessing from a priest. "Asher has had the dreams too. I've had a variation of them my whole life. Even as a little girl, I would see my future son and the woman he was fated to be with."

"What woman?" I ask, even though I know what she's talking about. I've seen it in those dreams. I've lived it the last few days, even though I've been too blind to realize it. "I don't understand."

"You two are simply the fulfillment of an oath between two kehillot hundreds of years ago. It's been destined since you were born. It required a little help on my part to make sure you two were compatible, but we do what we must."

I look at Asher. He's just shaking his head. I imagine he's heard this a hundred times before, but this is a first for me. And none of it makes any sense. "I don't even know what a kehillot is, let alone what that has to do with me or Asher. Or this." I motion down at myself.

"That," she points her finger up and down me, "is my doing. It was necessary for one of you to change. I hope you understand why I chose you rather than my son. But I have been more than fair to you. You'll see once the transformation is complete."

"Enough of this," Asher bellows so loudly that I'm sure the guests in the room next door hear him. "She doesn't want to hear your crazy fantasies about oaths and prophesies. Witches aren't real, and there's no such thing as magic. Kalia, we're leaving."

"Of course, my dear," his mother says serenely, as he yanks me through the door. "You have already given me the best birthday I could wish for."

I plead with Asher to slow down as he pulls me through the front doors and down the steps. Finally, I use all my weight to jerk him back. It gets his attention. "I cannot keep up with you. Especially not in these heels. Can we please just slow down?"

He growls, but at least he stops. "She just makes me so angry with this nonsense. I've heard it since I was a boy, but it's one thing for her to say it to me. It's something else for her to say it to someone else. Especially someone who I—never mind." He lets go of me to walk over to the valet. I see him slip the young man a couple hundred-dollar bills, and the valet takes off at a sprint across the lawn.

I walk up behind him and put my arm around the small of his back. "What were you going to say?"

Asher sighs, then puts his arm around me and pulls me tight against him. It amazes me how perfectly we fit together, and I rest my head on his shoulder. "I was going to say that I wish she wouldn't do things like this in front of the woman I care about and who I'm desperately trying to impress." He chuckles, and it shakes both of our bodies.

"I don't think you have to worry about that anymore. I'm already smitten, no matter what your family is like. And just wait until you meet mine. My dad will talk for hours about the home-brew setup he has in the garage. They can't even use the space for their cars anymore because he has pipes going everywhere."

"That's the kind of small talk I could be interested in. But I want to know more about this smittenness of yours." He twists me in his arms so our chests are pressed together. "Perhaps we could discuss this further? Say at my place?"

"I think my schedule is clear for the rest of the evening."

He stares down into my eyes for the longest time. The heat inside me builds so much that I either need to do something or strip out of these clothes right here before I overheat, So I rise up to my toes, and kiss him. We both gasp as our lips touch, but then he wraps his arms around my back and I throw mine around his neck. There's a rushing in my ears that reminds me of the time I went whitewater rafting in the seventh grade. I was terrified and clung to the raft so tight that my palms had bruises for the rest of the vacation. When we got to the shore, the guide laughed at me and told me that those were just class I rapids, the easiest there are. I trembled at the thought of anything more than those. Now I'm trembling for a different reason. And I'm imagining so much more than this.

When he pulls back from me, I whimper. "I think our car is here," he says.

"Before I let you go, you have to promise we'll continue this discussion when we get home."

He kisses me on the nose. "It's the only item on the agenda."

We let go of each other, and I feel naked without him against me. He opens the passenger door for me. As I slide in, a ruffling curtain in one of the house windows catches my eye. His mother is watching us. When she sees me, she smiles and waves.
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"So this is where the great Asher Cohen lives?" The elevator door slides back to reveal an open space. At first, I think it's a lobby, but then I realize it's his penthouse. The walls are covered in art. It makes me laugh to see so much color in his home.

"What's so funny?"

I point to the painting closest to me. It's a canvas with blue and orange and pink blocks filling the entire space. It's beautiful.

"That's a Frankenthaler, and it cost me almost five million dollars. I'm glad you find it amusing."

"It's not that." I pull him closer, and my chest presses against him. My nipples harden even under the layers of fabric that I wish I didn't have on. "I love the painting. I love all these paintings. But they're so colorful. But you're famous for only wearing black and white."

"That's not true."

I kiss the side of his neck, and he tilts slightly to open it up for me. "It is. The people at work are even scared to wear colors around you." I kiss him again and then bite him, tugging the skin just a little before I let go.

"Now that is certainly not true. My social secretary loves to wear color. So much that I think she might be flaunting it." He guides me out of the entrance and into the space that must serve as his living room. There's a white sofa and two black armchairs. The walls are white and in the center of the far wall there's a black fireplace mantle. Across from it is a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows.

