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1 - A MIDNIGHT SNACK
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The house was silent, a deep, sleeping quiet that made every small sound feel like a trespass. Lily shifted under the thin sheet in Anita’s guest room, the summer heat clinging to her skin. The silk of her nightgown—a pale lavender slip she’d bought on a whim—felt like a second skin, cool at first but now just another layer of warmth. She gave up on sleep, sliding her feet to the cool hardwood floor.

The hallway was dark, the only light a faint blue glow from a digital clock in the living room. She padded barefoot toward the kitchen, the marble tiles a shock of cold under her soles. She was reaching for a cabinet when she saw him.

Harrison sat at the kitchen island, a silhouette against the city lights filtering through the large windows. He wore only a pair of grey pajama pants, low on his hips. The defined lines of his torso, the silver dusting across his chest, were illuminated in the dim light. He held a glass of water, but he wasn’t drinking. He was watching her.

Lily froze, one hand still raised. The thin silk of her gown left nothing to the imagination, she knew. It skimmed the tops of her thighs, the spaghetti straps doing little to conceal the shape of her breasts. A flush crept up her neck.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” His voice was a low rumble in the quiet.

“Thirsty,” she managed, her own voice a whisper.

She moved to the sink, filling a glass, acutely aware of his gaze on her back, the way the silk would be clinging to the curve of her spine. She turned, leaning against the counter, taking a sip. The water did nothing to cool the sudden heat inside her.

Harrison’s eyes didn’t leave her. They traveled, slow and deliberate, from the damp tendrils of hair at her temples, down the column of her throat, over the slight swell of her breasts where the silk puckered over her nipples, down to the shadowed junction of her thighs. It wasn’t the kind, paternal look she was used to. This was something else. Something sharp and hungry.

“That’s a very thin gown, Lily,” he said, his tone casual but his eyes anything but.

“It’s hot,” she breathed.

“Yes.” The word was heavy. “It is.”

He set his glass down with a soft click. The sound echoed. “I’ve been sitting here,” he began, his voice dropping even lower, “trying to be a good man. Trying to remember you’re my daughter’s best friend. That you’re just a kid.”

“I’m not a kid,” Lily said, the words tumbling out. “I’m nineteen.”

“I know.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I know exactly how old you are. I thought about it the day you turned eighteen. I thought about it last week when you were here for dinner, laughing in that sundress. I’ve been thinking about it for a year. And it’s driving me out of my goddamn mind.”

The admission hung between them, electric and dangerous. Lily’s pulse hammered in her ears. This was the secret she’d carried for three years, since she was sixteen and first saw him fix a leaking sink with competent, sure hands, his focus absolute. The crush had been a sweet, private ache. Now it was a live wire.

“I’ve thought about you, too,” she whispered, the confession feeling both terrifying and freeing. “For years.”

His chair scraped back. He stood, and he was taller, broader than she remembered, his presence filling the spacious kitchen. He took two steps, then he was right in front of her. The scent of him—clean soap, a hint of cedar, pure male heat—wrapped around her.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his breath fanning her forehead. “Tell me to go back to my room, Lily.”

She shook her head, her eyes locked on his. “No.”

His control snapped.

One hand cupped the back of her head, the other splayed across the small of her back, and he pulled her into him. His mouth crashed down on hers. It wasn’t gentle. It was a burst of passion. A release. His lips were firm, demanding, and she opened for him instantly. His tongue swept in, tasting of mint and something darker, uniquely him. She moaned into the kiss, her hands flying up to grip his shoulders. The solid muscle under her palms, the heat of his bare skin, made her dizzy.

He walked her backward until her spine met the cool stainless steel of the refrigerator door. The shock of cold against her back through the silk made her gasp against his mouth. He swallowed the sound, his hips pressing into hers. The hard, thick length of him, confined only by thin cotton, pressed against her lower belly. A jolt of pure, liquid need shot through her.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers, both of them breathing hard. His fingers went to the tie of his pajama pants. One pull and the knot gave way. The fabric fell open.

Lily’s gaze dropped. Her breath caught. He was thick, fully erect, the head flushed a deep red and already glistening. He was larger than she’d imagined, the veins prominent along the length. A fresh wave of heat pooled between her legs, making her clench around nothing.

“Touch me,” he commanded, his voice rough.

She didn’t hesitate. Her small hand wrapped around him, her fingers not quite meeting. He was hot, like satin over steel. A low groan tore from his throat as she gave an experimental stroke. Pre-cum beaded at the tip. Acting on an instinct she didn’t know she had, she sank to her knees on the cool tile.

Harrison’s hands buried themselves in her hair. “Fuck, Lily.”

She looked up at him, his face all stark angles and desperate hunger in the shadows, then leaned forward. She ran her tongue over the broad head, tasting his salt and musk. His hips jerked. Emboldened, she opened her mouth and took him in.

The feeling was incredible. The weight of him on her tongue, the smooth glide as she took him deeper, the choked sounds above her. She bobbed her head, one hand working the base he couldn’t reach. Saliva slicked her movements. She hollowed her cheeks, listening to the rhythm of his ragged breathing, learning what made his thighs tremble.

“That’s it… just like that… god, your mouth…” His praise was a broken litany.

She could have stayed there, lost in the act of pleasing him, but he pulled her up, his strength effortless. “My turn,” he rasped, his eyes burning.

Harrison’s hands went to her waist, his fingers digging into her soft skin as he effortlessly hoisted her up. He sat her on the edge of the granite counter, the stone a shocking, icy contrast against her bare thighs. He didn't let her settle, stepping between her legs and pulling down her panties. She was completely exposed to the low light of the kitchen.

He reached back, pulling the refrigerator handle. The hum of the appliance filled the silence as he scanned the crisper drawer, his hand emerging with a long, chilled cucumber.

Lily’s eyes widened, her breath hitching as she saw the beads of condensation on the dark green skin. “Harrison, what are you doing?”

“Shh,” he murmured, his voice a dark, velvet command. He pressed the rounded, freezing tip against the base of her throat, trailing it down the valley between her breasts. She shivered violently, her nipples peaking against the silk of her gown.

He didn't stop there. He lowered the vegetable, pressing the icy tip directly against her clit. Lily let out a sharp, strangled cry, her back arching off the counter. The cold was a bolt of lightning through her system, cutting through the thick, liquid heat of her arousal.

“Too cold?” he whispered, his eyes locked on hers. He didn't wait for an answer. He spread her folds with his thumb, slicking her own heat over the chilled tip, and then pushed it inside her in one steady, inexorable motion.

She gasped, her fingers clawing at the edge of the granite. The sensation was unlike anything she’d ever felt—a deep, internal chill that was rapidly being swallowed by her own burning walls. He began to move it, a slow, methodical slide. Every time the cold skin hit her G-spot, her toes curled and her head spun.

“Look at me, Lily,” he growled.

She forced her eyes open, seeing the raw, possessive hunger on his face. He picked up the pace, the wet, slurping sound of the cucumber echoing off the kitchen tiles. He was using it to stretch her, to prep her, his thumb working her clit in a brutal, rhythmic friction that pushed her toward the edge.

“Harrison, please… I can’t…” she whimpered, her hips bucking, trying to meet the pace.

“You can,” he gritted out. He drove the length deep, bottoming out, and held it there for a heartbeat as she whimpered. Then he began to fuck her with it, hard and fast, the vegetable warming under her touch as she became a sobbing, shaking mess of sensation.

The pressure built until it was unbearable. Lily’s internal muscles clamped down hard on the cucumber, her body vibrating with the force of a sudden, shattering climax. Her head thumped back against the upper cabinets as she screamed his name.

He let her ride the waves for only a second before he pulled the vegetable out and tossed it onto the counter. He didn't give her a chance to recover. He gripped her thighs, pulling her to the very edge of the granite, and replaced the fading cold with the searing, throbbing reality of his own body. He surged forward, burying his entire length inside her in one deep, claiming thrust that drew a fresh cry from her lungs.

The stretch was exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. He was so big, she felt every inch as he sank deeper, deeper, until he was fully seated, their bodies flush. A shared groan escaped them both. He held there, letting her adjust, his forehead against hers.

Then he moved.

His thrusts were deep, powerful, each one driving the breath from her lungs. The counter provided leverage, and he used it, his hips pistoning, sliding her body back and forth on the smooth marble. The slap of skin on skin, their stifled moans, the creak of the cabinet behind her—it was a frantic, secret symphony.

“You feel… unbelievable,” he gritted out, his pace relentless. “So tight and wet… fuck, Lily…”

She could only cling to him, her arms around his neck, her face buried in the crook of his shoulder to muffle her sounds. Each thrust hit a spot inside her that sparked white behind her eyelids. The coil was winding again, tighter, hotter than before.

