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“Whatever happens in Vegas does not stay in Vegas. Don’t believe that shit.”

~ Kevin Hart
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Spencer Nichols boarded the plane to Vegas with conflicting emotions. There was annoyance that, due to ‘mechanical difficulties’, his non-stop flight from Grand Rapids had turned into a connecting one in Chicago. There was irritation that the only food he’d been able to find in the terminal had been a pre-packaged sandwich with a questionable expiration date. And finally, there was the reluctant pleasure of sitting in first class.

Not that first class on a flight from Chicago Midway to Las Vegas was all that classy. There was no fully reclining seat or privacy pod, and he sincerely doubted a gourmet meal would be in the offing. But he had six inches of extra legroom, only one seat beside him instead of two, and the flight attendant had already brought him a whiskey, free of charge, so all in all he considered it a win.

Now if the seat next to him would stay empty, he might just enjoy the next four hours.

He closed his eyes and laid his head back, whiskey in hand, and let the sounds of feet shuffling and luggage wheels clattering down the aisle fade into white noise. It was almost soothing, and he’d fallen into a light doze when a sudden loud thud jerked him out of it.

“Oops,” a breathless voice said, and he kissed his dreams of a seatmate-free flight goodbye.

He kept his eyes closed, hoping whoever was currently wrangling their luggage into the overhead compartment would take the hint and leave him alone. He didn’t open them when the flight attendant came by to assist with the wrangling and kept them resolutely shut when the occupant of Seat 3B sat down hard enough to make him bounce. But when something landed on his foot, his eyes popped open.

“What the hell?”

“Sorry,” 3B said, and with his foot throbbing and his mood plummeting, he turned to snarl at her.

And just stared.

She was a mess.

Her hair was dark brown and long, just past her shoulders, and so tangled he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t being used as a nest by some small woodland creature. Her face was flushed bright pink and damp, so much so that he thought for a moment someone had thrown a drink in her face before he realized she was sweating. A lot.

She swiped a hand over her forehead and into her hair, which didn’t help the hair-as-nest situation at all, and offered him a surprisingly cheerful smile. “Sorry,” she said again and leaned over to retrieve the backpack that had dropped on his foot. She grunted and hoisted it up, and he blurted out the first thought that leaped to mind.

“What do you have in that thing, rocks?”

“No,” she said, her voice muffled as she bent over to shove the backpack under the seat in front of her. “Shoes.”

“How many feet do you have?” he asked, distracted. Bending over had caused her shirt to ride up and her jeans to gape at the waist, treating him to a view of the dimples on either side of her lower spine.

Nice.

“Ha,” she said and sat up, shoving at her hair. “I wasn’t sure which ones to bring, mostly because I don’t know which outfit I’m going to wear to my—”

“I don’t actually care,” he interrupted, staring at her hair again, which now stood straight up from her forehead and appeared to be increasing in volume.

“Then why’d you ask?”

“Beats the hell out of me,” he said and finally dragged his gaze away from her hair to focus on her face.

She was still sweating, which was probably why her face was bare of makeup except for the dark rings under her eyes. Her eyeliner had fought valiantly but lost the battle, and combined with the hair she looked like the morning after a hard night of partying—or other sweaty activities.

It looked good on her.

She had skin that he figured for a soft, pearly white when it wasn’t I-just-ran-a-marathon-red, a round, stubborn-looking chin, and a mouth that made him think of sweaty activities again. Wide and lush and a pale, sweet pink, it was currently being nibbled on by strong white teeth while she watched him with curious eyes the color of the whiskey he’d forgotten he was holding.

“Is your foot okay?” she asked and dropped her eyes to the body part in question. “Your toes aren’t broken, are they?”

“My toes are fine,” he grumbled, and she looked up. Her lashes had left sooty little smudges under her eyes, adding to her general vibe of sexy mess, and since watching her chew on her lower lip wasn’t going to help him maintain his veneer of civility, he looked away.

Unfortunately, he looked away and down, where a truly magnificent rack was turning a simple white, V-neck t-shirt into a work of art. It was thin enough to mold to the flesh it covered, challenging his civility again, and damp enough to reveal that the bra she wore under it was both lacy and pink.

And doing nothing to disguise the state of her nipples, poking through her bra and t-shirt like pencil erasers. Stubby, thick, half-inch-long pencil erasers.

He didn’t look long. Despite being what his friend Tuck often described as a grumpy, taciturn misanthrope, he did have manners, so when he realized what he was looking at he lifted his gaze to her face again. Where he saw the curiosity in her eyes had been replaced with the knowing amusement of a woman who knew exactly where he’d been looking, and why.

“Should I put on a jacket?” she asked, her voice somehow richer and deeper in mirth.

“Are you cold?” he countered, unfazed.

“No. I had to run all the way from TSA, I won’t be cold for a while.”

“That explains the sweat. And the hair.”

“It explains the sweat,” she said, equally unfazed. “The hair is from the cab ride. The heater was broken.”

He looked up at the tangled mess on her head. “So you offered the cabbie’s pet ferret a nest?”

She snorted. “Looks like it, doesn’t it? No, the heater was broken so it stayed on, and I had to roll down the window so I didn’t bake to death.”

“Right.”

“My face is a mess too, isn’t it?” she asked, still amused.

“Yes,” he said baldly.

She ran her index finger under her eye. “Racoon eyes, right?”

“Little bit,” he said, watching her smear the black around. Her nails were short and round and painted a deep red that looked almost like blood against her white skin. “You’re not fixing it.”

“I know,” she said and switched to her other eye. “But at least this way it looks intentional.”

Spence’s lips twitched on a sudden spurt of amusement. She looked like a kid who’d been playing with mommy’s makeup kit. “Sure.”

“Excuse me,” the flight attendant said, hovering in the aisle with a professional smile that didn’t quite mask her annoyance. “You’ll have to put your seatbelt on.”

“Sorry,” 3B said with that cheerful smile and reached for her seatbelt.

The flight attendant shifted her attention to him, her smile warming considerably. “Do you need another?” she asked, nodding at the plastic tumbler he held.

“I’m good,” he said, and very deliberately didn’t return the smile. The invitation was plain—she’d already told him she had a twenty-four-hour layover in Vegas and nothing to do—and under other circumstances, he might have been tempted to take her up on it. But this trip was going to be complicated enough without factoring in a one-night-stand.

A flash of irritation appeared in the flight attendant’s hazel, raccoon-ring-free eyes, then she shrugged. “Let me know if you change your mind,” she said, then moved on to remind the next row to fasten their seatbelts.

“Subtle,” 3B mused, and Spence glanced at her. She was tightening her seatbelt and watching him, amusement dancing in those whiskey-colored eyes.

He shrugged, not bothering to misunderstand. “Sometimes you gotta shoot your shot.”

“Oh, absolutely,” she agreed cheerfully and craned her neck to look after the flight attendant. “Subtlety is for suckers.”

“What are you doing?” he asked when she continued to lean into the aisle.

“Waiting for her to come back so I can get a drink.”

“Take mine,” he said and shoved his glass at her.

She took it, eyebrows raised in surprise. “Thanks. What is it?”

“Whiskey,” he replied, amused when she sniffed at the glass. “You a booze snob?”

“A lightweight,” she corrected, and took a cautious sip. “I was going to ask for a white wine spritzer.”

She was going for another sip when he nipped the glass out of her hand. “Hey!”

“White wine spritzer drinkers don’t get whiskey,” he informed her, holding it up when she tried to grab it. “I don’t want to get puked on.”

“I’m not going to puke up one glass of Jack Daniels,” she said and settled back in her seat with an affronted sniff.

“I’m not taking any chances,” he replied and knocked back the rest of his glass to make sure.

“Rude. I’d rather have the spritzer, anyway.” She leaned back out into the aisle. “Where is that flight attendant?”

Spence just leaned back and closed his eyes again. “The door is closed. She won’t give you one until we’re in the air.”

“She offered you another,” 3B pointed out.

“Yeah, but she wants to fuck me,” he said bluntly with the vague hope that if he were rude enough she’d leave him alone for the duration of the flight.

“Why?” came the prompt reply.

He opened one eye. “Touché.”

Her grin flashed, smugly delighted. “Thanks.”

He closed his eye. “Now shut up so I can sleep.”

She snorted. “Nighty-night, sleeping beauty.”

Spence just grunted and turned toward the window so she couldn’t see his grin.

He hadn’t expected to actually sleep, so when he woke with a jerk it took him a moment to orient himself. Then he heard the ding of the seatbelt sign being turned off and the pilot’s voice over the loudspeaker welcoming them to Las Vegas, and he remembered.

“We’re here already?” he muttered and scrubbed his hands over his face to wake up.

“Yep,” a cheerful voice replied beside him, and he glanced at 3B. “You slept the whole flight.”

He stared at her, struggling to get his fuzzy brain into gear. “What happened to you?”

She blinked at him as the passengers around them spilled into the aisle, jockeying for position. “What are you talking about?”

“You look…” He trailed off, searching for a less offensive word, but he was still half asleep and his brain wouldn’t cooperate. “Normal.”

She snickered and lifted a hand to her hair. “I dug out my hairbrush. Does it look all right?”

She’d transformed the ferret’s nest into actual hair and pinned it up with some kind of clip, glossy curls spilling out of it . “It looks like you stole someone else’s hair,” he said, the highest compliment he could come up with.

“Gee, I’m all aflutter,” she drawled, and he figured when he was more awake he’d appreciate the sarcasm.

“What’d you do to your face?”

“Makeup wipes,” she said, and rolled her un-raccooned eyes. “Are you always this charming?”

“Yes.” He’d been right. Without the sweaty flush, her skin was white, with just a hint of blush underneath.

“Boy, that flight attendant really dodged a bullet,” she said and stood to retrieve her suitcase from the overhead.

He stayed in his seat, yawning, and watched her t-shirt ride up to expose a sliver of silky white midriff. “Need a hand?”

“How chivalrous of you to offer,” she said, her voice straining as she yanked the bag free. She dropped it to the floor with a grunt and leaning down on it, peered at him through the curls that had flopped forward. “A true gentleman.”

He stretched, feeling loose and rested and almost cheerful, his mood aided considerably by the way her t-shirt was gaping. He had a solid view of pink lace and soft white skin, and he decided that since it was there and so was he, he might as well appreciate it. “Anything I can do.”

She rolled her eyes and straightened. “Stop looking at my tits, you pervert,” she said, but there was humor rather than heat in the words.

“Stop flashing your tits,” he countered, sad to see the view go but quickly distracted by the new one. The only thing he’d really been able to tell when she was sitting was that the curves didn’t end at her breasts, and he hadn’t been wrong. She was built like an hourglass with extra time added, with round hips and thick thighs held snugly by the jeans she wore, and when she turned to make sure her suitcase wasn’t blocking the aisle, he finally got a look at her ass.

The classic inverted heart shape was displayed to perfection in the stretchy jeans, the material cupping the heavy bottom curves the way he wanted to—with aggression and reverence. An unabashed ass-man, Spence had to swallow the saliva pooling in his mouth at the sight, and hopefully managed to look like someone who hadn’t been drooling over her ass when she turned to face him again.

“Maybe you should’ve taken Julia up on her offer,” she said drily.

“Who?”

“The flight attendant,” 3B elaborated. “She stopped by to check on you a number of times. I’m sure you could still get her number.”

Vaguely uneasy with the idea of being ogled in his sleep, he stood, bending to the side to keep from hitting his head on the overhead bins. “You seem awfully interested in my sex life.”

“Oh, I’m interested in everyone’s sex life,” she said cheerfully and shouldered her backpack as the plane door opened. The rows ahead of them quickly emptied, passengers moving to disembark as quickly as the narrow space would allow, and she tossed him a smile over her shoulder and stepped into the aisle. “See you around, sleeping beauty.”

“Hey,” he began, but she was already gone.

“Dammit,” he muttered, his good mood evaporating, and shouldered his way into the aisle to get his bag.

There was no sign of her when he finally got off the plane, and after a moment of frustration, he decided that was a good thing. He had enough to deal with on this trip, and 3B had complication written all over her.

Thinking about complications reminded him why he was in Vegas. Shifting his duffle to his other shoulder, he pulled out his phone, turned it on, and dialed.

His mother answered on the first ring. “Spence! Please tell me you’re not still stuck in Chicago.”

“I’m not still stuck in Chicago,” he said, weaving through travelers like a bull through the streets of Pamplona. “Just landed.”

“Oh, good.” Heather breathed a sigh of relief. “I was afraid you wouldn’t make it.”

“The wedding’s not until tomorrow night,” he reminded her. “Plenty of time.”

“Yes, but this way you’ll have a chance to relax and see the sights.”

Spence grimaced. “Mom. I’ve been to Vegas before. I’ve seen the sights. And to tell you the truth, it’s not that relaxing.”

She laughed. “Well, that’s true. By the way, I’ve already checked you into your room.”

“We talked about this.” He dodged a middle-aged couple dragging a three-foot stuffed giraffe behind them, arguing about whether or not they’d be able to stuff it in an overhead bin. “You paid for the flight, I pay for the hotel.”

“Forget it.” She said it cheerfully, reminding him annoyingly of 3B. “It’s my wedding, and if I want to pay for the hotel, you’re going to let me.”

“Mom.”

“And you’re having dinner with me, Stephen, and the girls after the ceremony tomorrow night.”

“Why do you say that like you expect me to argue?” he wondered, momentarily giving up on the hotel argument. He’d just slip some cash into her purse when she wasn’t looking.

“Because I know you, son of mine,” she chided. “And I know a family dinner isn’t exactly your comfort zone.”

Since he couldn’t dispute that, he kept silent.

“But since I know I won’t be able to convince you to come with us on a helicopter tour of the Grand Canyon—”

Not a chance in hell, he thought.

“—or join us on Tuesday night for Cirque du Soleil—”

“I’m flying home Tuesday morning,” he reminded her, grateful he had work waiting for him.

“—then I think it’s reasonable to ask you to have dinner with me after my wedding, no matter how uncomfortable it makes you.”

“It’s fine, Ma.”

“And wear a suit.”

“I’ll wear a suit,” he said, trying not to sound harassed. He’d packed the damn thing, hadn’t he? “But I draw the line at a tie.”

“And shave your mustache.”

He followed the arrows to Baggage Claim and Ground Transportation. “Nope.”

“Spencer Jason Nichols.”

He laughed. “Seriously? You’re three naming me over my mustache?”

“I really hate it, Spence.”

“It’s my face,” he reminded her, aiming for the doors leading to the taxi queue.

“Yes, but it’s going to be in my wedding pictures.”

The whine in her voice made him grin. “Doesn’t have to be.”

“Forget it,” she said, going from wheedling to stern with the speed of a veteran mother. “I want pictures of my son at my wedding.”

“Then deal with the mustache.”

She sighed. “It’s going to look like Magnum PI gave me away.”

“Who’s that?” he asked just to annoy her.

“Oh, shut up,” she said, but she was laughing.

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too, Spencer,” she said. “Don’t stay up too late gambling. I’m getting married tomorrow.”

“I won’t,” he promised with a glance at the clock. It was after ten already, and with the two-hour time difference between here and home, the only thing he was interested in was room service and sleep. “Good night.”

“That was sweet,” a voice at his elbow said, and he jerked around to see 3B standing behind him.

“Where the hell did you come from?”

“Bathroom,” she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder at the terminal, her head tipped back to look him in the eye. “I’m headed to the Wynn. You?”

“Same,” he said, only half paying attention. She was shorter than he’d thought, the top of her head not even reaching his shoulder. He glanced at her feet, noted the heeled boots, and mentally shaved three inches off her height.

“Five-four,” she said.

He looked in her eyes and saw the now familiar glimmer of amusement. “You wish.”

“That’s what it says on my driver’s license,” she said and smiled. “Want to share a taxi?”

He looked into her eyes, whiskey-gold and sparkling with humor and mischief, and thought, Complication. “Why not?”


2
[image: ]


Madison Hackett regularly did things on impulse, which often surprised people. She was an accountant, a profession that had a reputation for strictness and reliability, and she found that people often expected her to act like the numbers she worked with—easily defined, never changing, and always adding up.

She’d made it her life’s goal to be none of those things.

She supposed getting into a taxi with a man she’d just met was something most people would consider impulsive—especially her younger sister Halley, who had made it her life’s mission to be all the things her sister wasn’t—but to Maddie it made perfect sense. The man in 3A was going to the same hotel, so sharing the cost of the taxi was a practical and financially responsible choice. And since she was pretty sure she was going to sleep with him, she didn’t want to lose track of him.

Of course, there was always the possibility that she’d completely misjudged his character and that getting into a cab with him had given him the opportunity to act on his nefarious plans to kidnap, assault, and/or murder her, which is why the second they got into the cab she called her sister.

“Are you here?” Halley asked, sounding wide awake despite the late hour.

“Getting into a cab at the airport,” Maddie replied, scooting over to give 3A some more legroom. He had a lot of leg. “I’m sharing it with this guy I met on the plane, and I wanted to tell you in case he kidnaps, assaults, and/or murders me.”

“Very practical,” Halley said while 3A stared at her. “What’s his name?”

“Don’t know.”

“Well, find out so if you don’t show up I’ll know who’s kidnapped, assaulted, and/or murdered you.”

“I don’t really want to do that,” Maddie replied and flashed a cheerful smile at her companion. His surprised Pikachu face had turned into a scowl, and it was a great one—broody, sexy, and just a little mean.

“Why?” Halley asked.

“I like a mystery,” Maddie answered, keeping her eyes on 3A. He was still scowling, but there was an interesting light in his dark brown eyes.

“You’re making it more difficult for me to prevent and/or avenge your death,” Halley pointed out.

“I know. Sorry.”

“At least describe him to me.”

Maddie shifted in her seat and aimed a critical eye at 3A. “White guy, early to mid-thirties. Six feet, maybe a little taller.”

The scowl intensified, and she grinned. “Definitely taller. Dark brown hair that could use a trim. Brown eyes, but darker than mine. Teddy bear eyes.”

She let her gaze drift over the rest of him, unabashedly assessing. “Broad shoulders, long legs. He’s wearing a gray flannel shirt over a black t-shirt, jeans that look new with black leather boots that don’t—good quality, though. A little stubble on the jaw, maybe a day’s growth, and a truly magnificent mustache.”

“You’re going to sleep with him,” Halley said, reading the subtext.

“I haven’t decided yet, but I’m definitely leaning in that direction.”

“Well, you can’t do it in this hotel room. It’s big, but it’s not big enough for me to sleep through you banging some dude in the next bed.”

“Understood.”

“Okay. How long will it take you to get to the hotel?”

Maddie tilted the phone away from her mouth and leaned forward to speak to the driver. “How long till we get to the Wynn?”

The cabbie, who probably had strange people in his cab all the time and thus hadn’t visibly reacted to anything Maddie had said, glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Ten minutes.”

“Oh,” Maddie said, surprised, and shifted back in her seat. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes. Give me the taxi number and the driver’s name.”

Maddie leaned forward again, found the driver’s license affixed to the dash, and rattled off the information.

“You’ve got half an hour,” Halley said once Maddie had finished. “If you’re not here by then, I’m calling the cab company.”

“You’re the best, Hal,” Maddie enthused. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Maddie tapped her screen to end the call, then tucked it in the outside pocket of her backpack and turned to 3A.

His scowl hadn’t faded at all—in fact, she thought it might have gotten even scowlier. “Kidnap, assault, and/or murder you?”

“A girl can’t be too careful,” she told him somberly.

“Agreed,” he said, still scowling. “But if you were worried about it, why didn’t you just get your own cab?”

“Well, for one, taxis are expensive.” She glanced at the driver. “No offense.”

He just shrugged, so she assumed if he was offended, he was dealing with it. She turned back to 3A. “We’re going to the same hotel, so splitting the fare makes good financial sense. Plus, fewer cars on the road means less fossil fuels burning, and less pollution. Don’t you care about the planet?”

“Deeply,” he replied deadpan, and though he was still wearing a scowl, it was more thoughtful now than menacing. Not as sexy as the menacing scowl, she mused, but still pretty hot. “Is that all?”

“No.”

One dark eyebrow arched. “Are you going to share with the class?”

“Not yet,” she said, intrigued by the way the raised eyebrow transformed his face. “You know, when you do that thing with your eyebrow, you look very villainous. Especially with the mustache.”

“You planning to rob me?” he asked, eyebrow still raised.

She laughed out loud at the idea. “Nothing like that, I promise.”

He just stared at her, scowling with his eyebrow climbing his forehead, which now that she thought about it was a pretty neat trick. A scowl by definition needed a scrunched forehead, and his was definitely scrunched, but his eyebrow was also halfway to his hairline.

“How do you do that?” she wondered and reached out to poke at his eyebrow.

He grabbed her hand before she could touch him, long fingers wrapped firmly around her wrist in an implacable hold. She tried to jerk back, an automatic reaction to being held, and his grip tightened. Not painfully so, but she sure wasn’t going anywhere unless he decided to let her.

“Oh, my,” she breathed and wondered if he could feel her pulse hammering under his fingers.

She had no idea how long they would’ve sat there, him scowling and her trying not to melt into a puddle all over the seat, but then the cab suddenly stopped and she looked past him out the window at the grand entrance of the Hotel Wynn.

“That wasn’t ten minutes,” she managed.

The cabbie climbed out of the car, presumably to get her roller bag and 3A’s leather duffle out of the trunk, but when she tried to take her hand back, his grip held firm.

“You have to let me go so I can get my wallet to pay the driver,” she told him, reasonably calm for a woman trying not to melt into a puddle all over the back of a taxi. The callouses on his fingers were rubbing against her skin, and she had to actively block herself from imagining those callouses on other parts of her, or that puddle thing was definitely happening.

“Tell me why first,” he said, and it wasn’t a request.

She heaved a sigh, attempting to convey via the expulsion of breath that he was being thoroughly unreasonable and completely ridiculous, but that she, the sensible human in this scenario, would answer his question anyway.

“Spill it, 3B,” he said, and she took a moment to be amused that while she’d been mentally referring to him as his seat number, he’d apparently been doing the same.

Then she widened her eyes in a display of innocence, blinked twice into his scowling face, and said, “I’m trying to decide if I’m going to sleep with you, of course.”

His expression didn’t change by so much as a twitch, but she felt his shock in the slackening of his fingers on her wrist. Moving quickly—because she had the feeling the shock was going to wear off fast—she twisted her wrist out of his grip, gathered her backpack, and with a smile and a wink, shoved open the door and stepped out of the cab.

Complications, Spence reminded himself as he followed 3B into the hotel, his eyes on the sway and bounce of her bubble butt. He hadn’t had sex in six weeks, not since Thanksgiving, and while that fact hadn’t particularly bothered him before, it was bothering him now.

He wanted his hands on that ass.

He hadn’t thought about fucking her, at least not in a focused, purposeful way. He’d had what he considered a knee-jerk, heterosexual male appreciation for her considerable physical assets, and her personality didn’t make him want to gargle bleach. Thoughts of sex had occurred, also knee-jerk. But when she’d dropped her little bomb in the cab he’d begun to seriously consider the possibility.

He followed her to the check-in desk, which thankfully wasn’t too busy, got in line behind her, and tried to think of something to say.

She beat him to it.

“Want to get some dinner?” she asked, aiming a look over her shoulder.

“Why?”

She blinked. “Because I’m hungry.”

He wondered for a moment if she was being deliberately obtuse, then decided it didn’t matter. “I could eat,” he said and jerked his head at the check-in desk, where a clerk was gesturing her forward. “You’re up.”

She scurried up, dragging her roller bag, and he took a moment to appreciate the view of her in a hurry before heading to the next open clerk further down the desk.

Since his mother had checked him in already it didn’t take long and he gathered his key and headed for the elevators, one eye on 3B. She was still at the desk, wearing a cheerful smile that he was starting to think was her default expression, which was not a point in her favor. He didn’t mind cheerful people as a rule, but in his experience they often tried to make the people around them cheerful too, assuming anyone who wasn’t vomiting sunshine and shitting rainbows must be miserable, and that annoyed him.

So far she hadn’t seemed inclined to try to cheer him up, but people could be sneaky motherfuckers.

He waited while she waved goodbye to the clerk—actually fucking waved, like she was going off to war—and made her way to the bank of elevators.

“Did you get her number, so you can exchange recipes?” he asked, laying on sarcasm like mortar.

“I’m friendly,” she said with a sniff and reached past him to hit the button for the elevator. The doors slid smoothly open, and she stepped inside. “Deal with it.”

He grinned, enjoying himself, and followed her onto the empty elevator.

“Wow,” she said, blinking at him. “You actually smiled. Gas bubble?”

“When I have gas, you’ll know it,” he told her and punched the button for his floor.

“Something to look forward to.” She reached past him to hit the button for the floor below his. “Where do you want to eat?”

“Somewhere close,” he decided as the car smoothly ascended. “And open.”

“Jessica said there’s a 24-hour place just off the casino floor.”

“Who’s Jessica?”

“The clerk at check-in.”

He shook his head. “I should’ve known.”

“They’ve got fruit, sandwiches, stuff like that.” She glanced up from her phone. “Of course, we could just get room service, but I think we should save that for breakfast.”

He tried not to grin again. Dammit, he was beginning to like her. “Are we having breakfast together?”

“I haven’t decided yet. You?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” he echoed.

“Caffè Al Teatro it is, then,” she chirped and tucked her phone in her back pocket.

“Great,” he said, trying not to envy her phone. The elevator gave a discrete chime as the doors slid open on her floor. “Meet you there in thirty?”

“Make it twenty,” she called back over her shoulder as she marched down the hall, dragging her bag behind her. “I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” he murmured and watched her walk until the closing doors shut off the view.

When he got to the cafe she was already in line, staring up at the menu board and tapping her foot to some internal beat. She’d taken her hair down so her hair lay across her shoulders in casually curly disarray, and she’d pulled a hoodie on over her t-shirt.

Her ass still looked spectacular.

She turned her head at his approach, a smile at the ready. “You’re late.”

“No, I’m not,” he countered, standing beside her so his arm brushed against hers. A faint scent wafted up from her skin and he realized she’d put on perfume. Testing them both, he leaned down so his nose was nearly touching her neck and took a good sniff.

She angled her head to give him better access. “Like it?”

“I’m not sure,” he said and sniffed again. It was a little spicy, a little citrusy. “I don’t hate it,” he finally said and straightened. “What is it?”

“I have no idea. My sister got it for me from one of those make-your-own perfume places, but they went out of business and she doesn’t remember the scents they used. I’ve got half a bottle left and I hoard it like a miser.”

“Should I be flattered that you used it for me?”

“No, because I didn’t. I used it for me.” The line moved forward. “What do you want?”

He went blank for a moment before he realized she was talking about food. He peered up at the menu board. “Prime rib panini works.”

“I want the serrano ham and cheese baguette, a chocolate eclair, and the biggest Coke they’ll sell you.” She slapped two twenties against his chest. “I’ll go stake out a table.”

He grabbed the twenties before they could fall, and watched with amused wonder as she stalked off, leaving him standing in line, watching her ass move.

Maddie found an empty table, sat down, and pulled out her phone to call Halley.

“Are you still awake?”

“Unfortunately,” Halley replied. “I thought this boring book would put me to sleep, but it’s not working. How’s your airport hookup going?”

“I’m definitely going to sleep with him.”

“Imagine my shocked face,” Halley said drily. “Do you know his name yet?”

“No, and I’m not going to. I kind of like it this way.”

“An anonymous one-night-stand in Las Vegas is a bit of a cliché, no?”

“I prefer the word classic,” Maddie corrected.

“You say potato, I say tomato,” Halley quipped.

Maddie stretched out her legs and watched 3A step up to the counter to order. “That’s not how that goes.”

“Close enough. Are you going to bang this guy soon?”

“We’re having dinner now, so probably in an hour or so.”

“You coming back to the room tonight, or staying with Mr. Mysterio?”

“Not sure yet. He doesn’t strike me as the type to want an overnight guest, but I could be wrong.”

“Don’t forget we’re having lunch with Dad tomorrow,” Halley said.

“I remember. Is it just him, or is he bringing Heather?”

“Dad said she’s having lunch with Spencer, and then she has some spa treatments lined up for the afternoon. Probably we won’t see her until the wedding. Oh, and we’re supposed to have dinner with them after the ceremony.”

Maddie frowned. “The one being held at midnight?”

“Yep.”

Maddie glanced up to check on 3A, saw he was headed her way with a loaded-down tray. “Why are they doing that, anyway? The midnight thing.”

“For luck?”

“Makes as much sense as anything,” Maddie decided.

“I’m looking forward to the four a.m. heartburn. Text me this guy’s hotel room number when you get up there.”

“I can do that. In fact…” She tilted the phone away from her mouth when 3A approached the table. “What’s your room number?”

“2214. Why?”

“I’m telling my sister so she knows where I’m going to be tonight. Hold still.”

She aimed, snapped a picture, and brought the phone back to her ear. “You get that?”

“2214. Sexy voice. Does the rest of him match?”

“I took a picture, you can see for yourself.”

“Don’t send it to me, it’ll just make me jealous. Just put it in the cloud so I can find it if you end up kidnapped, assaulted and/or murdered. And be back by ten so we can go shopping before lunch.”

“For what?” Maddie asked as 3A sat in the chair across from her and took a big bite of eclair. She frowned at him. “Is that my eclair?”

“Is that my picture you just took?” he countered, and bit into the eclair again.

“We need to get Heather a present,” Halley said.

“Why?” Maddie asked and pointed a finger at 3A in warning.

“To be nice?” Halley ventured.

“If you say so,” Maddie decided. “My food’s here. Go to sleep.”

“Easier said than done. Have fun.”

“Planning on it.” Maddie clicked off and scowled at 3A. “Quit eating my eclair, you thief.”

He plucked one of the little meringue kisses off the top and popped it into his mouth. “Why did you take my picture?”

She reached over and snatched the pastry away. “So someone knows what you look like if you kidnap, assault, and/or murder me.”

He seemed to consider that as he picked up his sandwich. “What if you kidnap, assault and/or murder me?”

She bit into her pastry, savoring the chocolate. “Want to take my picture?”

“No.”

“Then I guess you’ll just have to take your chances. How’s your sandwich?”

He paused to scowl at her. “It’s good.”

“Can I have a bite?”

“No.”

“You ate half my éclair,” she pointed out.

He stared at her, scowling of course, then held out his sandwich.

“Thank you,” she said sweetly, but instead of taking it from him, leaned over the table to take a bite.

She kept her eyes on his as she bit into the layers of meat and bread, humming with pleasure as the flavor hit her tongue. His gaze flickered when she did that, and again when she licked at the horseradish sauce clinging to her lower lip.

Pleased with the reaction, she leaned back in her chair. “Yummy.”

“You don’t believe in subtlety, do you?” he asked.

“Subtlety is for suckers,” she reminded him, watching his teeth sink into the sandwich right over where she’d bitten.

He grunted, which could have meant either agreement or dissent, and applied himself to his sandwich. Since her stomach was growling and her ham and cheese smelled delicious, she did the same.

Maddie let her gaze wander while she ate. There was no place like Vegas for people-watching, and her view of the casino floor gave her plenty to see.

She was watching a tall, statuesque blonde stalk by in a little black dress and fabulous shoes, wondering if it would be rude to run after her and ask her where she’d gotten them. Probably, she decided, but there was no rule against taking a picture.

She had her phone out and was trying to zoom in when 3A drawled, “Are you afraid she might kidnap, assault and/or murder you, too?”

“No, but I need those shoes.” She frowned at the image on her screen. Her phone was a couple of years old, and the camera just wasn’t up to the task—zooming in so far had blurred the photo too much. She held out a hand and wiggled her fingers. “Can I borrow your phone?”

He shook his head like he couldn’t believe she was asking, but pulled his phone out of his pocket, swiped his thumb to unlock it, and held it out.

Pleased to see he had the newest model, she opened up the camera and aimed. “Oh, this is nice,” she said when the shoes showed up on screen in crisp, clear detail. She snapped a couple of pictures, shifting around to capture them from various angles. “This is so clear I can see the stitching on the straps.”

“Are you done?” he asked.

“Almost.” She sent the pictures to herself, started to hand the phone back, then paused. “Can I look through your pictures?”

“Why?”

“Curiosity,” she said, studying his face. He was scowling again, but it looked less purposeful and more…habitual. Like that was just his normal expression.

He shrugged and popped the last of his sandwich in his mouth.

Taking that as agreement, she scrolled through his gallery. Aside from the three pictures she’d just taken, there were exactly ten other shots, and they were all of…

She squinted at the screen. “Are these car parts?”

“Motorcycle,” he mumbled around the bread.

She looked up at him. “How long have you had this phone?”

He finished chewing and swallowed. “Four months.”

“And there are only ten pictures on it?” She handed it back.

He tucked the phone away. “Those are the pictures I still need. I delete the rest.”

“Even pictures of your friends, your family?”

“Why do I need pictures of them? I know what they look like.”

“That’s…weird,” she decided.

“You’re the one taking pictures of a stranger’s shoes,” he pointed out.

She slurped up the rest of her Coke. “That’s practical. Now I can do an image search, find them, and make them mine.”

“They’ll hurt your feet.”

“Probably,” she agreed. “I’ll have to wear them someplace where I can sit for most of the night. Like dinner, or the theater, or—"

“Home?” he suggested.

“Ha.” She toyed with her straw, studying him. He’d finished eating and was kicked back in his chair, hands folded low on his belly as he watched her. He wasn’t scowling, but he wasn’t smiling either, and a lesser woman might have found being the focus of such an intense study unnerving.

She found it invigorating, but that was no reason not to give him shit over it. “You’re staring.”

“I’m trying to decide if you’re beautiful.”

Invigorating, and possibly annoying. “Oh, really?”

“You’re attractive,” he went on, his gaze flicking from her face down her body and back again. “And that body is fucking bombshell. But I think I’d describe you as cute rather than beautiful.”

“Stop, you’ll make me blush,” she drawled, deadpan, and was rewarded with a flashing grin.

“That doesn’t bother you,” he said, and though it wasn’t a question, she answered anyway.

“I like how I look,” she told him with a shrug. “And other people’s opinions of me aren’t my business.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “That’s a very healthy outlook.”

“I know.” And finding that outlook had taken her years of therapy. “You’re not handsome, in case you were wondering.”

“Stop, you’ll make me blush.”

“You’re attractive,” she continued. “And very sexy. But all the scowling makes you seem intense, and maybe a little scary.”

“You don’t look scared.”

“I don’t spook easily,” she told him. “And intense works for me in bed.”

His expression didn’t change, but his eyes flickered. “Does it?”

“Mmm,” she murmured and imagined him looming over her in the dark, holding her down. She sighed dreamily, then frowned when a sudden thought occurred to her. “This tiger vibe you’ve got going on doesn’t turn pussy cat in the sack, does it?”

A glimmer of humor crossed his expression. “Not exactly.”

Thank God. “Good. Got any kinks?”

“Oh, a few,” he drawled.

“Well?” she asked when he stayed silent.

He watched her for a moment, dark eyes assessing, then he seemed to come to a decision. “I like to be in charge.”

Oh, boy. “How in charge?”