We stop with a thud when my butt hits the back of the sofa, and now his lips are on the crook of my neck. I moan as he takes his turn to bite me. "She's definitely flaunting it. I think she just wants your attention."

"Mmm, well, I think she's got it." He bites again. Harder this time, and I'm sure it will leave a mark. I wish I would have bitten him harder to be sure that he would carry my mark as well. "Do you think she might want to see my bedroom now? After seeing this, it could be something of a disappointment."

I catch his mouth with mine as he moves in for another round, and I pinch his lip between my teeth. His groan rattles my body. "I don't see how it could ever be a disappointment." Just a week ago, I was dreaming of this man. Three days ago, I thought he was the biggest asshole on the earth. They both seem like different lifetimes. They were different lifetimes. Now, my body is quivering at the thought of going to his bedroom.

He quirks an eyebrow and then takes my hand to lead me through his home. We pass the kitchen, just as black and white as the living room, and then we go down a hall. He takes me past two closed doors, then pulls me through the one at the end of the hall. With the press of a switch, the lights come on. This room is nothing like the rest of the house. It's nothing like him. The walls are a soft sea blue and the furniture is white. It's something I would see in a vacation home on the ocean, not in a modern penthouse in the heart of the city. We stop in the middle of the room, and I spin to look at it all as he drops my hand.

"I warned you."

I turn to him and put my palms on his chest. "It's not disappointing. Nothing of you could ever disappoint me. It's just unexpected."

His face goes red. "A few years ago, I was having... some issues. A therapist recommended I make my bedroom a sanctuary. This is just like my bedroom in the lake house we summered at when I was a boy. It was my happiest memory."

"The house where you summered?" I put on a posh British accent as I unbutton his shirt. I go slowly at first. Starting at the top, watching his eyes for any objection. Then I move to the next one and the next. He's not wearing a shirt underneath, and the black hair on his pale chest is too much distraction for me to resist. I stop unbuttoning his shirt and run my finger through his hair, watching as it falls under my touch and then springs right back up. I trace my initials KW over his heart and put my palm over the bare skin. His heart beats against me, and I close my eyes.

"You know, it's not a good sign that you quit in the middle of a job like that." He lifts my chin with a finger and kisses me. "Your boss might not like it."

"I think my boss might have an even bigger problem than that."

"Oh? His gaze goes down, and he presses his cock against me. "I suppose it is a pretty big problem, but I have faith that you can handle it." He takes a step back and unfastens his pants. They fall to the floor around his feet, and I notice that somewhere he's kicked his shoes off. When I see his briefs—black, of course—fall on top of them, I look back up. The sight of his cock forces the air from my lungs.

I slide a finger from its base toward its tip. Each millimeter I glide makes my own center warmer and warmer until I think it must have been replaced with a furnace. A furnace blazing with gas valves opened all the way in the middle of summer. When I get to the tip, I curl my hand around it. It throbs under my touch. I want to drop to my knees and take him into my mouth, but the fire inside me begs for something else. "I need⁠—"

"I know." He urges me backward until his blanket tickles the backs of my thighs. He presses gently on my shoulders, and I sit, my legs spread. He moves between them. "Is this okay?"

I snort. "That's a very silly question to ask me right now."

The side of his mouth curls up, and he drops to his knees. He takes one shoe off me. Then the other. Then he unfastens my pants and yanks them down and tosses them behind him. I watch as they hit the wall and crumple to the floor.

When his fingers hook under the elastic band of my panties, I draw in a sharp breath. "Please," I whimper, practically begging him.

"You want me to take these off you?"

I nod. I can't take any more. The hard throbbing that I'm used to is replaced now with a steam oven threatening to burn me.

Without a word, he moves down my body, back to my feet. He takes my big toe into his mouth, sucks it and releases it with a pop. "I'll get to it in my own time." He moves his mouth along the sole of my foot. His lips tickle my sensitive skin as he moves toward my heel. Then he kisses the bone on the inside of my ankle.

"Asher."

"Shh. Can't you see I'm busy?" He moves inch by inch up the inside of my leg. Kissing and licking and kissing.

By the time he gets to my knee, my entire body is on edge. "Asher, please. I need you to be⁠—"

"I know exactly what you need." He lifts my leg just a little to kiss the skin under my knee. I never knew it could be so sensitive. "I've known it since I first saw you. Since the first time I dreamed of you."

My back arches, and I have to physically will my body to stay together as his mouth slides up my thigh. I watch for the sweat to bead on his forehead. I wait for his hair to burst from the heat as he gets closer and closer. But I'm the one being incinerated. When he finally comes back to my panties, I'm shaking.

"I think you're ready now." He stands up and reaches for a condom from the bedside table. I growl at the absence of his touch, and it makes him laugh. "So impatient. You'll get plenty of me in just a second." He settles on top of me. His arms press into the mattress on either side, holding his weight.