“Harrison…” she whimpered, his name a prayer.

“Come with me,” he demanded, his rhythm becoming erratic, brutal. “Now.”

It was all the permission she needed. The second climax detonated, a deep, rolling quake that clenched around him, milking his length. With a guttural groan, he drove home one last time, his body stiffening. She felt the hot pulse of his release inside her, a shocking intimacy that prolonged her own waves.

They collapsed together, a trembling, sweaty heap. He braced his hands on the counter on either side of her, his head hanging, his breath hot on her neck. Lily kept her legs locked around him, not wanting the connection to break, feeling him soften inside her.

Slowly, the world came back. The hum of the refrigerator. The distant sound of a car.

Anita’s room is just upstairs.

The thought was a splash of cold reality. Harrison seemed to reach it at the same moment. He carefully pulled out, a gasp escaping her at the sudden emptiness. He found a dish towel, running it under warm water, and with a tenderness that contrasted with their frantic coupling, he cleaned between her thighs, then himself.

He helped her off the counter, her legs wobbling. He pulled her nightgown back down, the silk now wrinkled and damp. He retied his pants, but the look in his eyes was still possessive, still dark.

He leaned close, his lips brushing her ear, his voice a whisper that skated down her spine. “Any time you can’t sleep… my door is open. You’re always welcome to… sleep over.”

2 - A TABOO GAMBLE IN LAS VEGAS
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The air in the casino was a chilled, oxygen-rich hum, a stark contrast to the desert heat baking the Strip outside. Brooke felt it prickle her skin, a welcome shock after the sugary, cloying cocktails she’d shared with Casey. Her best friend was now a soft, snoring lump in the king-sized bed of their adjoining suite, leaving Brooke alone with the low, steady voice of Julian.

“Watch your opponents eyes,” he murmured, his shoulder a warm, solid presence against hers at the green felt poker table. “The eyes give away everything.”

He was teaching her Texas Hold’em, his movements fluid and economical. A stack of black chips sat before him, a fortress built on calm calculation. Brooke, with her meager pile of reds, watched, absorbed. He wasn’t just Casey’s dad here. He was something else entirely. A force in a tailored charcoal suit, his salt-and-pepper stubble catching the low light, his gaze missing nothing.

A few hours blurred into a streak of colored chips, whispered advice, and the electric thrill of a winning hand. Her pulse raced when he leaned close, his cologne—sandalwood and something crisp—filling her senses as he explained a bluff. When they finally cashed out, her reds had multiplied into a respectable heap of greens, and his fortress had grown into a kingdom.

“Not bad for a rookie,” Julian said, his hand settling on the small of her back as they navigated away from the tables. The touch was proprietary, guiding. It sent a sharp, hot jolt straight to her core. “Let’s go count the spoils. The suite’s quieter.”

The quiet in his penthouse suite was profound, a velvet blanket after the casino’s metallic symphony. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a glittering tapestry of neon. Julian poured two fingers of amber whiskey into a crystal tumbler, handed it to her, then poured his own. He didn’t sit. He stood by the window, watching her.

“You have a killer instinct, Brooke,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Hidden under all that… polite innocence.” He took a slow sip, his eyes never leaving hers over the rim of the glass. “It’s fucking magnetic.”

Brooke’s mouth went dry. The whiskey burned a welcome path down her throat. “It was just luck.”

“No.” He set his glass down with a definitive click. “It was you. The way you watched, the way you calculated. You’re sharp. And you’re stunning.” He closed the distance between them in two slow strides. The room seemed to shrink, the city lights blurring into insignificance. “I’ve been watching you all night. Trying not to, but I can’t help it.”

Her breath caught, but she didn’t move. Couldn’t. His gaze held her, dark and intent.

“Julian, I…” The protest died on her lips, meaningless.

“Tell me to stop,” he whispered, his fingers coming up to brush a strand of hair from her cheek. His touch was searing. “Tell me this is wrong, and I’ll walk into that bedroom right now.”

She knew she should say it. The word was there, somewhere. But her body was screaming a different answer. She’d just turned eighteen. He was her best friend’s father. Every rational thought dissolved under the heat of his stare. She shook her head, a tiny, desperate movement.

That was all the permission he needed.

His mouth captured hers, not with gentle exploration, but with a hungry, claiming pressure that stole the air from her lungs. His tongue swept in, tasting of expensive whiskey and pure, masculine want. Brooke’s hands flew to his shoulders, gripping the fine wool of his jacket, anchoring herself as the world tilted. He kissed like he played poker—with total focus, reading her every response, exploiting every soft gasp.

His hands moved to the zipper of her little black dress. The sound was loud in the quiet room. He peeled the fabric from her shoulders, letting it pool at her feet. The cool air kissed her skin, raising goosebumps, before his palms replaced it, sliding down her arms. His thumbs brushed the sides of her breasts, feeling her heart hammer against her ribs.

“So perfect,” he growled against her lips, then trailed his mouth down her jaw, her throat. He nudged the cups of her lace bra down, his mouth finding a nipple, sucking it deep, his tongue circling the tight peak until she cried out, her fingers tangling in his hair.

He knelt before her, his hands sliding her panties down her thighs. His breath washed over her stomach, then lower. He pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss just above her pubic bone, and Brooke’s legs trembled. He guided her to step out of the last of her clothing, leaving her utterly bare before him as he looked up, his eyes blazing.

“Look at you,” he said, his voice thick. He stood, his own fingers making quick work of his belt, his shirt buttons, his trousers. Clothes joined hers on the floor. And then he was naked.

Brooke’s gaze dropped, and her stomach clenched. He was thick, fully erect, the length of him impressive and intimidating. A light dusting of dark hair led her eyes there, to where the head, flushed and smooth, curved upward. He’s huge, she thought, a fresh wave of heat flooding between her legs.

He saw her look, and a slow, confident smile touched his lips. “Don’t worry,” he murmured, taking her hand and wrapping her fingers around him. The skin was like hot silk over solid steel. “We’ll go slow. At first.”

He guided her to her knees on the plush carpet. The command was silent, in his eyes. Brooke leaned forward, her curiosity and a deep, submissive thrill overriding her nerves. She touched her tongue to the tip, tasting a clean, salty drop. Julian’s sharp inhale was her reward.

She took him into her mouth, stretching her lips around his girth. She couldn’t take all of him, not yet. She used her hand, fisting the base as she slid her mouth over the top half, her tongue pressing along the sensitive vein underneath. His hand cradled the back of her head, not forcing, just holding.

“Just like that,” he rasped. “Use your tongue more. Yes.”

She found a rhythm, sucking, licking, her free hand cupping his heavy sac, rolling the tight spheres. His hips gave a slight, involuntary thrust, pushing deeper into her throat. She relaxed, taking him, the faint choke making her eyes water. The power was intoxicating—feeling this controlled, dangerous man come undone by her mouth.

“Enough,” he gritted out, pulling her up by her arms. His kiss was brutal, possessive, tasting of herself. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He led her to the massive bed, pushing her onto the cool duvet. From his suitcase, he produced two long, silk neckties. Her eyes widened.

“Trust me,” he said, the words a dark promise.

He took her wrists, kissing each palm, before looping the ties around them and securing them to the ornate bedposts. The restraint was firm, not cruel. It left her exposed, arching, completely at his mercy.

He started at her ankles, kissing his way up her calves, the sensitive backs of her knees, her inner thighs. He bypassed her core, making her whimper, and lavished attention on her stomach, her breasts, sucking each nipple until they were aching peaks. He was a torturer, a devoted worshipper, his mouth and hands mapping every inch of her.

When his mouth finally settled between her legs, she jerked against the ties. His tongue was flat and broad, licking a slow, firm stripe from her entrance to her clit. He circled the swollen bud, once, twice, then drew it into his mouth, sucking with rhythmic, relentless pressure.

“Julian… please,” she begged, her hips lifting off the bed.

“Please what?” he murmured, his breath hot against her wetness.

“I need… I need more.”

He gave her more. His tongue dove inside her, fucking her with shallow thrusts before returning to her clit, now using the pointed tip to flick over it with dizzying speed. Brooke’s world narrowed to that single point of contact. The pressure built, a coil winding tighter and tighter in her belly. She was babbling, pulling at the silk ties, her back arched like a bowstring.

Just as she was about to shatter, he stopped.

He moved up her body, his weight settling between her thighs, the blunt head of his cock pressing against her soaked opening. “I want to be inside you,” he said, and then he pushed inside.

The stretch was immense, breathtaking. Brooke gasped, her wrists straining against the ties as he filled her, inch by inexorable inch, until he was buried to the hilt. He held there, letting her adjust, his forehead against hers, his breath ragged.

“Okay?” he asked, the single word strained.