“As much as you’ll let me be.”

She wanted to leap up and do a happy dance, but she didn’t want to tip her hand. “That could be a lot of in charge.”

His eyes were gleaming like fired coals. “Yeah?”

“Within reason,” she amended, common sense clicking in a beat behind her libido. “I reserve the right to veto anything I don’t like.”

“Of course,” he allowed. “As do I.”

“Of course,” she echoed.

“You got a name, 3B?”

“Sure.”

He waited a beat. “You gonna tell me?”

“I’d rather not, actually. I kind of like the mysterious stranger situation we’ve got going.” She shifted in the chair, crossing her legs to squeeze her thighs together. It wouldn’t do anything to ease the ache between them, but she could enjoy it more. “That’s not a deal breaker for you, is it?”

“No,” he said, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “But I refuse to call the woman I’m fucking by a seat number.”

The woman I’m fucking was a simple descriptive phrase, but it made the pulse pound between her legs. “Call me whatever you want.”

The gleam in his eyes intensified. “Whatever I want?”

“I get veto power there, too,” she warned him.

He inclined his head in agreement. “And what will you call me?”

She licked her lips. “How do you feel about Sir?”

His gaze sharpened. “A little formal for my taste. But if it works for you, it’s fine with me.”

“Okay,” she agreed.

They stared at each other for a moment, the air practically vibrating with sexual tension. She stood it for about ten seconds. “Well? I thought you said you wanted to be in charge?”

His lips twitched, making his mustache quiver. “I did say that.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

“Just that,” he said and pushed to his feet. He gathered the debris from their meal, strode five steps to dump it in a trash can, then returned to the table to stand in front of her, one hand outstretched in silent command.

She answered it eagerly, putting her hand in his and allowing him to pull her to her feet. He twined his fingers with hers, those delightful callouses scraping against skin that already felt overly sensitive, and began to walk toward the elevators.

“We need condoms,” she told him, her voice breathless with anticipation.

“I called room service before I came down,” he said and towed her into an empty elevator and jabbed the button for his floor. “They’re delivering.”

“Oh,” she said and smiled as the doors slid smoothly shut. “Good.”
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He kept hold of her hand on the ride up to his floor, and when they stepped off used his grip to lead her down the hall. She didn’t mind. He’d started rubbing his thumb along the outside of her wrist in the elevator, and it was deliciously, delightfully arousing. By the time he unlocked his hotel room door she was nearly dizzy with eager anticipation.

He ushered her in, shut the door behind them, and began walking forward. “Do you have to use the bathroom?”

Facing him, she backed up, keeping two paces ahead. “No.”

He moved further into the room, his dark eyes locked on hers. “Want to talk some more?”

“Not really.” She risked a glance around and realized he’d herded her into the middle of the room, the wide window showcasing the lit-up strip behind her and the bed only a few steps away.

She lifted her gaze back to his, enjoying the little jolt that ran through her at the look in his eyes. While she was still thinking clearly enough to remember, she pulled her phone and her room key out of her pocket and tossed them on the little table in the seating area behind her. “When are the condoms supposed to get here?”

He stripped off the flannel shirt and tossed it aside, then toed off his boots. “Shouldn’t be too long.”

She ate up the view. The t-shirt was snug enough to show off the firm muscles beneath, and when he tossed the flannel aside it rode up, just enough to show off a slice of belly, pale with a tantalizing ribbon of hair arrowing into the waistband of his jeans. Then he whipped it over his head, and saliva pooled in her mouth.

His chest was covered in thick, dark fur that fanned out over his pectorals, then shrank down to a thin line that bisected his abs. Her fingers itched to pet it, and she had actually taken a step forward to do just that when there was a knock on the door.

He tossed the t-shirt after the flannel and aimed a stern look at her. “Don’t move,” he ordered and went to answer the knock.

She stood where she was, feet rooted to the spot by the command and her own arousal, and after a few seconds he was back with a box of condoms.

He set them on the nightstand, then resumed his spot at the foot of the bed. “Your turn.”

“For what?” she asked, still mesmerized by his naked torso, then blinked.

He let out a low laugh, a rumble of sound that scraped over her nerve endings like sandpaper, and dropped down to sit on the foot of the bed. “Strip.”

Well, that was clear enough, she thought and reached for the hem of her t-shirt.

The small part of her brain that was still capable of rational thought told her to go slow, to draw it out in a sexy strip-tease. That part of her brain was easily overpowered by the flood of arousal pumping through the rest of her, and she whipped the shirt over her head. Cool air whispered over her skin, raising goosebumps and turning her already pebbled nipples into little rocks inside the lace of her bra. Her breasts jiggled when she tossed the shirt to the side, making the lace slide over the erect flesh, and it felt so good she shifted her shoulders to make it happen again.

His eyes followed the motion, a slight grunt slipping from his lips. “Do that again.”

“What, this?” she asked and shimmied her shoulders.

The sound that came out of him this time was a deep rumble of appreciation, his eyes fixed on her breasts.

She looked down at the bright pink lace of her bra and, inspired, skimmed her hands down the sides. The lace scraped at her palms, a gentle abrasion that fed the arousal building inside her. Wanting more of it, she slid her hands up again, skimming over her nipples so they dragged against her palms. She kept going, watching him watch her, until she found the soft, creamy flesh of the tops of her breasts.

“You like this?” she asked, trailing her fingers over the lace.

“It’s nice,” he said, his eyes lifting to hers. “Pretty. Get rid of it.”

She tried a pout, just to see how he’d react. “You didn’t say please.”

His eyes flashed, whether in warning or delight, she wasn’t sure. Then he said, “You can take it off, or I can cut it off.”

Definitely a warning, she thought and reached back for the clasp with a shiver of delight. “Yes, Daddy.”

He went statue still, and for a moment she thought she’d fucked up.

“What did you call me?”

“Um. Daddy?” she said warily and stumbled back a step in panic when he surged to his feet. She was about to babble out an apology when he took two steps to close the distance between them, grabbed her chin and kissed her.

The force of it rocked her back on her heels, stole her breath. She grabbed his shoulders to keep her balance, but she needn’t have worried. His hands were hard on her hips, holding her in place as his mouth connected with hers with bruising force. Her mouth fell open under the pressure, and his tongue stroked inside. He fucked her mouth like she wanted him to fuck her pussy—with bold, sure strokes and barely restrained violence.

She rose up on her toes, trying to chase his tongue with hers, then let out a shocked squeak when he nipped her lip and lifted his head. She blinked up at him, confused and aroused and wanting his mouth back. He was staring down at her, close enough for her to see the approval mingling with the heat in his dark brown eyes.

“Oh,” she breathed in wonder and delight. “I guess you don’t mind if I call you that.”

“I don’t mind,” he rumbled, his voice low and soft and so intimate she went lightheaded. Then he stroked his thumb down her chin before stepping back and resuming his perch on the bed.

She stood, swaying on her feet and feeling as though she’d just been run over by a truckload of hormones. Then he said, “The bra, baby girl,” in a tone that brooked no argument and she snapped back to the moment.

“Yes, Daddy,” she said just to see his face go feral again and went to work on her bra. There were four hooks—boobs like hers needed support—so it took a bit to get through them, each one popping free getting her one step closer to the promise she saw in his eyes.

When it was finally undone, and the weight of her breasts pulled the straps off her shoulders, she let it fall soundlessly to the floor and stood, bold and proud, and let him look his fill.

It was like being devoured without being touched. She thought he’d been intense before, but it was nothing compared to the energy pumping off him now. Being the target of that intensity was exhilarating, and arousing, and a maybe little scary.

She liked it.

She drew in a deep breath, partly because her head was starting to go light but also because she wanted to watch him watch her breasts lift and sway with it, and she wasn’t disappointed. He looked like a hungry man eyeing a feast, and she wanted nothing more than for him to take a great big bite.

“The rest,” he finally said in a voice like gravel, and she reached for the waistband of her jeans.

She popped the button loose and dragged down the zipper, moving as quickly as she could without fumbling, and had her jeans and panties past her knees before she remembered she still wore her ankle boots.

“Leave them,” he rumbled and she looked up through the curtain of her hair, still bent over to undo her boots, and saw him smiling at her.

Strangely, it didn’t dilute the smoldering intensity at all.

She blew a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Why?”

“I didn’t bring any rope with me.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” she asked, straightening, then nearly overbalanced when she realized he was standing in front of her.

He caught her before she could fall on her ass, then used her momentum to scoop her up. She made a sound like a frightened puppy and grabbed his shoulders, clinging to them as he carried her, her hobbled feet banging into his shins, to the bed.

He set her on her butt on the edge of the mattress. “Lie back,” he instructed, planting one finger on her sternum to make sure she obeyed, then picked up her feet and placed them on the edge of the bed. “Comfortable?”

“Not really,” she managed, staring up at the ceiling. Her butt was right on the edge of the mattress, leaving little room for her feet, and with her jeans bunched around her ankles she couldn’t spread them apart for balance. With her feet forced together her knees were forced apart, exposing her bare pussy and leaving her feeling very, very vulnerable.

She really liked it.

He was quiet, and after a moment she picked up her head to see why. He was looking at her face, almost like he was waiting for her to do just that, then dropped his gaze between her spread thighs.

“I like this,” he said, taking one hand off her feet to brush his fingertips oh so lightly over her pubic hair.

“Yeah?” she said, pleased. It was always a question mark, how men would react to the fact that she didn’t shave herself bare. She did tidy up, simply because the springy curls often wandered well past the boundaries of a bathing suit, and she was as eager to avoid embarrassment at the pool as the next person. But for the most part she left it alone, and the result was a lush thatch of hair that men either seemed to love or loathe.

Though she would have had no trouble calling a halt to the proceedings if he’d reacted poorly—one potential lover who’d suggested she shave it before he would deign to venture ‘down there’ had been quickly shown the door—she was sincerely grateful that 3A seemed to be firmly in the ‘love’ category.

“Oh, yeah.” He tangled his fingers in the thick pelt of it and gave a gentle, testing tug that sent an electric current racing over her skin. Her breath caught at the sensation, and the look on his face as he watched her absorb it was…well, hungry.

He tugged again, more firmly this time. It added a little zip of pain to the burst of pleasure. “Too much?”

She shook her head, unable to speak for a moment. “No,” she finally managed to say, forcing the word past the thickness in her throat.

He didn’t smile, but she could see her answer pleased him. “Didn’t think so,” he rasped, and with a last tug, slid his hand down.

She held her breath, waiting, but his long fingers slid right past her aching clit and swollen labia to press on the inside her of thigh. “Wider,” he said, bringing his other hand up to push against her opposite leg, forcing them further apart before she could even begin to obey.

“They’re as wide as they can get,” she protested and gave a brief, fervent prayer of thanks for the yoga classes she’d been faithfully attending for the last year. There was no doubt in her mind that without them, her thighs would’ve been screaming as he gently but firmly pressed her knees down and out, her feet turning so the soles of her boots met.

“No back talk,” he scolded and smacked the inside of her left thigh. He didn’t hit her hard—in fact, she barely felt the sting—but it made her leg bounce and her thigh ripple and the sound that it made, that distinctive slap of skin on skin startled a cry from her.

He watched her for a moment, his eyes carefully assessing, and a faint smile curved his mouth. “I didn’t hear a ‘yes, Daddy,” he admonished and slapped her again.

Though he hadn’t hit her any harder than he had the first time, he’d aimed for exactly the same spot, and with the faint burn from the first slap lingering, the sting from the second was amplified. It didn’t hurt, not really, but it seemed hot—almost hotter than she could stand, spreading fire through the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.

She wondered what that fire would feel like on her pussy.

She had to swallow twice to get her voice to work, but when she finally managed to choke out a, “Yes, Daddy,” she was rewarded with a genuine smile.

“That’s my good girl,” he said in a soft, almost soothing voice, and bent down to place a gentle kiss on her burning skin.

He was so close to where she wanted him—his hair was tangling in her pubes, for God’s sake—and because she was a woman used to doing what she wanted when it came to sex, she tried to wiggle her pussy closer to his mouth.

His quiet chuckle vibrated against her. “Nope,” he said and slapped her right thigh.

“Shit!”

The curse burst out of her as the sting burst through her. Though he’d hit her a little harder than before, the pain faded almost instantly into a heavy, maddening heat that seemed to travel right to the aching, pulsing core of her. She stifled her frustration and tried a glare. “Why do you keep doing that?”

“Because you keep misbehaving,” he said mildly.

“All I did was wiggle,” she protested innocently.

“All you did was try to take control,” he corrected, amusement gleaming in his eyes, and smacked her thigh again.

“Oh, God.” She let her head fall back to the mattress. She didn’t love the sting, but the prickling heat that chased it was absolutely delicious. It seemed to simmer under her skin, spreading down her leg to torment her already desperate core. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been turned on so hard and fast—and he'd barely touched her.

“Am I allowed to ask a question?”

His lips twitched. She was amusing him again. “Sure.”

“Are you going to touch my pussy?”

His eyes were dark, the light in them almost gone. “Oh, I’m going to touch it,” he promised. “With my hands, my tongue, my cock.”

She licked her lips. “Is that going to happen anytime soon?” she managed, her voice tight with the effort of keeping her tone supplicant. She got demanding when she got horny, but she didn’t think orders would make him move any faster.

“When I’m ready,” he said, emphasizing the I’m.

“Um. Is there anything I can do to speed that along?”

His slow smile didn’t reassure her at all. “Be still.”

“Right.” She cleared her throat. “There might be a problem with that.”

One eyebrow lifted. “Oh?”

“I’m not very patient.”

“That’s okay.” The smile spread. “I am.”

She stared at him in mingled horror and delight. “Oh, God.”

She was absolutely delightful. Naked but for the jeans tangled around her booted feet, spread out like a Christmas feast, and giving him the big, pleading eyes for all she was worth. She was good at it, too—it probably worked most of the time. Unfortunately for her, he was immune to big pleading eyes.

Keeping his hands on her inner thighs—he wasn’t entirely sure she’d stay put if he let her go—he ignored her wordless begging and allowed his gaze to roam. There was plenty to see, and he wanted to soak it all in.

He’d known she was rocking a bombshell body under the simple jeans and t-shirt, and he hadn’t been wrong. But the reality of her was more than a bombshell—it was a nuclear blast. Her breasts were big, much more than a handful, and capped by brown nipples that had been making his mouth water since dinner—they’d been hard under her shirt the whole time they’d been eating. Her breasts looked pillowy-soft, jiggling slightly with her ragged breaths and the pounding of her heart, and he was itching to get his hands on them.

Since she was clearly itching for the same thing, and he liked the idea of torturing her, he kept his hands where they were and skimmed his gaze down to the soft, sexy curve of her belly. Promising himself he’d get his teeth into her there before the night was over, he darted a quick look at her face to see how she was handling his silent perusal.

If he was any judge—and he liked to think he was—she was fucking loving it.

Her cheeks were damp with sweat and flushed bright pink, a color he would’ve put down to embarrassment if it weren’t for the look in her eyes. They were bright and eager—still begging, but also shining with anticipation and arousal.

The lack of embarrassment both intrigued and pleased him. In his experience, most women were at least a little uncomfortable in such a vulnerable position—in fact he could only think of one former bed partner who hadn’t been, and that had been under special circumstances.

But this woman was either a master at concealing her emotions or wasn’t the least bit embarrassed by her position. And since he could clearly read the frustration, eagerness, and desire in her expression and body language, he was betting on the latter.

“Well, look at you,” he said admiringly. “You fucking love this, don’t you?”

“I’d love it more if you were touching me,” she countered immediately, then bit her lip. “Please?”

He chuckled, thoroughly enjoying himself. “That was very prettily done.”

“Did it work?” she asked, hope shining in her whiskey eyes.

“No,” he said and watched her face fall into mutinous lines. “And if you think that pitiful face is going to help your cause, you should think again.”

“You know, if I wanted to spend the night feeling frustrated and tortured, I’d be playing nickel slots and drinking well vodka.”

God, she was fun. “Keep talking,” he warned, “and I keep looking.”

“You’re a very mean man,” she said with an impressive pout.

“I know,” he said with palpable satisfaction. “Now shut your mouth while I look at your cunt.”

She let out a high, frustrated whine, but since she did it through tightly closed lips, he decided to give her credit for following the letter of the order and let it go.

Then true to his word, he aimed his gaze at her pussy.

With her legs spread wide, there was no part of her he couldn’t see. From the dark, unruly curls decorating her mound to the tightly puckered ring of her asshole, every square inch of her was laid out for his viewing pleasure.

If he had any doubts about her level of arousal, the sight before him would’ve eased them. She was pink and swollen, her plump outer labia peeled back to reveal the deep pink of her inner lips. Her clit poked out at the top of her slit, the firm little nub clearly visible through the whisps of pubic hair, and down below the soft, tender opening, a pink so deep it was nearly red, beckoned like a siren’s song.

She gleamed with wet, and he could’ve sworn he saw that delicate opening pulse.

Enthralled, he looked up into her sweaty face. “Did you just come?”

She shook her head. “No, that was a twitch.”

“A twitch?” he repeated, curious. “What’s a twitch?”

“A thing that my pussy does when I’m horny,” she replied, and he nearly grinned at the frustration in her voice.

“Are you horny?” he asked with mock shock. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“I hate you,” she declared.

“I won’t take that personally,” he assured her.

“A lot.”

“You know, except for your mouth, you’re being very good,” he observed, and she was. She hadn’t moved so much as an inch—aside from the pussy twitch—since he’d told her to be still. “If I gag you, maybe you’ll behave well enough to get fucked before morning.”

She looked so furiously appalled he was tempted to try it, but he was starting to feel a sense of urgency himself. He’d been hard as a rock since she’d called him Daddy, and everything she’d done since had only made him want her more.

“Unfortunately, I don’t have a gag,” he went on. He’d brought a suit but no tie, and while he’d be happy to use her own panties, that would mean freeing them—and her—from her jeans, and he wasn’t quite ready to let her up.

The horrified light in her eyes shifted to one of calculation just before she dropped her gaze to his crotch. “Yes, you do,” she said and licked her lips.

The surge of lust didn’t take him by surprise, but the intensity of it did. He suddenly wanted nothing more than to bury his dick to the balls in her pretty mouth, to fuck her throat until her eyes were streaming and her throat was convulsing, and he wondered if she’d put on some more mascara for him before he did.

She must have seen something in his expression because she started to lever herself up, the eager delight brightening her face that changed to confusion when he planted a hand between her breasts and pushed her firmly back.

“What are you doing?” she asked, resisting his strength for a moment before easing back on the mattress.

“Next round you can choke on my dick,” he promised.

The flush on her cheeks deepened and she took a long, shuddering breath. “Promise?”

“If you’re a good girl,” he said and planted his hands on the inside of her thighs again.

“Define ‘good’,” she asked, wariness darkening her eyes.

“Don’t worry,” he said, and let the grin he’d been holding in all night loose. Her eyes widened slightly, a hint of trepidation easing in alongside the eager arousal, and he felt a dark, primitive thrill. “I’ll let you know if you step out of line.”

“Yay,” she said with faint sarcasm, then shrieked when he pinched her clit.

He held it gently, applying just enough pressure to keep his grip when her hips jerked in reaction. When she was still again—which only took a few seconds, very good girl—he slowly, carefully, increased the pressure.

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” she chanted, her breath coming in fast and her thighs quivering. He watched her face carefully, watching for signs of real discomfort. When her muscles went from tense to rigid and the pleasure on her face turned to distress, he stopped.

There, he thought and made a mental note of just how hard he could pinch her clit before real pain clicked in.

“You’re so mean,” she wheezed and lifted her head to look at him with glazed eyes.

“You said that already,” he reminded her and noted that while her mouth was saying mean, her pussy had gotten noticeably wetter.

She shoved at her hair, which was sweaty and tangled again. “It bears repeating.”

“Put your hands above your head,” he ordered.

“Why?” she asked even as she lifted her arms.

“Because I said so,” he replied, then shook his head. “No, that won’t work. Lace your fingers together and tuck them behind your head.”

“Why am I doing this?” she asked, shifting her hands behind her head.

“Because I didn’t bring any rope,” he reminded her. “Keep your hands there.”

“Or what?” she challenged.

“Or I’ll stop,” he answered and lowered his mouth to her pussy.
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The first touch of his tongue on her aching cunt had Maddie clenching her hands in her hair to keep from moving them, because if he stopped she might just die. It might have been the strangest foreplay she’d ever encountered—five minutes of staring at her naked body and a pinch on her clit that had made her see stars—but it fucking worked, and she was already so close to an orgasm she could taste it.

She was half afraid he’d sense it and back off in favor of torturing her some more, but three seconds in it was clear that backing off wasn’t his plan. He all but devoured her, sucking on her labia and nibbling her clit and shoving his so tongue deep into her needy, greedy hole she’d have sworn she could feel it tickling the back of her throat, and just like that, she came shrieking.

He lifted his head. “Damn. That’s a hair trigger you’ve got there, baby girl.”

“Sorry,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “You’re really good at that. And I was kind of worked up.”

“Still are,” he observed and ran one finger around her still pulsing clit.

She shivered and jerked, an instinctive attempt to avoid contact. The orgasm had left her clit super sensitive, making the gentle rasp of his calloused finger feel almost unbearably rough. “Don’t.”

His finger stilled. “Sensitive?”

“Yeah.” She looked at him. He loomed at the foot of the bed, tall and broad and sexy as fuck with her pussy juice shining on his chin. She wanted to sit up and lick his face, but her muscles felt like noodles and he was still touching her, so moving wasn’t an option.

“You didn’t move,” he said, and she wondered if he was actually reading her mind before realizing he was talking about her hands, still safely tucked behind her head.

“I guess not.” She couldn’t quite get a read on him. With her brain still scrambled from her orgasm, she wasn’t sure if that was approval she heard in his voice or if he was laughing at her. “Do I get a prize?”

“What, like a reward?” he asked, one eyebrow raised, and now she was sure he was laughing at her.

She felt too good to care. “Why not?”

“Why not?” he echoed, and let out a rich chuckle with an oddly sinister undertone that in hindsight, she should’ve paid closer attention to. “Okay, sugar, I’ll give you a prize.”

Hoping it was his dick, she lifted her head to get a better view.

“Stay put,” he told her, and to her mingled horror and delight, lowered his face back to her pussy. “And keep those hands right where they are.”

“Too soon,” she moaned in protest.

“Too bad,” he said just before his tongue hit her pussy.

To her profound relief, he avoided direct contact with her clit—there was some mercy lurking in that dark and twisted soul—but he was no less voracious than he was the first time. Lapping, nibbling, stabbing his tongue into her over and over until she was writhing on the bed. She started to reach down and grab his head to move him where she needed him, but she’d barely gotten her hands out of her hair when he lifted his head, barked, “Bad girl,” in a voice like steel and slapped her pussy. Hard.

She cried out, jerking violently at the bright, sharp burst of pain. Then she jerked again when he drove straight back into her pussy, tongue fucking her with such savage force that she could feel his teeth pressing into her labia.

“Oh shit, oh God, oh shit,” she chanted, clenching her hands into fists to keep from reaching down. Her scalp burned, but she barely noticed with all the other sensations rushing through her. Pleasure and pressure and yes, pain, but it wasn’t real pain, it was good pain, the kind of pain that hurt for a second and then shifted immediately to pleasure that was somehow hard and sharp and so intense that she’d gladly put up with the scrape of his teeth or the slap of his hand to get more of it.

There was so much of it, and it was so big, so heavy inside her that she thought she might split apart under the weight of it.

When he shifted his mouth to her clit, lashing the now eager bundle of nerves with that talented tongue and dipped his thumb into her now empty pussy, she let out a moan of delight. Finally, penetration! But when he pulled his thumb from her pussy and slid it down to press firmly against the wet, tender skin of her asshole, her legs began to shake.

Then he slid his thumb past the tight ring of muscle into her ass and clamped his lips around her clit at the same time in a hard, sucking pull, and that’s when her soul left her body.

Every muscle went tight for one heartbeat, two, then the pleasure and the pressure and the pain released, bursting like an overfilled water balloon. There was a roaring in her ears, but she heard herself scream and him chanting “more, give me more” in a low feral growl that barely sounded human.

If she’d had the power of speech she would’ve told him he already had everything, she had no more to give, but he was pumping his thumb in and out of her asshole and sucking hard on her clit, her body making a liar out of her with a harder, sharper orgasm coming so closely on the heels of the first that she thought she’d pass out.

Maybe she did, because the next thing she knew he was shoving her back on the bed like a rag doll, her feet still tangled in her jeans and her hands still tangled in her hair, then he was climbing on top of her. She had approximately two seconds to realize that he was naked, and then he was inside her.

The shock of penetration drove the air from her lungs, had her eyes flying wide. He hovered over her, his broad shoulders blocking out the light, eyes so dark they were almost black staring back at her.

He looked feral and savage and so damn sexy her pussy gave a short, hard spasm, and she watched, fascinated and a little frightened, as his lips peeled back in the least cheerful smile she’d ever seen.

“Give me more,” he demanded and began to move.

She was sensitive and swollen from her orgasms, so despite the fact that she was wet enough to leave a puddle on the duvet, it wasn’t a smooth, easy glide. He worked himself out of her, then back in again, inch by torturous inch, scraping against nerve endings that were already over-stimulated, tissues that already felt raw. She winced, and he saw it.

He paused on an in-stroke, concern flickering in the dark depths of his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Just…sensitive,” she managed and licked her lips. “You’re big.”

“You’re swollen,” he countered and slid forward so he was seated firmly inside her. “Should I stop?”

“No!” She shook her head violently, wincing again when her fingers caught in her hair. “No, keep going.”

The cautious light didn’t fade from his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You slapped my pussy,” she reminded him with a choked laugh.

“That wasn’t really pain,” he said, and she had to admit he had a point.

“Just go slow,” she begged.

“Tell me if it’s too much,” he said, giving orders once again, and when she nodded in agreement, began to move.

In and out, slow and steady. He was too big, too hard not to cause discomfort, and the drag of the latex condom didn’t help. She thought for a wild moment that she was never going to get used to it, and tensed in panic.

“You have to relax,” he ordered, his hips gliding slowly back and forth. “You’ll make it worse if you tense up.”

“I’m trying.”

He shook his head, hair dancing around his face. “Try harder.”

Annoyed at the orders and disappointed that this wasn’t as fun as it was supposed to be, she glared at him. “If you’re in such a damn rush, you could do something to help.”

“Okay,” he agreed equably and kissed her.

She tasted herself on his lips, salty and sweet, and the sheer dirtiness of it had her pussy squeezing him in a spasm of delight. He groaned and sank deeper into the kiss, lowering himself a little more so that the thick mat of hair on his chest rubbed against her breasts. It was like wool scraping against her skin, sending little jolts of electricity through her puckered nipples, and when he slid deep once again, the pinching friction had all but disappeared.

He must have felt it, but continued to rock back and forth at the same slow, steady pace.

Desire began to build as the discomfort eased, and soon she was wiggling underneath him, eager for more. “You can go faster,” she gasped into his mouth.

“No,” he said and bit her lower lip.

She whimpered at the bite, at the pain that only seemed to enhance her mounting pleasure. But it wasn’t enough.

She arched up, pressing her breasts more firmly into him, wanting, needing deeper contact. He gave it to her without hesitation, pressing her down into the mattress so her breasts were crushed under the weight of his chest, and for a moment it was bliss.

But his pace never changed, hips still shuttling back and forth steadily, languidly, and what had been necessary was now torture.

“You’re killing me,” she groaned when he shifted to scrape his teeth along her jaw.

“Good,” he replied, and she would’ve hit him if her hands still hadn’t been caught in her sweaty hair.

“Bastard,” she breathed.

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” he said with a chuckle and sank his teeth into her earlobe.

The little twinge of pain had her pussy fluttering around him, and for one brief, heavenly moment, she thought she might come. Then it faded, and she let out a thin whine of frustration.

“Poor baby,” he murmured into her ear, using tongue and teeth to torment her further. “Do you want to come?”

“Yes,” she breathed, arching up into him as best she could. With her hands stuck in her hair and her ankles still hobbled by her pants it wasn’t much. She needed him to move.

He lifted his head. “Beg me.”

She blinked. “What?”

“You heard me,” he replied. His breathing was heavy, his voice nearly guttural with need. “Beg me, and I’ll let you come.”

She stared up at him, shocked and enthralled by the request. Though she was no stranger to kinky games, no one had ever made her beg before, and her knee-jerk reaction was to refuse. Let her come? The words rankled, the entire concept was intellectually infuriating, but on a purely sexual level…

She shivered with delight. “Please.”

“Please, what?” he prompted, a soft, cajoling note in his voice that didn’t diminish the command in it one bit.

Jesus, this is so fucking hot. She licked her lips. “Please, let me come.”

His thrusts sped up a fraction. His hair hung around his face, damp with his sweat and hers, his eyes gleaming like dark coals in the shadows.

“Again.”

“Please,” she moaned, pouring all the pent-up frustration and need boiling inside her into the word. “Please, let me come.”

A little faster, a little harder. “Again.”

“I need to come,” she begged, warming to the task. “Please, please fuck me harder so I can come.”

“Again,” he said, speeding up a little more, but she was still talking, begging, pleading for relief from the ache, the want, the need that was so big and hot inside her that it felt like she’d die if it went unfulfilled, and with every word, every pleading moan and supplicant sigh, he sped up until he was hammering into her.

She kept talking, not wanting him to stop for even a second, the spiral of tension and pleasure so tight inside her it was agony. She beseeched and begged, pleaded and implored, fucking him back as much as she could while he pounded her into the mattress. The orgasm was right there, just out of her grasp, and she thought she’d die if she didn’t get it.

“Oh God, oh please, harder,” she babbled, desperate for release, nearly crying with the need for it. “Fuck me harder, faster, please please I want to come!”

He hung over her, sweat flying, eyes burning. His muscles were taut, his lips peeled back over gritted teeth. “You want to come?”

“Yes,” she sobbed, her hands fisted in her hair, body straining upward for deeper, harder contact. “Please, Daddy.”

“Then fucking do it,” he growled, slamming into her so hard her teeth snapped together. “Fucking come, baby girl, come on my dick. Come on, you can do it, I want to feel it, come on baby, come all over me, come—”

She’d never know if it was his permission that unlocked the floodgates or if all that thrusting dick finally did its job, but the orgasm hit her like a tsunami. Her body went shock-still for half a heartbeat then she was trembling and jerking and shaking as the waves of pleasure beat against her like water against the sand, unrelenting and implacable. She bit her lip to hold back a scream, and the coppery taste of blood filled her mouth.

Through the roaring in her ears she heard him shout, felt him jerk against her and get even harder inside her, then he was shaking and jerking right along with her until they both collapsed, spent and rung out, on the well-used mattress.

Maddie figured it took her a full five minutes to catch her breath. When she had, she tried her voice. “I don’t mean to kill the afterglow,” she rasped, “but you’re kind of heavy.”

A muffled grunt vibrated against her left breast, then he lifted his head. “Want me to move?”

She didn’t, not really, but now that the endorphin buzz of arousal and orgasm was spent, she was really starting to feel the ache in her hips. “If you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he rumbled and rolled off her, one hand clamped around his now limp dick to keep the condom in place. “You can move your hands now.”

“Oh. Right.” Feeling sore and wrecked and fantastically used, Maddie peeled her fingers off her scalp and sat up. She surveyed the bed—wrecked—and herself—also wrecked—in bemused delight that quickly turned into a grimace of pain when she tried to straighten her legs.

“All right?” he asked drowsily at her soft curse, and she turned to look at him.

He was sprawled on the bed, had one hand on the condom and the other flung out in a pose of either wanton abandon or total exhaustion. Since his face had gone slack and his eyes were closed, smart money was on the latter.

“Fine,” she said, amused that he was all but passed out. “Just sore muscles.”

He forced his eyes open at that, a hint of concern in their sleepy brown depths. “Bad?”

“Nothing a little stretching won’t fix,” she assured him.

“Oh.” His eyes drifted closed again. “Okay.”

Maddie shook her head and reached for her boots, wincing at the stretch in her thighs and hips, and unzipped them. Tossing them aside, she peeled down her jeans and panties and swung her legs carefully over the side of the bed. She slid to the floor, hanging onto the bed for balance until her feet were solidly under her, then straightened and took a tentative step.

It hurt, but she stayed upright, so she hobbled her way into the bathroom.

After emptying her bladder and washing up, she grabbed one of the bottles of water on the bathroom sink and guzzled until it was empty. Grabbing the second bottle, she carried it with her back to the bed and stared at the man who had just fucked her into heaven.

He was dead asleep.

Mouth open, snoring like a buzz saw, already in a REM cycle asleep. His hand was still on his dick, as was the condom, and she circled the bed, thinking she’d peel it off him before the come dried and effectively glued it to his skin. But when she tried to gently lift his hand he snorted, jerked away, and rolled over onto his stomach, pinning his condom-covered-dick underneath him.

“That’s a you problem, then,” she decided and reached for her underwear.

She dressed quickly, enjoying the view of his bare ass, then retrieved her room key and phone from the table. She tucked them in her pockets, then walked to the desk and picked up the pen and notepad resting there.

She jotted a quick note, tore it off the pad, and set it under the box of condoms on the nightstand. Then she picked up the bottle of water, turned off the lights, and let herself out of the room.

When she reached her own room one floor down, she tiptoed though so she wouldn’t wake a finally sleeping Halley, then climbed into the shower.

The hot water felt glorious, and she could’ve stayed there until it ran out, but the long day of travel was catching up to her. She made quick work of washing up, blew her hair mostly dry, then dug out a fresh pair of panties and a sleep shirt and crawled into bed.

She set the alarm on her phone, plugged it into the charger she’d already set on the nightstand, and fell into a deep, sexually satisfied sleep.
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“Why do we have to buy her a present, anyway?” Maddie asked.

Halley, her brown eyes a shade darker than her sister’s, looked at her with calm reproach. “Because she’s going to be our stepmother, and we want to make her feel welcome.”

“Right,” Maddie muttered and moved down the jewelry case.

“She makes Dad happy, Mads.”

“I know. And I’m happy for them,” Maddie said, then sighed when her sister just stared at her. “Mostly.”

“This isn’t about Mom, is it?” Halley asked, abandoning her search for the perfect stepmother present to frown at her sister. “You’re not harboring some childhood fantasy about her and Dad getting back together?”

“Oh God, no.” Maddie shuddered at the thought. “How could you think that?”

“It made as much sense as anything else,” Halley said with a shrug of her shoulders, left bare by the pink sundress she wore.

“Sure, if I had amnesia.” Maddie shook her head. Her parents’ marriage had been a disaster, and everyone—even her grandparents, who were so Catholic they refused to go to a mass that wasn’t said in Latin—had breathed a sigh of relief when they’d finally divorced.

“What is it, then?”

Maddie shrugged, feeling embarrassed and awkward. “I guess I just got used to seeing Dad as just…a dad. Mom remarried a year after the divorce, but everything with Dad stayed the same. He just kept working the farm and teaching and he never really dated, and I stopped thinking about him finding someone new.”

“And then he did.” Halley nodded, her pretty face sympathetic. “I get that. I had some trouble with it too, at first.”