I don't wait for him this time. I reach between us and guide his cock to me. To my folds. My finger accidentally brushes my clit as I do, and I have to bite the insides of my cheeks. How can it feel like this? How can I have gone so long without knowing this?

Asher takes my cue, and he presses into me. I suck in a breath, but it's not enough as he moves further and further in. This feels nothing like the times I've had anal sex in the past. I thought that was wonderful, but it's nothing compared to this.

"I'm not hurting you, am I?" He stops. When I don't answer right away, he brushes a hand down the side of my face. Then I shake my head. I can't find even the simplest word to tell him he's not hurting me. That I want even more of him. But he gets my message. "That's my girl." And with a snarl that feels like it rattles the whole room, he presses even further in.

He holds it there for a second, then he pulls out. I whimper, but he pushes it right back in. Slowly for the first couple of times. I'm so wet I can hear him sliding in and out of me. Then he speeds up. The faster he goes, the less I'm aware of anything except the feeling of his cock pumping into me over and over. Each thrust builds more energy inside me. My nerves are already lost. Each neuron singed. And I'm helpless as the flames grow hotter. I arch back. I throw my hips to meet each of his pumps. And I think I hear myself scream just before my entire reality explodes. Suddenly, everything is too much for me. The sensation of my breasts bouncing with each movement. The feeling of my ass sliding along the blanket with each stroke. I have to squeeze my eyes closed. I want to cover my ears.

I try to suck in breaths, but I can't get any air. Then I realize I'm still screaming, calling his name again and again. And he's grunting now. Each one of his thrusts is taking on a terrible urgency, like a hunter trying to spear a lion before it can whip around and gash him with its claws. I wrap my legs around him, spurring him, helping him. And his grunts grow louder. Matching me as we move together. And when I hear him gasp, I know he's done, and I can breathe again too. He slows down and then slips out of me completely, lying next to me. Both of us panting.

I take his hand and weave my fingers through his before pulling it to my chest. "How could you ever think that would be disappointing?"


EPILOGUE


"Are you ready?" Asher reaches across the seat and takes my hand as the driver pulls to a stop in front of the building.

I force myself to not smile. Or at least not smile as large as I really want to. "This has to be it right? I mean, finding this dress last week cannot be a coincidence." My eyes flick down. I'm wearing a black beaded gown. The gown from the dream. His tuxedo is the same too. The same satiny lapels. The same bowtie. I touch a finger to his beard. It's the same. This has to be it.

"We won't know until we go inside." He blows out a breath, and I realize he's nervous. It's something I've rarely seen from him in the year I've known him.

The driver opens my door, and I step out and smile at him. David, Asher's favorite driver. He's normally off on Tuesdays, but tonight he's filling in for a sick driver. It's another sign.

"Thank you, David." Asher slips him a couple of bills. "I'll take her from here."

"Very good. Mr. Cohen, Ms. White." David nods and walks back to the driver's side of the car. Asher puts his hand on the small of my back and guides me up the walk to the building. He's only a few inches taller than me in these heels, and I enjoy being almost the same level as him.

The building is designed to look like a Colonial mansion. Maybe it was once, but now it's the clubhouse for Lawlin Pines Country Club. Normally, just the most exclusive, and snobbish, golf course in the state. For this week, though, it's the golf course the entire world will be watching as it hosts the US Open. Tonight is the welcome gala for the pros and celebrities. A chance for the club members to spend a night with the stars. Asher is both a member and famous, so he'll play both roles tonight. A business celebrity and a fanboy of some of the best golfers in the world.

As soon as we walk inside, we freeze and turn to the other. "This is it," we say simultaneously. My heart races, and I have to fight to keep tears from welling. For the last year, we've gone to countless events. Sometimes more than one per week. And each time we wonder if it will be the one. "Maybe the dress will be slightly different in real life. Maybe the rooms won't look quite the same. It was a dream, after all." But at the end of each one, we left knowing that it wasn't the one.

"You never recognized this building in your dreams?" I ask him.

"It's been years since I've been here," he says. "Come on. We have to be in the ballroom. That's where it starts."

He takes my hand—one of us is trembling, I'm not sure which—and guides me through the foyer and into a room on the right. The room is filled with men in tuxedos and women wearing gold and silver gowns. It takes my breath away. It's identical to the dream. The string quartet is playing instrumental versions of pop songs. An homage to modern culture while remaining firmly rooted in a past where country clubs represented the aspirational height of society.

Asher leads me to the dance floor. Some people are swaying, but no one is dancing. This space isn't for that. It's for social swimming. People swim around like sharks, waiting to pounce on a seal once it's alone. I feel bad for the professionals and celebrities who are the seals tonight.