She nodded, words impossible. He began to move.

His thrusts were deep, measured, each one dragging against a spot inside her that sparked white behind her eyelids. The slap of skin, their mingled gasps, filled the room. He shifted angle, and the next thrust hit something deeper, sharper. Brooke cried out, a raw, unfiltered sound.

“There?” he grunted, pounding into that same spot again, and again.

“Yes!” she sobbed, her legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him deeper. The friction was exquisite, a building inferno. He fucked her with a focused intensity, his eyes locked on hers, watching her come apart. Her orgasm ripped through her, a violent, pulsing wave that clenched around him, milking his length.

He groaned, his rhythm faltering. As her spasms subsided, he freed her wrists with two quick tugs, the silk slithering away. He flipped her onto her hands and knees with a strength that left her dizzy.

His palm smoothed over the curve of her ass. “I want this,” he said, his voice rough with need. He reached for the nightstand, the sound of a cap snapping open. Cool, slick liquid dripped between her cheeks. His fingers, slippery now, pressed against her back entrance, massaging, circling, before one slid slowly inside.

The intrusion was strange, a sharp, full pressure. He worked her open with careful fingers, crooking them, stretching her. The initial sting faded, replaced by a deep, forbidden fullness that made her push back against his hand.

“Ready?” he breathed.

She nodded into the duvet.

He positioned himself, the broad head of his cock nudging where his fingers had been. He pushed, a slow, relentless invasion that stole her breath. It was tighter, hotter, an intense, almost unbearable stretch that gradually melted into a deep, throbbing pleasure as he seated himself fully inside her. He held still, letting her absorb the feeling of being so completely taken.

Then he moved.

His thrusts into her ass were slower, more deliberate, each one a deep, claiming possession. Brooke moaned, the sound muffled by the bedding. The angle was different, the sensation overwhelming—a raw, carnal fullness that resonated through her entire body. He reached around, his fingers finding her clit, rubbing tight, quick circles as he fucked her.

The dual assault was too much. Another orgasm, deeper, less sharp but more consuming—rolled through her in slow, powerful waves. Her inner muscles fluttered around nothing while her back passage clenched rhythmically around his invading length.

Feeling her convulse around him was Julian’s undoing. With a guttural shout, he drove deep and held, his hips stuttering as he emptied himself inside her, hot and pulsing. They collapsed together onto the damp sheets, a tangled heap of spent limbs.

After long minutes, he stirred, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. “Shower,” he said, his voice hoarse.

The marble bathroom was a steam-filled paradise. He washed her with a surprising tenderness, his soapy hands gliding over every curve, rinsing away the evidence of their frenzy. Under the spray, he turned her to face him, his eyes serious.

“This doesn't end when we check out,” he said, water sluicing down his chest. “I want you in my bed long after we leave Vegas. Be my lucky charm for the rest of the trip, and my private addiction once we're home.”

Brooke looked up at him, her body humming, sore and satiated. The real world—college, Casey, consequences—felt a million miles away. Here, there was only this electric thrill, this addictive secret.

She traced a water droplet down his sternum. A slow smile touched her lips. “Okay.”

3 - REVENGE WITH HER BEST FRIEND’S DAD
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The humid, crowded bar felt like a cage, and the scent of cheap gin wasn't enough to drown out the bitterness in Lydia’s throat. She stared at the empty seat beside her, the space where Bree used to sit. That was before the betrayal—before she’d walked in to find her best friend and her boyfriend tangled together, shattering years of trust in a single afternoon.

Then she saw him.

Jack. Bree’s dad. Leaning against the polished wood of the bar, one foot propped on the brass rail. He was scanning a game on the overhead TV, a bottle of local IPA in his hand. He looked… out of place. Not in a bad way. In a grown-up way. His dark jeans fit him well, and the sleeves of his button-down were rolled to his elbows, revealing forearms that suggested he knew his way around something more substantial than a textbook. A sharp, delicious idea, vicious and perfect, sliced through Lydia’s self-pity.

What better way to piss Bree off?

She slid off her stool. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat of revenge and adrenaline. She approached the bar, stopping a seat away from him.

“Rough day?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

Jack turned. His eyes, the same shade of hazel as Bree’s but warmer, more tired, found hers. Recognition flickered, then settled into polite curiosity. “Lydia. Bree’s friend.”

“Former friend,” Lydia corrected, sliding onto the stool next to him. She signaled the bartender. “Another of these, please. And put it on his tab.” She nodded toward Jack with a smile that was all challenge.

Jack’s eyebrow arched. A slow smile touched his lips. “Bold.”

“You have no idea.”

The drink arrived. Lydia took a long sip, the vodka tonic cold and bracing. She told him everything. The stolen boyfriend, the betrayed secrets, the friendship shattered over a guy with the moral backbone of a jellyfish. She didn’t cry. She let the anger fuel her, her words sharp and precise.

Jack listened, his gaze never leaving her face. When she finished, he shook his head. “She was wrong. What she did… it wasn’t right.” His voice was a low rumble. “I raised her better than that.”

“Did you?” Lydia murmured, leaning closer. The scent of his cologne, something woodsy and clean, cut through the bar smells. “Because the girl I knew would never have done that. The girl I knew is gone.”

His eyes dropped to her mouth. The space between them crackled, the noise of the bar fading to a dull hum. This wasn’t about comfort. This was a collision course, and they both knew it.

“This is a terrible idea,” he said, his voice dropping an octave.

“The worst,” Lydia agreed, and closed the distance.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a spark to dry tinder. His mouth was hot, demanding, his hand coming up to cup the back of her neck, fingers tangling in her hair. She tasted the hops from his beer, felt the rough scrape of his stubble against her skin. A bolt of pure, triumphant heat shot straight to her core. Yes. This.

He pulled back, his breath warm against her lips. “My house. It’s close.”

“Bree?”

“In class for another hour.”

They didn’t speak in the car, a sensible sedan that smelled of leather and coffee. The silence was thick, charged. Lydia’s skin felt too tight, every nerve ending screaming. She watched his hands on the steering wheel, the confident shift of the gears. The drive was a blur of suburban streets, then a driveway, then the quiet stillness of his home.

He led her through a tidy living room, down a hallway. A framed photo of Bree, smiling in her high school cap and gown, mocked her from a side table. Lydia looked right at it as Jack pushed open the door to his bedroom.

The room was all muted blues and greys, a king-sized bed dominating the space. The door clicked shut behind them, and the world narrowed to this room, this man, this reckless act.

Jack turned her to face him. His eyes were dark, intent. No more pretense. His hands went to the hem of her thin sweater. In one swift motion, he pulled it up and over her head. The cool air pebbled her skin. His gaze raked over her lace bra, and a rough sound escaped his throat.

He didn’t ask. He took. His mouth crashed down on hers again as his fingers worked the button of her jeans, the zipper grating in the quiet room. He pushed the denim and her panties down her hips in one go, letting them pool at her feet. She kicked them aside, standing naked except for the bra he hadn’t bothered with. His hands were everywhere—palming her ass, skimming up her ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts. Every touch was a brand, a claim.

He broke the kiss to trail his mouth down her neck, over her collarbone. His tongue flicked over the lace covering her nipple, the fabric growing damp. He unhooked the bra with a practiced twist, and his mouth was on her, hot and wet. She gasped, her head falling back. He sucked, laved, bit down just enough to make her knees weak. His other hand slid between her legs, and he groaned against her breast.

“So wet,” he muttered, the words vibrating against her skin. “All for this?”

“All for you,” she breathed, the words tasting like victory.

He straightened, his own clothes suddenly an affront. He tore at his shirt, buttons pinging against the dresser. His chest was broad, dusted with dark hair that trailed down his stomach. He shoved his jeans and boxers down, and Lydia’s breath caught.

He was thick, fully erect, the length of him impressive and intimidating. The sight sent a fresh flood of heat between her own legs. Without a word, she sank to her knees on the plush carpet.

She took him in her hand first, feeling the weight, the silken skin over iron-hard flesh. She looked up, meeting his hungry gaze, before leaning forward. Her tongue traced the broad head, tasting the salt of him. He hissed, his hands fisting in her hair. She opened her mouth, taking him in slowly, relishing the stretch of her lips, the way he filled her. She worked him with her tongue, her head bobbing in a rhythm that soon had his hips giving tiny, involuntary thrusts.

“Fuck, Lydia,” he gritted out, his voice strained.

She hummed around him, the vibration pulling a sharp curse from his lips. His control was fraying. Just as she felt the tension coiling tight in his thighs, he pulled her up, his grip almost rough.

“My turn,” he growled.

He lifted her, her legs wrapping around his waist, and carried her the few steps to the bed. He laid her down in the center, pushing her thighs apart with his knees. He knelt between them, his eyes devouring the sight of her, exposed and glistening for him. Then he lowered his head.