“You did?” Maddie stared at her sister with surprised relief. “Really?”

“Sure. I went to spend the night at Dad’s once when Lance and I were fighting, and do you know what I saw when I walked into the kitchen?”

Maddie made a face. “If you’re going to tell me you walked in on them fucking, please don’t.”

“They were dancing.”

Maddie blinked. “Dancing?”

“To that Springsteen song he loves, the one on the live album?”

“‘Waitin’ On A Sunny Day’,” Maddie murmured.

“That’s the one,” Halley confirmed. “They were wrapped around each other, swaying to the music, and smiling.”

She lifted her hands, then let them fall. “Just smiling into each other’s eyes, like they were a couple of Disney dogs sharing a plate of spaghetti. And I thought, ‘well, this hussy is trying to steal my dad away’.”

Maddie choked on a laugh. “Hussy?”

“I’d caught Lance talking to some girl online and I kind of had hussies on the brain,” Halley admitted.

Maddie bit her tongue to keep from spewing her opinion of Halley’s on-again, off-again boyfriend.

“I was ready to yank her away from Dad by her hair and toss her out on her ass.” Halley gave a helpless shrug. “But then I saw the look on his face. He loves her, Maddie.”

“Does she love him?” Maddie asked baldly.

“Well, she hasn’t told me she does,” Halley said. “But when Dad was making gooey love eyes at her, dancing to Springsteen in the kitchen, she was making them right back.”

Maddie sighed. “Dammit.”

“She’s nice.” Halley laid a hand on her sister’s arm. “You can see for yourself, now that you’ve moved back.”

Maddie wasn’t sure she wanted to see for herself. “I should’ve stayed in Chicago.”

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t. I’ll be glad to see more of you.”

“Me too,” Maddie admitted. “Want to do a girl’s night soon?”

“Really?” Halley beamed. “That’d be great. You want to come to Mt. Pleasant?”

“I really don’t,” Maddie said firmly.

“Come on,” Halley cajoled. “We can hit the college bars, play cards at the casino. It’ll be like old times.”

“My old times were not good,” Maddie reminded her. “I have no intention of reliving them. You can come to Grand Rapids.”

“Okay,” Halley said agreeably. “We’ll make a weekend of it.”

“Really?” Maddie eyed her sister warily. “The last time I asked you to visit for the weekend you said Lance didn’t like you to be gone that long.”

“Well, it’s not a problem anymore. He moved out.”

“Wait, what?” Maddie grabbed Halley’s arm, dragging her around so she could see her sister’s face. “When did this happen?”

“The day after Christmas,” Halley said, looking miserable. “I came home from breakfast at Dad’s and he’d cleared out.”

“Jeez, Hal.” She wanted to shout for joy, but the dejected look on her sister’s face had her stifling the urge. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” Halley said, a glimmer of humor leaking through the melancholy. “You hated Lance.”

“Well, yeah. That’s no secret. But I’m sad if you are.”

“I’m a lot of things,” Halley admitted. “I’m not sure if sad is one of them.”

“What happened?”

“He doesn’t want the baby.”

“What baby?” Maddie asked, confused, then the other shoe dropped. “Wait. Baby?”

“I’m pregnant,” Halley confessed and laid a hand over her belly. “Almost eight weeks.”

“Well, shit.” Maddie stared at her sister’s face and tried to decipher her expression. “Is this good news or bad news? I can’t tell.”

Halley sighed. “It’s not great news. I sure didn’t plan to get pregnant. We always used condoms, and Lance was so pissed when I told him. I’ve never seen him that mad.”

Maddie stayed quiet, one hand holding Halley’s in silent support, but silently vowed that if Lance Perry had lifted a single finger to her sister, Maddie would make sure he’d never be able to get anyone else pregnant.

“He doesn’t want any part of it, so I’d be doing it as a single mom, and I never planned on that either.” Halley paused to draw in a breath. “It’s just bad timing all around, and I was all set to make an appointment for an abortion, but…”

“You might not be able to get pregnant again,” Maddie finished, and Halley nodded.

“The doctor said it’s not impossible, but with my endometriosis…”

“It’s complicated,” Maddie finished. “I know. They told me the same thing when I was diagnosed.”

“Is it selfish to have a baby this way?” Halley wondered. “Knowing it won’t have a father, just because it might be my only chance?”

“Maybe,” Maddie said slowly, trying to choose her words carefully. “But really, what’s an unselfish reason to have a baby?”

A ghost of a smile curved Halley’s lips. “Good point.”

“Have you told Dad?” Maddie wanted to know.

Halley shook her head. “I didn’t want to worry him, not with the wedding coming up. And he’s going to, especially since I have to look for a new job.”

“What do you mean?” Halley was an administrative assistant in the real estate office where Lance was an agent. “Lance can’t fire you, can he?”

“I don’t know,” Halley admitted. “But even if he doesn’t, I don’t think I want to be there anymore.”

“I don’t blame you. Are you going to stay in Mt. Pleasant?”

Halley shrugged. “Where else would I go?”

“Move in with me,” Maddie said.

“What?”

“Come to Grand Rapids and move in with me,” Maddie repeated. “The house has three bedrooms, so there’s plenty of room.”

“But…I’d have to find a job,” Halley began.

“You’re going to do that anyway,” Maddie pointed out. “You’ll just be doing it in Grand Rapids instead of Mt. Pleasant.”

Halley bit her lip, her eyes worried. “I don’t have much in savings, Maddie. I couldn’t give you much for rent until I find something.”

“I’ll cover the rent until you do,” Maddie told her.

“Oh, I can’t let you do that.”

“I’m paying it whether you’re there or not,” Maddie pointed out. “You can cover half the utilities if it makes you feel better.”

Halley’s lip quivered. “You really want me to live with you?”

“I want you somewhere that people don’t treat you like shit and you have the time and space to figure out what you want,” Maddie said firmly, then smiled. “Getting to be roomies again is just a bonus.”

“I still don’t know what…it might be me and a baby,” Halley reminded her.

“If it is, you’ll need help, right?”

Halley’s eyes lit with hope. “You’d help me?”

“Of course, I’ll help,” Maddie said, mildly affronted at the question. “I’ll go with you to doctor’s appointments, hold your hand during labor, I’ll change diapers…I have to draw the line at lactating, but anything else you need, I’m there.”

“Oh God, Mads.” Halley’s eyes went bright with unshed tears, and she lurched forward to wrap her arms around Maddie in a fierce hug. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Maddie murmured, holding on tight. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Halley said and pulled back on a watery laugh to wipe at her eyes. “Sorry. Hormones.”

“Well, pull yourself together,” Maddie ordered with deliberate cheer. “We’re late meeting Dad for lunch, and we still have to pick out a present.”

“Right.” Halley knuckled away her tears, then bent over the jewelry case again. “What do you think of this necklace?”

“It’s pretty,” Maddie decided, eyeing the sparkling, teardrop aquamarine in an elegantly simple gold setting. “Not gaudy, but big enough to wow.”

Halley nodded in agreement. “Plus, aquamarine is Dad’s birthstone.”

“I guess that makes it perfect.” Maddie signaled for the clerk. “Let’s pay for it and go eat.”

“I’m starving,” Halley admitted in a low voice as the clerk hustled over, all smiles. “These days I’m either puking my guts out or eating like a horse.”

“Good thing we’re going to a buffet, then,” Maddie observed, and pulled out her credit card. “That one,” she told the clerk. “And we’ll need it gift-wrapped.”

“Spencer, are you listening?” his mother asked, and from her tone it wasn’t the first time.

Spence winced. He’d woken up late, his body clock thrown off by the time change and the late night, and had barely had enough time to shower and change before meeting his mother for lunch.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m not firing on all cylinders yet.”

“So I see.” His mother raised one elegantly groomed eyebrow in a mirror of his own habitual expression. “Did you hit the casino last night or something?”

“Or something,” he allowed, thinking of 3A.

“Hmm.” Heather picked up her champagne and sipped, watching him over the rim of the glass with eyes as blue as the summer sky and shrewd as a wolf. “You should get a nap this afternoon.”

“Planning on it.”

“Good. It would be nice if you didn’t look like a zombie in my wedding photos.”

Her acerbic drawl made him grin. “Yes ma’am.”

“You’re pretty cheerful for a man who didn’t get much sleep,” she observed mildly, but the shrewd look in her eye remained. “Business is going well?”

“It is,” he said, thankful he didn’t have to lie. He knew she worried about him, opening his own business. “Thanks for giving me the start-up capital.”

“It was your money,” she reminded him.

He snorted. “Hardly.”

“It was,” she insisted. “Your college fund, your money. If you want to thank anyone, thank yourself for getting a scholarship so you didn’t have to spend it on school.”

He shook his head. “I know how much you sacrificed to put that money away.”

“It wasn’t a sacrifice,” she insisted. “And your father contributed, too.”

“Yeah, but I don’t care about him.”

Heather’s eyes went chiding over the rim of her glass. “Spencer.”

He shrugged, unconcerned. “It’s true.”

She put her glass down with a sigh. “I know, and I can’t blame you. Do you hate him?”

“No,” Spence said bluntly. “But I don’t love him, either. How could I? I’ve met him, what, twice?”

“Three times,” Heather corrected. “He saw you in the hospital when you were born, before he moved back to France.”

Spence didn’t think that counted, but he let it go. “I give him credit for not ducking out on child support, but it’s not like it was a financial hardship for him.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that?”

“I looked him up when I was in junior high,” he confessed. “Henri Montagne, heir to a French perfume fortune, international playboy, and bum.”

He shrugged when she stared at him. “I was curious.”

“You could’ve asked me.”

“I didn’t know if it would hurt your feelings to talk about him,” he explained.

“It wouldn’t have,” she said, then sighed. “And that’s probably a lie. But I would’ve answered your questions.”

“You always did.”

“That was my job,” she said, a calculating gleam coming into her eyes. “Being a parent is the best job ever, you know.”

Recognizing the change of subject, Spence scowled. “Don’t start on me.”

“My greatest joy,” she continued with a mother’s smile—loving and ruthless. “My biggest reward.”

“I’m not giving you grandchildren, Ma.”

“If not you, who?” she countered. “You’re my only child.”

“You’re getting two more tonight,” he pointed out, suddenly grateful to be gaining siblings. “Maybe one of them will make you a grandma.”

She looked delighted at the prospect, then pointed one elegant finger at him. “Don’t think that lets you off the hook.”

“Everything all set for the wedding?” he asked in a hopelessly transparent attempt to change the subject. “You got your dress and everything?”

“Smooth,” she said drily but answered the question. “Everything’s all done. We did a quick run-through last night with the coordinator, dinner reservations are set. And I’ve had my dress for a month, you numbskull.”

Did he know that already? He couldn’t remember. “What time am I supposed to be there again?”

“Eleven-thirty,” she said firmly, and he knew if he was one minute late she’d blister his ears. “And don’t be late, because the ceremony needs to start on time so we’ll be pronounced husband at wife at the stroke of twelve.”

He still wasn’t sure why it was so important to her to be married precisely at midnight, but if that’s what she wanted, that’s what she’d get. “And we’re having dinner after?”

“Yes, and I expect you to behave.”

He frowned. “What does that mean?”

She aimed a pointed look. “You will be nice to your new sisters, Spencer Jason, or I’ll slap that mustache off your face.”

“What do you think, I’m going to put worms in their hair?” he asked, amused. “Frogs in their soup? I’m thirty-three, Mom.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, and he was surprised at the tension in her voice. “I just want all of us to get along.”

“You’re worried about this?” he asked.

“Not worried, exactly,” she hedged, and he sat up straighter. Heather was a straight-forward, balls-to-the-wall, in-your-face kind of woman. For her to hedge on anything was so rare as to be almost unthinkable. “I guess I’m a little nervous about being a step-mom.”

“Why?” he asked, genuinely baffled. “They’re grown women. It’s not like you have to teach them about their periods or make sure they don’t sneak boys into the house after hours.”

“I don’t know.” She began toying with her fork. “They weren’t exactly thrilled when their father and I started dating.”

This was the first he was hearing of it. “They weren’t?”

“Well, Halley wasn’t,” Heather amended with a faint frown. “I don’t actually know how Maddie felt. She was still living in Chicago then, and we haven’t spent much time together.”

Spence frowned, trying to recall if the little brown-eyed blonde had said or done anything hostile when he’d traveled up to Clare to have lunch with them the day after Thanksgiving. “Halley seemed fine to me. Nice.” A little bland, he thought, but nice.

“Oh, she is,” Heather hastened to assure him. “And really, I think she was just shocked to see her father dating anyone. He hadn’t, you know, not since the divorce. And she’s been lovely since.”

“Then what’s the problem?” he wanted to know.

“I just want to start my marriage out on the right foot,” she said, picking up her fork and laying it back down again.

“Mom.” He reached over to cover her hand with his. “Stephen loves you, right?”

She nodded.

“And you love him?”

“I really do,” she said, her voice ringing with certainty, and something twisted low in his belly.

He ignored it. “Then that’s what matters, yeah?”

“It is.” She nodded. “You’re right.”

“Give the rest some time,” he advised. “It’ll all work out.”

“You think?”

“I know.” He was going to make sure of it.

“You’re a good son, Spencer,” she murmured and squeezed his hand. “Have I told you that lately?”

“Been a while.”

“Well, you are.” She gave his hand a final squeeze, then picked up her champagne. “But I still want grandchildren.”

He just sighed and signaled for another drink.

After lunch, he escorted his mother to the spa for the treatments she had booked, then made his escape. With his ears ringing from her demands for grandchildren, he let himself into his room and sprawled on the bed. Housekeeping had been in, so it was neatly made, and he tried not to think about the mess he’d left behind in his dash to lunch.

The bed had been a wreck, his clothes from yesterday still on the floor, and he was pretty sure he’d left the condom—which he’d had to peel off in the shower with the aid of hot water—on the bathroom floor.

Making a mental note to leave a very large tip, he reached for the nightstand and picked up the note he’d found under the box of condoms that morning. He scanned the scrawled words, though he remembered them clearly enough: Thanks for the orgasms—if you’re around tomorrow, I’ll be at the pool after lunch. Come find me at the European pool if you’re interested in round two.

He set the note aside. He wasn’t going to go, of course. Last night had been fun, and he wouldn’t mind another round—especially since he’d promised to make her choke on his dick—but he had enough on his plate this weekend. He needed the nap he promised his mother he’d get, and since he’d forgotten to unpack last night he probably needed to arrange to have his suit pressed. And he owed it to his mother to be fully present for her wedding. He was the only family she had left, and he knew how much she wanted her wedding to be perfect.

He definitely wasn’t going to go.

On the other hand, a glance at the clock told him it wasn’t even one-thirty. And a swim might do him good—he’d sleep better after a little exercise.

“Fuck it,” he decided and picked up the phone to call the concierge.

Half an hour later, he was scanning the deck of the topless pool—because that’s apparently what ‘European pool’ meant in Vegas speak—his eyes shielded against the sun by aviator shades, trying to pick 3B out of the crowd of sunbathing beauties.

“Excuse me, Sir,” someone said at his elbow, and he turned to find a hotel employee hovering nearby. “Can I help you find a chair?”

Realizing he probably looked like a perv scoping out all the bare breasts, Spence tried a genial smile. “No, thank you. I’m just looking for my friend.”

“Of course. And your friend’s name?”

Shit. Spence kept the smile on his face. “Honestly? I don’t know. She’s a…new friend.”

The young man’s expression didn’t so much as twitch. “I see.”

“You’re probably supposed to weed out the pervs,” Spence said, amused when that got him a flicker. “So I’ll just do a lap, and if I don’t see her, I’ll leave.”

“You’ll be welcome to stay, Sir,” the kid said, stoic once again. “Please let me know if you need an umbrella.”

“I’ll do that,” Spence promised and started off around the perimeter of the pool.

He scanned the chairs, the water as he strolled, and though he saw plenty of beautiful bodies, he didn’t see 3B.

Trying to take it philosophically, he angled his body to let a woman wearing a tiny string bikini with an enormous butterfly tattoo covering her breasts pass—returning her come-hither once-over with an unsmiling nod—and made the turn around the far end of the pool.

And he saw her.

She was lying face down on a lounge chair, an umbrella angled over her for shade. A narrow triangle of cloth the color of peacock feathers rode low on her hips, showing off the dimples on either side of her spine and the curves of that magnificent ass.

The rest of her was delightfully, deliciously bare.

Her back was smooth and sleek, and even from a distance, he could see her skin was glistening. Probably not suntan oil, he mused, since she was lying in the shade and hadn’t struck him as a fool. It was more likely she’d recently taken a dip in the pool.

He was sorry he missed it.

Her hair was swept up on the top of her head, leaving her neck bare, and her forearms were folded under her head. The position left an epic amount of side boob on display, and he took a moment to appreciate it before lifting his gaze to her face.

She was turned toward him, her cheek pillowed on her arms, with an enormous pair of sunglasses covering half her face. And still, he was absolutely certain that when he strode towards her, she was looking right at him.

“Hey, Daddy,” she purred when he stopped at her lounger.

“Hey, sugar.” He dropped into a crouch. “I got your note.”

“So I see.” Her lips curved in a sexy little smile. “Want to pull up a lounger and bake a while?”

He wished he could see her eyes. “I’m not much of a sun worshiper.”

“Me either,” she confessed and lifted a hand to gesture overhead. “Hence the umbrella.”

“Hmmm. How long you been down here?”

“Half an hour or so.”

“You planning to hang around for a while?”

Her eyebrows lifted slightly. “I guess that depends on whether or not I have anything better to do.”

Testing, he skimmed a finger down her spine. She shivered, her skin roughening with goosebumps. “I might have some ideas about that.”

“Yeah?”

He let his hand rest on her lower back, soaking up the heat radiating from her skin. “Yeah.”

“Tell me,” she murmured, arching into his touch.

He increased the pressure of his hand on her back, pushing her down. She resisted for a heartbeat, then sank softly back down into the lounger. He smiled. “I’d rather show you.”

“Oh, me too,” she said on a breathless laugh. “But before you do…”

She stretched an arm out and snagged a silver gift bag that he hadn’t noticed sitting on the table next to her. Twisting slightly, she held it out. “I got a couple of things.”

Surprised, he took the bag. “Like what?”

“Take a look,” she suggested and laid back down.

Intrigued, he rose to his feet and peered into the bag, then let out a bark of laughter. “Where’d you find this?”

“This is Vegas, baby,” she reminded him. “It wasn’t that hard to find bondage rope.”

He lifted one of the bundles out of the bag, fingering the fibers. It was undyed, the soft hemp still in its natural blonde color. “How much did you buy?”

“Three bundles of ten feet.” One eyebrow lifted. “I figured you should be able to do something with that.”

“I think I can manage.” When he tucked the rope back in the bag, his knuckles bumped up against something hard. “What else is in here?”

“Oh, I got a couple of other things while I was at it.”

She was wearing that sexy little smile again, the one that made him want to gobble her up in sharp, greedy bites. “Like?”

Her shoulders lifted in a light shrug. “Take a look.”

Keeping his gaze on her face, he dug back into the bag. His fingers brushed a smooth cylinder, and he wondered for a moment if she’d bought a vibrator. Then he pulled it out. “Lube?”

“I love lube,” she said with an affectionate purr, almost as though she was talking about a lover. “Lube is my friend.”

“I’m pretty fond of it myself,” he murmured, his gaze drifting back to her butt.

She sat up and stretched, bare breasts gleaming in the sunlight, then bent forward to dig in the big straw bag next to the lounger. “There’s one more thing in there, but that one’s really just for me,” she told him, pulling out a cotton shift the same color as her bikini bottoms out of the bag.

Distracted by the view—her tits were even sweeter than he remembered—he dug absently back into the bag, frowning when all he found was an empty plastic case for…

“A butt plug?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“I like them,” she said cheerfully and lifted the light shift over her head. It settled into place around her hips, shielding her breasts from view, but the soft fabric made it clear she was bare under it. It was almost more enticing than seeing her bare.

“The package is empty,” he pointed out, taking a step back as she stood.

She lifted her sunglasses, nudging them to the top of her head, and sent him the sexy little smile that made his balls ache. “I know.”

Dazzled by the smile, by the way her tits were moving under her shirt and the possibilities of the rope and the lube, he stared into her dancing eyes. “Where is it?”

Her smile deepened, and she rose up on her toes to press her mouth to his. “In me, of course,” she purred, then dropped back to her feet and sashayed away.
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Spence surveyed his work with a critical eye. “I think that’ll do. Comfortable?”

“Not exactly,” she said, but she didn’t sound mad about it.

She was bent over the foot of his bed with a double layer of bath towels under her hips, her wrists tied together and resting at the base of her spine, and her feet spread to the corners of the bed. They didn’t quite reach, but he’d used the ties on the bathrobes the hotel had thoughtfully provided to extend the rope far enough to have her ankles tethered firmly to the corners of the bed.

She still wore her bikini bottoms, and nothing else.

“Anything pinching, hurting, going numb?”

She wiggled her fingers. “Nope.”

He smacked the outside of her right thigh, thrilling to her shocked squeal. “What was that?”

“No, Daddy,” she corrected with a giggle and had him choking back a laugh.

“Better,” he allowed, and since it was there, smacked her other thigh. “Let me know if that changes, all right?”

“If what changes?” she asked, breathless, then, “Oh. Pinching, hurting, going numb.”

“That’s my good girl,” he praised and watched her wiggle in pleasure. “But you’ve been bad, haven’t you?”

She craned her neck to look back over her shoulder. “Oh, yes. I’ve been very, very bad.”

He laid a hand on her hip, toying with the string holding her bikini bottoms together. “Tell me how.”

“Um. I forget.”

He had to take a moment before he spoke, wanting to make sure he didn’t let out a laugh. “You wore a butt plug to the pool, didn’t you?”

“Oh right! Yes, Daddy,” she said, her voice going mournful and apologetic. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

“I’m afraid sorry just isn’t good enough, baby girl. You’ll have to be punished.”

“Okay,” she said agreeably and wiggled her ass. “Will that happen soon?”

God, she was fun. “Soon enough,” he promised. “But let’s get this out of the way first.”

He reached for the strings on her right hip, pulling at the bow holding the fabric together. It gave way with barely a tug, the fabric drooping to reveal most of her right butt cheek. When he tugged the other knot free, the fabric slithered off her butt to hang between her thighs.

“Lift up,” he instructed and tugged the garment out from under her when she complied. Then he tossed it aside and took in the new view.

He’d known she had an amazing ass. He’d seen it in jeans and barely covered by the bathing suit, so he’d had a good idea of what he’d be facing when he finally got a look at the real deal. But his imagination hadn’t been able to do it justice. Round and full, soft and pale, and he couldn’t wait to turn it pink to match the little jeweled butt plug winking at him from between her spread cheeks.

“You dirty thing,” he murmured, and testing, tapped a finger on the glittery pink crystal. She didn’t moan, but her breath caught in her throat, and her asshole flexed, tugging the plug a fraction deeper before relaxing again.

He wondered what it would do when he spanked her.

Time to find out.

“Okay, baby girl, you’re getting ten swats,” he said, keeping his voice low and stern. “I want you to count them out, all right?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she breathed, her hands flexing above her ass.

“And if you try to move away or cover yourself,” he warned, anticipating her, “I’ll start over.”

“Okay.”

Tension colored her voice, smothering some of the eagerness, so he laid an assessing hand on her back and leaned forward so he could see her face. “If you need me to stop, just say so.”

She nodded, her cheek rubbing against the sheet, her eyes bright. “I will.”

“All right, then.” He straightened, stroking his hand down her back, over her bound hands—curled into fists now—and over the satin smooth skin of her ass. “Don’t forget to count.”

He waited until he heard her breathless, “Yes, Daddy,” then let the first one fly.

Though she’d been more than receptive to the spanks he’d given her last night, he kept his touch fairly light. But while the sound of hand on ass rang out and her ass jiggled delightfully on impact, one look at her face had him reevaluating.

“One wimpy one,” she recited in a dead voice, and craned her neck to look at him. “If that’s all you’ve got, I might as well take a nap.”

Delighted by the sass, he had to work to keep the scowl on his face. “I see we’re playing Bad Girl today.”

“More like Bored Girl,” she snarked back and actually yawned.

“You sure you want to go there?” he asked, forcing as much menace into his voice as possible.

“Go where, Snoozeville?” she asked with a smirk.

“Okay, Sugar,” he said. “Just remember, you asked for it.”

He didn’t give her a chance to respond, just let his hand fly. This time the crack echoed, her ass bounced like a beach ball, and she let out a shocked—and very satisfying—yelp.

“I didn’t hear you count,” he said after a beat, admiring the handprint on her right cheek.

“One,” she choked out with considerably less insolence than she had the first time, and he shifted his gaze to her face.

Pain glazed her eyes, not unexpected with how hard he’d swung. But there was pleasure too, in her flushed cheeks and panting breaths, and when he ran his fingers up the inside of her thigh, he found her dripping wet.

“Good girl,” he praised, and almost smiled when her blush deepened.

He spanked her again, aiming for her other cheek this time so she’d have matching handprints, but he kept his gaze on her face.

He saw the pain flash on impact, the bright flare of it that twisted her features and pinched her face. Then pleasure flooded in, dilating her pupils and turning her cheeks even redder. The cry she’d let out faded into a trailing moan full of longing and lust and an unconscious plea for more.

“Two,” she said on a ragged sigh.

He kept his eyes on her face—with occasional glances at her ass to line up his next swat, or just enjoy the view—assessing and adjusting based on what he saw there. She didn’t seem to like the pain itself, tensing each time his hand landed, but there was no mistaking the wiggle in her ass, the way that her hands clenched and unclenched while she looked at him with lust-filled eyes.

Or the puddle forming under her.

By the time she choked out, “Ten,” he was congratulating himself on having remembered to put the towels down, though he wasn’t sure she wouldn’t soak through them by the time they were done. Her ass was a bright and glowing pink, wiggling and jiggling as she danced in place as far as the ropes would let her. She wasn’t trying to get away but was moving on instinct, her body seeking to alleviate the heat and sting in her butt.

He laid a hand on her ass, wanting to feel the warmth radiating from her skin, and she jumped under his touch. “Be still,” he said and delivered a short, measured slap to punctuate the order.

She went almost comically still, clearly not wanting to incite any further swats. Her breathing was loud, hands flexing at the base of her spine—fingers pink and moving well, no worries there—and when she swallowed, he could hear the gulp.

“You took that well, sugar,” he said, letting his pleasure at her obedience warm his tone. “Though you do have a tendency to wiggle.”

“You try staying still during that,” she replied, and though she still had plenty of sass, her once smooth speech had shifted to the slightly rough, faintly slurred voice of a very aroused woman.

In answer, he gave her round cheek a firm squeeze.

“Oh my God, you’re so mean,” she choked out, her voice little more than a moan.

He swallowed the laugh. “Mean?”

“So mean,” she confirmed, her shoulders tensing when he squeezed harder.

“And here I was going to offer you a reward for being such a good girl,” he said sadly and released her.

“A reward?” she queried, relief and suspicion coloring her voice.

“Hmmm.” To keep her off guard he gentled his touch, trailing his palm over the marks on her ass. Faint welts had been raised—nothing that wouldn’t disappear within a few hours, but at the moment, highly sensitive. With a whisper fine touch he knew would scrape like a cheese grater, he skimmed his calloused fingertips over the raised stripes.

She gave a highly satisfying whine and wiggled again.

“Are you trying to get more, or less?” he wondered out loud.

“I can’t tell anymore,” she said on a choked laugh that trailed off into labored breaths. “About this reward…”

“Yes?” he prompted and slapped the inside of her thigh.

Her strangled gasp was like music. “Is it coming soon?”

“You aren’t enjoying this?” he asked, pretending surprise, and without ceremony or warning shoved his hand against her pussy.

“I think you are,” he said, pitching his voice over her shaky moan. She was hot and swollen against his palm, and so very wet. “I think you’re enjoying it a lot.”

She pressed back into his hand, moving as much as her bindings would allow, which was actually a lot. Willing to give her what she wanted—to a point—he angled his thumb so the next time she pushed back, it slipped into her pussy.

“Oh.” She said it softly, with a kind of reverence that was as profound as a plea. Her pussy rippled around his thumb in a tugging caress and he wondered if, amazingly, she was going to come.

“More,” she begged, hips rolling, legs shaking. “More.”

He slipped his thumb halfway out, then pushed in again. The butt plug made her tighter, the hard metal unyielding on the other side of the thin wall of muscle. It flexed as he fucked his thumb in and out, the pink jewel winking between her spread cheeks.

She let out a sound, a sort of stuttering moan full of want and need and frustration. “I need more, Daddy.”

“Then what do you say, baby girl?” he coaxed, sliding his finger through the damp folds to the top of her sex. He avoided her clit, knowing from last night if he went at it she’d go off like a rocket, and he didn’t want that yet.

When he finally let her come, he was going to be balls-deep.

“I hate begging,” she complained, and the laugh that had been threatening for the last half hour finally tore loose.

“You do not hate begging,” he said, still chuckling. “Your pussy is like a swamp.”

“A swamp?” she repeated, somehow sounding both outraged and outrageously turned on. “That’s what you say to a woman you’re trying to fuck?”

“Does ‘flooded with fuck juice’ work better for you?” he inquired politely.

“Wow. Okay. I see how it is. The rope goes on and the fuck boy comes out.”

“Fuck boy?” he said, choking back another laugh.

“Or non-fuck boy, because nobody’s actually fucking,” she grumbled, then shrieked when he used his free hand on the inside of her thigh.

“Bad girl,” he said mildly and admired the red stripes that bloomed almost immediately on her white skin. She marked so beautifully. “Be nice to Daddy, and Daddy will be nice to you.”

“When?” she demanded, then shouted, “Fuck!” when he began to pepper her thighs with blows.

When he stopped, her thighs were glowing as bright as her ass, her pussy was rippling around his thumb again, and she was panting. Since she’d alternated moaning and calling him names the whole time he’d been paddling her, he wasn’t surprised.

“Had enough yet?” he asked.

Her response was muffled by the mattress.

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

She lifted her head. “I said, why is that so hot? It hurts—like, really fucking hurts. So why does it turn me on so much?”

“Ours is not to reason why,” he intoned soberly, “ours is just to do and fuck like demented clowns.”

“Don’t mention clowns,” she said immediately.

“Hard limit?” he inquired.

“Very hard.”

“Noted. What about this?” he asked, and turning his hand to keep his thumb buried in her pussy, tapped his middle finger on the plug buried in her ass. “Is this a hard limit?”

“God, no,” she breathed. “I thought that was obvious.”

“When it comes to matters of the ass, I don’t like guessing,” he explained.

“I would like it very much if you would fuck it, please.”

“That was very polite,” he said, amused. “Very nice.”

“Thank you. I would also prefer it if you used lots and lots of lube,” she continued.

“That’s what the towels are for,” he told her.

“I thought those were for me.”

“That, too,” he acknowledged, eyeing the wet spot under her. “I’m going to have to hit the ATM to tip the maids properly after this.”

She giggled, clearly unbothered by the idea of ruining the sheets.

“This is very serious business,” he told her sternly. “No laughing allowed.”

“You laughed,” she pointed out.

“That’s different. I’m in charge.”

“Right.” He didn’t have to see her eyes to know they were rolling.

“Sassy girls don’t get their asses fucked,” he reminded her.

“That hasn’t been my experience at all.”

“Well, maybe they get their asses fucked,” he relented. “But they don’t get to come.”

“That’s outrageous,” she exclaimed. “And I’m pretty sure a violation of the Geneva Convention.”

“This isn’t war, sugar.”

“Am I not a prisoner?” she demanded, flexing her wrists and tugging at her bound ankles.

“Touché.” He was having such a good time teasing her that he almost hated to end it. But he was either going to have to fuck her soon or take himself in hand—he was leaving a wet spot of his own. “What’ll you give me if I let you come?”

“I’ll let you live,” she ground out.

“Bad girl,” he admonished and whacked her outer thigh. “Try again.”

“I won’t report you to The Hague for war crimes?”

“Strike two,” he drawled and left a handprint on the other thigh.

“Stop hitting me, dammit! I have to be able to sit down later.”

“Give me the right answer, then.” He paused for a count of three, then said in his best big, bad, Daddy voice, “I’m waiting, little girl.”

“Goddamn, that’s hot,” she managed. “Can you say that again, but let me record it on my phone so I can listen to it later?”

He refused to laugh, responding instead with a solid whack on her ass, right over the plug. “Clock’s ticking.”

“If you do that again, the question of whether or not I can come will be out of your hands,” she warned in a strangled voice.

“I could tell, your pussy nearly tore my thumb off. And I’m still waiting for the right answer.”

“You’re a cruel, hard man.” She paused for a breath. “Okay, okay. If you let me come…”

“Yes?”

“I’ll let you fuck my throat in the shower after.”

“Interesting proposal,” he mused as though the idea didn’t have his dick threatening to pop out of his swim trunks. “But you promised that yesterday, so technically, you already owe me.”

“You fell asleep,” she replied promptly. “Since you were unable to uphold your end of the verbal contract, I was under no obligation to uphold mine.”

Jesus, he liked this woman. “I can just jerk off on your ass.”

“That’s so cruel.” She sighed heavily, as though vexed. “Okay, I’ll throw in some ball-sucking and taint-tickling.”

“Fingers or tongue?” he demanded.

“Tongue. But you wash—with soap—first.”

“Deal,” he said and slid his thumb out of her pussy. Her small sound of disappointment changed to one of delight when he grasped the end of the plug and gave it a solid tug, testing her resistance. After the first, instinctive clench she relaxed, allowing him to pull the plug—generously lubed—smoothly out.

He took a moment to admire the way her asshole fluttered and winked as it tried to return to its clenched state, then set the plug aside. He shed his trunks quickly, easing them carefully over his erection, then kicked them aside and reached for the condoms and lube.

The condom went on quickly, but he took his time with the lube, slathering his length with a thick coating. She was clearly no stranger to anal play and could probably take him with less, but she’d requested lots and lots of lube, so that’s what she’d get.

He didn’t mind. He’d been with partners who liked the burn and friction of a lube-less penetration, and while there was a certain thrill in that, he was much more interested in controlling pleasure than he was in causing pain. Of course, sometimes the line between the two became blurred, as evidenced by the way she hissed in discomfort when he stepped up behind her and his thighs made contact with hers.

“Hurt?” he asked mildly, squirting a glob of lube directly onto her asshole.

She jumped at the contact—the lube was cold—and jumped again when he deliberately leaned into her. “Yes, it hurts.”

He poked a finger in her ass, pushing the lube in. “Do you like it?”

“Like is a very strong word,” she hedged, grunting a little when he added more lube.

“Does it make your pussy wet?” he asked bluntly.

“Well, yeah.”

He chuckled. “Don’t you like things that make your pussy wet?”

“That’s a very complex question, and worth discussing, but could we maybe save it for another time?”

He chuckled again and tossed the lube aside. “So eager to get fucked. Hold those cheeks open for me, sugar.”

She twisted her wrists as much as the bindings would allow, reaching down to grab her ass. She dug her fingers in, which was probably uncomfortable, and pulled them apart.