A couple of men try to start conversations with Asher, but he brushes both of them off. We walk around the room until we find the exact spot. When we find it, he spins me toward him. We both stare at each other, and it's harder to fight the tears now. I've spent a year living a dream that had almost come true, but tonight is the night that it finally will. Fully.

"How can you be so fucking gorgeous?" he asks.

I can't believe this is it. I close my eyes and count. When I get to four, he's standing a couple feet back from me. I look him over. Look at the tuxedo that I've wanted to rip off him from the second he put it on.

Just as I reach for him, he grabs my wrist. "Lets get out of here." He spins and guides us through the room. A few more people try to get his attention, but they have no hope of that now. Asher is on a mission, and no one ever interrupts him when he is like this.

I strain to keep up—our arms are the cable of a suspension bridge linking us together—as he pushes through a door and we enter a hallway that is much too bright.

"It's just ahead." He goes even faster now, and I have to jog to keep up. My heels are a rapid machine gun click on the floor.

"Where are we going?" I thought he said he didn't remember this place? Did being here trigger something in his memory?

He groans as we pass by the portraits hanging on the wall. Now, I can see they're portraits of former club presidents. A rich and varied history of white men who look almost identical to all the ones who came before them.

When we get to the end of the hall, he throws open a door and pulls us into a room. The same windows. I walk closer to them and stare out at what has to be the dark golf course just outside.

"I want you out of that dress."

I spin to face him. I don't know if my heart is pumping double time because of the dash to this room or because of him. I want to strip for him More than almost anything, I want to have him right here. "But the windows." I'm not sure if I'm worried that someone could be watching or that no one is.

"I want you out of that dress."

He sounds like an animal, and as he crosses the room to me, he moves like one too. He's so quick, quicker than in the dream, as he reaches behind me and yanks the zipper down.

I hug my arms across my chest, not to stop the dress from falling down, but to slow it. Make it more sensual. As I let it drop inch-by-inch, Asher growls. It makes me want to go even slower, but I don't have the willpower to hold out much longer. I let it fall to my hips, and he reaches behind me to unfasten my strapless bra. "You are mine," he whispers when his mouth is just inches away from my ear. It sends goosebumps through my body. I am. I am absolutely his.

When my bra falls to the floor, Asher leans forward and takes one of my pebbled nipples into his mouth. He swirls his tongue around it. Licks it. Then moves to the other and does the same.

Then he lowers himself. I feel my pussy heat at the thought of what's coming. At the image of him pulling my dress down the rest of the way and then burying his face between my legs. But he stops and looks up at me. His lips tremble, and I want to drop to my knees to ask him what's wrong. The small, upward curl of his lips is the only thing that keeps me from doing it.

I watch as he reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a black box. "Are you serious?"

"Very serious."

Now I’m trembling. I can’t help but sneak a glance down to my left hand. I’ve never noticed how empty it looks. “But I'm half naked."

"Then let's get that dress all the way off you and make this moment perfect."


POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION
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Everyone knows the house. We all know what happened there.

When Alex and his friends tell me they want to go inside, I stupidly say yes. For a chance to be with him.

But now that I'm here, each step makes my heart pound louder. The air freezes my skin. And when we utter the words to summon the spirit, everything changes.

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION
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"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

As a child, I dreamed of being a witch—just like all the women in my family. Every year for Halloween, I dressed up as one. When I closed my eyes at night, I prayed to become one. But there was always one little problem. I was a boy, and boys couldn't grow up to become witches.

When I finally realized this, my life lost its color. I lost the will to do anything except just get through. I buried myself as far from the world as I could.

But just after my thirty-third birthday, things started happening. Things I couldn't explain. And when my body started to change too, I wondered if maybe wishes do come true.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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Five Magical Stories of Men Turned into Women

These men always knew their lives were missing something. But they never knew they would have to lose something to gain it.

This Five Book Bundle contains

Conversion Therapy

Fated

Only a Costume

Be Witched

Possessed

TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALL DRESSED UP: 13 BOOK TRANSGENDER MEGABUNDLE

13 stories of ordinary men who discover a brand new side to themselves. A side that feels so much better than anything they've ever known before

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I've been in love with him for years, but I've always hidden it. Just like I've hidden my true self. But when I hear he's coming to my town, I know this is my chance.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

CHANGED: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

Five magical feminization books in one! What if you woke up one day as a girl? What if you had a chance to live your life as a woman?

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

The therapist promises Alex that no one will think of him as a gay man again. And once all the changes are finished, Alex will be a brand new person.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I dream of him every night. He's dressed in a tuxedo. I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Everything is changing. My clothes, my body… the way Logan looks at me. But no matter what changes, his feelings never will. Will they?

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I know that Emily is the one for me, but she always tells me I'm not her type. With a little magical help, that might be about to change.

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

Five Magical Stories of Men Turned into Women

These men always knew their lives were missing something. But they never knew they would have to lose something to gain it.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.
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ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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