The first flat stroke of his tongue made her back arch off the mattress. It wasn’t gentle exploration; it was focused, relentless conquest. He licked into her, deep and slow, then fastened his mouth over her clit and sucked. Pleasure, sharp and bright, lanced through her. She cried out, her fingers clawing at the duvet. He held her hips down, pinning her as he feasted, his tongue circling, flicking, driving her higher with every pass. The coiling tension in her belly wound tighter, tighter. She was babbling, pleading, but the words were meaningless sounds.

Just as she teetered on the edge, he pulled away. She whimpered at the loss, the cool air a shock. He rose over her, his body a solid, heated weight. He positioned himself, the blunt head of his cock pressing against her entrance.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

Her eyes, glazed with need, focused on his. He pushed inside.

The stretch was exquisite, a burning fullness that stole her breath. He was big, and he didn’t give her time to adjust. He sank in to the hilt in one long, relentless stroke, burying himself inside her. A choked moan tore from her throat. He held there, buried deep, his body trembling with the effort.

Then he moved.

His thrusts were hard, deep, each one punching a gasp from her lungs. The bedframe knocked a steady rhythm against the wall. He hooked his hands under her knees, pushing her legs back, opening her wider, sinking even deeper. The angle was brutal, perfect. Every drive of his hips rubbed that perfect spot inside her, the pleasure building from a steady thrum to a screaming crescendo.

“That’s it,” he grunted, his pace never faltering. “Take it. Take all of it.”

She wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her ankles, meeting him thrust for thrust. The slap of skin on skin, their ragged breaths, the creak of the bed—it was a symphony of revenge. She could see Bree’s face in her mind, that smug smile, and it fueled her, made her clench around him, milking him with her body.

“Roll over,” he ordered, his voice guttural.

She obeyed, turning onto her hands and knees. He entered her from behind, one hand gripping her hip, the other tangling in her hair. This was deeper, more animal. He pounded into her, each thrust jolting her forward. The pleasure was overwhelming, a tidal wave about to crash. She felt her climax gathering, a storm in her belly.

“I’m gonna…” she gasped.

“Come,” he snarled. “Come on my cock.”

It shattered her. The orgasm ripped through her, violent and consuming. Her vision whited out as her inner muscles convulsed around him, a pulsing, rhythmic clench that pulled a roar from his chest.

His thrusts turned erratic, frantic. He drove into her one last time, deep, and held. She felt the hot, sudden rush of his release flooding her, jet after jet, as he groaned her name into the sweat-damp skin of her shoulder.

They collapsed together onto the tangled sheets, a mess of limbs and spent desire. The only sound was their ragged breathing. Lydia’s mind was blissfully, triumphantly empty.

Then, a distant, mechanical rumble cut through the haze.

The garage door.

Reality crashed back in, cold and sharp. Jack’s body went rigid beside her.

“Shit. Bree,” he breathed.

They moved in a frantic, silent scramble. Clothes were snatched from the floor, pulled on inside-out, backwards. Lydia yanked her sweater over her head, her fingers fumbling. Jack zipped his jeans, his face a mask of stark panic. He pointed toward the bedroom door, then to the hallway leading to the front of the house.

Lydia slipped out, her heart hammering anew. She could hear the kitchen door open, the familiar sound of Bree dropping her backpack. She tiptoed down the hall, her shoes in her hand, making for the front door. Her hand closed on the cool brass of the knob.

“Dad? I’m home early, my prof canceled—” Bree’s voice cut off.

Lydia turned. Bree stood at the mouth of the hallway, frozen, her eyes wide as they took in Lydia’s disheveled hair, her flushed face, the shoes dangling from her fingers.

“Lydia?” Bree’s voice was thin, confused. “What are you doing here?”

A slow, wide smile spread across Lydia’s face. The taste of victory, of Jack still on her lips and between her legs, was sweeter than any cocktail.

She let the silence stretch, let the awful, dawning comprehension bloom in Bree’s eyes.

“What does it look like?” Lydia said, her voice calm, clear. “I just fucked your dad.”

Bree’s face crumpled, then contorted with rage. “You… you bitch! You filthy whore!”

Lydia just laughed, a bright, sharp sound that echoed in the quiet house. She turned the knob, pulled the door open, and stepped out into the twilight, leaving Bree’s furious screams behind her.
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The sun beat down on the secluded stretch of sand, turning the grains into hot, white powder. Eliana shifted on the thick blanket, the rough weave scratching pleasantly against the backs of her thighs. She was acutely aware of Paul, lying beside her, his forearm brushing hers. The silence between them wasn’t empty; it was thick, humming with the crash of waves and something else entirely.

She’d chosen the bikini with a secret thrill—tiny triangles of electric blue held together by delicate strings. It left little to the imagination, and from the corner of her eye, she’d caught his gaze lingering more than once. Now, with Kate’s sudden departure two days ago hanging in the air between them, that gaze felt like a physical touch.

Paul propped himself up on one elbow. The movement made the muscles in his chest and stomach flex. He was older, sure, but in a way that was all solid strength and sun-bleached hair at his temples. His swim trunks sat low on his hips.

“Last day,” he said, his voice a low rumble under the ocean’s noise.

“Yeah.” Eliana’s own voice came out softer than she intended. She kept her eyes on the horizon, her pulse a quick, insistent rhythm in her throat.

“I’m glad you stayed.”

She turned her head then. His eyes weren’t on the ocean. They were on her, tracing the line of her neck, the curve of her shoulder, dipping to the swell of her breast barely contained by blue fabric. Heat, unrelated to the sun, bloomed deep in her belly.

“Me too,” she breathed.

He didn’t look away. “Eliana… I’ve been trying to be good. Trying to remember you’re Kate’s friend.” A slow, rough sigh escaped him. “But watching you these past few days… the way you laugh, the way you move… I can’t stop thinking about it. About you.”

Her breath caught—a sharp, silent intake. This was it. The line they’d been dancing around. The forbidden thrill she’d secretly fantasized about since the moment Kate’s car disappeared down the driveway.

“Paul,” she whispered, a protest that held no conviction.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his hand coming up to hover near her cheek. “Tell me right now, and we’ll pretend I never said a word.”

She should. Every logical part of her screamed that she should. But the part of her that felt liquid and aching under his stare, the part that had noticed the powerful set of his shoulders and the kindness in his hands, that part won. She didn’t speak. Instead, she leaned into the space where his hand hovered.

It was all the permission he needed.

His palm cupped her jaw, his thumb stroking her lower lip. His skin was warm, slightly rough. Then he was closing the distance, his mouth meeting hers.

The kiss wasn’t tentative. It was deep and hungry from the first touch, a week of suppressed wanting unleashed. His lips were firm, insistent. She opened for him, a soft sound escaping her throat as his tongue swept in, tasting of salt and sunscreen. Her hands came up, fingers sinking into the sun-warmed hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him closer. The world narrowed to the feel of his mouth, the solid weight of his body shifting over hers, one knee settling between her legs on the blanket.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. “God, you’re beautiful.” His mouth trailed down her neck, nipping at the sensitive skin where her pulse hammered. His hands slid down her sides, over the dip of her waist, coming to rest on her hips. Then his fingers found the knot of her bikini top at her back.

With a gentle tug, the fabric loosened. He didn’t remove it, not yet. He kissed his way back up to her mouth, one hand sliding around to her front, his palm covering her breast through the damp material. He rubbed his thumb over her nipple, and it tightened instantly into a hard, aching peak. A jolt of pure sensation shot straight to her core, making her arch against him.

“Paul,” she gasped against his lips.

He pulled the bikini top away, letting the sun and his gaze hit her bare skin. His eyes darkened. “Perfect,” he growled, lowering his head. His mouth closed over one nipple, hot and wet, his tongue circling the tight bud before he sucked, deep and rhythmic.

Pleasure, sharp and bright, lanced through her. Her back bowed off the blanket, a cry torn from her lips. He lavished the same attention on her other breast, his free hand kneading the soft flesh, pinching the neglected nipple until she was writhing beneath him, her hips rocking up seeking friction.

His mouth left a trail of fire down her stomach, his tongue dipping into her navel. His fingers hooked into the sides of her bikini bottoms. “Lift up,” he commanded, his voice husky.

She obeyed, raising her hips, and he slid the last scrap of blue down her legs and tossed it aside. The ocean air whispered over her heated skin, but she felt utterly exposed, completely at his mercy. He settled between her thighs, pushing them wider with his shoulders. His hands gripped her hips, holding her still as he looked his fill.

“So wet for me already,” he murmured, the words a hot puff of air against her inner thigh. He didn’t make her wait. He leaned in and licked a long, slow stripe through her folds.