Her asshole glistened with its coating of lube, fluttered with eagerness, and he decided to give it what it was begging for.

He braced one hand on her lower back, wrapped the other around the base of his dick, and aimed for the bullseye.

She went dead still when he made contact, holding her breath in anticipation.

“Breathe,” he ordered, and when he heard her shaky exhale, pushed forward.

Her butthole gave way like soft butter, and he sunk in a full two inches on the first push. The muscle seemed to swallow him, wrapping around the head of his dick in a slick hug, warm and tight and so fucking good it was all he could do to stay still.

“Holy cow,” she whispered, fingers digging so hard into the soft flesh of her ass he wouldn’t be surprised to see bruises later. “Where is all that dick coming from?”

“Same place it did yesterday,” he told her and shifted so he gripped her hips in both hands.

“It feels a lot fatter,” she stammered. “Give me a second, okay?”

“Take all the time you need.”

She was silent but for her breathing, and after a few careful, measured breaths he felt a slight easing of the tightness in the ring of muscle clamped around his dick. Her fingers flexed, easing the death grip she had on her ass cheeks—though she still kept them spread.

“Okay,” she said after a moment. “Give me a little more.”

He did as she asked, forcing another inch past the velvet vise of her sphincter, and could’ve sworn he felt her low moan in his balls.

Taking it as a thumbs up, he carefully pressed on, stopping once more when she asked him to. When he finally sank in that last inch, his thighs firm against hers and his balls nestled in the wet heat of her pussy, his groan mingled with hers.

“Fuck, you feel good,” he grunted, digging his fingers into her hips to keep from thrusting like the aforementioned demented clown.

“I’m so full,” she moaned in answer. “Seriously, where did you get all that dick?”

His bark of laughter made his cock bounce in her ass.

“Holy Jesus,” she choked out.

“You like that?” he asked and flexed his pelvis to do it again.

“Witchcraft,” she moaned. “Sorcery.”

He was laughing so hard he nearly lost his footing. “You saying my dick is magic?”

“Cursed, maybe. If it was magic I’d be coming by now.”

“You just can’t stop sassing, can you?” he asked, and since she was still holding her ass cheeks spread, slapped the outside of one thigh.

“I stop sassing when I start coming,” she shot back.

“I start fucking when I hear begging,” he countered and smacked her other thigh.

“Right, right.” She took a deep breath, blew it out. “Will you please, pretty please, pretty please with sugar on top, fuck my ass?”

“Who are you talking to?” he wondered out loud. “I didn’t hear Daddy, so it can’t be me.”

“Daddy,” she amended, sounding like she was choking on the word. “Please Daddy, please? Fuck my ass, bang my backdoor, screw my chocolate starfish—”

“Oh, my God,” he said.

—“ravage my rump, plow my Hershey highway—”

He grimaced. “Don’t say Hershey highway.”

“hump my heinie, tup my tush—”

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered and pulled his hips back, dragging his dick out of her ass. He hoped the movement would shut her up, but she kept going.

“—do my derrière, smash my—oh!”

His inward thrust cut off whatever she was going to say, thank God, because he could only think of one applicable word that started with ‘s’, and he didn’t want to hear it. He didn’t pause—didn’t want to give her a chance to catch her breath—but immediately withdrew, stopping just before the head of his dick popped free, then moved smoothly inward again.

When it became clear that she could take it, he set caution aside and began to fuck her in earnest.

The sounds of raw, raunchy sex filled the room. The dull smack of his hips and thighs crashing into hers punctuated each inward thrust, followed closely by the sharp, wet slap of his balls swinging forward to hit her pussy. He’d used so much lube that her rectum became a slip-n-slide for his dick, the wet and sloppy sound of it delightfully filthy. Though she’d blessedly stopped talking she was far from quiet, high-pitched whimpers and cries and garbled pleas for more spilling from her lips, mingling with his grunts of pleasure.

Everything about the moment was pushing him towards orgasm, from the way she felt—warm and slick and snug around his dick, hot against his thighs and groin when he pressed against her—to the way she sounded—desperate and needy—to the way she looked, bent over in front of him with her hands flexing in the rope, grasping at air as though she needed something to hold onto.

He had to grit his teeth and dig his hands into her hips in a desperate bid to stay in control. He knew if he let himself off the leash his orgasm would be only a heartbeat or two away, and he needed her to come first. He wanted to feel it, the clutch and flutter of that smooth sheath around him, the flood of wet heat against his balls. He wanted to savor every tremor and shudder, every broken cry and plea for mercy. When she was empty, collapsed on the mattress in a puddle of lube and satisfaction, only then would he let go.

She was close, too. Her cries were hoarser now, her body beginning to lose coordination. He picked up the pace, bending his knees for leverage and driving hard so his balls slapped against her pussy with stinging force. She jerked on a gurgling cry, her hands clenching into fists, and sent dark delight flooding through him.

“You like that, don’t you, baby girl?” he ground out and wished he was fucking her missionary so he could slap her pussy and see her face. “You like the pain.”

“I hate it,” she moaned. “Give me more.”

He laughed, deep and low, and with hips still driving, draped himself over her back.

She grunted underneath him, her breath whooshing out when he settled his weight on her.

“More, where?” he whispered into her ear, nearly getting a mouthful of hair.

“I don’t know,” she panted. She turned her head to the side and rested her cheek on the bed, looking up at him with dazed and dazzled eyes. Her skin was flushed, her hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Her lips were red and bruised, and he realized she’d been biting them.

Vowing that if they did this again it would be missionary so he could do all the slapping and biting, he lowered his mouth to her shoulder. “Here?” he asked and set his teeth into her skin.

Her eyes flared with pain, flooded with pleasure, and her ass rippled around his dick.

He let her go, taking a second to admire the teeth marks he’d left behind. “Maybe here?” he suggested and shoved his hands under her, wiggling to work them between her skin and the mattress, and filled his hands with her tits. Her nipples stabbed into his palms but with her weight and his pushing them into the mattress, he couldn’t work his fingers around them. But she had very squeezable boobs so that’s what he did, kneading and mashing while she writhed under him.

“Don’t stop.” Her fingers scraped and clawed at his belly, her short nails doing zero damage but shooting his lust even higher. “Oh, God, don’t stop.”

“What do you need?” he demanded, hips driving like pistons, hands clenched on her tits. “What do you need?”

“My clit,” she choked out. “Can you reach it?”

He did a quick assessment, then shook his head. There was no way he could work his hand down there without a major shift in position and a stoppage in play, and he wasn’t going to take the time for either. “Shit out of luck, sweetheart.”

“Dammit,” she groaned, anguish and lust all but dripping from her voice. “I can’t get enough friction.”

Shit, he thought. “That’s too bad,” he crooned softly and fucked her harder. “Because I’m about to come in your hot, wet asshole.”

“No,” she moaned.

“Oh yeah,” he growled darkly, panting into her hair, and using his grip on her tits for leverage, pounded into her as hard as he dared. “I’m gonna flood this greedy little hole with my come.” He couldn’t, since the condom was in the way, but it sounded hot.

“Don’t come without me,” she begged, wiggling her hips, trying to angle them down to scrape her pussy against the sheet. Her whine of frustration told him she hadn’t been successful.

“Better catch up, sugar,” he advised unfeelingly while his mind scrambled for something, anything, to push her over the edge. “I’m not waiting for you.”

“I hate you.”

She all but sobbed it, and really, he couldn’t blame her. Desperate, he shifted to drag one hand out from under her and shoving it into her hair, made a fist and pulled.

She let out a small squeak of surprise, then a purring growl that shot straight to his balls. Removing his other hand from her breast and planting it on the bed for leverage, he pulled harder, dragging her head back so her shoulders came up off the bed, her throat exposed and her hair tumbling over his shoulder.

Her face was so close he could feel her breath, see the bright flush on her cheeks and her glazed eyes. “Come on, sugar,” he urged. “Fucking do it.”

“I’m trying,” she managed, tears of frustration forming in her eyes. And his status as A Sick Motherfucker™ was cemented, because the sight of those tears only spurred him on.

“Try fucking harder,” he growled, tightening his fist in her hair.

“Fuck, that’s working.” She swallowed hard, her throat bobbing as her ass began to ripple on his dick. “More.”

“I swear to God if you don’t come right fucking now, I will leave you hanging,” he promised with as much menace as he could muster. “I will pull my dick out of your greedy, gaping asshole and strip off this condom and jerk off until I come all over your red ass. Then I will leave you tied to this bed, unable to even get yourself off, for the maids to find.”

She whined, a high, thin sound that told him she was balanced on the razor’s edge. He went down to his elbow, slid his hand out of her hair and wrapped it carefully around the base of her throat. Her pulse hammered under his fingers and his whole hand vibrated with her shocked moan.

“Come, goddammit,” he growled in her ear, and with a howl, she did.

He fucked her through it, using his weight to pin her down, though she nearly bucked him off. Her orgasm gave him everything he wanted—her ass clutching his dick, her pussy soaking his balls, choking wails and the bonus he didn’t know he craved, the soft rain of her tears trickling down her cheeks to her throat to bless his restraining hand.

When he felt her go limp under him, he buried his teeth in her shoulder and let himself go.
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“Holy fuck,” Maddie managed, her words muffled by the duvet she didn’t have the strength to lift her face out of. “Did we survive?”

Her answer was a grunt, loud in her ear, from the dead weight on top of her.

“I’m going to take that as a yes,” she sighed. “Are you going to fall asleep again?”

That got her a louder grunt, then a grumbling, “Don’t tempt me,” before he shifted off her to collapse on the bed beside her.

Though it seemed a monumental task, she made the effort to open her eyes. The hotel room looked the same, which confused her for a moment. Surely the cataclysmic explosion she’d just experienced had broken a lamp, or at least moved the bed. But apparently, all the destruction had taken place internally.

She felt it everywhere. Her butt and thighs still burned, her asshole felt as though she’d been fucked by a battering ram—in a really good way—and his teeth marks were throbbing in her shoulder. Plus—

“My shoulders are starting to cramp,” she told him.

“Yeah, they probably are.” The bed bounced beneath her cheek when he rolled off it. “Hang on and I’ll get you undone.”

“Appreciate it,” she murmured, drifting a little while he worked to untie her, his gentle tugs of the rope almost soothing. “How does my ass look?”

“Red,” he said bluntly and gave her left cheek a gentle stroke before pulling the loosened rope from around her wrists. “Sitting might be interesting for a bit.”

Taking it philosophically, she rolled her sore shoulders in a stiff shrug. “Maybe the gift shop has a doughnut pillow I can buy.”

He snickered and began to unravel the rope around her left ankle. “If they do, bill it to my room.”

“Count on it,” she murmured and carefully stretched her arms out to the sides.

Her left ankle free, he shifted his attention to the right one, his hand braced on the inside of her knee as he worked. It was heavy and warm, and she liked how it felt there. When he stood and his hand dropped away, she bit her lip to keep from murmuring her disappointment.

“Arms doing okay?” he asked, bringing her back to the moment.

“I think so.” She planted her hands on the bed and pushed up. “Feeling it, though.”

“Not surprised,” he said and wrapped a warm arm around her waist from behind. “They were tied for almost an hour.”

“Really?” She blinked at the clock on the bedside table as he helped her stand. She leaned on him shamelessly, soaking up the warmth radiating from his bare skin. It was like being draped in a muscled, comforting blanket—as opposed to when he’d laid on top of her during sex, when he’d felt like a muscled, orgasm-giving blanket.

Either way, she had no complaints.

“Well, forty minutes,” he said, drawing her attention back to the subject at hand. “Still a long time.”

“I yield to your greater experience in this area,” she said and would’ve stayed in his arms if her bladder hadn’t been demanding her attention. “I gotta pee.”

“Need help getting there?” he asked, his arm loosening.

She wanted to whine for him to put it back but shook her head. “I’ve got it.”

“Okay, then,” he said, and let her go.

Her legs were shaky, but she managed to get to the bathroom without stumbling and quickly handled her most pressing business. She eyed the shower briefly—it was nicer than the one in her room—then rejected the idea of a solo wash-up. Unless he’d been bluffing, she owed him a shower throat-fuck, and she didn’t want him to think she’d renege on a deal.

She washed her hands, eyeing her reflection in the mirror with bemused wonder. Her hair was a wreck, her cheeks were still flushed, and there were indeed teeth marks on her right shoulder. Curious, she turned to look at her backside, her jaw dropping when she saw just how red her ass was—and just how far down her thighs the color went.

Bewildered by the pleasure that curled through her at the sight, she turned off the faucet, dried her hands, and stepped out of the bathroom. “Man, you weren’t kidding. My ass is red.”

“You’re welcome,” he said and held out a large bottle of water. “Want?”

“God, yes,” she said and took it, watching him as she guzzled. He was still naked, and so fucking sexy she felt a faint twinge of renewed desire.

Down, girl, she mentally ordered herself and lowered the bottle with a nod at his condom-free penis. “Good call getting rid of the condom right away this time.”

He winced at the reminder, then aimed a look of stern reproach. “You couldn’t have woken me up?”

“I tried to take it off you,” she told him. “You just grunted and rolled over.”

“And woke up with the condom glued to my dick and my dick glued to the sheets,” he countered, but the now familiar glimmer of humor was in his eyes.

“Kind of wish I’d stuck around to see that,” she said and held up the now empty water bottle. “Is there more of this?”

“On the desk.” He stretched out on the bed and stacked his hands behind his head, clearly comfortable with his unclothed state. “Are you always this thirsty?”

She uncapped the second bottle. “I am in Vegas. I always feel like all the moisture gets sucked out of my body as soon as the plane lands.”

“The desert will do that.” He reached for the cell phone he’d set on the nightstand. “I’ll get more from room service.”

“Can we get some food, too?” she began, pressing a hand to her suddenly rumbling belly, then stopped. “Unless you’d like me to go.”

He studied her for a moment. “That wouldn’t bother you? If I asked you to leave?”

She shrugged, feeling the stretch in her still sore shoulders. “I might think it was a little rude, but no, it wouldn’t bother me. Would it bother you if I left?”

“It might,” he said and set a fleet of butterflies loose in her belly. “You owe me a shower blowjob.”

She grinned at him, delighted. “Oh, good. I thought you might be bluffing.”

“I never bluff,” he told her and turned his attention to the phone in his hand. “What do you want to eat?”

She thought for a second. Dinner was probably going to be a feast, but not until after midnight. “Get me a cheeseburger and fries,” she decided. “Medium rare, no ketchup.”

“Want a Coke with it?”

“Better stick with water,” she decided and took another swig.

He tapped away at his phone for another moment, then set it aside. “About forty minutes.”

“Cool,” she said and shivered.

He noticed. “There’s a robe hanging in the closet if you want.”

She grimaced. “Thanks, but those things never fit me. Too much boob, too much butt.”

“Not from where I’m sitting.”

She grinned at him over the water bottle. “Got a t-shirt I can wear?”

“Sure,” he said, and though his facial expression didn’t change, she heard the surprise in his tone. “The one I had on earlier is over there, but I’ve got a clean one if you prefer.”

She crossed the room to pick up the discarded shirt. “This’ll work,” she decided, and setting her water down, tugged the white crew neck over her head. It was soft, and though it was so big across the shoulders that the short sleeves hung past her elbows and halfway to her wrists, she still had to work it down over her hips and ass.

“My shirt never looked so good,” he said, and she looked up to see him watching her with that light in his eyes.

“Easy, tiger,” she drawled and ignored the answering twinge in her pussy. “I want food first.”

“Fair enough, as long as you don’t puke on my dick when I fuck your throat later.”

“You roll the dice, you take your chances,” she quipped and climbed up on the bed beside him. “So what are we going to do until the food gets here?” she wondered.

“I’m open to ideas.”

“Well, the way I see it we have three options.”

His eyebrow went up. “Which are?”

She held up one finger. “We can watch a movie.”

“A reasonable option, if you’re willing to watch something with gratuitous violence, copious explosions, and an unrealistic plot.”

“Naturally.” She held up a second finger. “We can neck.”

His lips twitched once before stilling again. “Also feasible. And the third option?”

“We can do both.”

“Option three it is,” he said and picked up the remote. “What do you want to not watch?”

It was ten-thirty when Maddie let herself into the room she was sharing with Halley. “I’m not late!”

Sprawled out on one of the queen-sized beds, wrapped in one of the hotel robes with hair and makeup already done, Halley put down her tablet and made a show of checking her watch. “Almost. Nice t-shirt. Parting gift?”

Maddie peeled the shirt in question off. “Maybe not. I don’t fly home until tomorrow night.”

“Do you know his name yet?”

Maddie kicked off her sandals and shimmied out of her bikini bottoms. “Nope.”

“How do you fuck somebody without knowing their name?” Halley wondered.

“Very well, it turns out.” Maddie turned for the bathroom, then paused. “Do you need the shower?”

Halley sent her a wave. “It’s all yours.”

“Good. I took one, but then I got all sweaty again.”

“Braggart,” Halley called after her as she disappeared into the bath.

Maddie made quick work of washing up, then wrapped a towel around her head, slathered on moisturizer, and headed out to dress.

“Why is your ass so red?” Halley wondered.

Maddie poked her head into the closet. “Because I had a good time.”

“How is that good?” Halley asked, perplexed, then shook her head. “Never mind, I don’t think I want to know.”

“Sorry. I’d put on a robe, but they don’t fit me.”

“You could wrap a towel around yourself,” Halley pointed out.

“They don’t fit either,” Maddie replied and stepped out with the two outfits she’d brought with her. “Which one?”

“For the wedding?” Halley narrowed her eyes, considering. “Well, you can’t wear the dress.”

“I can’t?” Maddie turned the dress to look at it. The cashmere wrap dress was soft, flattering on her full figure, and perfectly respectable if you didn’t mind showing some cleavage—which Maddie did not. “Why not?”

“I don’t think wearing white to Heather’s wedding is the way to show you’re open to a relationship with her.”

“Oh, damn.” Maddie stared at her sister. “I didn’t even think of that.”

“Definitely go with the jumpsuit,” Halley said firmly. “Although…”

“What?”

“It might not be dressy enough,” Halley decided.

“It’s silk,” Maddie pointed out. “How is silk not dressy enough?”

“And it’s kind of bright,” Halley went on, frowning as she considered the garment.

“It’s emerald green, not glow-in-the-dark orange,” Maddie said, exasperated.

“And I’m wearing my red dress,” Halley went on, her frown deepening. “If you wear green, we’re going to look Christmassy in the wedding photos.”

“We’ll just have to make sure not to stand next to each other, because these are the only two options I brought.”

“Well, it’s too late to go buy something else,” Halley complained. “Since you spent the day banging He Who Must Not Be Named.”

“Worth it,” Maddie said cheerfully and, tossing the jumpsuit across her bed, went to hang up the dress.

“Seriously, how do you fuck someone without knowing their name?” Halley asked. “Do you just…not talk?”

“I talked,” Maddie said, pulling out panties and a bra. “He talked. A lot, actually. He’s not a real gregarious guy, but he’s sure a chatty fuck.”

“But like, how? What did he call you? I assume he doesn’t know your name, either.”

“He doesn’t.” Maddie stepped into the panties. “He called me a lot of things. Baby, sugar, that kind of thing.”

“And what did you call him? Darling?”

“Well, I was calling him 3A, because that was his seat on the plane.”

“Hot.”

Maddie paused to grin at her sister. “Then I called him Daddy.”

“Ew.”

“Don’t kink shame,” Maddie chastised and tugged the panties into place.

“Wasn’t that weird?”

“No, it was hot.”

“If you say so,” Halley said, still looking dubious.

“And I do.” Maddie pulled the towel off her hair. “I’m going to deal with hair and makeup, then finish getting dressed. When do we have to leave?”

“Twenty minutes,” Halley said, consulting her watch. “Twenty-five if we run.”

“I’ll be ready in twenty,” Maddie said, and dashed into the bathroom with her makeup bag.

They walked out of the room with sixty-seconds to spare.

“Are you sure I look all right?” Halley asked for the third time, smoothing a nervous hand over her hip.

“You look lovely,” Maddie said, also for the third time. “Why do you keep asking me that?”

“The dress is tight,” Halley admitted. “Not much, but I can feel it.”

“It doesn’t show,” Maddie assured her as they walked down the hall toward the elevators. “Is it uncomfortable?”

Halley’s hand drifted from her hip to her belly. “No. It’s just strange, I guess.”

“If you don’t want anyone to know you’re knocked up, you better keep your hand away from your belly,” Maddie warned.

“Right.” Halley dropped her hand and reached for the elevator button. “You look amazing, by the way.”

“Thanks, Hal.”

“The one-shoulder top is super sexy,” Halley continued as the elevator chimed its arrival. They stepped inside. “And is thankfully on the right side to cover up that massive hickey.”

“It’s a love bite,” Maddie corrected with a laugh and hit the button to close the doors.

“What’s the difference?”

“Teenagers get hickeys,” Maddie decided after a moment. “Grown-ups get love bites.”

“Right,” Halley drawled. “Anyway, I take back what I said about the jumpsuit not being fancy enough. It’s perfect.”

“I love it,” Maddie admitted. “Except for the part where I have to take the whole thing down when I have to pee.”

“Yeah, that’s a design flaw,” Halley stepped out of the elevator when the doors slid open. “The wedding chapel is just down here, I think.”

They slowed as they reached the door, the discrete brass plaque beside the door confirming they were in the right place, then pushed inside.

“You sure we’re in the right place?” Maddie wondered. The room was lovely—elegantly decorated with plush carpet and lush curtains—but there was nothing to indicate a wedding would take place there in half an hour.

“I don’t know, let me text Dad,” Halley said and was pulling her phone out of her bag when the door behind them opened.

“Good evening ladies.” The woman was Black, her tall, willowy frame draped in a tailored gray suit and her curly hair cropped close. Small pearls glowed at her ears, matching the single pearl on a thin gold chain nestled in the hollow of her throat. She gave them a professional smile. “Can I help you?”

“We thought our dad’s wedding was being held here,” Maddie said.

The smile stayed professional. “And your father’s name?”

“Stephen Harris,” Halley put in, and the woman’s smile bloomed warm.

“You’re in the right place,” she assured them and held out a hand. “I’m Maya Jenkins, the event coordinator handling your father’s wedding.”

Maddie shook her hand. “I’m Madison.”

“Halley,” her sister said, shaking hands in turn.

“It’s lovely to meet you both. I understand you’ll be standing up with your father for the ceremony?”

“Are we?” Maddie looked at Halley, who just shrugged. “He hasn’t told us what he wants us to do.”

“Ah. Well, I can walk you through it. We’ll be out on the balcony for the ceremony.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Halley enthused as they followed Maya across the room.

“It should be, yes,” Maya said. “Especially with the fireworks.”

“Fireworks,” Halley repeated with a glance at Maddie. “That’s why they’re doing this at midnight.”

“Clever,” Maddie admitted.

“It is,” Maya enthused, brushing aside a set of gold curtains and opening the French doors that had been hidden behind them. “And perfect for the small, intimate ceremony they want.”

The balcony was a curving sweep of marble, and here were the decorations that had been missing from inside. Flowers stood in urns and vases, turning the small space into a lush garden. Fairy lights were draped over the balcony railing, vying with the bright lights of the city behind it for glow. A walkway had been laid out with flameless candles and rose petals, leading to the centermost point of the balcony where more lights and flowers decorated a delicate metal arch.

“Oh.” Halley let out a romantic sigh. “It’s so pretty.”

“It looks great,” Maddie agreed and had to fight back a romantic sigh of her own. “Really lovely.”

Maya beamed. “I’m so glad you’re pleased. Now, let me tell you about the ceremony.”

It only took a couple of minutes to walk through the whole thing, then Maya walked them back inside. “We’ll be ready to go in about ten minutes,” she said, checking her watch. “If you’d like a few moments with your father before the ceremony, he’s in the get-ready room just over there.”

“Actually, we need a moment with the bride,” Halley said, indicating the small silver bag holding the necklace they’d chosen.

“Of course.” Maya gestured to a door hidden by another swath of gold curtains. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Thank you, Maya,” Halley said.

“Yes, thank you.”

Maya gave them a nod. “You’re more than welcome. I’ll see you at the ceremony.”

Halley waited until Maya had slipped out then held out the bag to Maddie. “You do it.”

“What? No. I barely know her.” She shoved the bag back. “You should do it.”

“You want to have a relationship with her, right?” Halley asked, one eyebrow lifted. “Well, start now.”

Maddie scowled, then sighed. “Fine. But I hate it when you do the one eyebrow.”

“That’s because you can’t do it,” Halley said smugly and knocked on the door.

“Spence, is that you?” a voice called out from inside, and the door was flung open. “You’re late—oh.”

The woman on the other side of the door was tall, elegant, and pissed off. She tried to hide it behind a flustered laugh, but her pretty blue eyes were blazing with temper.

“Halley,” she said, her lips curving in what Maddie judged to be a genuine—if tense—smile. “And Madison. Don’t you both look lovely!”

“So do you,” Halley said and leaned forward to kiss Heather’s cheek with an ease that Maddie envied. “Your dress is amazing.”

“Do you like it?” Heather asked, skimming her hands down the ivory lace. “It’s not too ‘church wedding’, is it?”

“Not at all,” Halley soothed. “Right, Maddie?”

“I think it’s great,” Maddie said truthfully. The dress was flawless, with a high, wide neckline that left Heather’s delicate shoulders bare, long sleeves, and a slim fit that skimmed her torso and legs before ending in a short, swirling train that frothed around her ankles.

Her chestnut hair was down in long, elegant waves, her makeup somehow both subtle and vibrant. And underneath the nerves and the pissed off, she was glowing with happiness.

“It’s perfect,” Maddie said and smiled, discovering it wasn’t so hard after all. “Really.”

Heather beamed. “Thank you.”

They stood there awkwardly for a second, then Halley piped up. “Well, we don’t want to keep you,” she said and dug her elbow into Maddie’s ribs. “But we have something for you.”

“Right,” Maddie said, and lifted the forgotten bag. “Here.”

“For me?” Heather reached for the bag, her gaze darting between them. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“We wanted to,” Maddie said hurriedly before Halley could nudge her again. “Just a little welcome-to-the-family present.”

“Well, how sweet.” Heather dug through the layer of tissue and pulled out the box, fumbling it a little. “I feel bad, I didn’t get anything for you.”

“You’re not supposed to,” Halley teased. “Gifts flow to the bride, not the other way.”

“I suppose, but—oh.” She’d managed to flip the lid and was staring, stunned, at the necklace inside. “Oh.”

“It’s new, and blue,” Maddie pointed out, unease trickling in when Heather just kept staring at the necklace. “And it’s an aquamarine, which is Dad’s birthstone.”

Maddie exchanged worried glances with Halley. “If it doesn’t suit you, or you’d prefer earrings or a bracelet or something, we can exchange it.”

“Don’t you dare,” Heather said, finally lifting her head. Her eyes, nearly the same blue as the stone, shone with tears as she threw her arms around Maddie in a fierce hug. “I love it.”

“Oh.” Maddie glanced at Halley and mouthed thank God, patting Heather’s back awkwardly. “Um. Good.”

Heather let her go to treat Halley to the same wild embrace, then stepped back, beaming. “Will one of you help me put it on?”

“It doesn’t really suit the neckline of your dress,” Maddie pointed out.

“I don’t care,” Heather said stubbornly and began to tug the chain out of the box. “I want to wear it.”

Halley stepped forward to take it from her. “Here, I’ll do it. Maddie’s too short.”

“Sad, but true,” Maddie said as Heather spun around. “I got my height from Dad.”

“There,” Halley said, fastening the chain.

Heather spun back around, one hand cradling the stone. “How does it look?”

“Beautiful,” Halley said.

“It really does,” Maddie said, and going with impulse, leaned forward to kiss Heather’s cheek. “So do you.”

Fumbling for Maddie’s hand, Heather gave it a squeeze. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Maddie said, and meant it.

“Well, we should go check on Dad,” Halley said cheerfully. “Clock’s ticking.”

“Don’t remind me,” Heather said, her smile morphing into a scowl that looked oddly familiar. “My son is late.”

“Want me to call him?” Halley offered while Maddie tried to figure out what was so familiar about that scowl.

“I did, he said he’s on his way,” Heather began, then spun around when the chapel door banged open. “Spencer?”

“I’m here,” said a low, grumbly, and very familiar voice.

“You’re late,” Heather chastised, but the relief was clear in her voice.

“Uh-oh,” Maddie whispered.

“I got hung up…” he began, his voice trailing off when Maddie turned to stare at him.

He came to a dead stop in the middle of the room and stared. He was wearing a suit of either black or dark gray, the snow-white shirt under it open at the throat. He was freshly shaved, his jaw gleaming in sharp contrast to the thick mustache he still sported, and his habitual scowl couldn’t mask his surprise.

“Hi, Spence,” Halley said.

“Hi,” he said, his gaze never leaving Maddie’s face. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” she countered though she was very much afraid she knew.

“That’s right, you two haven’t met!” Heather, her relief preventing her from cluing in, stepped forward. “Maddie, this is my son, Spencer. Spence, this is Stephen’s other daughter, Madison.”

Maddie watched, fascinated, as Spence’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “You’re Madison.”

“Maddie,” she corrected him, her voice tight with the effort of battling back the wild laugh in her throat. “And you’re Spencer.”

“Spence,” he said, his scowl deepening as the shock began to wear off.

“Uh, what’s going on?” Halley whispered in Maddie’s ear.

“A lot,” Maddie whispered as Heather stepped forward to give her son a hug. “That’s 3A.”

Halley’s mouth dropped open. “You are fucking kidding me.”

He was staring at her over his mother’s shoulder, his cheeks slowly turning red. “Nope.”

“Holy crap.”

“Spence?” Heather said, frowning as she finally clued into the tension. “What’s going on? Why are you blushing?”

Knowing she was going to lose the battle with the laugh, Maddie whispered, “Get us out of here, fast.”

“You owe me,” Halley muttered low, then pipped up. “Well! We’ll just go see if everything’s ready. Almost time!”

“Oh!” Heather’s hands flew to her cheeks. “Is my makeup all right? Do I need more lipstick?”

“Maybe just a touch-up,” Halley said cheerfully and began to tow Maddie across the chapel to the balcony doors. “Heather, you look beautiful. Spence, good to see you again.”

He said nothing, just continued to stare at Maddie with a mix of horror and fury that for some demented reason made her want to laugh even more.

“We’ll see you guys out there!” Halley called and dragged Maddie through the balcony doors, slamming them behind her.

And in front of their father, Maya, and the minister all gathered there, Maddie laughed and laughed and laughed.
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Tuck wouldn’t stop laughing.

Sprawled out on the sofa in his friends’ living room, a beer in his hand, Spence scowled at Esme. “Your husband’s an asshole.”

“I know,” Esme said serenely, an indulgent smile curling her generous mouth. “But you have to admit, it’s pretty funny.”

“He fucked his step-sister,” Tuck howled and fell out of his chair.

“Serves you right,” Spence muttered at Tuck’s curse.

“You okay, babe?” Esme asked, not budging from her spot on the other end of the sofa.

“His step-sister,” Tuck wheezed.

“He’s fine.” Esme leaned forward to snag some cheese and a cracker off the tray on the coffee table. “So, then what happened?”

“Nothing.” His beer was empty, and he wanted another one, but he didn’t want to move. “We had the wedding, ate dinner, and that was it.”

“You didn’t talk to her about it?” Esme said over Tuck’s renewed laughter.

“I didn’t talk to her at all,” Spence admitted. “Aside from ‘nice to meet you’ when Mom introduced us. It was fucking awkward.”

“What’d your mom say?”

Spence frowned. “About what?”

“About you sleeping with her new stepdaughter.”

Genuinely appalled, Spence stared. “Jesus, I didn’t tell her.”

“She had to notice something was off between you two.”

Spence shook his head. “She was focused on Stephen, and the wedding. I don’t think it registered.”

“Maybe not in the moment,” Esme said, nibbling on a wedge of cheddar. On the floor, Tuck rolled over to lie on his back, still letting out the occasional giggle. “But she’ll find out sooner or later.”

“Not if I keep my mouth shut,” Spence said firmly.

“You do remember you’re going to be seeing this woman again, right?” Esme asked, much too reasonably for Spence’s liking. “Holidays, family events. Do you think you can just pretend it never happened?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then you better get…what’s her name?”

“Madison,” he said darkly.

Esme’s lips twitched. “Right. You better make sure Madison’s on the same page.”

“And her sister.” Tuck shoved himself to a sitting position. “Don’t forget her sister knows.”

Annoyed at the reminder, Spence scowled at his friend. “Are you done?”

“For now,” Tuck said with a grin splitting his wild ginger beard. “I reserve the right to keep going once I’ve got my breath back.”

“Asshole,” Spence muttered, but there was no heat behind it. “Be useful and get me another beer.”

Tuck got to his feet. “Babe? You want another?”

“I could use some water,” she said, tilting her head back to beam at him.

“You got it.” He dropped a kiss on her upturned mouth, then disappeared into the kitchen.

Esme turned back to Spence. “Where was I?”

“Your husband’s an asshole,” Spence said helpfully.

“Madison,” she said, ignoring him. “How did she react to all this?”

Spence scowled, remembering. “She couldn’t stop laughing.”

“What’d I miss?” Tuck asked, coming back into the room with a pair of longnecks and a bottle of water.

“Madison laughing, apparently,” Esme said, taking the water he held out. “When she realized who he was.”

“What kind of laugh?” Tuck asked, passing a beer to Spence before settling in the leather recliner across from the sofa. “The if-I-don’t-laugh-I’ll-cry kind, or holy-shit-this-is-hilarious?”

“Hard to tell.” Spence twisted the cap off his beer. “But every time she looked at me she’d just start snickering.”

“I like her,” Tuck said to Esme.

“You would like her,” Spence said thoughtfully. “Both of you would. She was…”

“She was what?” Tuck prompted when Spence trailed off.

“Fun,” Spence finished, and took a swig of his beer to ease his suddenly dry throat.

Tuck waggled his brows at his wife. “Fun, huh?”

“Get it out of the gutter, Parrish,” Spencer growled. “That’s not what I meant.”

Esme sent her husband a quelling glance, then turned back to Spence. “What did you mean?”

“I don’t know.” Spence dragged a hand through his hair and wished he hadn’t said anything. “This whole thing is giving me a headache, and I’ve got enough on my plate with taxes and shit.”

“It’s January,” Tuck pointed out. “Taxes aren’t due until April.”

“Business taxes have to be done quarterly,” Spence said, grateful to be talking about something other than his Vegas fuck up. “Fourth quarter is due at the end of the month.”

“Do you have an accountant?” Esme asked.

He shook his head. “Mom’s been nagging me to hire someone, but I don’t want to spend the money.”

“Taxes are complicated, especially for a new business,” Tuck pointed out. “Better to pay someone than to fuck them up.”

“I can ask Chris who he uses,” Esme said, referring to the owner of the tattoo shop where she worked.

“Nah, I’ve got it,” Spence told her. “Thanks, though.”

“Your call.” She raised her arms in a long stretch. “I think I’m going to go take a nap. You boys going to watch the Lion’s game?”