Eliana cried out, her fingers clutching at the blanket. His tongue was clever, relentless. He explored her, learning her shape, finding the spot that made her legs tremble. He circled her clit, then sucked it gently into his mouth, applying just the right pressure. Waves of pleasure began to build, low and deep, coiling tighter with every flick of his tongue, every soft groan he made against her.

He added a finger, sliding it inside her, curling it just so. The dual sensation was too much, not enough. She was climbing, her breaths coming in short, sharp pants. “I’m… I’m close…”

He hummed in response, the vibration shooting through her. He added a second finger, stretching her, filling her, his mouth never leaving her clit. The coil snapped. Her orgasm crashed over her, a blinding, shuddering wave that clenched around his fingers and left her gasping, her vision spotting.

Before she could even come down, he was moving. He knelt over her, shedding his swim trunks. And then she saw him. He was thick, fully erect, the head flushed a deep red. A fresh pulse of heat throbbed inside her.

He leaned over her, kissing her deeply, letting her taste herself on his lips. “My turn,” he said, his voice thick with need.

She understood. Pushing him back onto the blanket, she took him in her hand, feeling the silken skin over the rigid length beneath. She leaned down, her hair falling around her face like a curtain, and took him into her mouth.

He groaned, a raw, shattered sound. She loved the weight of him on her tongue, the salty pre-come she licked away. She used her hand and her mouth together, finding a rhythm, listening to the way his breathing fractured. His hands fisted in her hair, not pushing, just holding. “Eliana… fuck, just like that.”

She could feel his thighs tensing, the warning signs. She pulled off with a soft pop, looking up at him. His eyes were glazed, his jaw tight.

“I want you inside me,” she said, the words bold and clear.

In answer, he gripped her waist and guided her over him. She sank down, taking him inch by breathtaking inch. He filled her completely, a stretch that was just this side of too much. She paused, letting her body adjust, feeling every throbbing vein of him.

Then she began to move.

Rising up, then sliding back down, she set a slow, grinding pace. The angle was perfect, his pelvis rubbing against her clit with every descent. His hands moved to her breasts, thumbs brushing her nipples, sending fresh sparks through her system. She rode him, her head falling back, the sun warm on her closed eyelids. The sounds of their bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, mixed with the ocean.

“You feel incredible,” he gritted out, his hips bucking up to meet her downward stroke. “So tight. So fucking perfect.”

The pace quickened. He sat up, wrapping his arms around her, crushing her to his chest as he drove up into her from below. The change in angle hit a new, deeper spot. She moaned, her nails digging into his shoulders.

“On your hands and knees,” he rasped, his control fraying.

She scrambled off him, turning, presenting herself to him on the blanket. He moved behind her, one hand on her hip, the other guiding himself back to her entrance. He pushed in, a single, deep, claiming thrust that stole her breath.

This was animal, raw. Each powerful drive of his hips sent a shock through her. He gripped both her hips, holding her steady as he pounded into her, his balls slapping against her with every thrust. The pleasure built again, faster this time, sharper, concentrated at that spot he was hitting over and over.

“Paul, don’t stop,” she begged, her voice breaking.

“Come for me,” he ordered, his own voice strained. One hand snaked around her hip, his fingers finding her clit, rubbing hard, fast circles.

It was the final trigger. Her second orgasm ripped through her, violent and consuming. Her inner muscles clenched around him in rhythmic pulses, milking his length. With a guttural shout, he buried himself to the hilt, his own release surging hot and deep inside her. He held himself there, throbbing, as the last tremors shook them both.

He collapsed beside her, pulling her half onto his chest. Their breathing was the only sound for long minutes, harsh and loud in the quiet cove.

Reality seeped back in, cool and sharp. Eliana’s mind raced. What did we just do? She could still feel him, wet and slick between her thighs.

Paul’s hand stroked her back, slow and thoughtful. “Kate can never know,” he said, his voice quiet but firm.

She lifted her head to look at him. His expression was serious, but his eyes were still warm. “Never,” she agreed, the word a vow and a thrill.

He brushed her hair from her face. “This doesn’t have to end when we leave here.”

Her heart skipped. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I want to see you. When we’re back home. We’ll be careful.” His thumb traced her swollen lips. “I’m not ready for this to be over.”

A slow smile touched her mouth. “Me either.”
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“What would Cara think?”

The words hung in the air, sharp and sudden. Maxine hadn’t meant to say them out loud. They just slipped out, a thin barrier of guilt in the thick, quiet space of the office.

Blake didn’t move. His hand, which had been a warm, steady pressure on the small of her back, stayed right where it was. He looked down at her, his expression unreadable. Not angry. Not pleading. Just… assessing.

“Cara,” he said, the name a low rumble, “is my daughter. You are my intern. This has nothing to do with either of those facts.”

His thumb stroked a slow arc over her blouse. The silk was thin. She felt the heat of him right through it.

“This is about you and me. Right now.”

—

Three weeks earlier, Maxine had been vibrating with a nervous, giddy energy. The email from Blake Henderson’s office had landed in her inbox with the weight of a golden ticket. A summer internship at Henderson & Lowe wasn’t just a line on a resume; it was a catapult. Cara had squealed when she heard, hugging her so tight Maxine thought a rib might crack.

“Dad never does this! He must really see something in you,” Cara had said, her eyes shining with genuine pride. Maxine had basked in it. She’d worked for this, fought for grades, polished her demeanor until it shone. This was her reward.

The first two weeks were a blur of research, coffee runs, and careful observation. Blake Henderson was a force. In court, he was a razor. In the office, he was a calm, commanding presence. At forty-eight, he carried his authority like a second skin—expensive, tailored, and impossible to ignore. He was handsome in a way that made younger men seem unfinished. Silver threaded his dark hair at the temples. His eyes were a cool, penetrating gray.

He’d called her into his office that afternoon under the guise of reviewing a deposition summary. The sun was slanting through the floor-to-ceiling windows, painting his desk in long, late-day stripes. The city hummed, a distant soundtrack thirty stories below.

He’d stood close to point out a clause on the document. Too close. The scent of him—clean soap, crisp cotton, something deeper and woodsy—wrapped around her. His shoulder brushed hers. A jolt, electric and unmistakable, shot straight down her spine.

“You have a keen eye, Maxine,” he’d said, his voice dropping from its usual professional timbre to something more intimate. “A sharp mind.”

“Thank you, Mr. Henderson.”

“Blake. When the door is closed, it’s Blake.”

He’d turned then, not moving away, but pivoting to face her fully. The space between them vanished. The deposition summary was forgotten on the desk.

“I didn’t hire you because you’re Cara’s friend,” he stated, his gaze locking onto hers. “I hired you because you’re exceptional. And because I wanted you here.”

The confession was so blunt it stole her breath. Her pulse hammered in her throat. This was wrong. This was a line, thick and red, and she was poised to leap over it.

But god, he was magnetic. The power he wielded in this world, in this very room, was a tangible thing. And he was offering her a piece of it. Not as a mentor. Not as her best friend’s father. As a man.

He saw the conflict warring in her eyes. A faint, knowing smile touched his lips. He leaned in, his mouth hovering a breath from hers. Not asking. Presenting.

That’s when she’d whispered it. “What would Cara think?”

—

His answer, dismissing the world outside the door, was the final push. The last thread of resistance snapped.

Maxine surged forward, closing the microscopic gap between their mouths.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a collision. His lips were firm, demanding an immediate response, and she gave it. Her hands flew to his shoulders, gripping the fine wool of his suit jacket. He made a rough sound in his chest, one hand tangling in the hair at her nape, tilting her head to deepen the angle. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting of coffee and mint and pure, undisguised want. It was overwhelming. It was perfect.

He broke the kiss, his breathing uneven. Those gray eyes were dark now, stormy with intent. Without a word, he took her hand—her fingers were trembling—and guided it down the front of his trousers.

The feel of him, even through the fabric, was a shock. Hard. Thick. Immense. Her mind short-circuited, all professional decorum incinerated by the heat under her palm.

“Touch me,” he commanded, the words a gravelly vibration against her temple.

Her fingers fumbled with his belt, the buckle cold and heavy. The zipper’s rasp was obscenely loud in the quiet office. She pushed his trousers and briefs down just enough, and he sprang free into her waiting hand.

She gasped. He was bigger than she’d imagined, velvety skin stretched taut over rigid, heated flesh. A single, pearly bead had gathered at the tip. On instinct, she swiped her thumb over it, smearing the moisture. His hips jerked forward, a sharp, involuntary thrust.

“That’s it,” he breathed, his own hands coming up to frame her face. “Just like that.”

She began to move her hand, a tentative stroke at first. He guided her, his grip on her wrist not forceful, but instructional, setting a rhythm that was slow, then demanding. Up. Twist. Down. His eyes never left hers. Watching her watch him. The power dynamic had shifted, twisted into something new. She held him, this formidable man, in her hand. His pleasure was hers to give. The realization was intoxicating.

A groan tore from his throat. “Enough.”

He gently pried her fingers away. Then, his hands on her shoulders, he applied steady, undeniable pressure downwards.

Her knees hit the plush carpet. The perspective was dizzying. The city skyline framed his head like a crown. He looked down at her, his expression fierce with possession.

“Open your mouth.”

She obeyed, lips parting. He guided himself to her, the broad head nudging against her lower lip. He pushed forward, just an inch, and the taste of him—salty, musky, uniquely male—flooded her senses. Her tongue darted out, tracing the sensitive ridge beneath the crown.

A sharp hiss escaped him. “Yes.”

He fed himself deeper into her mouth. She relaxed her jaw, letting him set the pace. It was a slow, relentless invasion. He filled her, stretching her lips, the back of her throat fluttering in protest before yielding. One of his hands cradled the back of her head, fingers threaded through her hair, not forcing, but holding her in place. The other hand braced against his desk.

The rhythm started. In. Out. Deeper each time. She focused on the sensations—the smooth glide, the weight on her tongue, the way his thighs tensed. She hollowed her cheeks, sucking as he withdrew, and the guttural moan that earned her made her own core clench with sudden, desperate need.

“So good,” he gritted out. “Your mouth is perfect.”

She lost herself in the act, in the sheer illicit thrill of it. The taste, the scent, the sounds he made—it was a complete subversion of everything this office represented. She was no longer the intern. She was the secret.

After a few minutes, he pulled himself from her mouth with a wet, soft pop. Her lips felt swollen, used. He looked utterly wrecked, his hair disheveled, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

“Up,” he said, his voice ragged.

He helped her to her feet, her legs unsteady. Then his hands were on her clothes, efficient and hungry. The buttons of her blouse gave way under his fingers. Her bra clasp surrendered with a flick. Cool air hit her skin, followed immediately by the scorching heat of his palms covering her breasts. He kneaded them, his thumbs circling her nipples until they were tight, aching points.

Her skirt and panties pooled at her ankles. He stepped back, his gaze raking over her naked body with a possessiveness that made her shiver.

“On the desk.”

He swept an arm across the polished surface, sending files, a stapler, and a bronze paperweight clattering to the floor with a crash that should have alarmed her. It didn’t. It excited her. He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, setting her down on the cool, smooth wood. The edge bit into the backs of her thighs.

He pushed her legs apart, kneeling between them on the carpet. He didn’t speak. He just looked, and then he leaned in.

The first flat stroke of his tongue up her center made her cry out. Her hands flew to his hair, gripping the silver-streaked strands. He was thorough, merciless. His tongue laved broad stripes, then focused into a pinpoint, flicking over the swollen bundle of nerves at her apex. He alternated—slow, languid circles that built a deep, throbbing ache, then fast, insistent flicks that sent sparks shooting up her spine.

“Oh, God… Blake…” His name felt foreign and right on her lips.

He added a finger, then two, sliding deep inside her as his mouth continued its devastating work. The dual sensation—the penetration, the relentless friction—coiled a spring tight in her belly. She was panting, writhing against his face, her hips moving of their own volition. The orgasm built, a towering wave, undeniable.

It broke with a force that stole her vision. Her back arched off the desk, a raw, choked scream tearing from her throat as pleasure, white-hot and shattering, ripped through her. He rode it out with her, his tongue gentling, his fingers working slowly inside her until the last tremors subsided.

Before she could even come down, he was on his feet, pushing her shoulders back until she was lying flat on the desk. He positioned himself at her entrance, the blunt head of his cock nudging against her slick, sensitive flesh.

He pushed in.

The stretch was exquisite, a full, burning pressure that made her gasp. He was so big, filling her completely. He paused, buried to the hilt, letting her adjust. His face was a mask of strained control.

Then he moved.

His thrusts were deep, powerful, each one driving the breath from her lungs. The desk shuddered with their rhythm. Each impact sent a jolt through her, re-igniting the embers of her climax. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

Her eyes, which had been squeezed shut, flew open. He held her gaze, his own burning with a fierce intensity as he fucked her. There was no tenderness here. This was claiming. Possession. And she wanted to be possessed.

The slap of skin on skin, their ragged breaths, the faint creak of the desk—it was a symphony of sin. Her second climax approached, faster this time, a tightening coil deep within. He felt it, his pace becoming frantic, brutal.

“I’m gonna… Maxine…” His voice was a broken rasp.

“Me too,” she sobbed.

It hit her like a lightning strike, a deep, internal pulsing that clenched around him rhythmically. Her cry mingled with his roar as he drove into her one last, searing time and then pulled out abruptly.

Hot stripes of his release painted her stomach, her breasts, in sudden, shocking warmth. The sensation, so visceral and messy, sent a final aftershock through her spent body.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their heaving breaths. The sun had dipped lower, casting the room in long, dramatic shadows.

Slowly, carefully, he helped her sit up. He fetched a box of tissues from a drawer, cleaning her stomach with a strange, focused tenderness. They dressed in silence, the rustle of clothing loud in the aftermath. She felt raw, exposed, utterly transformed.

He straightened his tie, his composure settling back over him like a cloak. He looked at her, his expression now unreadable again, the storm in his eyes calmed.

“This stays between us,” he said, his voice back to its professional calm, though a little rough at the edges. “Don’t tell anyone. Ever.”

Maxine nodded, fastening the last button on her blouse. Her hands were steady now. “I understand.”

He gave a single, curt nod. “Good. You can go. I’ll see you tomorrow, Maxine.”

She walked to the door, her body humming, every nerve ending alive. As her hand touched the cool brass knob, she glanced back. He was standing by the window, his back to her, looking out over his domain.

A slow smile spread across her lips. She wasn’t thinking about Cara. She wasn’t thinking about internships or law schools or resumes.

She was thinking about tomorrow.
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Taryn’s fist pounded on the front door, the sound swallowed by the quiet suburban afternoon. Her vision blurred, hot tears carving paths through her makeup. She needed Marie. She needed her best friend to tell her she wasn’t worthless, that the hollow ache in her chest would fade.

The door swung open. But it wasn’t Marie’s familiar, smiling face.

Justin stood there, a dish towel slung over his shoulder, his expression shifting from mild surprise to immediate concern. “Taryn? Hey. What’s wrong?”

“Is Marie here?” Taryn’s voice cracked.

“She’s at work until six. Come in, come on.” He stepped back, his hand a gentle guide on her shoulder as she stumbled past the threshold. The familiar comfort of their living room—the overstuffed sofa, the family photos on the wall—felt like a cruel joke. “Talk to me. What happened?”

The story tumbled out in ragged pieces. The text message from Brad. The cold, clinical phrasing. Not working. Need space. It’s over. The way he’d ignored her calls. The finality of it. She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering though the house was warm.

Justin listened. He didn’t interrupt, just sat beside her on the couch, his body turned toward her, a solid, quiet presence. When her words dissolved into sobs, he didn’t offer platitudes. He simply handed her the dish towel. It smelled of lemon soap.

“He’s an idiot,” Justin said, his voice low and certain. “A complete fool.”

“He said I was too needy,” Taryn whispered, wiping at her eyes.

“You’re not needy. You’re passionate. You feel things deeply. That’s a strength, not a flaw.” He paused, his gaze steady on her. “Look at me, Taryn.”

She lifted her head. His eyes, the same warm brown as Marie’s, held hers. He wasn’t looking at her with paternal pity. There was an intensity there she’d never noticed before.

“You are a stunning young woman. Smart, funny, kind. Any man who doesn’t see that, who doesn’t treasure that, doesn’t deserve a second of your time.”

The words sank in, a balm on the raw hurt. Her pulse, which had been a frantic drum, began to slow. She became aware of his proximity. The solid line of his thigh, not quite touching hers. The faint, clean scent of his skin. The way his t-shirt stretched across his shoulders.

“Justin…” she started, unsure what to say.

“I shouldn’t say this,” he murmured, the words seeming to leave him without permission. “I’ve tried not to, for years. But seeing you like this… I can’t watch you believe his lies.” He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a husky whisper. “I’ve always been attracted to you, Taryn. Since you were about nineteen, coming over here in those little summer dresses, laughing with Marie in the pool. It’s been… a constant fight.”

Her breath stopped. Shock, pure and electric, jolted through her. Marie’s dad. Her best friend’s father. The man who’d driven them to soccer practice. The mental walls she’d built around that category—parent, friend’s dad, off-limits—shattered under the heat of his confession. And beneath the shock, a treacherous, thrilling warmth spread through her belly. It felt right. In the wreckage of her self-esteem, his desire was a lifeline, solid and real.