Spence set his half-finished beer aside. “I’m going to head home, get some paperwork done. Thanks for brunch.”

“You’re welcome.” Esme rose smoothly to her feet and enfolded him in a hug. “You’re always welcome.”

“If Spence isn’t staying for the game, then I’m taking a nap with you,” Tuck told his wife.

“If you nap with me, I won’t actually get a nap.”

“Sure you will.” Tuck grinned. “After.”

Esme sighed, long-suffering and exasperated, but her eyes were shining. “Fine.”

Amused, Spence gave Tuck a back-slapping hug. “Later, asshole.”

“You love me,” Tuck said, returning the hug.

“Yeah, but you’re still an asshole.”

Esme sniffed, brushing at an imaginary tear. “This is so touching.”

Spence just rolled his eyes and headed for the door. “Enjoy your nap.”

“We will,” Tuck said cheerfully and scooped a giggling Esme off her feet. “Lock the door, would you pal?”

Spence grabbed his coat off the hook. “Sure thing.”

Dragging on his coat, he paused in the open doorway to watch Tuck carry his wife, still giggling, up the stairs. Then he locked the door, closed it firmly behind him, and trudged through the falling snow to his truck.

The drive home was quick and uneventful despite the heavily falling snow, and soon he was climbing the stairs to the apartment above his shop, grateful he’d thought to salt them before he left. He let himself in, shook the snow off his coat, then sat on the bench under the front window to peel off his boots.

When his phone rang, he fumbled it out of the pocket of his jacket. The name on the screen made him wince, and he was tempted to let it go to voicemail. But since that would only put off the inevitable, he thumbed the screen to answer and put it on speaker. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi,” came the cheerful response. “Did you see that play?”

Since she sounded happy, he relaxed. “What play?” he asked, setting the phone on the bench beside him so he could tackle his boots.

“Oh, you’re not watching the football game.”

“Just got home,” he said, grunting a little as he fought with wet laces. “Had brunch with Tuck and Esme.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Is Esme still tattooing?”

“Yep.” He managed to get the first boot off and went to work on the second. “You in the market?”

“I’m thinking about it,” she admitted. “Will it hurt?”

“It’s a needle punching into your skin, Ma,” he reminded her. “Of course, it’ll hurt.”

“Well, maybe someday,” she hedged.

Since she’d been saying that for at least ten years, he didn’t bother to respond. Pulling off his second boot, he set it on the mat beside its mate and stood. “How’s Stephen?”

“He’s good,” she said, her voice warming. “He said to tell you hi.”

He picked up his phone and carried it with him to his bedroom. “Hi back.”

“He’s actually not here right now,” Heather continued. “Halley’s moving this week, so he’s helping her pack up the apartment.”

He set the phone on the bed. “Halley’s moving?”

“Yes, to Grand Rapids,” Heather said. “I told you that.”

She hadn’t, but he didn’t bother to correct her. “Sure, I remember.” He pulled the sweater he’d worn to brunch off over his head and reached into his closet for a flannel shirt. “Does she need a hand settling into her new place?”

“Well, I already told Halley to call you if she needs help—”

He just shook his head. Of course, you did.

“—but she said it’s mostly clothes and books and other odds and ends, and she and Madison can handle it.”

Spence froze for a second at the name, then tugged the shirt off the hanger. “Madison’s helping her?”

“Well, of course. It’s her house Halley’s moving into.”

Now he sat on the edge of his bed, the shirt dangling from limp fingers. “I thought Madison lived in Chicago.”

“Oh, she moved to Grand Rapids last month,” his mother said cheerfully. “I told you that.”

He flopped back on the bed. “No, you didn’t.”

“I’m sure I did. She actually finished tying up loose ends at her old job right before the wedding, and started at St. Thomas College the first week of January.”

And the hits just keep on coming. “She’s working at St. Thomas?”

“Your old stomping grounds,” his mother confirmed. “In fact, she only lives a few blocks from campus.”

Which meant she was only a couple of miles from him, Spence thought, and mentally ran through every curse he knew.

“Speaking of Madison…”

Oh, shit. “What about her?”

“I asked her if she knew of any accountants who could give you a hand with your taxes—”

“Mom, I’ve got it handled.”

Heather rolled on as though he hadn’t even spoken. “And she said she’d be happy to help.”

Spence scrubbed a hand over his face. “Fine,” he said, knowing anything else would be ignored. “Tell her to send me some names and I’ll check them out.”

“Oh, no.” Heather let out a trilling laugh. “I meant she’d be happy to help herself.”

Spence frowned at the phone. “Huh?”

“She’s an accountant, Spence,” Heather replied with a disappointed tsk. “I swear, you don’t even listen when I talk.”

He was dead certain she’d never said anything about Madison moving back to Michigan, or being an accountant, or any other damn thing except that she was Stephen’s oldest daughter, but he knew it’d be a waste of breath to point that out to her. “Look, Mom—”

“I know you want to do it yourself,” Heather said, deftly plowing over his objections. “But I really think you should let her look things over. Just to make sure you’re on the right track.”

“Mom—”

“You’ve put so much hard work into the business,” she continued. “Not to mention a big chunk of money.”

The money she’d saved for his college fund, and gifted to him without question when he’d said he was going to open the business.

“I just don’t want to see you lose it over a silly mistake,” Heather continued, her voice softening. “It would really ease my mind, Spencer. Please?”

He had to give her credit, he thought with reluctant admiration. The woman knew how to layer on the guilt. “Okay, Mom. I’ll talk to her.”

“Thank you, darling,” she sighed, sounding relieved. She was too smart to let it show, but he’d bet his business license she was mentally doing a smug victory dance. “She should be there shortly.”

“Who should be here shortly?” he asked, then the other shoe dropped. “Wait, Madison is coming over here?”

“She said she’d pop over around three.”

Fuck!

He sent a panicked glance at his bedside clock, the one he kept eleven minutes fast to keep himself from running late. It read three-oh-nine. “Mom, you can’t just send people to my house without telling me."

“Well, normally I wouldn’t, sweetie, but it’s not like she’s a stranger,” Heather chirped. “Madison is family.”

I’m in hell, he thought. This is what hell is like. “Mom, this really isn’t a good time for me.”

“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “You always do paperwork on Sunday afternoons, so it’s perfect timing. Now, you be nice to her. You barely said a word to her during the wedding. Remember, she’s your sister now.”

Correction, he thought. Now I’m in hell. “Listen, Mom—”

“I’m sorry darling, there’s Stephen beeping in. I have to go. Come up for dinner soon, all right? I worry you’re not eating well.”

“Mom—”

“I love you!” she said and blew him a noisy kiss just before the phone went dead.

“I love you too, you meddling, interfering, conniving, manipulative—”

His tirade was cut off by a sharp rap on his front door, and for a moment, he thought about just pretending he wasn’t home. But his truck was in the drive, and it wasn’t snowing hard enough to have covered up his footprints leading up the stairs.

So he got up, yanked on the flannel shirt, and stalked to the front door.

He jerked it open, a ready scowl on his face. “I don’t need an accountant.”

“That’s not what Mom says,” Madison said cheerfully.

His wince of discomfort quickly morphed into another scowl. “Don’t,” he ground out, “call her that.”

“Okay,” Maddie said agreeably. “Are you going to invite me in or what? It’s cold out here.”

“Shit,” he muttered and turned to stomp away.

Taking that as a come-on-in, Maddie stepped over the threshold and stomped the snow from her boots. “I hope it stops snowing soon. I hate shoveling.”

Setting down the messenger bag she’d brought with her, she tugged off her gloves, shoved them into her pockets, and peeled out of her coat. Seeing no place to hang it up—there was one hook, and there was a big pea coat already hanging on it—she draped it across the low bench and sat to toe off her boots.

“Cute apartment,” she said, glancing around. She was in a kind of alcove just off the front door and couldn’t see much, just a small dining table with a single chair and a galley-style kitchen that took up the back wall. It looked new and efficient and barely used. “One bedroom or two?”

“Planning on moving in?” he asked.

“Just making conversation,” she said blithely and set the first boot aside. He was standing next to the dining table, glaring at her, and she tried not to notice how good he looked in jeans and an unbuttoned flannel shirt as she went to work on her second boot.

She took it off and set it beside its mate, then stood. “Look,” she said, picking up her messenger bag. “This doesn’t have to be awkward.”

“Wanna bet?” he muttered.

“So, you fucked your stepsister,” she said and bit her lip to keep from smiling when he winced. “It’s not like you knew who I was. I fucked my little stepbrother, and while it’s regrettable, I’m not losing sleep over it.”

“What do you mean, regrettable?” he asked, scowling so hard his face looked like it was going to fold in on itself, then he blinked. “Wait. Little stepbrother?”

“You’re two months younger than I am,” she informed him cheerfully, and since he’d closed his eyes—probably trying to pretend she wasn’t there—let the grin loose. “And I only meant ‘regrettable’ in the sense that if I’d known who you were, I wouldn’t have picked you up.”

He opened his eyes and spotted her grin. “You think this is funny.”

“I think this is hilarious,” she said. “Come on. If this had happened to someone else—to one of your buddies—you’d be laughing your ass off.”

Maddie plunked her bag down on the table. “It was an honest mistake. And I’ll take at least seventy percent of the blame for it, because it was my idea not to share names.”

He ignored that and crossed his arms across his half-naked and very distracting chest. “Who knows?”

“Besides you and me?” she asked just to fuck with him. “Halley, but that’s just because she was there.”

“You haven’t told anyone else?” he persisted.

“No. Have you?”

“A couple of friends,” he admitted.

“And did they laugh?”

He scowled. “That’s not the point.”

“I think it’s at least half the point,” she argued.

“I don’t want my mom finding out,” he growled.

“Well, then don’t tell her.”

“I’m telling you not to tell her.”

She threw her hands up, exasperated. “Why would I tell your mother we slept together?”

“And don’t tell your dad, either.”

“I have a good relationship with my dad, Spence,” she said, starting to get pissed. “But my sex life is none of his business.”

When he just kept scowling at her, she blew out an exasperated sigh. “Look, the only way your mom or my dad is going to find out about our Vegas hookup is if you keep acting weird about it. So you might want to work on that. In the meantime, I’m just here to do your taxes.”

“I don’t need you to do my damn taxes,” he yelled, flinging his hands up.

“Well, I’m gonna, because your mother asked me to and I’m trying to be friendly,” she shouted back, ignoring the way the open shirt fluttered. His chest was really distracting. “You want me to tell her you wouldn’t let me?”

“You’d rat me out?”

She narrowed her eyes to match his glare. “I will throw you under the bus so fast you’ll leave skid marks.”

“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’ll get the damn paperwork.”

“Fine. Get me some damn coffee while you’re at it.”

“Get your own damn coffee,” he snapped and stomped out.

“That went well,” she decided and went to find the coffee pot.

When he came stomping back into the room, she was sitting at the table, her laptop open and a beer at her elbow. “You don’t have any coffee,” she informed him, “so I helped myself to a beer?”

“Whatever.” He slapped a thick file onto the table. “Here.”

She stared at the file. “Paper records? What is this, nineteen ninety-two?”

“You said paperwork.”

“No, you said paperwork,” she corrected.

He looked like he was grinding his teeth into dust. “What do you need?”

“Business records,” she explained with what she considered admirable patience. “Bank statements, expenses, receipts, income. Preferably in electronic form.”

“Fine,” he said and turned on his heel to stomp away again.

“We are not off to a promising start,” she called after him.

“This wasn’t my idea,” he reminded her, coming back in with a laptop and a chair that matched the one she was sitting in.

“Well, it wasn’t mine, either,” she said tartly.

He merely grunted, plunked the laptop down on the table, the chair on the floor, and veered into the kitchen.

He’d buttoned his shirt, which was a bummer, but the way his ass looked in the worn jeans when he bent to pull a beer out of the fridge almost made up for it. She was admiring it when he turned around and caught her staring.

He twisted the cap off his beer. “You’re staring at my ass.”

“Sorry,” she said cheerfully. “I was just wondering if it still has the divots from my nails in it.”

He snorted. “Does your ass still have my handprint on it?”

“No, that faded pretty quickly. Very disappointing, actually. But I didn’t sit right for at least two days.”

She could tell that pleased him, but he only grunted. Sipping his beer, he walked over and plopped his exceptional ass into the chair. “Sorry.”

“Excuse me? I didn’t quite catch that.”

He sighed so hard that the papers on the table fluttered. “Don’t be a brat. I said I’m sorry.”

“For?” she prompted.

When he just scowled at her, she decided to help him out. “‘Being a dick’ is the answer we’re looking for.”

She’d have sworn his lips twitched. “Fine. I’m sorry for being a dick.”

“Thank you,” she said primly. “I forgive you.”

“Jesus,” he muttered, and this time she was sure his lips twitched. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Get it over with?” she gasped, planting a shocked hand over her heart. “Oh, no no no, little bro. One does not get a tax return ‘over with’.”

“Don’t call me little bro.”

“One savors a tax return,” she continued, ignoring his pained wince. “Relishes it. One lingers over the income, revels in the deductions. There is delight in depreciation schedules, euphoria in exemptions.”

She closed her eyes and sighed dreamily. “Bliss.”

“That’s the same face you make just before you come,” he observed. “It’s pretty disturbing.”

“Don’t kink shame,” she admonished, and abandoning her drama school audition, opened her eyes to focus on her laptop and ignore the heat in her face she hoped he wouldn’t notice. “All right, Spencer, let’s get started.”

“Spence,” he said and she glanced up. “My friends call me Spence.”

“Friends?” Genuinely delighted, she sniffed and flapped a hand near her eyes as though waving away tears. “We’re friends? Oh, Spence. I don’t know what to say.”

“Yeah, Esme and Tuck would like you,” he muttered into his beer.

“Who are Tuck and Esme?”

He set his beer aside and reached for his laptop. “Friends,” he said. “Who I hope you never meet because my life is fucking complicated enough.”

“My friends call me Maddie, or Mads,” she offered.

“Mads,” he drawled, and though his eyes stayed on his laptop, an actual smile quirked his lips. “That fits.”

Unoffended, she just grinned and keyed into her computer. “Okay, little brother. Let’s wrangle some taxes.”

“I’m going to need more beer,” he decided.
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“Now, wasn’t that fun?” Maddie asked cheerfully three hours later. “And it didn’t take long at all.”

Spence lifted his head from the table, where it had been resting in despair for the last thirty minutes. “You’re a sick, twisted woman.”

She closed her laptop and reached her arms overhead in a joint-popping stretch. “I’m hungry. You want to get some food?”

“Sure,” he mumbled, distracted by the way her tits moved under her sweater. It was the color of spring grass and had a wide neckline that had been falling off her shoulder for the last three hours, giving him a tantalizing view of creamy bare skin and the strap of her bra, which matched the sweater. It was the only thing that had kept him from falling asleep out of sheer boredom.

She dropped her arms and the sweater slid off her shoulder again. “Tacos,” she said, shrugging it back into place. “Or maybe pizza.”

He just grunted and scrubbed his hands over his face.

“Which one?” she asked, and he looked up at her.

She looked fresh as a daisy, bright-eyed and rosy-cheeked, and he felt like he’d spent the last three hours watching a documentary on wallpaper paste. “I honestly don’t think I have enough brain cells left to decide.”

“You need carbs,” she said decisively and picked up her phone. “We’ll get pizza and cheesy breadsticks. You good with pepperoni and olives?”

“That works,” he decided and gathered the empty beer bottles from the table—one of hers, two of his—and carried them to the kitchen. “Want another beer?”

“Yes, please.”

He pulled a pair from the fridge, noting with a frown that it was the last of his stash. “See if they’ll deliver beer with the pizza.”

“They don’t, I’ve tried before.”

“What the hell good are they, then?” he grumbled and handed her a bottle.

“Their cheesy breadsticks are killer.” She put down her phone. “Can I use your bathroom?”

“Through there,” he said, pointing, and since it was there, watched her ass bounce as she walked across the room.

When the bathroom door shut behind her he took his beer to the sofa, plopped himself down, and closed his eyes. He thought about finding something on television, but the Lions game was over by now, and he didn’t have the energy to channel-surf. When the bathroom door opened, he deliberately kept his eyes closed.

“Since we’re friends now, I should tell you I snooped in your bedroom,” she said, and he listened to her footsteps cross the room. The sofa cushion beside him sagged under her weight.

He kept his eyes closed. “Find anything interesting?”

“Well, your bed is ridiculously big,” she said. “What is that, an Alaska king?”

He grunted. “Wyoming. Alaska wouldn’t fit.”

“Well, you could have an orgy in there.”

“I’ll keep that in mind if I ever decide to have one.”

“I don’t recommend it.”

That got him to open his eyes. “Have some experience with orgies, do you?”

She shrugged, her sweater slipping off her shoulder again.

“I had fun in college.”

“If it was fun, why don’t you recommend it?”

She sipped her beer. “Too much going on. Makes it hard to focus.”

“Ah.”

“Have you ever?”

“Had an orgy?” Spence closed his eyes again. It was either that or start nibbling on that exposed shoulder. “Sort of.”

“How do you ‘sort of’ have an orgy?”

“I guess it was more of a gang-bang,” he mused. “One woman, four men.”

“I’d say that’s a gang,” she said, the sofa cushions shifting again as she moved. “When was this, college?”

“I went to a Catholic college,” he said. “The one you’re working at, actually.”

She snorted. “Like that means anything.”

He smiled at that. “No, it wasn’t college, it was Thanksgiving.”

“This Thanksgiving?” she asked. “The one two months ago?”

“That’s the one.”

“Geez. I usually just eat turkey.”

“We did that, too.” He opened his eyes to peer at her again. She was lying on the sofa now, propped in the far corner with her legs stretched out so her feet nearly touched his hip. “The gang-bang came later.”

She frowned. “On a full stomach?”

He laughed. “You sound like Jude.”

“Who’s Jude?”

“A friend. One of the bangers,” he elaborated. “He does have experience with orgies.”

“Good you all had an expert on hand.” She rolled the beer bottle between her hands, her whiskey eyes curious. “So? Was it fun?”

“Yeah, it was.” He lifted his beer for a drink. “A little choreographed for my taste, but when you’ve got four people vying to fuck one person, some planning is necessary.”

“Were you a fucker, or the fuckee?” she wanted to know.

“Four men and one woman,” he reminded her, amused.

“I don’t know your life,” she said with a shrug that nudged the sweater further down her arm. “You could be bi.”

“Esme was the fuckee,” he said. “For the record, I’m straight.”

“The Esme you don’t want me to meet, because your life is fucking complicated enough?”

He toasted her with his beer. “That’s the one.”

“For the record, I’m straight too,” she said, then shrugged. “Mostly.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Mostly?”

“I really like boobs,” she explained. “Can you teach me how to do that eyebrow thing?”

“No.”

Her look of avid curiosity morphed into a scowl. “Why not?”

“It’s not something you can teach,” he said, amused. She was cute when she was pissed. “You can do it, or you can’t.”

“Rude,” she muttered into her beer.

“Blame genetics,” he advised and closed his eyes again.

“If you’re going to sleep, can I find something to watch on TV?”

“I’m not going to sleep, but help yourself,” he said and picking up the remote, tossed it in her direction.

“Ow!” she exclaimed. “That hit my head.”

He had to fight not to smile. “Could’ve been worse. Could’ve hit your beer.”

“Just for that, I’m watching HGTV.”

This time he couldn’t quite fight back the smile.

Maddie was polishing off her second piece of pizza when Spence’s eyes fluttered open.

“You know,” she began, licking sauce from her fingers, “that’s the second time you’ve fallen asleep on me. I’m starting to get a complex.”

He sat up, blinking rapidly. “How long was I out?”

“About an hour.”

“Shit.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Sorry.”

“No worries. Want some pizza?”

He stared down at the open box on the cushion between them. “Yeah. What do I owe you for it?”

“My treat.” She plucked a breadstick from the box.

He pulled a slice from the box. “I can pay for half.”

“You bought room service in Vegas,” she reminded him. “This way we’re even.”

He snorted. “Even? Do you have any idea how much that burger and fries cost?”

She just grinned and bit into her breadstick. “Eat. Your brain needs carbs.”

“Even, my ass,” he muttered and bit into his pizza.

Maddie watched him eat for a moment, nibbling on her breadstick until it was gone. “Can I ask you a question?”

He grunted around a mouthful of food, and she decided to take that as a yes.

“Do you regret it? Vegas,” she elaborated when he stared at her.

He swallowed. “No.”

“Oh,” she said and selected another breadstick.

“You don’t believe me.”

She shrugged. “Kind of seems like you do. Regret it, I mean.”

He shook his head. “Regret is the wrong word.”

“What’s the right word?”

“I don’t know.” He chewed thoughtfully. “Is there a word that means ‘happy to have had great sex with you but not thrilled that you ended up being my stepsister because my mom would be pissed’?”

“If there is, it’s probably German,” she said. “Why would your mom be pissed?”

“Because she’s a mom. Wouldn’t your dad be pissed?”

“Possibly.” She peeled a string of cheese off her breadstick. “But he has a firm policy of non-involvement when it comes to his daughters’ personal lives.”

“How did you make that happen?” he wondered. “And can you teach me?”

“You can’t teach it,” she said soberly. “You can either do it, or you can’t.”

He scowled. “That’s just petty.”

“I know,” she said smugly.

His lips twitched in reluctant amusement, and then he sighed. “Well, my mom would be. Pissed, I mean.”

“Why?” She wondered. “You’re a grown man, I’m a grown woman. We had a good time, and except for not being able to sit for a couple of days, nobody got hurt.”

“You mean aside from the incest?”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s a stretch, isn’t it? We’re not related by blood, and we didn’t grow up together.”

“Tell that to Heather,” he said drily. “Anyway, incest aside, she doesn’t think I should be having nameless, random stranger sex.”

“Excuse me,” she said, lifting a finger. “It may have been nameless stranger sex, but it was far from random.”

Amusement eased into his eyes. “Yeah, you came gunning for me.”

“You’re welcome. What kind of sex does she think you should be having?”

“The serious, baby-making kind.”

“Ah.”

“And I should warn you, she really wants to be a Grandma, so you can expect her to start leaning on you and Halley for that soon.”

Maddie nearly choked on her breadstick. “Yeah, she’s going to have to talk to Halley about that.”

He frowned, as though a sudden thought had occurred to him. “She won’t say anything, will she? About Vegas?”

“Halley’s got too much on her plate to be worried about us,” Maddie said and shook her head. “No, she won’t say anything.”

Concern darkened his eyes for a moment. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Maddie assured him, and didn’t mention the pregnancy. That wasn’t her secret to tell. “Just a lot going on with the move, looking for a new job.”

“That’s happening this week?”

“Next weekend, actually. She’s packing up the apartment in Mt. Pleasant this week, and I’m driving up on Friday to help her haul everything out. She’s not bringing any furniture, so she thinks we can get everything in the two cars.”

“Not even a bed?”

Maddie shook her head. “She bought a new one, it’s getting delivered to my place on Saturday.”

He nodded. “Okay, well, if you need any help…”

“We’ve probably got it, but thanks.”

“Anything for my sisters,” he drawled, and she laughed.

She sat there for a moment, enjoying the way his eyes lingered on her bare shoulder, and let herself wonder, just for a moment. Then she took a deep breath and forced herself back to reality. “Well. I should go.”

She climbed to her feet and shrugged her sweater back into place. “Want me to put the pizza in the fridge?”

“I’ll get it,” he said, still watching her with something that might have been disappointment in his dark eyes.

“Okay.” She crossed to the table and picked up her laptop, tucking it into its pocket inside her messenger bag. “I’ll email you the tax file so you can send it in with the payment.”

She glanced over when he stood from the sofa, pizza box in hand. “You can call me if you have any questions.”

He nodded. “Want me to wrap some of this up for you?”

“I’m good,” she said and went to the bench by the door to put her boots back on as he walked into the kitchen.

She was tugging the first one on when he came out, hands tucked into his front pockets.

“I appreciate the help,” he said. “With the taxes.”

She gave him a genuine smile and reached for her other boot. “Happy to do it. I love taxes.”

He shook his head in amused bewilderment. “You’re an odd duck, Mads.”

“Takes one to know one…Daddy,” she said pointedly.

“Don’t kink shame,” he said with a glitter in his eyes that made her stomach clench.

“Oh, I’m not,” she said earnestly. “That was kink teasing.”

“Right.”

He was still staring at her, the glitter in his eyes intensifying, and she swallowed. “Um. Spence?”

“Yes, Maddie?”

“You probably shouldn’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you did in Vegas.”

“Because you’re my stepsister,” he said. “And it’s complicated.”

“Right.” Her head had gone light. “Complicated.”

He started walking towards her, hands loose at his sides, eyes fierce. “The thing is, though…”

She looked up at him as he drew nearer, her boot slipping from her limp fingers. “What?”

“I don’t think I care.”

The rush of lust left her giddy. “Oh.”

He stopped in front of her, so close she could feel the heat pumping off him. “Do you?”

“No,” she admitted and wondered if she was really floating six inches off the ground or if it just felt like it.

“But to keep it simple, this stays between us,” he continued, his voice like gravel. “Agreed?”

“Agreed,” she said eagerly and held up her hand. “Pinky promise.”

He stared at her extended finger for a second, then into her eyes. “I think we can do better than pinkies.”

“Penis promise?” she suggested. “Pussy promise?”

“There’s that sassy fucking mouth,” he said, his voice mild. But there was an undercurrent vibrating in the air between them. “I’m going to put it to good use.”

She had to swallow again to keep from drooling. “When?”

Five minutes later she was on her knees at the foot of his king-sized bed, her wrists tied behind her back and her eyes watering as she choked on his dick.

“That’s it,” he encouraged. “You can take me.”

She wasn’t sure about that at all. When they’d done this back in Vegas he’d let her set the pace, but he wasn’t doing that now. He had both hands on her head, using fistfuls of her hair to keep her from moving as he pushed his dick to the back of her throat. She gagged, the retching sounds muffled, and he slipped in a little further.

“There you go,” he crooned, the gentle words at odds with the sinister tone. “That’s a good girl.”

He held himself there long enough for panic to seep in, then pulled back. She coughed and gasped, eyes streaming, then he was back, doing it again.

He fucked her throat with sure, even strokes, keeping up a steady stream of dirty talk while she gagged and choked and gasped for air on the outstroke.

“Look at you,” he said, a glint in his eyes and a sneer in his tone. “You love this, don’t you?”

She tried to nod, but his dick was in her throat and his hands held her too tightly to move.

“On your knees, drooling all over your tits while I jam my dick down your gullet,” he continued, pumping just a little bit faster, a little bit harder before yanking himself clear to crouch down in front of her. He grabbed her chin, waited until she’d finished coughing, then said, “Say it.”

She blinked hazy eyes clear and looked into his. “I love it,” she said hoarsely.

“Tell me what you love.”

“Your cock in my mouth.” Her throat felt raw, swollen and battered. “In my throat.”

His fingers tightened on her chin, his eyes like coals. “Beg me for more.”

“Please.” Her breath soughed in and out, spit dripping off her chin. “Put your dick back in my mouth. Fuck my throat until I gag, until I puke. Until you come. Please, Daddy."

“You want my come in your mouth, down your throat?”

She jerked her head in an abbreviated nod. “I want to taste it.”

“What will you give me for it?”

She blinked, and desperate, said the unthinkable. “Anything.”

“Anything?”

There was a dim, dark corner in her mind where she recognized what a bad idea this was, but it didn’t keep her from rasping, “Anything.”

The smile that curved his lips was anything but pleasant. “All right,” he said and rose.

She opened her mouth, ready, eager. He slapped his dick against her right cheek, against her nose, then shoved it into her mouth and started fucking like his ass was on fire.

It was a brutal pace, almost violent. Her eyes watered so much she stopped being able to see, and more than once she was afraid she might actually throw up on him. But she kept her mouth open, her tongue out, and did her best to breathe whenever he gave her enough room.

“That’s it,” he ground out, hips pumping, spit flying. The rhythmic gluck-gluck-gluck of a messy face fuck filled the room. “Keep that mouth open for me, Maddie. Pretty, sexy Maddie. You look so good with my dick in your mouth.”

As compliments went it was pretty ridiculous, but it was almost unbearably arousing. Her thighs trembling and slick, and if her hands weren’t tied they’d be frantically working her clit to make herself come.

Hell, the way she was feeling, she might just come without it.

“Fuck,” he ground out, pulling her attention away from her own arousal. His movements had grown erratic, jerky, and she knew he was close.

“Take a deep breath,” he said, pulling free for a moment, and without thinking she obeyed just before he shoved his dick to the back of her throat—and beyond.

“Swallow,” he demanded, and she tried, massaging the head of his cock with the working of her throat.

“Fuck, yeah,” he muttered and jammed himself so deep that her nose disappeared in his pubic hair and her throat convulsed and with a long, low groan, he came.

It seemed to last forever, his cock pulsing in her throat, on her tongue as she fought for air. She struggled in his grip, ineffectual and feeble, her body taking over as her air gave out.

She was giving serious thought to biting down—her only reasonable recourse—when he yanked himself free and let her go.

She stumbled back, falling hard on her butt without his support, her tied hands unable to catch her fall. She sat sprawled on the floor, coughing and gasping for air, until he grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her to her feet.

She was still dazed, out of it, so it barely registered when he untied her hands. He nudged her back onto the bed and she fell back with her senses spinning, grateful to have something solid under her. Then he began tying her wrists together again, and she realized they weren’t done.

She watched with interest as he looped the rope—a deep, rich crimson—around her wrists, then stretched her arms up over her head. There was no headboard, just the mattress pushed against the wall, but there was a large hook about three feet up the wall, and he looped the rope around it.

“Why do you have a hook in your wall?” she asked politely, still a little groggy from the aggressive throat fuck.

“So I can tie you to it and have my way with you.”

“I thought you already did that,” she said and gave an experimental tug. There was enough slack in the rope for her to rest her arms on the pillows above her head, but no more.

“Oh, we’re not done,” he assured her with a sinister little chuckle that made the hair on the back of her neck prickle. He climbed onto the bed to sit on his haunches between her knees. “You promised me anything.”

He was naked, and very distracting crouched between her thighs like some hairy, woodland beast out of an X-rated fairy tale, so it took a second for the words to register. “What?”

“You’re a fucking buffet, Maddie,” he said and smiled so broadly and with such unabashed glee that she felt a flicker of genuine fear. “And I’m going to feast on you.”

“Wait…” she began, then let out a squeal when he shoved her knees up and back so that her pelvis tilted up and her pussy spread wide.

“Yes?” he asked genially as he stretched out on his stomach between her thighs, his eyes watching her over the curve of her stomach.

“Shit,” she breathed, part wonder and party worry, and his low chuckle sent a gust of air dancing over the wet, needy flesh between her thighs.

“You might want to pick a stronger safeword,” he suggested and dragged his tongue the length of her slit in a long, slow lick. “That one is unlikely to get my attention.”

Her voice came out in a strangled squeak. “What do you suggest?”

“Red is always a strong choice,” he offered and darted his tongue inside her. “Safeword also works.”

“The safeword is safeword?” she managed, hanging onto her focus by a thin, fragile thread.

“Mmm.” He hummed against her clit, and her thighs began to shake. “It’s clear, direct, and unambiguous.”

“Okay,” she gasped. He was nuzzling his stubbled jaw over the tender skin of her inner thigh, and she was losing the ability to think clearly. “Safeword.”

“Excellent choice,” he declared and lifted his head to look at her with those dark, wild eyes. “Use it if you want me to stop.”

“Can’t I just say stop?” she wondered faintly.

His chuckle was low, delighted, and ominous. “No,” he said and set his mouth on her.

Her protest died in her throat as her head began to spin. It seemed as though he was everywhere, lips and tongue and teeth devouring her with the kind of savage hunger she’d only read about. He licked and nibbled, sucked and bit, and it seemed to her that he was trying to fit as much of her into his mouth as he possibly could.

It was shockingly effective.

The orgasm built so hard, so fast she barely had time to recognize it before she was coming, so hard it almost hurt, her body shaking and jerking as her cunt squeezed and spasmed and he shoved his face into her so hard she was dimly afraid it might bruise.

When it was over and she was nothing more than a limp puddle on the mattress, he lifted his head to look at her. His face was gleaming wet from his chin to his eyebrows, and there was a glint in his eye that raised a faint alarm in her barely functioning brain. But she was too fuck-drunk to realize what it meant, so when he put his face back into her pussy and closed his lips around her still buzzing clit, it was a shock.

She tried to wiggle away, babbling that it was too much, she was too sensitive, she needed a minute to rest. But he ignored all of it and soon, much sooner than she would have believed possible, she felt her body begin the slow, inevitable climb towards orgasm.

It took much longer this time, the climb almost a crawl, every inch a struggle. But the orgasm was no less intense, no less consuming, and when it was done she was sure she had nothing left.

Until he slipped two fingers into her still-twitching cunt and began again.
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Spence lifted his mouth from her clit and looked up the length of her body to her face, pleased with what he saw there.

She was a mess.

Her hair was sweaty and matted, a wild tangle of snarls around her head. Her eyes were closed, her face flushed and damp with sweat, tears, and maybe a little drool, and her lower lip was swollen and bruised from repeated bites.

Her tits were sweaty too, trembling with each shaky breath, and he realized that once again he’d neglected them. Promising himself that he’d make it up to both of them, he laid his palms on her shaky thighs and pushed up.

He crawled up until he hovered over her, his renewed erection—which he’d covered with a condom after her third orgasm—nudging into her damp pubic hair. Her eyes fluttered open at the contact, and what he saw there had him gritting his teeth in a bid for control.

She looked wild, almost feral, lust and need and a silent, desperate plea lurking in the soft brown depths of her eyes. “Please,” she rasped, her voice hoarse, the word as close to a prayer as he’d ever heard. “Please.”

Unable to resist, he bent to run his tongue around one trembling nipple. “Please what?”

Her whimper was barely audible, but she surged under him.

He set his teeth to her nipple, gave one hard tug, then let go and watched her breast bounce. “You want to come again?”

He knew the answer. He’d worked her at least to the halfway point, but she was wrung out and sore, near the end of her rope. She wanted it, but she feared it, too.

“I don’t know if I can,” she confessed in a whisper, but he heard the need.

He sucked her other nipple until it was a hard and ruddy red, then drew back. “You can,” he promised, admiring his handiwork. He needed to get some rope around her tits next time, he mused. They were big and soft and pliable, perfect for breast bondage. And those nipples would look so pretty in a set of clamps.

“I can’t,” she said, sounding on the verge of tears, and he looked at her face.

The tears in her voice shimmered in her eyes, making them shine. She was all but vibrating with need and dread, agony a thin, slippery layer over the lust.

“Yes, you can,” he crooned and lifted a hand to brush at the tear that dripped down her cheek. “It’s going to hurt, though.”

“I know.” Her voice hitched on a sob, and he wondered if he’d pushed her too far.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, ignoring his body’s instinctive howl of protest. He wanted to fuck—needed to—but if he had to, he’d jerk off in the shower later.

“No,” she said, her eyes wheeling, frantic. She began to struggle against the rope, against him. “No, don’t leave me like this.”