She didn’t think. She moved.

Closing the scant distance between them, she pressed her lips to his.

For a heartbeat, he was still. Then a rough sound escaped his throat, and his hands came up to cradle her face. The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was hungry, passionate. His mouth was firm, insistent, his tongue sweeping past her lips to taste her. The lemon scent on the towel was now on his skin, mixed with something darker, more masculine. Her fingers clutched at his shoulders, feeling the hard muscle beneath the cotton.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers. “Are you sure?” His voice was gravel.

“Yes.” The word was a plea.

He stood, pulling her up with him. His hand engulfed hers, leading her down the hallway, past Marie’s closed door, to the master bedroom at the end. It was neat, dominated by a large bed with a navy comforter. The afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, painting stripes of gold across the floor.

He turned her to face him, his fingers going to the buttons of her blouse. Each one gave way under his careful touch. The fabric parted, and he pushed it from her shoulders. It whispered to the floor. His eyes darkened as they traveled over her lace bra. His thumbs hooked under the straps, sliding them down her arms. The cool air pebbled her skin, her nipples tightening into aching points.

“So beautiful,” he breathed, his head dipping.

His mouth closed over one peak, his tongue swirling the sensitive nub through the lace. A sharp cry tore from her throat. Her knees buckled. He caught her, his arms strong around her back, and walked her backward until her legs hit the bed.

He knelt before her, his hands on the waistband of her jeans. The button popped, the zipper rasped down. He peeled the denim and her panties down together in one slow, relentless motion. She stepped out of them, standing naked before him, her heart hammering against her ribs.

His gaze was a physical touch, scalding every inch of her. He leaned forward, his lips brushing the inside of her knee, then her thigh. His stubble scraped her sensitive skin, a delicious friction. His hands spread her thighs wider, and then his mouth was on her.

The first flat stroke of his tongue made her back arch. He wasn’t tentative. He licked into her with a focused intensity, his tongue finding her clit and circling it with firm, perfect pressure. One of his hands slid beneath her, fingers digging into the flesh of her ass to hold her still. The other hand came up, his thumb pressing against her lower lips, opening her wider for his mouth.

Sensation overloaded her. The wet, hot suction of his mouth. The rough pad of his thumb rubbing just beside where his tongue worked. The low, approving groans that vibrated through her core. She tangled her hands in his hair, holding on as the pleasure built, a tight, coiling spring in her belly. Her hips began to move of their own accord, rocking against his face, seeking more.

“Justin… I’m going to…” Her warning was a shattered gasp.

He answered by sliding two fingers inside her, curling them upward. The dual assault—his mouth on her clit, his fingers stroking a deep, hidden spot—shattered her. A raw, broken sound ripped from her throat as her orgasm crashed through her, wave after wave of blinding pleasure that turned her bones to liquid. He didn’t stop, gentling his touch but drawing out every last tremor until she was limp, shuddering.

He rose, his own breathing ragged. He stripped his shirt over his head, revealing a torso that made her mouth go dry. He was in his late forties, but time had been kind. His chest was broad, defined with muscle, a dusting of dark hair trailing down his flat stomach. He unbuckled his belt, shoved his jeans and boxers down. And then he was naked.

Her eyes widened. He was thick, fully erect, the head flushed a deep red. A primal thrill, sharp and sweet, shot through her.

He came onto the bed, covering her body with his. The weight of him was intoxicating. He kissed her again, deep and slow, and she could taste herself on his lips. The sensation was wildly erotic.

“I need to be inside you,” he growled against her mouth.

“Please.”

He reached between them, guiding himself to her entrance. The broad head pressed against her, stretching her. He pushed forward, an inexorable, filling invasion. Her inner muscles fluttered, adjusting to his size. He sank deeper, and deeper, until he was fully seated, their hips flush. A full, aching pressure bloomed inside her. She felt impossibly full, stretched, complete.

He began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that dragged every inch of him against her sensitive walls. Each stroke lit a new fuse of pleasure. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

“Fuck, Taryn,” he muttered, his control fraying.

His thrusts lost their measured pace, becoming harder, faster. The bedframe knocked a steady rhythm against the wall. The sound of their bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, filled the room, mingling with their ragged breaths and moans.

He shifted, hooking an arm under her knee, opening her wider. The new angle made her see stars. Every drive of his hips hit a spot that sent electric shocks through her entire body. She was climbing again, the tension building even faster this time, a wildfire in her blood.

“I want… on top,” she managed to gasp.

He rolled them over in one smooth motion, never slipping out of her. Now she straddled him, looking down at his handsome face, his eyes black with desire. She placed her hands on his chest, feeling the powerful beat of his heart, and began to move.

Rising up, she took him to the tip, then sank down, taking him all the way. She set a rolling, grinding rhythm, using the leverage to rub her clit against the base of his shaft with every descent. His hands gripped her hips, fingers pressing into her flesh, helping her, guiding her.

“That’s it,” he urged, his voice strained. “Ride me. Take what you need.”

She did. She lost herself in the motion, in the sight of him beneath her, in the incredible feeling of his thickness moving inside her. Her hair stuck to her sweaty neck. Her breasts bounced with each movement. Pleasure coiled, tighter and tighter.

He sat up suddenly, wrapping his arms around her, crushing her to his chest. His mouth found her nipple, sucking hard. The change in angle drove him even deeper. The coil snapped.

Her second orgasm was a silent, breathless explosion. Her body locked, a sharp, piercing cry escaping her as her inner walls clenched around him in rapid, rhythmic pulses. The intensity of it blurred her vision.

The feel of her tightening around him was his undoing. With a guttural shout, he thrust up into her one last, deep time and held there. She felt the hot, pulsing rush of his release filling her. He shuddered violently against her, his whole body going rigid before collapsing back onto the pillows, pulling her down with him.

For long minutes, the only sounds were their slowing breaths and the distant hum of a lawnmower. He was still inside her, softening. She lay sprawled across his chest, her ear over his heart, listening to its frantic beat gradually calm.

His hand stroked her hair, her back. He pressed a kiss to her temple.

“Taryn,” he said, his voice quiet but firm in the quiet room. “I don’t want this to be a one-time thing. I know it’s… complicated. But I want to see you again.”

She lifted her head, looking into his eyes. The aftermath of Brad’s dismissal felt like a distant, dull memory. Here, in this warm bed, wrapped around this man who looked at her like she was everything, she felt desired. She felt powerful.

“I want that too,” she said, and the truth of it settled in her bones.

A smile, the first real one in days, touched her lips. She couldn’t believe it. Marie’s dad. But as his arms tightened around her, she wasn’t thinking about tomorrow, or explanations, or consequences. She was only thinking about the next time his hands would be on her skin, his mouth on her body.
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The heat hit Chloe like a wall when she stepped into Sarah’s house. The air was thick, still, heavy with the smell of damp wood and metal. A rhythmic clanking echoed from the kitchen.

“Sarah?” she called out, holding the small gift bag for her friend.

The clanking stopped. “In here!”

The voice was deeper, rougher than Sarah’s. Chloe rounded the corner and stopped dead.

Mark, Sarah’s dad, was on his back under the kitchen sink, torso twisted into the cabinet. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. The sight punched the air from her lungs. His shoulders were broad, tanned from outdoor work, muscles in his back and arms shifting as he moved a wrench. A sheen of sweat coated his skin, making it gleam in the harsh kitchen light. Jeans rode low on his hips, a tool belt discarded on the floor beside him.

He slid out, sitting up and wiping his forehead with the back of his arm. “Chloe. Hey.” He gave her a tired smile. “Didn’t expect you.”

“I… I got back yesterday. Brought Sarah something from campus.” Her voice sounded thin. Her eyes tracked a bead of sweat as it traced a path down the center of his chest, over the hard plane of his stomach, disappearing into the waistband of his jeans. She forced her gaze up. “Where is she?”

“Weekend camping trip with her mom. Left this morning.” He grabbed a rag, mopping at his neck. “Place is an oven. AC’s out on this side of the house. Pipe decided to spring a leak on top of it.”

“Can I help?” The offer left her mouth before she could think. Her sundress felt suddenly too thin, the cotton sticking to her own skin.

He looked at her, his gaze lingering. It felt different than the pats on the head she’d gotten as a kid. This was a slow, assessing look that started at her sandaled feet, traveled up her bare legs, over the curve of her hips under the yellow fabric, settling on her face. “You grew up,” he said, the words simple, a statement of fact that vibrated in the hot air.

“A year of college will do that,” she managed, her pulse a frantic drum against her ribs.