“Shhh,” he soothed, cupping her cheek to still the frantic shaking of her head. “Shhh, I’m not going to leave you. I promise.”

She stilled, her eyes fixed on his in frenzied entreaty. “Please.”

“Okay.” He stroked her cheek to calm her. “Okay. Tell me what you need.”

“What?”

“What do you need to come again?” he asked—patiently, gently. “Do you need it hard? Fast? Slow?”

She sagged with relief. “Hard and fast. Do you—” She stopped, swallowing hard. “Do you have a vibrator?”

He nodded. “A Hitachi.”

“Oh God.” She licked her lips, dread flickering across her expression. “Okay. If you…if you use it while you fuck me…”

He nodded, understanding. “Okay. I need to get it, all right? But I’m right here, I won’t leave.”

She nodded. “Hurry, okay?”

“I will. I’m right here.”

He slid from the bed, maintaining physical contact for as long as possible, and kept up a steady stream of calming, gentle chatter while he dug the wand out of the bedside drawer. He checked that it had a decent charge, then grabbed a condom and worked it over the head. Knowing her pussy was probably already sore, he added a healthy dollop of lube to both the wand and his dick, then was back between her thighs.

Her closed eyes fluttered back open when he laid a hand on her belly. “Still with me, Maddie?”

“Yes.” Her gaze darted to the wand in his hand and she let out a slow, careful breath. “God, I hate those things.”

Understanding her perfectly, he knee-walked forward between her spread thighs until his knees nudged her buttocks. “Put your feet on my shoulders.”

She obeyed, her legs shaking as she lifted them into place. “Oh God, oh shit, oh God.”

He laid the vibrator on her belly, the wand aimed at her clit, and held it in place with one hand while he used the other to line up his cock with her pussy. She was wide open, her labia peeled back to show the bright pink hole that was his target. She was soaking wet, and the lube would ease the way, but still he moved carefully.

“Ohhhhh my fucking Gawwwwd,” she moaned as he sank inside her, and he stopped.

“Okay?” he asked, clenching his teeth to keep from plunging deep. She was hot and slick, her swollen sheath fluttering as she tried to adjust to him, and it felt fucking amazing.

“You feel huge,” she panted. “How did you get bigger?”

“I didn’t,” he said, and when the wild clutch of her cunt eased, pushed forward again. “You’re just swollen and sensitive.”

“Tell me,” she said through clenched teeth. “Oh Christ, this orgasm better be worth it.”

“I can always stop,” he reminded her, though he thought it might kill him to follow through on that promise.

She shook her head. “I want it.”

“Does it hurt?” he asked, wanting to know. He didn’t think he was hurting her beyond withholding the orgasm she was so desperate for, but…

“Not…like that,” she managed, and pushing her feet against his shoulders, she lifted her hips. “I just need to come. Why are you moving so slow?”

He shifted forward another inch. “I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“Then fuck me already,” she begged.

So he did.

He didn’t slam her like he wanted to but moved swiftly and firmly until his groin was pressed against hers, his knees tucked under her upturned buttocks. Her groan had barely faded when he thumbed on the wand and angled it so the round head pressed on her clit.

She let out a short, sharp scream, her hands yanking at the ropes holding them. “Too much,” she managed, nearly choking on the words. “Ease off, for the love of God.”

He shifted the wand so it hit above her clit instead of directly on it, knowing the layer of fat and tissue that lay over the internal part of the organ would cushion the vibrations while still providing stimulation. She immediately relaxed—not completely, but enough—and satisfied that the wand was where it needed to be, he began to thrust.

She’d asked for hard and fast, and he gave it to her, hammering into her so hard the bed thudded into the wall. Grateful he’d put off buying a headboard, he dug in and doubled down, leaning over her so her knees pushed into her bouncing tits.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she was chanting, her eyes screwed shut as she strained for her pleasure. Discomfort twisted her mouth into a grimace when the wand slipped lower, and the wild clench of her cunt around him at the jolt of sensation almost sent him flying over the edge.

But he wasn’t coming until she did.

“Come on,” he urged, pounding harder, driving faster. “Come on.”

“I’m trying,” she sobbed, tears once again pooling in the corners of her eyes. “I’m so close.”

“Try harder,” he growled, and in desperation, bent down and sank his teeth into one bouncing breast.

She screamed in shock and pain, thrashing and twisting under him and nearly bucking him off. He released her breast and she screamed again, hitting high C as her body went stiff as a board. The wand was pinned between them, buzzing against her clit and his cock while he ground against her, holding back with gritted teeth and pure force of will until she began to shake and he felt the clasping, grasping spasms of her cunt around him.

Then he pressed his head between her heaving tits and followed.

She staggered into the bathroom almost as soon as he got the ropes off her, assuring him in a clear if shaky voice that she could manage on her own. Still, he watched her until the door closed, then dressed in a pair of sweats and a t-shirt and tidied up the bed before going to the kitchen and pouring glasses of water for both of them.

When she stepped out of the bathroom, he was pulling his bathrobe out of the bedroom closet.

“Here,” he said, holding it out for her.

“Thanks.” She slipped her arms in the sleeves, shrugging her shoulders to hitch it into place, and reached for the belt, shaking her hands out of the too-long sleeves to tie it.

“Comfortable?”

She looked up at him, and he was relieved to see her eyes were clear. Ringed by smudged eyeliner and heavy, but clear. “Well, it covers my ass, which is more than I can say for the robes in Vegas.”

Pleased to see some of her usual sass, he led her over to the bed and handed her the glass of water he’d set on the nightstand. “Here. Drink the whole thing.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said, and watching him over the rim, obeyed.

He took the glass when she was done and set it back on the nightstand, then drew her down to sit on the bed. “How do you feel?”

“Good. Sore,” she said with a pointed look that he supposed was meant to shame him. It failed. “I could use another slice of pizza. But I’m fine.”

“Good.” Feeling affectionate, he leaned down to kiss her. Her mouth went soft under his, yielding. He lingered over it, savoring her. When he lifted his head, he asked, “Do you want to eat the pizza in here, or in the living room?”

“Ah…the living room, I guess.” She looked adorably befuddled, like a woman who’d just emerged from a dream. “You don’t mind if I stay?”

“I want you to stay,” he said and rose to his feet. “Want to watch a movie while we eat?”

“Sure.”

When she didn’t move, he raised an eyebrow. “Do you need me to carry you in there?”

“Oh.” She let out a half laugh and came to her feet, tightening the belt of her robe before slipping her hand into his. “No, I can walk.”

“Okay. I’ll heat up the pizza.”

“I’ll…look for a movie, I guess.”

“Find something funny,” he instructed and turned toward the kitchen. “I’m in the mood to laugh.”

“Who are you and what have you done with Spence,” she called after him as he walked away, and he grinned all the way to the refrigerator.

She found The Lost City and had it cued up and waiting when he came in with the pizza and two more glasses of water. They ate side-by-side on the couch, not really snuggled up but not apart either, and by the time Channing Tatum was losing his Fabio wig on stage, she’d relaxed enough to lean against him.

He didn’t seem to mind, which wasn’t really a surprise. He’d been plenty cuddly in Vegas, but for some reason, she hadn’t expected it now. She’d have put money on him shuffling her out the door as soon as the sex was done. Instead they were sharing leftover pizza and a movie.

It was nice.

“Is that the guy from Harry Potter?” he wondered, pointing at the screen with his pizza crust.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah. He’s the villain.”

“Wild,” was his opinion of that.

“He’s funny,” she told him and looked at the pizza box. There was only one slice left. “Do you want that last piece?”.

“Go ahead and take it,” he said, nudging the box over.

“You sure?”

“Least I can do,” he said mildly.

“You’re paying me for sex with pizza?” she asked, amused at the idea.

“If I were paying you for sex, I’d owe you a hell of a lot more than pizza,” he said, and the look he sent her was so unabashedly lusty that she bobbled the slice.

Gripping the pizza firmly in one hand, she pointed a finger at him. “Don’t give me that look.”

His eyebrow quirked up. “What look?”

“That…come to Daddy look,” she decided and shook her finger for emphasis. “I am done, finished, tapped out. My pussy is closed for business.”

His eyebrow climbed a fraction higher. “Bet I could get it open again.”

“Stop doing that eyebrow thing. You know it makes me jealous,” she said, and for the sake of her pussy, scooted a few inches away. “And no, you cannot.”

His eyes lit at the challenge, and she thought oh, shit. But then he relaxed back against the cushions, his sexy smile sliding away. “Probably just as well.”.

“It is?”

“Since it’s complicated.”

“Right,” she said faintly, and tried to smother the surge of disappointment. “Complicated.”

“Right,” he said and with a last, long look, turned back to the television.

She didn’t stay the night. He offered, but she used the excuse of an early workday to beg off, and he didn’t argue. He stood in the doorway, watching until she was safely in her car. And as she drove home in the dark and the snow, she tried to get some perspective.

It didn’t look like she was going to be having any more sex with Spence, and that was more of a disappointment than she’d expected. Not only because she’d miss the orgasms—which she had to admit were some of the best she’d ever had with someone else in the room—but because she liked him even when he wasn’t making her come, resting grump face and all. She couldn’t remember the last time that had happened, and it was just her bad fucking luck he ended up being her stepbrother.

Which wasn’t a problem for her. As she pointed out, they hadn’t grown up together and weren’t related by blood, so she really didn’t believe a sexual relationship between them rose to the level of incest. She didn’t think he did either, but he wasn’t wrong that it made things complicated. Especially since he seemed to think his mother wouldn’t see it so reasonably.

She pulled into the driveway of her small Cape Cod and switched off the engine, then sat there in the dark for a moment while the snow fell gently outside. Considering the circumstances, it was probably best to let what happened in Vegas stay in Vegas—tonight’s activities notwithstanding. Even if it did suck.

She sighed and got out of the car to trudge up the walk she was going to have to shovel in the morning. Bad fucking luck.

Maddie didn’t have much time to worry about Spence over the next week. Work was frantic, as the accountant she’d replaced had clearly been phoning it in long before he’d given his notice, and she put in extra hours so she could take Friday off to help Halley move without falling too far behind.

On Friday night, after what felt like the longest day of her life, Maddie scowled at the stack of boxes in her living room. “You said you didn’t have much stuff.”

“I don’t,” Halley said from the depths of the box she was unloading.

“Hal, there are…” She paused to count. “Fourteen boxes left. And we’ve been at this for two hours already.”

Halley emerged from the box with a stack of bath towels, her blonde ponytail swinging. “Don’t forget the ones in the bedroom.”

“I haven’t,” Maddie said and stayed exactly where she was, sprawled on the couch between a box marked No. 8 in Halley’s careful handwriting and another marked No. 7. “What’s in all these?”

“Towels,” Halley said, lifting the stack she held.

“You know I have towels, right?”

“I just bought these at the Macy’s end-of-summer white sale,” Halley protested. “I couldn’t leave them for Lance.”

“Okay, but what about the other thirteen boxes?”

“Books, mostly.” Halley set the towels in the only chair in the living room not yet occupied. “Which reminds me, I ordered a new bookcase. Do you mind if I put it in here?”

Maddie closed her eyes. “Go for it.”

“You okay?” Halley asked.

“I don’t know. When did we have lunch?”

“Around one.”

“And what time is it now?”

“Um…almost six.”

“Then I’m fine, just hungry.” Keeping her eyes closed, Maddie plucked her phone out of the pocket of her leggings. “Let’s order tacos.”

“Ulk.”

That got her eyes open. “Since when do you not like tacos?”

Halley had one hand pressed to her stomach and a grimace on her face. “Since the smell of beef makes me puke now.”

“Okay, then. Pizza?”

Halley’s eyes lit up. “Ooh. Onions and anchovies, please.”

“Anchovies? Seriously?”

Halley patted her tummy and pouted. “It’s for the baby.”

“So far this kid hates tacos and loves anchovies,” Maddie said and shook her head. “He’s gonna be really weird.”

“She,” Halley corrected. “I kind of feel like it’s a girl.”

“Do you know how she feels about cheesy garlic bread?”

Halley paused to consider. “I think she’ll be fine with it.”

“Good, because I want a double order.” Maddie tapped at her phone. “Anything else for you or the little one?”

“Nah, we’re good with the anchovies.”

“Okay.” Maddie finished the order and tucked her phone away. “Forty-five minutes to an hour.”

“That should be enough time to get most of this knocked out,” Halley said, hands on her hips as she surveyed the living room. “Do you have box number six over there?”

“I have number eight and number seven,” Maddie said. “No six.”

“Well, where is it?” Halley muttered, and stepping nimbly over box eleven, went into the front hall.

“Why do you have so much energy?” Maddie called after her.

“I don’t know,” Halley said, coming back with the elusive box number six. “I feel really great. You know, aside from the puking.”

“You look great,” Maddie said and tried not to sound bitter. She was wearing her oldest pair of leggings, a faded Chicago Cubs sweatshirt with holes in it, and though she hadn’t seen it in a few hours, she was sure her hair was a disaster. Halley, on the other hand, who’d been working just as hard if not harder than Maddie all day, looked like she was getting ready to walk the runway at a Lululemon fashion show. “You’re actually glowing.”

Halley paused, her eyes going wide with distress. “You can’t tell I’m pregnant, can you?”

“No,” Maddie assured her. “You’re not showing, and the glow is just like, healthy. Like you have a really good skincare routine and get a lot of sleep and drink kale smoothies every day.”

“Good.” Halley set down box number six on top of number five. “The agency has four interviews lined up for me this week, and I don’t want anyone to know yet.”

Maddie nodded. “Smart.”

“If I get a job offer, I’ll tell them, of course—”

“What? Don’t do that.”

Halley paused in peeling the tape off the box to frown at her sister. “I have to tell them sometime.”

“Sure, but that time is way later. Like, when you go into labor.”

“Pretty sure I’ll have to do it before that,” Halley said and dug into the box. “Where do you want me to put kitchen towels?”

“Lower cabinet, left of the stove. And no, you don’t. If you tell them before they hire you, they won’t.”

“That’s silly,” Halley said and walked into the kitchen.

Maddie heaved herself off the couch to follow. “It’s not,” she insisted, crossing to the fridge for a beer while Halley crammed towels into the already full cabinet. “Trust me on this, Hal. If you want a job, keep the pregnancy under wraps.”

“Isn’t that illegal?” Halley asked, straightening. “To not hire someone because they’re pregnant?”

“Yes,” Maddie said. “But they’ll do it anyway. And a lawsuit would take time and money you don’t have.”

“It doesn’t feel right to keep it quiet,” Halley said with a frown.

“Neither does being unemployed.”

“Good point.” Halley sighed. “Okay, I won’t say anything until I have to.”

Maddie slung an arm around her sister’s shoulders. “I know it sucks, honey.”

“I can deal with it,” Halley said, tipping her head so it rested on Maddie’s shoulder. “Thanks, Mads.”

“For what?”

“For being here. Letting me move in,” Halley said as they walked back to the living room. “Changing your dinner order so I don’t puke.”

“That’s okay.” Maddie patted her head. “I’ll just order tacos at work.”

“And brush your teeth as soon as you get home,” Halley put in.

“This kid better be amazing,” Maddie muttered, pleased when Halley laughed.

“You’re amazing,” Halley said and stopped to wrap her arms around her sister. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

Halley clung for a moment, then eased back. “Okay. There are two more boxes of towels, and then the rest are just books. Should I unpack them now, or wait for the bookcase?”

“I really don’t care,” Maddie said. “But can we make it so I can lie down on the couch?”

“Unpack them it is,” Halley said cheerfully.

By the time the pizza was due to arrive all the towels had found new homes, the books were lined up in stacks three deep in front of the fireplace—alphabetically, of course—most of the boxes had been broken down, and Maddie was sprawled face down on her newly liberated couch.

“I didn’t realize I had so many books,” Halley mused. “I might need to order a second bookcase.”

“How could you not realize?” Maddie mumbled, her voice muffled by the pillow she had her face planted in. “You packed all the boxes. You even numbered them, and created a master list with the contents of each.”

“It didn’t seem like a lot,” Halley said. “I can put them on either side of the fireplace. The bookshelves, I mean. They’d look like built-ins.”

“Whatever.” Maddie wanted to check the time, but that would mean moving, and she wasn’t sure she was capable. “What time is it? Is the pizza here yet?”

“Not yet,” Halley said, and snorted when Maddie let out a wail of despair. “Calm down, it hasn’t even been an hour.”

“I’m going to die of starvation,” Maddie complained.

“You are not. Just think of something else and you’ll be fine.”

“I can’t think of anything else.”

“Okay, I’ll help. I heard you did Spence’s taxes last weekend.”

Since her face was still smashed in the pillow, Maddie didn’t have to hide the wince. “Yep.”

“How’d that go?”

“Fine. He’s only been in business for a few months, and he keeps good records. It only took a few hours.”

“That’s nice, but I meant, did you fuck him again?”

“Oh. Um. No.”

“Liar.”

Maddie lifted her head to scowl at her sister. “Excuse you.”

“Excuse you,” Halley countered. “I’ve known you for twenty-nine years, Madison Elizabeth, and I know when you’re lying.”

“Thirty years,” Maddie said helpfully. “You’re thirty.”

“Shut up. Why’d you lie?”

Maddie sighed and rolled to her back. “I don’t think he wants anyone to know about it.”

Halley frowned, lowering herself to sit cross-legged on the floor. “Really? How come?”

“You know that’s not going to be so easy in a couple of months, right?” Maddie pointed out.

“You know you’re changing the subject, right?” Halley countered.

“Fine. I don’t know why,” Maddie mused. “And he didn’t actually say that, it’s just a vibe I got. Though he really didn’t want Heather or Dad to know.”

“That seems reasonable to me.”

“It is,” Maddie allowed, frowning. “But if they found out somehow, it wouldn’t be the end of the world, you know?”

Halley nodded. “Awkward, but not catastrophic.”

“Right. But I got the impression he thought it would be.”

“That’s interesting.” Halley looked thoughtful. “I know they’re close, Spence and Heather. Dad told me Spence’s dad took off when he was born, and Heather’s parents were older, so it was basically just the two of them.”

Maddie’s respect for Heather went up a couple of notches. “That’s tough.”

“Yeah. It’s kind of nice for me, though, to have someone who’s been there, done that as a single mom.” Halley laid a hand on her belly. “I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

“You’re going to be great,” Maddie assured her.

“I hope so. So, how was it?”

“How was what?”

“The sex,” Halley prompted.

“Oh, that.” Maddie sighed at the memory. “Really good.”

“That tells me nothing,” Halley complained. “I need details.”

“The man has hooks in the wall above his bed,” Maddie said and nearly laughed herself breathless at the look of horror on her sister’s face. “For rope, Halley. I told you he was into bondage.”

“You did that on purpose,” Halley accused.

“You said to think of something else.”

“Jackass. What else?”

“He eats pussy like it’s his job,” Maddie recalled fondly. “And he uses the mustache to great effect.”

“I don’t know if that’s good or bad,” Halley confessed.

“Trust me, it’s very, very good.”

“Lance never liked to go down on me. He said it made his tongue tired, and since he was a real estate agent and had to talk to clients all day, he needed to rest it in order to be at peak performance for work.”

“God, what an asshole.”

“Right?” Halley grimaced, then shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about Lance.”

“Okay,” Maddie said and didn’t mention that she’d brought him up.

“Are you going to see him again?”

“Spence?” Maddie held up her hands in a who knows? gesture. “I kind of doubt it. The sex was great, and I like him—”

Halley held up a hand. “Like him, or like him?”

“Like, but I could see it getting to like,” Maddie admitted. “Which is why it’s probably better I don’t see him again.”

“That could get complicated,” Halley agreed.

“The word of the week,” Maddie said drily.

“You’re sad,” Halley said.

“Not sad, just…disappointed,” Maddie decided. “The sex was really good.”

“And you like him.”

Maddie sighed. “And I like him.”

“Sorry, sweetie.”

“Me, too. The first guy I meet in close to three years who could get to like, and he’s my stepbrother.”

“Yeah, that’s a kick in the pants.”

“Yep.”

“I think it might actually be more pitiful than my whole pregnant, single, unemployed situation.”

“Thanks,” Maddie drawled just as the doorbell rang. “Oh, thank God.”

“Want me to get it?” Halley asked.

Maddie was already scrambling off the couch. “Food, food, food, food.”

“Guess not,” Halley muttered.

Maddie flung open the door. “Thank God you’re here.”

Standing on her front porch dressed in jeans and a heavy pea coat, a knit cap on his head to keep off the gently falling snow, Spence blinked. “Wow. Okay.”

“Oh, damn, it’s you.”
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Spence bit back a smile. “Well, so much for thank God you’re here.”

“Sorry. I thought you were the pizza guy. I’m really hungry,” Maddie explained, then frowned. “What are you doing here?”

She was dressed in a slouchy sweatshirt and black leggings, her hair in a messy pile on top of her head. Her face was flushed and free of makeup, making her look about ten years younger, and her feet were bare. She looked tired, cranky, and so damn delectable he tucked his gloveless hands in his pockets to keep from reaching for her. “Just thought I’d drop by, see how the moving’s going.”

“Oh. We’re almost done, actually.”

Halley popped into the open doorway. “What’s taking so long? Oh.”

“It’s not the pizza guy,” Maddie told her.

“So I see. Hi, Spence. What are you doing here?”

“Mom told me you were moving today, so I thought I’d see if you needed any help.”

“That’s so nice of you.” Halley beamed, a taller, blonder, less voluptuous version of her sister. “We’re almost done, but do you want to come in for some pizza? It should be here any minute.”

“Hold on. Why does he get pizza?”

“Because he’s our guest, Madison,” Halley said firmly, then glanced at Spence. “Don’t mind her, she’s just hangry. Come on in.”

“Thanks,” Spence said and followed Halley into the house while Maddie stood in the open doorway, scowling after them.

“Shut the door, Mads,” Halley called back and led Spence through the maze of discarded packing material lining the hall into the living room. “Sorry it’s such a mess. I’m still getting unpacked and organized.”

Spence dragged the cap off his head and took off his coat, revealing a grey Henley. He draped it over a chair. “It’s fine.”

“Don’t apologize,” Maddie said, following them into the room. “People who show up unannounced cannot expect a company-ready home.”

“She’s a slob,” Halley confided to Spence.

Maddie dropped into a chair with a grunt. “My house looks like I live in it, and I refuse to be shamed for it.”

“Good for you,” Halley said in the same tone a grandmother would use to tell a three-year-old their drawing of a two-headed, five-footed duck was beautiful.

“You’re such a dick,” Maddie accused with a grin, then leaped up when the doorbell rang. “Food!”

“I’ll give you a hand,” Spence said and followed her to the door.

She flung it open, waved at the delivery driver getting back into his car, and scooped up two of the four large boxes on the porch. “Take these.”

He grunted when she shoved them into his belly. “Pizza, huh? Does your brain need carbs?”

“Yes.” Maddie picked up the two other boxes and carried them inside, leaving him to nudge the door shut. “You can have some if you promise not to eat too much.”

Halley rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Maddie.”

“I’m hangry, and not in the mood to share.” Maddie plunked her boxes on the coffee table. “You can have a beer, though.”

Spence set his boxes beside hers. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Halley?”

“Grab me a Vernors,” Halley said, already lifting the lid on one of the boxes as Maddie hurried out. “Hello, anchovies, come to Mama.”

Spence winced at the smell wafting from the box and took a discrete step back.

Maddie came back in with two beers, a can of ginger ale, and a roll of paper towels. She handed Halley the can. “Ugh, that stinks.”

“I know,” Halley mumbled, her mouth full. “It’s disgusting. And delicious.”

“She’s the weird sister,” Maddie told Spence and handed him a beer.

“Please tell me you got something without fish on it.”

“Pepperoni and mushrooms, and a fuck ton of cheesy breadsticks.”

“Thank God,” he muttered and took a slice from the box she held out.

Maddie settled cross legged on the floor on the other side of the coffee table, biting into her slice of pizza and sighing with delight. When Spence settled beside her, she blinked at him. “You can sit in the chair.”

“Too close to the fish,” he muttered and jerked his chin at Halley. “Is she always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Voracious,” Spence said, and Maddie looked at her sister, who looked like she and the anchovies were sharing a religious experience.

“She’s really hungry,” Maddie told him and winced when Halley let out a long, low groan.

Spence shifted uncomfortably at the distinctly sexual tone. “Should we give her some privacy?”

“She’s just making yummy noises,” Maddie explained. “It’s perfectly normal.”

“Oh my God, this is so good,” Halley moaned.

“Or she’s making love to the anchovies.”

“I feel like a voyeur,” Spence complained.

Maddie bit her lip, her eyes wild with laughter. “Just…don’t look at her.”

“Fine.” Spence ducked his head and scooted around so he was facing Maddie instead of the couch. “Nice weather we’re having, isn’t it?”

She snickered into her beer. “Is that the best you can do?”

“I’ve never felt this uncomfortable,” he confessed, flinching when another moan sounded from the couch.

“You had an orgy with your friends on Thanksgiving,” Maddie reminded him.

“That was consensual,” he reminded her. “And didn’t involve anchovies.”

“So anchovies are your hard limit?”

“I didn’t know it until just now, but yes, anchovies are a hard limit. This isn’t weirding you out?”

“I try not to judge.”

Spence just shook his head. “I’m trying, but she’s not making it easy.”

Maddie polished off her slice of pizza and picked up a breadstick. “Try to think of something else.”

Halley chose that moment to let out a lusty sigh, and Spence grimaced. “The soundtrack is making that very difficult.”

Maddie was shaking with laughter. “Just…tell me what you did this week.”

He grabbed the suggestion like a lifeline. “Well, I filed my taxes.”

“Good boy.”

He just sighed. “Don’t say good boy. That’s not helpful.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled, but her eyes were dancing with laughter again.

He tried not to notice the way her mouth looked pursed around the breadstick, but he was only human. “Where the hell was I?”

She gestured with her breadstick. “You were telling me what else you did this week.”

Desperate, he tried to think. “Right. Worked. Hung out with friends. Went to Detroit to see a friend play hockey.”

“You have a friend who plays for Detroit?” She looked intrigued. “What’s his name?”

“Jude Bessonnet.”

Her eyebrows winged up. “The defenseman they called up when Jensen got hurt?”

“That’s the one. You follow hockey?”

“Not specifically, but that got a lot of press.” She started to reach for another breadstick, then stopped. “Wait, is he the Jude from Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah.” He winced. “Listen, that has to stay between us, okay? If it got out…”

“My lips are sealed,” she assured him and mimed locking them and throwing away the key.

Spence’s lips twitched as he nodded. “Appreciate it.”

“No problem.

He polished off his slice and reached for his beer. “I haven’t heard a moan in a couple of minutes. Is she still eating?”

Maddie risked a glance and snorted out a laugh. “No. She’s asleep.”

“What?” He jerked around to look. “Wow.”

Halley was sprawled out on her back, a half-eaten slice of pizza lying on her chest, dead to the world. Maddie dropped her half-eaten breadstick back into the box and rose to cross to the couch.

Spence followed. “That’s impressive,” he said, looking down at the sleeping woman. “Are you going to wake her up?”

Maddie shook her head and reached for the blanket on the back of the couch. “I think we should just let her sleep.”

“Don’t forget the—”

“Got it,” Maddie murmured and tossed the half-eaten slice into the box on the coffee table before covering her sister up.

Spence frowned. “You sure she’s okay?”

“Yeah.” Maddie gathered up the pizza boxes and carried them into the kitchen. “She’s just had a long week.”

He followed and watched her bend over to shove the boxes into the fridge. Her ass was as excellent as he’d remembered. “My mom mentioned the breakup. It sounded rough.”

“It wasn’t fun.” Maddie finished tucking the boxes away and straightened. “But she’ll be fine.”

She turned away from the fridge. “And you’re staring at my ass.”

“It’s a good ass,” he said, but dutifully raised his gaze to her face.

“It’s a great ass,” she countered, her smile confident and smug.

“No dispute here,” he drawled and deliberately dropped his gaze to the faded Chicago Cubs logo on her chest.

“Is this you flirting?” she wondered, planting her hands on her hips. “Because it could use some work.”

He shook his head, appreciating the way her breasts bounced when she cocked a hip. Breast bondage was definitely going on his to-do list. “No. This is me flirting.”

He strode toward her, giving her plenty of time to step back or away. But she didn’t move, just watched him come with a cocky smile on her lips and a blatant invitation in her eyes.

So he took it.

He swallowed her gasp—reflex rather than surprise—and wasted no time sliding his tongue into her open mouth. Warm and slick, she tasted like garlic and beer and Maddie, and he didn’t realize how much he’d been craving her until he tasted her again.

She kissed him back eagerly, her hands clinging to his hips, and when he lifted his head she was breathing hard.

She stared at him and licked her lips. “I thought we weren’t going to do this anymore.”

“Did you?” he murmured, and letting instinct and libido rule, followed the path her tongue had taken across her lips with his own. “Why?”

“Just…” She scraped her teeth over his tongue when it dipped inside her mouth, making his belly clench and his dick twitch. “The impression I got. You know, because it’s…”

“Complicated,” he finished, and filling his hands with her ass, tugged her against him. His dick twitched harder at the contact with her soft belly.

“Yeah. That.”

“The thing is,” he murmured, letting his lips trail across her cheek to her ear. “I’m not sure I care.”

“That’s what you said last time,” she reminded him breathlessly and wiggled her hips against his prodding dick. “Then you said it was good my pussy was closed for business because of the…you know.”

“Complications?”

“Yeah, that.”

He swirled his tongue over the delicate shell of her ear, delighted when she shivered. “I was trying to make myself feel better about your pussy being closed for business.”

Her laugh was a soft puff of air against his neck that trailed off into a low moan when he found the sensitive spot under her jaw. “We can’t,” she protested. “Halley’s here.”

“You got a bedroom door that locks?”

“No,” she said, and disappointment curled in his belly. Then she said, “But the bathroom door does.”

He lifted his head. “Is that right?”

Her whiskey eyes were shining. “There’s not a lot of room in there, though.”

“Is there a sink I can bend you over?”

She licked her lips again. “Yeah.”

“Show me.”

Bent over the sink, her face so close to the mirror she could see the tiny clumps of mascara that lingered on her lashes, Maddie tried very hard not to moan out loud.

She was unsuccessful.

“Shut up,” Spence mumbled from between her thighs and jabbed his tongue into her cunt. “You’ll wake Halley.”

“I can’t help it,” she said and bit her lip to keep from moaning again. “God, where did you learn to eat pussy like that?”

“From Annabelle Keener, freshman year,” he said and sliding his thumb into her aching hole, shifted to rub his mustache over her clit.

“I feel like I should send her a thank-you note,” she panted.

“She’s a nun now, in Ireland,” he said, sliding his tongue around while his mustache continued its fuzzy caress of her clit. “Not sure the mother superior would approve.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

Maddie’s laugh morphed into a whimper. “Oh, God, I’m close.”

“Good,” he said, and with a last swirling lick, stood up.

“No,” she whined, wanting his tongue back.

“Look at you,” he said, ignoring her desperation. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

She was holding onto the edge of the sink so hard her knuckles were white. “Spence!”

“What?” he asked absently, his eyes still focused between her legs. Her leggings were caught around her knees, but her pussy was so swollen and aching she was sure it was clearly visible between her thighs.

“Please hurry,” she begged.

His gaze rose to meet hers in the mirror. “Again.”

Knowing exactly what he wanted, she didn’t hesitate to give it to him. “Please, fuck me,” she said, fighting to keep her voice down. She wanted to scream it. “Please, Daddy. I need it.”

“Tell me what you need,” he prompted, sliding one big palm across her upturned cheeks.

“Your cock,” she moaned and rose on her toes to tip her ass higher. “I need it.”

He stepped closer, one hand still braced on her ass, the other wrapped around his dick. Already sheathed in a condom, he slapped it against her pussy. “You’re so fucking wet.”

She could hear it, feel it all but dripping down her legs. “Please.”

“Keep watching,” he ordered, and positioning himself, slid inside her in a single, slow thrust.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted. Her pussy was spreading, stretching, making room for him, and it felt so good she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out.

When his groin was pressed up tight against her ass and there was nowhere else to go, he leaned down and, draping himself across her back, whispered, “Watch me fuck you.”

Then he straightened and started to move.

Maddie clung to the sink, her hair in her eyes and her tits bouncing uncomfortably against the faucet as he hammered into her. She didn’t care. He felt so good inside her, hot and hard, with just the right amount of friction. With her legs together she was extra snug, and though thanks to his talented tongue he was moving easily, it still felt as though he was breaching new territory on every stroke.

“So fucking tight,” he muttered, his eyes leaving hers for a moment to watch himself thrust into her, and she closed her eyes to try to picture it.

“Uh-uh,” he said, and before she could open her eyes his hand was in her hair, yanking her head back hard enough to make her scalp sing.

She managed to swallow her scream, emitting only a hard grunt, and frantically sought his gaze in the mirror once again.

“You don’t look away,” he ordered, his hips picking up speed. “You look away and I stop. Got it?”

“Yes,” she said, forcing the word from her arched throat.

His hand twisted a half-turn in her hair, making her scalp scream again. “Yes, what?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she wheezed, keeping her watery eyes focused on his in the mirror.

“You gonna come?” he asked, fucking her fast and hard so the slap-slap-slap sound echoed in the small, mostly tiled room.

She tried to nod, but he was holding her so tightly she could barely move. “Yes.”

He let go of her hair so abruptly her nose almost hit the mirror, then he was draped over her, his hands tunneling under the sweatshirt she still wore to find her breasts. He squeezed, her nipples stabbing into his palms, using them as leverage as his hips hammered.

“Fucking do it,” he growled, his cheek pressed to hers, his eyes almost black in the mirror. “I want to feel that pussy choke my dick, feel it suck the come right out of me. You want that? You want my come?”

“Yes,” she sobbed, pushing backward to try to get more of him inside her, so close she could almost taste it. It was a struggle to keep her eyes open, but she didn’t dare look away—if he stopped, she’d surely die.

“Tell me,” he whispered.

“I want your come inside me,” She was grunting, soft little uh-uh-uhs with every pump of his cock. “Fill me up with it, Daddy, make me your dirty girl.”

“Fuck,” he muttered, his hands clenching on her tits. “You close?”

“So close,” she cried, remembering too late that she was supposed to stay quiet. “I need—”

“I know what you need,” he growled, and lifting her slightly, jammed one hand between her pelvis and the sink. He fumbled for a second, digging between her tightly clenched thighs, his fingers snagging on her pubic hair. Then he found her clit and rubbed, the fast and furious pace matching the thrust of his hips, and with a scream, she came.

She barely felt it when he slapped his hand over her mouth, hardly noticed when her head rapped against the mirror. Her pussy felt like it was exploding, spasms going on and on as he continued to fuck her. Through the fireworks going off inside her she felt his thrusts grow jerky and erratic, felt him get harder inside her. “Fill me up,” she moaned from behind his restraining hand, and with a muffled roar, he did.

She wasn’t sure how long she lay across the sink, dazed and disoriented, but when he pulled out of her, the muffled thump and muttered curse had her opening her eyes.

“Are you okay?” she asked groggily, turning her head to see him slumped against the wall behind her, his pants still around his knees and the condom dangling off the end of his penis.

“No,” he rasped, chest heaving under the Henley. “Fuck, that almost killed me.”

“Yeah,” she agreed and rested her sweaty forehead on the mirror. “Ow.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My head hurts.” Unclenching her fingers from the sink, she reached up to check, and stared numbly when they came away streaked with red. “I’m bleeding.”

“Shit.” He shuffled forward as quickly as his half-off pants would allow, concern in his eyes as he peered at her head.

“Is it bad?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. There’s a little cut, right at your hairline, but the bleeding has stopped.”

She felt gingerly along her scalp. “I hit my head on the mirror.”

“Shit,” he said again. “I’m sorry.”

She caught his eyes in the mirror and smiled. “I’m not.”

His eyes, dark with concern, lightened. “No?”

“Totally worth it.” She turned to face him. “Um. You’re going to lose that.”

“Hell.” He grabbed for the condom, stopping the slow slide off the end of his dick. He tied it off and dropped it in the trash bin, then tugged up his pants. “Filled that up instead of you.”

She reached for the leggings tangled around her knees. “Alas.”

“Alas?” he repeated, and she looked up to see his mustache twitching.

“Some fantasies aren’t meant to be fulfilled.” She wiggled to get her leggings into place, the fabric dragging over her wet thighs.

He zipped his jeans. “Why is this one of them?”

“It’s not, I guess,” she mused. “I’ve just never had sex without a condom.”

“Never?”

“Nope.” Her leggings were finally in place, but she realized she should’ve cleaned up first—there was definite squishage. “Dammit.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Have you?”

“A couple of times, when I was young and hornier than I was smart. Once since.”

Ignoring the fact that her leggings definitely needed to be changed, she shoved her hair out of her face. “The gang-bang?” she guessed.

“Everyone got tested so Esme could get the full experience.”

“That’s nice,” she said, then paused. “Huh.”

“What?”

“I’m not sure I ever thought I’d use those words in that context. How was it?”

“Nice,” he said and made her laugh.

“I would’ve guessed messy.”

“It was that, too.” He finished buckling his belt. “If you want to try it, I’ll get tested again.”

For some reason, that had the butterflies in her stomach doing their silly dance again. “That’s sweet. And again, not words I ever thought I’d use in that context.”

“You’re on birth control, right?”

“God, yes,” she said, then started when a loud thump sounded from the living room.

He jerked his head around. “What was that?”

“Maybe Halley’s book stacks fell over,” she muttered and eased past him to crack the door open and peer into the living room, where her sister was now face down on the floor next to the couch. “Shit.”

“It didn’t even wake her up,” Spence observed, following Maddie out of the bathroom.

“She’s always been a hard sleeper,” Maddie said. “She fell out of the top bunk once when we were kids and only woke up when my dad came in and turned on the light.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

They stared at the sleeping Halley for a second, then Spence reached for the coat he’d left draped over the chair. He shrugged into it. “I should go.”

“Oh. Okay.” Battling disappointment, Maddie followed him to the door. “Drive safely.”

“I will.” He turned at the door, tugging the cap down over his ears. “Let me know if I should get that test.”

She had to clench her thighs together to keep them from quivering. “I will…definitely do that.”

“Later, Maddie,”

“Bye, little bro,” she quipped, just to see him scowl.

But he just shook his head, a strange little smile curling his lips, and started down her walk.

She watched until he got in his truck and drove away, waving when he tooted the horn, then shut the door with a sigh.

“Is he gone?” Halley asked from the floor.

Maddie started, spinning around to stare at her sister—who was very not sleeping. “You’re awake.”

“Of course, I’m awake.” Halley got up from the floor with a grunt. “You were fucking in the bathroom. Loudly.”

Maddie winced. “Sorry. I was trying to be quiet.

“You failed,” Halley stretched, arching her back. “Spectacularly.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine. Or it would’ve been, if I didn’t have to pee so badly.”

Maddie waved a hand toward the bathroom. “All clear now.”

“Thank God.” Halley hurried down the hall, then stopped with a hand on the bathroom door. “Where did you do it?”

“The sink. Why?”

“Sitting on it or bent over it?”

“Bent over it.”

Halley walked over to a box in the hall, rummaged around for a second, and dug out a container of antimicrobial wipes. “I’ll leave these in there, just in case he stops by again.”

“Funny,” Maddie called after her and went to change her pants.
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Monday at work was an unholy mess, and Maddie was dealing with it by drinking too much caffeine and fantasizing about setting fire to her computer. Since that would only increase her workload—and possibly get her arrested and/or placed on an involuntary psychiatric hold—she just poured herself another cup of coffee and dug back into her spreadsheets.

By the time lunch rolled around, she was buzzing from all the caffeine and desperate for a break. She’d brought her lunch, intending to eat at her desk, but now the mere thought made her cringe.

“Hey, Maddie, what are you doing for lunch?”

She glanced up at the statuesque Black woman in a purple dress standing in her doorway. “I don’t know. I was going to eat here, but I need a break from this…stuff.”

Jules, who’d been the business office admin for three years, nodded, making her thick locs swing. “Me, too. I’m going to walk over to the student café, if you want to join me.”

“A walk sounds great,” Maddie decided. Maybe her brain would reboot with some sunshine and fresh air. “How’s the food?”

“Better than you’d think, worse than you’d like,” Jules replied. “I always get a bowl of French onion soup and a side of fries. Pretty hard to screw up.”

“Sounds better than my leftover Chinese,” Maddie said. “Give me five minutes?”

“You got it.”

Jules disappeared, and Maddie saved her work before shutting down her computer. She grabbed her purse from the desk drawer she’d stashed it in and was rising to get her coat out of the small closet when her phone rang. She looked at the readout, praying it wasn’t the head of the chemistry department again. The man had somehow gotten it into his head that as assistant comptroller, she had the power to green-light the electron microscope he had his eye on, and nothing she’d said had been able to persuade him otherwise.

But the readout was an off-campus number—a local one that she didn’t recognize. Thinking Halley might be calling her from her interview, she picked it up. “Madison Hackett.”

“Hello, Madison Hackett,” Spence drawled, and Maddie felt the tension of the last four hours melt away. “How’s your day going?”

“It sucks,” she said cheerfully and sank back into her desk chair. “How’s yours?”

“It doesn’t suck, so better than yours. Anything I can do?”

“How’re your spreadsheet skills?”

“I can enter numbers with one finger, and use the sum function to add them up."

"That’s it?”

“Pretty much. I’m self-taught.”

The note of pride in his voice made her want to laugh. “Never mind, I’ll manage.”

“I have no doubt,” he said in the low, velvet-over-gravel voice he used when he talked dirty.

She had to take a second to make sure she could speak, then said in as normal a tone as possible, “So, what can I do for you, Spence?”

His low chuckle told her she hadn’t quite managed normal. “I’m going to the doctor today.”

She frowned. “You’re sick?”

“Annual checkup,” he corrected, and she relaxed. “Part of which is an STD panel.”

Her heart leaped into her throat. “Oh.”

“Since I just had one in November, I could skip it,” he went on. “Unless there’s a reason not to.”

The knock on her door made Maddie startle, and she looked up to see Jules waiting, coat in hand. One second, she mouthed.

Jules nodded, shrugging into her coat, and Maddie turned back to the conversation. “Um. You could do that.”

“Someone in your office?” Spence asked, clearly amused by the idea.

She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

“How about a yes or no question, then. Do you want me to get an STD panel done today, Mads?”

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Maddie replied, trying to sound like a professional and not someone making plans to get raw-dogged by her stepbrother.

“Say yes, Maddie,” he prompted, the amusement in his voice replaced with a silken demand that made her thighs quiver again. “I want to hear it.”

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Good girl,” he rumbled, and she would’ve slid out of the chair like a limp noodle if Jules hadn’t been watching. “I’ll let you know when the results are in.”

“Okay,” she said faintly.

“I hope your day gets better.”

“It just did,” she confessed, and his low laugh sounded in her ear before the line went dead.

She replaced the receiver carefully and turned what she hoped was a non-lust-filled face to Jules. “Sorry about that. Ready to go?”

“Sure.” Jude waited while Maddie gathered her coat from the closet and slipped it on. As they started out, she asked, “Who was on the phone?”

Maddie pushed through the outer door into the bright, bitter cold. “A friend.”

Jules shot her a glance out of knowing eyes as they started the chilly walk across campus. “Must be a damn good friend to put that smile on your face.”

“We’ll see,” Maddie murmured. “We’ll see.”

Spence got his STD results on Wednesday, but Maddie had a budget meeting on Wednesday night and he had poker night on Thursday. So on Friday night at 6:44 pm—exactly one hour and fourteen minutes after she got out of work—Maddie lay sprawled out on Spence’s Wyoming king, eyes closed and body still humming from two orgasms, with come dripping out of her freshly fucked pussy onto the protective towel they’d laid down.

She pried open one eye at the touch of a warm, wet cloth on her thigh.

“Well?” Spence asked.

She stretched, all but purring under his touch. “I like the cleanup part.”

He chuckled, smoothing the cloth over her labia. “And the rest?”

“Nice,” she decided after a moment’s thought.

He looked at her face, his hand stilling on her mound. “Nice?”

“Hmmm.” The feel of him bare inside her had been…potent, she decided. “Very nice. And hot.”

His hand started moving again. “I’ll agree with hot.”

“Okay,” she sighed, and feeling deliciously used and a little sleepy, let her eyes drift shut again.

He chuckled, and after a moment lifted the cloth away. She kept her eyes closed, listening to him walk back to the bathroom, the water running as he rinsed out the washcloth. When the bed dipped, she opened her eyes again.

He was sitting on the side of the bed, looking down at her. “Hi, handsome.”

“Hello, gorgeous,” he replied and skimmed a hand over her right breast. “Hurt?”

She glanced down at the rope marks circling the soft globe, bright red against her pale skin. “Not now.”

“Was it too much?”

“No.”

“Good.” He lifted his hand from her breast and laid it on the curve of her belly. “You hungry?”

His hand was heavy, and oddly comforting. “God, yes. The only thing I had time to eat at lunch was a granola bar.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Because work is a shit show, and I have to shovel it.”

“You should’ve told me.”

Genuinely confused, she picked up her head to frown at him. “Why?”

He tapped her rope marks. “I wouldn’t have done this.”

“How come?”

“It’s…complicated.”

“Our personal motto,” she quipped.

His mustache twitched into a smile. “Let’s get you fed,” he said and stood. “What do you feel like?”

“Meat,” she decided and rose to pick her clothes up off his floor.

He took her to Brann’s on 28th Street, ordered the prime rib for both of them, and tried to explain why it was a bad idea to play with rope without eating for twelve hours.

“I feel fine,” she told him and popped a bite of beef into her mouth. “Just hungry.”

“This time,” he pointed out. “Just…let me know if you’re running on fumes next time, all right?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said demurely and batted her eyelashes.

“Brat,” he admonished, but he was smiling when he cut into his steak.

They ate their dinner, chatting comfortably about everything and nothing, laughing more than he was used to, and when he was signing the check, he found himself wanting to prolong the evening.

“Listen, do you mind if we make a stop on the way back to my place?”

She slid out of the booth. “No, I don’t mind. Where?”

He held out her coat for her. “Schuller’s.”

“The bookstore?”

“Yeah.” He eyed her as he gathered his coat, amused. “Why do you look surprised?”

She shrugged, watching him tug on his coat. “I don’t know. I mean, I assumed you knew how to read.”

“Ha.”

“I guess I just had you pegged as an order-from-Amazon guy.”

“I do, with e-books,” he confessed, laying a hand on her back to guide her out of the restaurant. “But I like to buy local whenever I can.”

“I haven’t been to Schuller’s since I moved back,” she confessed.

He opened the door of his truck for her. “Then I’d say you’re due.”

When they walked into the bookstore, Maddie sighed. “God, I love this place.”

Spence looked around. “Yeah. Me too.”

The store was one large, sprawling, open space with a café tucked in one corner, a children’s section overflowing with color, and row upon row of books.

“What are you looking for?” she asked him.

“Brittney Spears’ autobiography,” he said and smothered a grin at her exaggerated double take. “What?”

“I didn’t say a thing,” she said innocently.

“Yeah, but you thought it.”

“I was just going to ask if I could borrow it when you’re done,” she protested.

He narrowed his eyes as though he were considering it. “I’ll think about it. What are you looking for?”

“I want a romance,” she decided, looking around.

“They’re over there,” he said helpfully.

“How do you know?”

“I shop here, Maddie,” he reminded her. “And I like a good romance.”

“Really?”

“Sure. They’re sexy, emotionally satisfying,” he explained. “What’s not to like? Annabelle gave me a couple freshman year. For research purposes.”

“I gotta meet this woman,” Maddie muttered and wandered off toward the romance section.

Grinning, he headed for Biography.

He found what he wanted fairly quickly, and was heading to join Maddie in Romance when someone bumped into him from behind.

“Outta the way, asshole.”

“Fuck you,” Spence replied, and recognizing the voice, turned to scowl at Tuck. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Tuck just grinned. “It’s date night. What are you doing here?”

Spence waved the book in his hand. “Three guesses.”

Tuck angled his head to read the spine. “Hey, can I borrow that when you’re done?”

“Get in line,” Spence muttered as Esme came to stand beside her husband.

“Hi, Spence, what are you doing here?”

“He’s buying Brittney Spears’ autobiography.”

“Ooh, I want to read that. Let’s get that.”

“We can just borrow Spence’s when he’s done,” Tuck pointed out.

Esme pouted. “But I want to read it now. And it’s date night.”

“It’s in hardcover,” Tuck protested. “That’s like, thirty bucks.”

“But it’s date night,” Spence parroted, and bending to press his cheek to Esme’s, mimicked her pout.

When Tuck stomped off, muttering about highway robbery, Esme turned to beam at Spence. “Thanks, that was fun.”

“Anytime.”

“What was fun?” Maddie asked, and Spence turned to see her standing behind them, a paperback in her hand and a curious look on her face.

Well, fuck.

Maddie had to work to keep her mildly inquisitive expression in place. She’d overheard enough to realize who the woman with the gorgeous hair and the bombshell body was, but she was curious to see how Spence would handle it.

Grumpily, it turned out.

“Shit,” he said, and there was such a look of resigned annoyance on his face that Maddie wasn’t sure whether to be offended or amused.

The bombshell had no such problem.

“Hello,” she said, stepping forward and holding out a hand, a cheerful smile on her deep red lips. “I’m Spence’s friend, Esme.”

“Hi,” Maddie said, taking her hand. “I’m Maddie, his stepsister.”

Esme beamed. “Oh, I’ve heard so much about you!”

“Have you?” Maddie glanced at Spence, whose scowl couldn’t quite mask the may-the-ground-open-up-and-swallow-me-whole look in his eyes. “I’ve only heard one or two things about you.”

“Is that right?” Esme aimed a look at Spence that could’ve sliced open a vein at twenty paces. “All good, I hope.”

“Nothing but,” Maddie assured her just as a large white man with a wild ginger beard came jogging up.

“Okay, I got the book,” he told Esme, then eyed Maddie with unabashed curiosity. “Who’s this?”

“This,” Esme announced, still holding Maddie’s hand, “is Maddie. Spence’s stepsister.”

Maddie didn’t think she’d ever seen a grown man look so delighted. “Really?”

“In the flesh,” Maddie said, and since Spence was slapping himself in the head with a hardcover book and muttering curses under his breath, pulled her hand from Esme’s to extend it to the newcomer. “I’m Maddie.”

“Tuck.” His giant paw of a hand swallowed hers, then he let her go to slap Spence on the back. “I’m Spence’s best friend.”

“No, you’re not,” Spence corrected. “You were, then you left me here to walk into an ambush. Now you’re just some dickhead in a bookstore.”

“Hey, you’re the one who sided with Esme on this thirty-dollar paperweight,” Tuck said, shaking the book he held at Tuck. “This is on you, pal.”

“Oh, blow me,” Spence said and scowled harder when Tuck grinned.

“Don’t mind them,” Esme said, pulling Maddie’s attention back to her. “They do this all the time. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Maddie nodded. “I figured. If Spence wasn’t scowling, would he even be Spence?”

Esme grinned, her dark brown eyes lit with laughter. “That’s our boy. So, what brings you two here tonight?”

“We had dinner down the street,” Maddie said, flicking her gaze to Spence to see if he wanted to jump in. He was still scowling at Tuck, so she assumed not. “And since Spence had a book he wanted to pick up, I figured I’d see if I could find something to read this weekend.”

“What’d you get?” Esme asked, angling closer to look.

Maddie held out the book. “Someone at work recommended it. Historical romance isn’t really my thing, but it sounded so good I figured I’d give it a try.”

“Oh, that is a good one,” Esme said, her eyes lighting up. “But I think the second book in the series is better.”

“Yeah?” Maddie looked at the cover. “Maybe I should get that one instead.”

“No, no, start with this one,” Esme urged. “The villain in this one—well, not the villain, but a villain—is the hero of the next one.”

“You’re kidding.”

Esme shook her head. “It shouldn’t work, but trust me, it does. I have a copy of book number two, I can loan it to you when you’re ready.”

“That would be great.”

“Spence has my number,” she said and turned to flutter her lashes at him. “Don’t you, darling?”

Spence stared at her for a moment, then turned to Tuck. “There’s no way I can stop this, is there?”

Tuck shook his head. “Sorry, buddy. It’s out of your hands.”

He sighed so hard Esme’s hair fluttered in the breeze. “Fuck a duck.”

Maddie looked at Esme. “Spence didn’t want me to meet you.”

“I don’t know why not,” Esme purred. “We’re lovely people. “Aren’t we, dear?”

“Lovely,” Tuck agreed and grinned at Spence with unholy glee.

“He thinks if we’re friends, it’ll further complicate his life,” Maddie explained. “You know, over and above the fucking-his-stepsister thing.”

“Which is hot,” Tuck said, then winced when Spence punched him in the shoulder. “Ow, man.”

“Not helping,” Spence informed him, then turned to Maddie and Esme. “And you two.”

Esme batted her lashes. “Yes?”

“What’s up, little brother?” Maddie asked.

“I hate all of you,” Spence declared and started hitting himself in the head with the book again.

“Why don’t I just give you my number now?” Esme said to Maddie, raising her voice to be heard above the thumps. “That way he can just pretend this never happened.”

“Works for me.” Maddie took out her phone to key in the number Esme rattled off and fired off a quick text before tucking the phone away again. Then she turned to Spence and, timing her move, nipped the book out of his hand.

“Hey.”

“You’re going to give yourself a concussion,” she admonished.

“Does it come with memory loss?” he demanded. “I’d like some memory loss.”

She ignored him and turned to Tuck and Esme. “It was nice meeting you both.”

“You, too,” Esme said. “Let me know when you’re ready for book number two.”

“I will, thanks.” Maddie turned back to Spence. “Come on, little bro, let’s go buy our books.”

“I know you’re making it weird on purpose,” he called as she walked away.

She sent him a broad wink over her shoulder and continued to the checkout desk.

“I really like her,” Tuck said behind her.

She was too far away to hear Spence’s reply, but Esme’s trilling laugh was clear as a bell.

He caught up with her as the clerk was bagging the books. “I can buy my own book.”

“Too late,” she said, tucking her credit card away and accepting the bag from the clerk with a smile. “My treat. I figured it was the least I could do.”

“You’re right,” he decided and nipped the bag out of her hand.

Maddie laughed as they crossed the parking lot to his truck. “You’re not really mad, right?”

He opened the passenger door for her. “No. Resigned. Maybe annoyed. But not mad.”

She waited until he’d climbed in beside her and started the truck, then said, “If you were mad, you could tell me. I’d back off.”

He paused with his hand on the gear shift. “Would you?”

“They’re your friends,” she said simply. “Of course, I would.”

“I appreciate it,” he said and put the truck in gear. “But it’s unnecessary.”

“Okay,” she said. They rode in silence for a few moments, then Maddie said, “I liked them.”

He glanced at her, his face inscrutable in the dark. “They liked you, too.”

“You think?”

“They wouldn’t have been giving me shit if they didn’t.”

She smiled all the way back to his apartment.

She stayed the night. She hadn’t planned on it, but by the time they got back to his place, read a little bit, then fucked again, it was nearly midnight, and staying put seemed like the right thing to do.

He sprawled out over half the bed, which she expected. But he also held her tucked against his side, which she hadn’t. And in the morning, she woke up under him.

He fucked her long and slow, almost lazily, holding her down when she tried to get him to speed up and laughing when she cursed. He whispered dirty talk into her ear, filth that made her flush and squirm and come, then kept fucking her until she was ready to come again.

Then he came with her, hot and hard and wet inside her.

She was still trying to catch her breath when he lifted his head and kissed her.

“Good morning,” he murmured against her lips.

“Hi,” she breathed. “Um. Question.”

He rubbed his nose against hers, back and forth, back and forth. “What?”

“Did you put a towel down?”

He stopped rubbing noses. “Oops.”

She stifled a giggle. “What do we do?”

“Wash the sheets?” he ventured. “Don’t laugh, you’re going to push me out of you.”

That only made her laugh harder, and when he went squirting out, she laughed so hard she thought she might crack a rib.

By the time she stopped, the sheets definitely needed washing, and she definitely needed a shower.

“Go ahead,” he told her, dragging the sheets off the bed. “I’ll get one after.”

“You could join me,” she suggested silkily. Watching him strip the bed was really doing it for her.

“You’ve seen the size of my shower, right?”

She sighed. “Right.”

She walked into the bathroom, grimacing at the slick slide of come on the insides of her thighs. “I don’t know about this bareback sex thing,” she called out to him and turned on the water.

He carried the dirty sheets into the bathroom and stuffed them into the hamper. “Why?”

“It just doesn’t feel sexy right now,” she informed him and climbed into the narrow stall.

“What about in the moment?”

“Sure, it’s sexy then,” she allowed and tipped her head back to wet her hair. “But after, it’s just…blech.”

“Post-nut clarity is a bitch,” he agreed and walked back out.

Snickering, she shampooed her hair, enjoying the way the steam built up in the small space. While the conditioner was doing its thing in her hair, she lathered up a washcloth and soaped herself up, paying extra attention to the mess between her legs. When she went to rinse off, she reached up for the shower wand…only to discover there wasn’t one.

“Who doesn’t have a shower wand?” she muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she called, frowning up at the shower head as she tried to figure out how she was going to get all the soap she’d just slathered on her pussy rinsed off.

She tried cupping her hands and splashing the water up between her legs, but it was woefully inefficient. And she didn’t trust that the water running down her body was getting into all the crevices the soap had. So since she couldn’t direct the water at her pussy, she was going to have to direct her pussy at the water.

“Thank God for yoga,” she muttered as he walked back into the bathroom.

“What about yoga?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, her cheek nearly pressed against her knees. She was pretty sure the water was getting where she needed it, but she wanted to be sure. So she reached back, grunting a little at the effort, and pried her butt cheeks apart.

“Why do you sound weird?” he asked.

“Because you don’t have a shower wand.”

“What?” he asked, and slid open the shower door.

She peered up at him through a curtain of wet hair. “Hello.”

“What are you doing?”

“I told you, you don’t have a shower wand.”

“And?”

“And I have crevices.”

He was looking at her like horns had sprouted out of her head. “You have crevices.”

“Yes, and they have soap in them.”

“Your crevices.”

“Well, first they had your come in them, so I had to wash them, and now there’s soap, and I have to make sure to get it out. Which would be easy if you had a shower wand, but since you don’t, I’m doing this.”

“Right.” He stared at her for a moment more, then said, “Can you move forward a bit?”

“I think so.” She shuffled her feet forward until her head bumped into the wall. “Why, is the water not hitting the right place?”

“No,” he said, climbing in behind her. “I just wanted to see if I could do this.”

“Are you serious—oh, you are.” Breathless, and suddenly full of penis, Maddie let go of her butt to plant both hands on the shower wall in front of her.

“Huh. I was wrong,” he said. “We can both fit in here.”

“Look at that,” Maddie said faintly. “Be careful please, I don’t want to have to explain a concussion to an ER doctor.”

“Hold on,” he ordered.

Five minutes later, her crevices needed cleaning again.
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“How big is his shower?” Halley asked.

“Small,” Maddie said. “Like, coat closet small.”

“Wow.” Stretched out on the couch with a Vernors and a bag of pretzels, Halley blinked. “That’s impressive.”

“I know.” Her feet curled up under her and a beer tucked between her hip and the arm of the chair, Maddie scooped up a handful of popcorn from the bowl in her lap. “It was kind of ridiculous.”

“And hot?”

“Very,” Maddie confirmed. “Except for the bruise on the top of my head.”

“That’s twice now that sex with Spence has left you with a head injury.”

“I know. I was thinking about getting a helmet.”

Halley laughed. “If you do, take a picture of the look on his face when he sees it.”

“He’d think it was hilarious,” Maddie mused. “And probably take it as a challenge.”

“Maybe don’t get a helmet.”

Maddie grinned. “Hey, you didn’t tell me how the interview went yesterday.”

“Terrible,” Halley said with scowl. “They’re only offering half of what I was asking, I would’ve had to pay for parking, and the guy talked to my tits the whole time.”

“Ugh. Sorry, sweetie.”

“So is my bank account.”

“Do you have any other interviews lined up?”

“One next Friday,” Halley said, but she didn’t sound excited about it. “I’m not sure I’m going to keep it, though.”

“How come?”

Halley grimaced. “It’s a personal assistant job, which is not at all what I wanted.”

“Then why apply?”

“Because it’s double my old salary and comes with full benefits.”

“That’s a good reason,” Maddie agreed. “Who’s it for?”

Halley shrugged. “Some rich guy. The interview is at some mansion over in Heritage Hill.”

“Fancy.”

Halley crunched into a pretzel. “I was going to Google him, but I probably won’t even go.”

“Your call, sweetie..”

Halley cracked open her ginger ale and took a sip. “Anyway, back to Spence. Do you still like him, or has it progressed to like?”

Maddie sighed. “I might be past like, actually.”

Halley choked on her ginger ale. “Shit. Really?”

“Maybe?” Maddie shifted in her chair. “I get this…” she gestured vaguely toward her middle “…tingle in my belly when he looks at me.”

“You eat a lot of dairy,” Halley pointed out. “Maybe you’ve developed lactose intolerance.”

“And then my chest goes tight, and I feel like I can’t get a full breath.”

“Adult onset asthma?”

“And after we have sex, when we’re just cuddled up in bed and he’s sprawled out over the mattress but he holds me tight next to him, and he’s warm and I can smell him?” Maddie dropped her hands into her lap. “I feel…”

“You feel…?” Halley prompted.

“Safe,” Maddie decided and looked at her sister. “I feel safe.”

Halley sat back. “Well, damn. You’re in love with our stepbrother.”

“No, I’m not,” Maddie protested. “Not all the way, anyway.”

“Where do you think you are, percentage-wise?”

Maddie picked up her beer, sipping while she considered. “Like, sixty percent?”

Halley just shook her head. “If it was just the belly tingles and the tight chest, maybe. But Mads, he makes you feel safe.”

“Okay, so it’s more like seventy-five.”

Halley just looked at her.

Maddie blew out a breath. “Fine, eighty and climbing.”

“I was going to say ninety, but I’ll let you have your delusions. Have you told him?”

“No. I can’t figure out what to say.”

“The truth is usually simplest.”

Maddie rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing simple about this.”

“Oh, yeah, I keep forgetting about the stepsibling thing.”

“It’s not a problem for me,” Maddie said. “And I don’t think it bothers him personally.”

“Is he still worried about his mom finding out?”

“I think so. He hasn’t said so, not since the last time we talked about it.”

“When was that?”

“When I did his taxes.”

“Probably time for another talk.”

“I know.”

“And you should have it soon, before that last ten percent is on the books.”

“Last twenty percent,” Maddie reminded her and blew out a breath. “If he dumps me, I’m going to be pissed.”

“If he dumps you, I’ll kick his ass,” Halley declared.

Maddie ignored the dread in her stomach and smiled. “Pregnancy has made you violent.”

“I know. It’s kind of fun.”

“Let’s just hope I don’t have to bail you out of jail before this kid is born,” Maddie said, then paused. “Thanks, Hal.”

“Sisters before everybody,” Halley declared and leaned over to tap her pop against Maddie’s beer.

“Sisters before everybody,” Maddie agreed and picked up the remote. “What do you want to watch?”

“Something uplifting,” Halley decided. “With lots of explosions.”

“Right,” Maddie said, and for the next few hours, while things exploded in defiance of the laws of physics, and the bad guys succumbed to the sarcastic wit and superior fighting skills of the good guys, she barely thought about her possibly-about-to-be-broken heart at all.

On Wednesday night, Maddie was on her way to Spence’s with Thai food, a six-pack of beer, and a change of clothes for work in the morning when her dad called.

She’d assigned his number its own ringtone—Springsteen, of course—so she didn’t have to look at the screen to answer. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, kiddo,” he replied in his perpetually cheerful voice. “You in the car?”

“Yep, just picking up dinner,” she said, pleased that it wasn’t technically a lie.

“You should pull over,” he told her. “It’s not safe to talk and drive.”

“I’m hands-free, Dad,” she said, well used to this argument.

“Oh. What’s up?”

“You called me,” she reminded him.

“To find out what’s up,” he said, and she laughed.

“Same old, same old,” she said. “Work, eat, sleep, repeat.”

“How’s the job going?”

“Busy,” she said. “The guy who had this job before me was an incompetent boob, so I’m unraveling a lot of knots. But I can see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

“And your sister? Has she found something yet?”

“Not yet, but she’s got an interview on Friday that looks promising,” she said and made a note to warn Halley to expect a post-interview interrogation from their father.

“Is she having any fun?” he wanted to know.

“Fun?”

“Yeah, you know. Going out, meeting people. Getting over that asshole Lance.”

“Most of her time is spent job searching,” Maddie told him. “But she did start a puzzle.”

“A puzzle.”

“Of the Grand Canyon,” Maddie continued. “A thousand pieces. It’s like a rave in my dining room every night.”

“Jesus, Maddie.”

“It’s barely been a month, Dad. She needs some time to settle in.”

“I know, but—”

“Dad, she’s okay. I’d tell you if she wasn’t.”

His sigh was long and familiar—he’d used it a lot during her teenage years. “You promise?”

“Cross my heart,” she vowed.

“Okay, then. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“What’d you do last Saturday night?”

Your stepson tied me up, made me choke on his dick, then fucked me up the ass until I couldn’t walk. “I’ve taken up counted cross stitch. How do you feel about a three-foot by five-foot tapestry depicting the fall of Rome as a birthday gift?”

“Fine, don’t tell me.”

Maddie pulled to a stop in front of Spence’s place and switched off the engine. “I love you, Dad.”

“Brat,” he grumbled, but the affection was clear. “I love you, too.”

“Good talk, Dad.” Maddie unbuckled her seatbelt. “Tell Heather I said hi.”

“Tell her yourself. She wants you to come for dinner on Sunday.”

Maddie reached into the backseat for her overnight bag. “Dinner? On Sunday?”

“For her birthday. It’s Tuesday, but rather than ask you to take time off work, we figured Sunday would be easier for all of you.”

Uh-oh. “All of us?”

“You, Spence and Halley,” he explained. “We thought you kids could all drive up together on Saturday night, stay over.”

“Um, Dad, I don’t know if—”

“I know you’re not very comfortable around her yet,” Stephen went on seriously. “But she really wants to get to know you, and it would really mean a lot to me if you’d come.”

Oh, God. She was trapped, and knowing it, sighed. “I’ll talk to Halley. I don’t know if we’ll be there on Saturday, but we should be able to make Sunday dinner.”

“Whatever you can do. Thanks, Maddie.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Well, I better let you get your dinner. Love you, kiddo.”

“Love you, too,” she said, and after she’d hung up, sighed and leaned her head back against the headrest for a moment.

“Complicated,” she reminded herself, and with Thai in one hand and her bags in the other, climbed out of the car.

Spence opened the door to Maddie, took one look at her face, and said, “They called you.”

“My dad,” she confirmed and handed him a plastic bag. “Thai. I got a six-pack, too, but I forgot it in the car.”

“I’ll get it in a minute.” He carried the food to the table. “So?”

She set down her bag and sat to pull off her boots. “So, what?”

“What’d you tell him?”

She shrugged, tugging at her laces. “That I’d talk to Halley and we’d figure it out, but honestly? I don’t think I want to go up on Saturday.”

The tightness that had been in Spence’s chest since his mother’s phone call half an hour before loosened a notch. “You don’t?”

She turned to look at him as she tugged off her first boot. “It just seems like too much.”

Relief was like a hit of nitrous, making him feel lightheaded. “Okay.”

She tugged off her other boot and rose. “That’s okay with you, right?”

“Mom will be disappointed, but it’s for the best.” Relieved that this was going so smoothly, he held out a hand. “Keys?”

“Huh? Oh, the beer.” She dug them out of her pocket and handed them over. “I’ll set out the food.”

“Be right back,” he told her, and shoving his feet into his boots, headed out and down.

It was chilly, and he probably should’ve put on a coat, but he liked the bite of the cold against his skin. The moment his mother had outlined her plans for a family birthday dinner, panic had set in, leaving him feeling overheated and agitated. Because there was no way he and Maddie could be in the same room with his mother and still keep their relationship a secret.

He could play it cool, of course, and he was sure Maddie could, too. Most people wouldn’t have a clue that there was anything between them but air. But Heather wasn’t most people.

She had a circular way of asking questions, confusing him, and he’d end up answering when he’d had no intention of doing so. More than once in his childhood she’d wormed information out of him that he’d sworn to take to the grave—like the time she got him to confess that he and Tommy Parker had been the ones to let all the air out of Vice Principal Wilkinson’s tires—and he hadn’t gotten any better at resisting her mysterious Mom powers as an adult.

So really, it was for the best that Maddie wasn’t coming. He felt bad about it, knowing his mom wanted all of them there together, but a little sad was better than a lot mad.

That Maddie was on the same page was a huge relief. He’d been looking forward to her coming over tonight, more so since she planned to stay the night. She’d only stayed over a handful of times, but he found he liked waking up to her. She smelled good, didn’t seem to care that he hogged the bed or that his breakfast routine consisted of nuking a frozen sausage biscuit or pouring cereal into a bowl, and though they didn’t always start the morning with sex, just waking up with her snuggled naked against him kicked his day off on a high note.

He grabbed the beer out of the car and jogged back up the steps, taking them two at a time in his hurry to get out of the cold and back to the warm woman waiting for him.

She was setting out the food—tom kha soup for her, drunken noodles for him—and holding her phone to her ear with her other hand. “That’s what I told him. No, that’s fine. Sure. Okay, let me know. Okay. Love you, too. Bye.”

Spence pulled two beers out of the six-pack, put them on the table, and carried the rest to the fridge. “Halley?” he guessed.

“Yep. Do you want some of this? There’s plenty.”

“Nah.” He crossed back to the table. “I’m good with the drunken noodles. Did you get peanut sauce?”

“Yes.” She passed him a small container, then sat and inhaled the fragrant steam coming from her soup. “God, that smells good.”

Grunting in agreement, he pried open the takeout container and picked up his peanut sauce. “Everything okay with Halley?”

Maddie dipped her spoon into her soup. “Oh, yeah. I just wanted to fill her in on the weekend plans.”

He poured the peanut sauce over his noodles. “If she wants to go, she can ride up with me on Saturday.”

“She might decide to,” Maddie said. “If not, she’ll go up with me on Sunday.”

Spence paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. “What do you mean, drive up with you on Sunday?”

“I mean, if she doesn’t go with you on Saturday, she’ll come with me on Sunday. Why are you looking at me like that?”

Dread tickled the back of his throat. “Because you said you weren’t going.”

Her brow furrowed. “No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did.” He put his fork down carefully. “You said you didn’t want to go up.”

“No,” she said slowly. “I said I didn’t want to go up on Saturday and spend the night. Which is why I’m going up on Sunday.”

“You can’t,” Spence said, the dread turning to panic.

She blinked. “Why not?”

“Because if you go, my mother’s going to figure out we’re together.”

Something flashed in her eyes, a flicker of hurt, then it was gone. She set her spoon aside. “Not if we don’t tell her.”

Spence dragged a hand through his hair. “Yes, she will.”

“How?”

“It’s hard to explain,” he hedged. “She just…knows things. About me. I’ve never been able to hide stuff like this from her.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t try,” she said, and the edge in her voice took him by surprise.

“What does that mean?”

“I mean, maybe we should tell them.”

“Tell them? That we’re…” He gestured first to her, then to himself.

“Yes, that we’re…” She mimicked his gesture.

“That’s not an option,” he said firmly.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because it’s not,” he said, putting as much finality into his voice as he could muster.

She blinked. “Wait. You don’t mean you don’t want to tell them now, do you? You mean you don’t want to tell them ever.”

“Yes. No.” Frustrated, he pushed back from the table and paced away to stare out the window. “I don’t know.”

“Yeah, you do,” she said in a voice so devoid of emotion he turned to look at her. She was staring at him, her whiskey eyes curiously flat. “You don’t ever want to tell them we’re together. Which makes me wonder, Spence, what the fuck we’re doing.”

The panic he’d felt before shifted, becoming a dread so heavy it turned his belly to lead.

“Are we dating?” she went on in that strange, dead voice. “Fuck-buddying? Because I’ll be honest, I thought we were dating. But I don’t think you see it that way, do you?”

At any other time, the phrase fuck-buddying would have made him laugh—it was just so Maddie. But there was no room for it amid the sudden sick panic. “I don’t know how I see it,” he hedged. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

The curious flatness in her eyes disappeared in a flash of temper. “Think about it now.”

Pinned like a bug on a board, he floundered for an answer. “We’ve known each other for less than a month, Maddie.”

“Plenty of time to decide if you’re dating someone or just fucking them,” she countered, not giving him an inch. “And I think that’s my answer.”

Moving with slow deliberation, she rose from the table. “I think I should go.”

He took a step forward, his instincts screaming at him to stop her. “You’re overreacting.”

“No, I don’t think I am,” she said, and when she lifted her eyes to his, he was stunned at what he saw there. They were bright with hurt, a mix of misery and anguish that threatened to take him to his knees.

“I like you, Spence,” she said, her voice still flat, a startling contrast to the roiling emotion all but spilling out of her eyes. “I like talking with you, spending time with you. I like fucking you. I’m not in love with you.”

For some reason that flat, emotionless statement was like a spear to the belly—he had to lock his knees against the pain.

“I’m not in love with you,” she repeated, and this time a hint of fierce determination accompanied the words, as though she was trying to convince herself of their truth. “But I could be.”

She paused to draw a deep breath, and as she did, he saw her chin tremble. “I very easily could be, and that’s why I should go.”

He stared, helpless, as she walked to the bench and sat to put on her boots. “We should talk about this.”

“What’s to talk about?” She tugged on her boots, ignoring the laces, and jerked on her coat. “You don’t want to date me, and I can’t keep fucking you without catching feelings. Time to stop.”

He wished she’d stop saying fucking in that dead voice. It made him want to throw up.

“It’s not just sex,” he protested, watching her button her coat, his panic rising with each one. “I do like you, Maddie.”

“I know, Spence.” She fastened the last button. “Could you hand me my bag?”

He didn’t want to, didn’t want her to go. But short of barring the door, he couldn’t think of a way to keep her from leaving. So he picked it up and handed it over, his gut twisting when she took it, careful not to touch him.

“I’m still going to dinner on Sunday,” she informed him, a hint of her usual fire in the words. “But don’t worry. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

The verbal blow made him wince. “Do you…” he began and had to clear his throat to get the rest of the words out. “Do you want me to not go?”

“Of course not,” she said, her eyes registering a hint of surprise. “It’s your mom’s birthday, Spence. I’d never ask you not to see her.”

Knowing he deserved that, he watched her turn away and reach for the door. “I don’t want you to go, Maddie.”

She didn’t turn around. “I know,” she said, and for a moment her voice was raw, anguished. “But I don’t want to stay.”

And then she was gone, and Spence was left with nothing but a belly full of regret and rapidly cooling Thai food.
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In an effort to put the disaster that was his personal life out of his mind, Spence kept busy. He finished a reconditioning job on a Heritage Softail, started rebuilding a ’72 Shovelhead, and took more bookings for routine maintenance than he had time to do. He put in extra hours, working until he was too exhausted to move, then crawled into bed. He slept fitfully, woke up feeling worse than when he’d gone to sleep, then dragged himself out of bed to do it all over again.

On Saturday, he put aside his own work and took Esme on a secret errand.

“Thanks for doing this, Spence.”

“No problem,” he assured Esme, looking out the back window of his truck as he carefully guided the trailer into the shop. The motorcycle strapped in the back was in rough shape, but he’d take care of that. “I’ll get it unloaded and start on it after I get back from my mom’s tomorrow.”

“There’s no rush, our anniversary isn’t until May,” Esme reminded him and hopped out of the truck to beam at the bike. “Tuck’s going to love this.”

Spence got out and went to work on the straps keeping the bike secured. “You decide on a paint color yet?”

Esme huddled into her coat as she watched him work. “I was going to go with black.”

He guided the bike out of the trailer. “It’s a classic for a reason.”

“But then I think that’s boring and too common, so I should pick something brighter.”

“Also an option.”

She huffed, her breath forming a little cloud in the cold air. “Spence, that’s not helpful.”

“Not my bike,” he reminded her and set the kickstand. “Not my choice.”

“You can have an opinion, can’t you?” she asked, exasperated.

If he hadn’t been so exhausted and miserable he would’ve smiled. Annoyed-and-Exasperated Esme was his favorite. Or had been, until he’d seen Naked-and-Coming Esme. “Can, and do.”

Esme waited a beat, then raised her eyebrows. “Well?”

He took his time, making sure the bike was secure, shutting the tailgate on the trailer. When he gathered up the straps and started coiling them, she broke. “Dammit Spence, you know I hate it when you do this.”

“I’m thinking,” he protested, and finished one strap while she ground her teeth. When he picked up the second strap he said, “If it were me, I’d go with black.”

“It took you five minutes to come up with ‘go with black’?”

“But I’d jazz it up,” he continued, enjoying her temper. “Personalize it some.”

“How?” she asked, irritation turning to curiosity.

“I’d add some cherry cola red to the black.”

She lifted a hand to the cascade of ink-black waves she’d pulled back into a tail, where the cherry cola stripes winged back from her temples. “You think I should add a stripe so it looks like my hair?”

“You could do a stripe,” he allowed and set aside the coiled straps. “But I was thinking of something more like a chameleon paint job. It would look black in most light, but in certain light, or at a certain angle—"

“It’ll be cherry cola,” she finished and beamed at him. “Do you think he’d like it?”

“I think it’ll remind him of his beautiful wife, so yeah. He’ll love it.”

Her eyes went soft. “Spence. That’s so romantic.”

“That’s me,” he said sourly. “Mr. Fucking Romance.”

Her eyebrows winged up. “Wow. Where did that come from?”

“Sorry.” He dragged a hand through his hair, fatigue and frustration dragging at him. “I haven’t been sleeping that great lately.”

“Well, that explains why you look like death,” she said. “Is anything wrong?”

He shrugged and avoided her gaze. “Just busy.”

“Busy, huh?”

“Business is good,” he said with forced cheer, hoping she’d drop it.

He should’ve known better.

“And the fact that your personal life has gone to shit has nothing to do with it?”

Panicked, and telling himself she was just fishing, he tried to brazen it out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I talked to Maddie,” she said bluntly. “She said you dumped her.”

He cursed under his breath. “I did not dump her. She’s the one who left.”

“And why did she do that, Spence?” she asked in a sweet, lilting voice that made his gut clench with dread.

To counter it, he worked up a scowl that would’ve had a lesser woman heading for cover. “None of your business.”

Uncowed, she met his scowl with a ball-shriveling glare. “Could it be, oh, I don’t know, the fact that you told her she was just a fuck buddy?”

“I did not tell her that,” he began heatedly.

“But you didn’t tell her she wasn’t when she asked,” she shot back.

“Goddammit,” he muttered and picked up a wrench from his workbench. It felt good in his hand, solid and heavy, and he would have followed through on the urge to heave it through a window if he wasn’t the one who’d have to replace it.

Not trusting himself, he put the wrench down. “Look, she knew I didn’t want to tell my mom about it. I was very clear on that.”

“You didn’t want to tell your mom about a random hookup in Vegas with a woman who turned out to be your new stepsister,” she corrected. “And that was entirely reasonable.”

Suspicious by her easy agreement, he nodded cautiously. “Thank you.”

“However.”

He groaned, and since it didn’t look like he was going anywhere anytime soon, sat down on the stool in front of his workbench.

“However,” Esme continued. “It didn’t end with a random hookup in Vegas, did it?”

He kept his mouth shut, knowing she didn’t actually want an answer.

“It did not,” she continued. “You kept seeing her. Why, Spence? Was it just for the sex?”

He frowned. “No.”

“No big deal if it was,” she continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “As long as everyone is upfront with their expectations, boundaries, etc., fuck buddy relationships can be a lot of fun.”

“It wasn’t just for the sex,” he ground out, irritated. “I like Maddie.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

Esme planted her hands on her hips and glared at him like he stole her man. “Then what the fuck is your fucking problem?”

“I don’t want to fuck up my mother’s life, okay?” he shouted.

She blinked. “What does your mother have to do with this?”

“Never mind,” he muttered and rose. “I should get you home.”

She laid her hand on his arm when he tried to walk past her. “Spence. Talk to me.”

He sighed. “It won’t do any good.”

“Humor me.”

Too tired to resist, he allowed her to lead him back to the stool. “When I was growing up, it was just me and my mom. My dad took off before I was born, and aside from child support, he hasn’t been around.”

“I remember,” Esme said, and her voice was soft with understanding.

“My grandparents helped when they could, but they were older, and weren’t really equipped to deal with a rambunctious kid. So mostly, it was just the two of us. And it was hard. God, she worked her ass off.”

“I can imagine,” Esme murmured, but he barely heard her.

“Two jobs most of the time, sometimes three. The child support helped, but there was always something else to pay for. New clothes, sports equipment, class trips. It never ends with kids.”

“I know.” Esme hesitated. “Spence, do you think you owe her for that?”

“What? No.” He shook his head. “It’s…she was never happy, you know? I mean, she wasn’t unhappy, really, but she wasn’t thriving. I was, she wasn’t. Until now.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s so fucking happy with Stephen. You should see her, E, she fucking glows. And she’s…content,” he decided. “There’s a serenity about her now, a calmness. Like she doesn’t worry about anything anymore.”

Esme shook her head. “I don’t understand what that has to do with you and Maddie.”

“How happy do you think she’s going to be if she finds out I’ve been fucking her new stepdaughter?”

“She might be unhappy if all you were doing was fucking her. But we’ve already established that’s not the case, is it?”

“It’s not that simple,” Spence protested.

“Probably not. So stop being a coward and figure it out.”

“Hey,” he said offended.

“Hey yourself,” she shot back. “This woman, you like her?”

He scowled. “Yes, dammit.”

“Do you want to be with her?”

“Yes, but—”

“Ah!” She held up a finger. “No buts. Do you want to be with her or not?”

“Yes,” he groused.

“Then get your head out of your ass and handle your shit,” she said and punched him in the arm.

He scowled. “Ow.”

She rolled her eyes. “That didn’t hurt.”

“You hit me with your wedding ring,” he pointed out, nursing his arm.

“Poor baby,” she crooned and dropped a light kiss on his arm. “Better?”

“I’m probably going to bruise,” he pointed out.

“I’m not kissing it again,” she said with a laugh.

He snorted in appreciation, then sighed. “It’s so complicated, Esme.”

“Life is complicated,” she told him.

“What if it doesn’t work out?”

“What if it does?”

Amused in spite of his misery, he shook his head. “You’ve got an answer for everything, don’t you?”

“Not everything,” she conceded. “But this isn’t that hard, Spence.”

“It feels hard,” he grumbled.

“Because it’s important,” she said, sympathy softening her voice.

He laid his head on her shoulder. “If she doesn’t take me back, can I come over and cry on your shoulder?”

“Of course,” she soothed, petting his hair.

“Your naked shoulder?”

“Don’t push it,” she advised, and pulled her buzzing phone out of her pocket.

“Was worth a shot,” Spence said, straightening. “Your husband?”

“Yep.” She looked up from the display. “He says he’s home, and he’s horny.”

“Tuck’s always horny.” He eyed her ample ass when she rose, round and lush in dark denim. “It’s hard to blame him.”

She sent him a laughing look over her shoulder as she headed for the door. “Stop looking at my ass and go deal with the shambles you’ve made of your love life.”

He rose to walk her to her car. “Can’t I do both?”

“Think about Maddie’s ass instead,” she said, her boots kicking up snow while she walked. “It looked like a good one. Maybe not as good as mine…”

She looked up at him expectantly, and cold dread curled in his belly.

“Oh, no.” He took an instinctive step back in pure self-defense. “I’m not going there.”

“Oh, come on. You’ve fucked my ass, I assume you’ve fucked hers. You are, after all, an ass man at heart.”

He looked down at her, amused in spite of his inner turmoil. “It’s kind of weird that you know that about me.”

“I knew that about you way before you fucked mine,” she informed him, stopping at her car. “You’re not exactly subtle about it. So?”

He gave up. “Yes, I’ve fucked her ass.”

“And?”

“Do you really think I’m going to fall for that?”

“Coward,” she said, amused.

He opened her car door for her. “Hell, yes.”

She laughed, then turned and caught his face in her hands. “Last piece of advice. You fucked up.”

“Technically, that’s not advice,” he mumbled.

“Shut up. You fucked up, but it’s fixable. Are you going to fix it, Spence?”

“If you ever let go of me,” he said.

“Almost done.” She tugged him forward so her nose was pressed against his, her hazel eyes close enough to blur. “I want you to be happy, you big goof, because I love you.”

Affection for her—platonic and familial, despite their sexual history—warmed him. “I love you, too. Now go home and fuck your husband.”

“I will,” she said, and with a beaming smile, let go of his face and climbed into the car. “In fact, I believe I’ll let him fuck my ass tonight.”

“Drive safely,” he drawled, amused. “And enjoy.”

She pulled the door shut with a laugh, started the car, blew him a kiss, and pulled out into the street.

He watched until her tail lights disappeared in the dark, then turned back to the shop. He disconnected the trailer and pulled the truck out so he could secure the doors, then went up to his apartment to grab the bag he’d already packed.

He fired off a quick text to his mom to let her know he was on his way, then locked up. He had a two-hour drive ahead of him to figure out his next step. He just hoped by the time it was over, he’d know what to do.

On Sunday morning, Maddie stared out the car window as Halley took the exit off US-127 that would take them to their childhood home. The acres of farmland that had lined the road in her youth mostly remained, though new housing developments were beginning to pop up. Still, the two-lane blacktop that led to the farmhouse was the same—bumpy, in desperate need of repair, and so narrow Halley had to drive on the shoulder when they passed an SUV coming the other way.

“They really need to widen this road,” Halley muttered, steering back onto the blacktop.

Maddie turned from the window. “With the housing developments going in, I’m sure they will.”

“Well, that’s one good thing about them, I guess.” Halley glanced over. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

“I’m fine,” Maddie said. “Don’t worry about me, Hal.”

“I can’t help it,” Halley said. “Goddamn that Spence.”

“It’s not his fault,” Maddie said and turned to look out the window again.

“The fuck it’s not,” Halley countered, and Maddie glanced back at the fury in her sister’s voice.

“He didn’t lie to me, or lead me on,” Maddie said, repeating out loud what she’d been telling herself for the last four days. “I assumed we were on the same page, and I shouldn’t have.”

“Don’t you dare take the blame for this,” Halley began.

“I’m not,” Maddie assured her. “At least not more than my share. It’s on both of us, really.”

“I don’t care,” Halley said. “He hurt you, and he must pay.”

Maddie smiled, really smiled, for the first time since she’d left Spence’s apartment on Wednesday night. “You gonna kick his ass for me, Hal?”

“I want to,” Halley said, glaring out the windshield. “But he’s really big, and the last time I tried to punch someone I broke my hand.”

“You punched a light pole,” Maddie reminded her.

“Yes, but I was aiming for Jimmy Patton. Little shit stole my Tamagotchi,” Halley muttered, then frowned. “Where was I?”

“Spence is really big and you broke your hand.”

“Right. Plus, I’m pregnant.”

“Which you’re going to have to tell Dad about soon,” Maddie pointed out.

“I’m going to tell him today.”

“Really?”

“Maybe.” Halley bit her lip. “There’s a good chance I’ll chicken out.”

“Well, not to put more pressure on you, but it would be nice to have the distraction.”

“I’ll do my best. Depending on what’s for dinner, I might not have a choice.”

“Still puking at the smell of meat, huh?”

“And bacon, unfortunately,” Halley sighed. “Not the smell, but the taste.”

“This kid owes you.”

“Tell me about it. Hey, maybe I can puke on Spence. Two birds, one stone.”

“That’s the spirit,” Maddie said with a laugh that faded as Halley slowed the car and turned into the drive.

The sprawling two-story farmhouse sat close to the road, its wide front porch flanked by the pair of cherry trees their father had planted at Maddie’s birth, then at Halley’s. It was painted a bright, traditional white, the shutters and trim a glossy black for contrast. The flower beds were covered in snow, but in the spring the tulips and irises their dad lovingly tended would pop out of the ground, and summer would bring fragrant blooms by the dozens.

“The house looks good,” Halley commented as they climbed out of the car.

“Did he repaint recently?” Maddie wondered.

“Late last summer.” Halley opened the back door and retrieved a gift bag, colorful tissue spilling out of the top. “I only got out of having to do the trim because I had Covid, remember?”

“Right.” Maddie shut the car door and took a deep breath. Spence’s truck was parked next to her dad’s in the drive, and for some reason, the sight of it had the emotions she’d been trying not to feel all morning rising up into her throat. “Is it terrible that I don’t want to go in?”

Halley circled the car to wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Want me to drive you into town? You can hang out at the library. I’ll come get you when dinner’s over.”

“Tempting,” Maddie admitted, and for a moment, indulged in the fantasy of it. Then she drew in a breath. “But no, thanks.”

“You sure?”

“I have to see him sometime,” Maddie pointed out. “After all, he’s family. And I don’t want to put you on the hot seat.”

“I can handle it.”

“I know. But you shouldn’t have to.”

“Okay. If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.” Maddie rested her head on Halley’s shoulder for a moment, then squared her shoulders and started up the walk. “But it won’t hurt my feelings if you puke on him.”

“I’ll do my best,” Halley promised.

Out of habit, they circled the house to the kitchen entrance, where light shone out of the windows and the faint sound of music drifted through the windows.

Halley laid a hand on the doorknob. “Ready?”

“Once more into the breach,” Maddie drawled, then paused. “Wait, are we supposed to knock?”

Halley blinked. “I don’t know. Do you think we should?”

“It’s Heather’s house now,” Maddie pointed out.

“True. Okay, we’ll knock,” Halley decided, and lifted her hand to rap on the door.

It opened before she could make contact, a beaming Heather framed in the doorway. “There you are!”

“Here we are,” Halley said cheerfully and held out the gift bag. “Happy birthday.”

“Oh.” Heather took the bag with a blink of surprise. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“Can’t have a birthday dinner without presents,” Maddie said and leaned in to kiss her stepmother’s cheek.

Heather’s smile went misty. “You’re so sweet, both of you. Come on in, out of the cold. Dinner’s almost ready.”

They followed her inside, Maddie sniffing the air. “It smells good.”

“Roast chicken. I hope it’s okay, your dad said you both like it.”

“Sounds perfect,” Halley said with a quiet sigh of relief.

They stepped into the bright, warm kitchen, and a thousand memories assailed Maddie. Doing their homework at the big, scarred table, family game nights with shouting and laughter. Punishments had been dealt out there, celebrations held. It was her favorite room in the house, always had been, and just stepping into it made her feel warm and safe.

“Spence and your dad are watching TV in the living room,” Heather said as they shucked off their coats, killing Maddie’s warm glow. “You can join them if you like.”

Halley patted Maddie’s shoulder in silent support. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Heather beamed at the offer. “I’ve got the food well in hand, but you could set the table.”

“I’ll do it,” Maddie said, then a movement at the doorway to the living room caught her eye, and she looked up to find Spence standing there, watching her.

“Hey,” he said, his voice gruff, his face strangely devoid of its usual scowl.

Maddie just nodded, not trusting her voice, and could’ve kissed her sister when Halley jumped into the breach.

“Well, hey, Spence,” she drawled in a sweet, cheerful voice that stopped just short of sarcasm. “Good to see you again.”

His gaze flicked to Halley, and to Maddie’s surprise, his mustache twitched the way it did when he was trying not to smile. “Halley. How’s it going?”

“I can’t complain.” Halley angled her body so she was partially blocking Maddie, a blonde sentry. “You?”

“I've had a pretty rough week, actually,” he said, his gaze flicking back to Maddie’s.

“Aw,” Halley said with exaggerated pity, and Maddie had to bite back a laugh. “What happened?”

His mustache twitched harder, but when his gaze went back to Maddie’s, what she saw there made her breath catch in her throat. “It’s a long story, but the gist is, I fucked up.”

“Spencer! Language,” Heather admonished from the stove.

“Sorry, Mom,” he said, his gaze never leaving Maddie’s.

“Stephen!” Heather called. “Come help me with this bird.”

“Coming,” came the call from the living room, and when Spence stepped aside to let Stephen through the doorway, Maddie turned away to pull plates out of the cupboard.

“Maddie!” her father boomed, and she turned, plates in hand, to see him beaming at her, his bald head gleaming in the overhead lights. “How’s my girl?”

“I’m good, Dad,” she said, leaning into his bear hug. He smelled like Old Spice and fabric softener, a combination she always associated with comfort. “How’s married life treating you?”

“Can’t complain,” he said, turning to give his bride a sassy wink. Her answering giggle made Maddie smile. Then he turned back to her. “You look tired.”

“I’m fine,” she assured him, and edging around him, began to set the table.

“You’re working too much,” he countered, watching her with a frown.

“I’m not,” she promised. “There’s just a lot to catch up on. It’ll slow down soon.”

He crossed his arms, resting them on the shelf of his belly. “You need to make sure you’ve got a good work/life balance, kiddo, or you’ll burn out.”

“I know, Dad,” she said, and rather than walk past Spence to the other side of the table, reached over to place the last two plates.

“Are you seeing anyone?” he persisted, taking the chicken platter from Heather and setting it on the table.

Maddie crossed to the sink and turned on the water, her back to Spence. “No. I was, but it didn’t work out.”

“Hey Dad, did I tell you?” Halley piped up, stepping forward to take a bowl of green beans to the table. “I got a job.”

“That’s wonderful,” Heather enthused, pouring gravy into a bowl. “Where is it? What is it?”

“It’s a personal assistant job,” Halley said, filling the kitchen with chatter about her new job, her mysterious millionaire boss, and the fancy Heritage Hill house where she’d interviewed until they were all seated around the table, Halley next to Maddie and Spence on her other side.

“I don’t know if I like this,” Stephen muttered, his homely face scrunched up in a scowl. “You working in some rich guy’s house.”

“The job came through an agency, Dad,” Halley reminded him, reaching for the bowl of mashed potatoes. “All the clients go through a strict vetting process with background checks, the whole works. It’s perfectly safe.”

Unconvinced, Stephen shook his head. “Still.”

“I think it sounds exciting,” Heather put in and gave Stephen a not-so-subtle nudge with her elbow. “Much more interesting than working in a real estate office. Would you carve the chicken, please, darling?”

Still frowning, Stephen reached for the carving knife.

As he began slicing it up, Heather sent Halley a subtle wink, then aimed a smile at Spence. “Spencer, how’s work going?”

“Good,” he said. “Busy.”

“Not too busy for you to have a social life, I hope,” Heather said brightly. “I want grandbabies while I’m still young enough to enjoy them.”

Beside Maddie, Halley choked on her mashed potatoes.

“Goodness, are you all right?” Heather asked.

“Fine,” Halley wheezed and reached for her water glass.

“You’re supposed to chew your food, munchkin,” Stephen admonished, and plopped a slice of chicken on her plate.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Where was I?” Heather asked. “Oh, yes. Spencer’s social life. Are you seeing anyone?”

“I was,” he said, and Maddie froze. “I fu—screwed it up.”

“I’m sorry, darling,” Heather said sympathetically. “Did you have a fight?”

“Sort of. I want to try to fix it,” he went on. “But I don’t know if I can.”

“Dark meat, right kiddo?” Stephen said, and Maddie jumped when a chicken leg landed on her plate.

“Well, maybe we can help,” Heather said to Spence as Stephen went back to hacking at the chicken. “What was the fight about?”

“Is he really doing this?” Halley muttered into her water glass.

“She thought we should tell our parents we were dating, and I didn’t agree.”

Halley set her water down. “Yep, he’s doing it.”

“You look like a thigh man, Spence,” Stephen said and slid the hunk of chicken he had on his carving fork onto Spence’s plate.

“I don’t understand,” Heather said, confusion clouding her blue eyes. “Why wouldn’t you want to tell me you were dating someone?”

“I didn’t know how you’d take it,” Spence said while Maddie wondered if anyone would notice if she just slid under the table. “You’ve been so happy, and I just…I didn’t want to mess that up.”

“You’re not responsible for my happiness, Spence,” Heather said. “And besides, you know I’d be thrilled to hear you were seeing someone seriously.”

“I know, but it’s…complicated.”

“What does that mean?” Heather asked.

“Um, is there bacon in these green beans?” Halley asked.

Unable to stop herself, Maddie looked across Halley to find Spence staring at her, his eyes fierce. “Because it’s Maddie.”

Heather blinked, startled. “Maddie?”

Spence nodded firmly, his gaze never leaving hers over Halley’s head. “Maddie.”

Stephen looked up from the chicken, carving knife and fork in hand. “What’s Maddie?”

“Uh, Maddie?” Halley said and threw up her mashed potatoes and green beans into Spence’s lap.

Ten minutes later, Spence emerged from the guest bathroom in Stephen’s t-shirt and a pair of his pajama pants to find Maddie waiting in the hall.

“Hey.”

He cleared his throat. “Hey. Is, um, Halley okay?”

“She’s fine,” Maddie assured him. “How are you?”

“My ankles are cold, but other than that I’m good.”

Maddie looked down at his legs, where her father’s pajama pants ended halfway down his shins. Her gaze lifted to his, and the laugh in their shining depths eased the knots in his stomach. “Sexy, little brother.”

He just sighed. “Why do you always try to make it weird?”

“You’re the one who just announced to our parents that we’ve been sleeping together,” she pointed out.

“I said ‘seeing’,” he protested. “They don’t know for sure we’ve had sex.”

“My dad caught me in a hay loft with Matty Dixon when I was sixteen. I was naked, and the only thing Matty was wearing was my underwear. Trust me, Dad knows we had sex, and your mom is nobody’s fool.”

“Okay, so they know.” He sighed. “I guess my timing could’ve been better.”

“I liked your timing.”

Hope flickered. “Yeah?”

“Right before you got a lap full of partially digested mashed potatoes and green beans? As romantic gestures go, it’s pretty up there.”

He grimaced. “Don’t say partially digested.”

“My only question is why?”

“Why, what?”

“Why did you tell them? Just a few days ago you thought it was a horrible idea.”

“I know.” He wanted to take her hand, but he didn’t know if she’d let him.

“So what changed your mind?”

“Esme.”

She blinked. “Okay, I was not expecting that. What does Esme have to do with this?”

“She kind of read me the riot act,” he admitted.

“About?”

“Feeling responsible for my mom’s happiness, worrying what would happen if you and I didn’t work out.”

“You’ve been worried about that?”

He nodded. “Probably something I should’ve talked about with you instead of Esme.”

“Probably.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry, too. I should’ve told you how I was feeling.”

He took her hand now, the knots in his belly unraveling a little more when she let him. “Why didn’t you?”

“I was scared,” she admitted. “What if you didn’t feel the same?”

“I get that.” Her hand was warm and soft in his. “Why don’t I tell you how I feel now?”

“Okay,” she said, but her throat bobbed when she swallowed, and he saw the flicker of anxiety in her eyes.

“I love you, Maddie.”

Her eyes widened, stunned surprise turning to stunned joy. “You do?”

“Yeah. I just didn’t realize it until you walked out.”

Her smile might have trembled at the edges, but it lit up the room. “I love you, too.”

His fingers tightened on hers. “I thought you said you weren’t there yet.”

“I lied.”

He laughed, the sound rusty and loud in the quiet hall, then rested his forehead against hers. “We’ve been fools, haven’t we?”

“With a little scaredy cat thrown in,” she agreed.

“I’m not scared anymore,” he said.

“Really? Because I’m terrified.”

“Okay, maybe a little,” he admitted and smiled at her watery laugh. “Want to be scared together?”

“I really do,” she whispered.

“Me, too.”

“And if our parents don’t approve?”

Though the thought made him tense, he shrugged. “Since they’re not yelling at us, I think they’re probably fine with it.”

“You can thank Halley for that,” she told him. “They’re slightly distracted by her pregnancy news.”

He blinked. “Halley’s pregnant?”

“Yep.”

“Well, that explains the vomit.”

“They’re eventually going to have questions,” she continued. “We’ll have to decide what to tell them.”

“We’ll figure it out together,” he said.

“Together,” she agreed, smiling at him, her eyes bright with tears, and when she kissed him, it felt like everything was going to be all right.


EPILOGUE
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“Spence, we’re going to be late.”

“So what?” he mumbled, his mouth pressed against her thigh. “They won’t care.”

“I care,” she protested and tried not to squirm with pleasure when his tongue skimmed along her labia. “This is the first time I’m meeting everyone, and I want to make a good impression.”

“It’s not the first time,” he said and slid two fingers into her pussy. “We’ve hung out with Tuck and Esme dozens of times, and Colin and Evan. And I took you to a game to meet Jude.”

“Yes, but this is the first event with all of them,” she informed him, biting her lip to hold back a groan. His fingers felt really good, and she was fast losing track of the conversation. “If we’re late, they’re going to know why.”

“Of course, they’ll know,” he said. “They’re the F.I.L.T.H.”

She blinked, momentarily distracted. “F.I.L.T.H.?”

“Friends I’d Like To Hump,” he explained. “That’s what Esme called us last year.”

She laughed, then moaned when he twisted his hand and slipped his thumb into her butt. “I mean it, Spence,” she said, yanking at the ropes holding her hands above her head. “If you don’t untie me right now, I’m going to tell your mother how mean you are to me.”

He just laughed, his breath dancing over her clit. “You keep saying that, and yet, you never do.”

“I’m serious,” she insisted. “When we go up for brunch tomorrow, I’m telling her. You just watch.”

“I’ll watch you turn six shades of red and wimp out like you always do.”

“I’ll put it in a letter and tell her to read it after I leave,” she said.

He was still laughing when he crawled up her body, his fingers still inside her, to lap at her nipples. “Fuck, I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, squirming in spite of herself. Her nipples were trapped in a pair of tweezer clamps, and so sensitive the touch of his tongue threatened to send her over the edge. “But seriously, Spence, we’re going to be late.”

He lifted his head and checked the bedside clock. “We’ve got half an hour.”

“But you’re getting me all sweaty,” she whined even as her hips surged, trying to follow his fingers when he pulled them free. “My hair will be a mess, and I’m going to need a shower.”

“Yeah, you are,” he said with a laugh and plunged his dick into her pussy.

It was a fast, messy, dirty fuck, with an even messier finish, but he didn’t care. And since he fetched her a warm washcloth to manage the cleanup and changed the sheets while she was in the shower—where he’d replaced the ancient shower head with a massaging shower wand—she didn’t either.

“I’m still telling your mother,” she informed him as they left his apartment for the short drive to Tuck and Esme’s.

“If you can get her attention away from the baby long enough, feel free,” he said, carrying the macaroni and cheese casserole that was their contribution to Thanksgiving dinner.

“It’s nice that she’s so involved.” They made their way to the truck, leaves crunching under their feet. There was no snow on the ground yet, but there would be before the day was out. “Halley says she’s been a lot of help.”

“I’m just glad she’s temporarily stopped lobbying me for offspring,” Spence said.

“I thought you told her you didn’t want kids?”

“About a thousand times,” Spence confirmed. “Now ask me if she listens.”

“I think my mom’s relieved that I’m not having any,” Maddie said, taking the casserole from Spence and setting it on the floor of the passenger side. “She winces every time Halley calls her Grandma.”

“My mom had ‘Nana Heather’ embroidered on a sweatshirt.”

She turned to him, laughing. “Really?”

“It’s purple.”

Still laughing, she climbed into the truck, putting her feet on either side of the casserole. “Maybe I’ll get her some more grandma swag for Christmas.”

“If you do, she’s going to think you’re pregnant.”

“Scratch that off the list, then.” She buckled her seatbelt as he started the engine. When the clock on the dash lit up, she sighed. “I told you we were going to be late.”

“And it was worth it,” he said, satisfaction ripe in his tone.

“Says who?”

“Says the guy who made you come twice in fifteen minutes.”

Amused, she shook her head. “Quit bragging and drive, little brother.”

“That’s not what you called me earlier,” he reminded her and backed out of the driveway.

“Well, no,” she said, remembering the way she’d screamed Daddy when he’d made her come—both times. “I wouldn’t want to make it weird.”

He just laughed and hit the gas. And though everybody knew exactly why they were late, neither of them cared.

THE END
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Jude Bessonnet is living his dream. He’s a professional hockey player coming off a breakout season—with a newly secured spot on an NHL team to prove it. He has a new contract, a Norris trophy nomination, and a personal assistant—the distractingly pretty and subtly sexy Brynn. She’s a tempting treat for sure, but he’s keeping his distance. She’s a sweater-sets-and-pearls kind of woman, and he’s a down-and-dirty kind of man.

But looks can be deceiving, and when circumstances force them together, he’s going to learn why you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover—or a woman by her pearls.

Treat is coming your way in 2024!
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