“It looks good on you.” He held out the wrench. “Hold this. I need a second set of hands to brace the coupling.”

She moved into the cramped space, the heat from his body radiating against her legs as she knelt. He slid back under the sink, his shoulder brushing her thigh. A jolt, sharp and electric, shot through her. She handed him the wrench, their fingers touching. His were calloused, warm.

He worked in silence for a minute, the only sounds their breathing and the scrape of metal. The air between them crackled, thick with something more than humidity.

“House is too quiet,” he said, his voice muffled by the cabinet. “Since the divorce. Sarah’s always out. You get used to the noise, you know? Then the silence just… eats at you.”

“I’m sorry, Mark.”

He slid out again, sitting up. They were close now, knees almost touching in the confined space. He looked at her, really looked, his eyes a stormy blue. Sweat dampened the hair at his temples. “Don’t be. It’s just… it’s been a long time since I had any company. Real company. And now here you are. All grown up. Stunning.”

The word hung there. Stunning. It wasn’t a word a friend’s dad used. It was a word a man used.

Chloe’s breath caught. She saw the want in his eyes, raw and undisguised. It mirrored the sudden, aching heat pooling low in her own belly. This was wrong. This was Sarah’s dad. This was forbidden.

She leaned in anyway.

The first brush of his lips was a question. The second was an answer. His mouth was hot, insistent. He tasted like salt and coffee. A rough sound escaped his throat as his hands came up, one cupping the back of her head, the other splaying across her lower back, pulling her into him. The kiss deepened, turning hungry, desperate. His tongue swept into her mouth, and she met it with her own, a surge of pure need obliterating every thought of shouldn’t.

He broke the kiss, his chest heaving. “Tell me to stop,” he rasped, his eyes searching hers.

She didn’t. She reached for him, her fingers sliding over the sweat-slick muscles of his shoulders. That was all the permission he needed.

In one fluid motion, he stood, pulling her up with him. He backed her against the edge of the kitchen counter, the granite digging into her spine. His mouth found hers again, more urgent now. His hands slid down her sides, gripping the hem of her sundress. With a sharp tug, he pulled it up and over her head, tossing it aside. She stood before him in only her plain white cotton panties and a simple bra.

“Jesus, Chloe,” he breathed, his gaze burning over her.

His thumbs hooked into the straps of her bra, pushing them down her arms. The cups fell away, and her breasts spilled free into the cool air of the kitchen. His calloused palms covered them, his thumbs rubbing over her nipples until they drew into tight, sensitive peaks. A sharp gasp tore from her lips. The roughness of his hands against her soft skin sent shocks of pleasure straight to her core.

He dropped to his knees. His fingers hooked into the sides of her panties. He looked up at her, that stormy blue gaze holding hers as he dragged the cotton down her legs. She stepped out of them, naked now except for her sandals. He tossed the panties over his shoulder. They landed somewhere near the tool belt.

His hands settled on her hips, holding her in place. He leaned forward, his breath hot against her inner thigh. She trembled, her fingers tangling in his hair.

He didn’t make her wait. His mouth found her, his tongue laying a slow, firm stripe right through her center. Her knees buckled. A choked cry escaped her. He held her up, his hands firm on her ass, as he feasted on her. His tongue was relentless, circling her clit, then plunging deep inside her, again and again. He licked and sucked, his stubble scraping the tender skin of her thighs, the contrast of rough and smooth driving her wild. The world narrowed to the point where his mouth met her flesh, to the building pressure, the coiling tension.

“Mark… oh god, Mark…” His name became a mantra, a plea.

She was babbling, her hips rocking against his face, seeking more friction, more pressure. He gave it to her, sucking her clit between his lips, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure that had stars bursting behind her eyelids. The orgasm ripped through her without warning, a violent, shuddering wave that made her scream, her body bowing as she clutched at his head. He rode it out with her, his tongue gentling, lapping at her until the last tremors subsided.

He stood, his own breathing ragged. He unbuckled his belt, the leather sliding free with a sharp sound. He pushed his jeans and boxers down in one push. His cock sprang free, thick and heavy, curving up against his stomach. Chloe’s mouth watered. She’d never seen one like it—so blatantly male, the head flushed a deep red, veins standing out along the length.

Without a word, she sank to her knees on the hard kitchen floor, mirroring his position from moments before. She took him in her hand, feeling the weight, the heat, the silken skin over iron hardness. She leaned in, her tongue flicking out to taste the drop of moisture beading at the tip. Salty, musky, purely him.

She opened her mouth and took him in.

He groaned, a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through her. She worked him slowly at first, learning his shape, her tongue swirling around the head before taking him deeper. Her hand stroked what she couldn’t fit, her other hand cupping his heavy balls. His fingers threaded through her hair, not forcing, just holding, his hips making tiny, involuntary thrusts.

“That’s it… fuck, your mouth is perfect,” he gritted out.

She picked up the pace, sucking him deeper, hollowing her cheeks. The sounds were obscene, wet and sloppy in the quiet kitchen. She could feel him swelling, hardening even more in her mouth. His thighs tensed. He pulled her head back gently. “Enough. I need to be inside you. Now.”

He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, setting her on the edge of the counter. Her back met the cold granite again. He stepped between her spread legs, the broad head of his cock nudging against her soaked entrance. He paused, his eyes locking with hers.

“This stays here,” he said, voice rough. “Sarah can never know.”

“Never,” Chloe promised, the word a whisper.

He pushed inside.

The stretch was immense, breathtaking. She was so wet, but he was so big. He filled her completely, a slow, inexorable invasion that stole her breath. A sharp cry tore from her throat—not pain, but overwhelming fullness. He buried himself to the hilt, his hips flush against hers, and held there, letting her adjust. The feeling was incredible. She was stretched, possessed, every nerve ending alive.

He began to move.

Withdrawing almost all the way, then surging back in. A deep, driving rhythm that had her gasping with every thrust. The counter rattled against the wall with their force. He leaned over her, bracing his hands on either side of her head, his body covering hers. Each plunge rubbed his pelvis against her clit, sending fresh sparks of pleasure shooting through her already-sensitive flesh.

“You feel… unbelievable,” he grunted into her ear, his breath hot. “So tight. So fucking hot around me.”

She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper. Her nails scored down his sweat-slicked back. The slap of skin on skin, their ragged breaths, her soft cries—it was a symphony of raw need.

The pressure built again, faster this time, deeper. It wasn’t just in her core; it felt like her entire body was tightening, winding up for a shattering release. She could feel him swelling inside her, his thrusts becoming more erratic, more forceful.

“I’m gonna come,” he warned, his voice strained.

“Inside me,” she begged, the words a desperate chant. “Mark, please…”

His control snapped. With a raw shout, he drove into her one last time, hilting himself as his body convulsed. She felt the hot, sudden rush of his release filling her, triggering her own climax. It crashed over her, a blinding, white-hot detonation that ripped a scream from her throat. Her inner muscles clenched around him, milking every last pulse from him as her vision blurred.

He collapsed against her, his weight a welcome anchor. They stayed like that for long minutes, panting, slick with sweat, his softening cock still nestled inside her. The kitchen clock ticked loudly in the sudden quiet.

Finally, he eased out of her, a slow, tender withdrawal. He helped her sit up, his hands gentle on her waist. They didn’t speak. He fetched a dish towel, running it under cool water, and carefully wiped between her legs, then himself. The domestic act in the aftermath of such raw passion was strangely intimate.

He pulled his jeans up, then handed her the sundress. She slipped it on, the fabric feeling foreign against her sensitized skin.

“When does Sarah get back?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

“Sunday night.”

“Tomorrow,” Chloe said, meeting his gaze. The hunger there hadn’t faded. It had only been banked. “The house will still be quiet.”

A slow smile touched his lips. He leaned in, kissing her once, softly. “I’ll be here.”
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The late afternoon sun painted the quiet suburban street in shades of orange and gold, a cruel contrast to the storm raging inside Raven. Her knuckles rapped against the solid oak door of Jessica’s house, sharp and urgent. Each second she waited felt like a fresh cut.

The door swung open, and the familiar, comforting scent of cedar and coffee washed over her. Kyle stood there, Jessica’s dad, his reading glasses perched on his nose, a book in his hand. He looked surprised, then concerned. “Raven? Hey. What’s going on?”

His voice, a low, steady rumble, almost undid her. The anger she’d been clutching like a shield began to fracture, revealing the raw hurt beneath. Her vision blurred. “Is Jessica here?”

“She’s out. Hasn’t been home all day.” His gaze sharpened, taking in her trembling lip, the wild look in her eyes. He stepped aside. “Come in. Tell me.”

She moved past him into the cool foyer, the familiar space feeling alien. The betrayal had tainted everything. She wrapped her arms around herself. “She slept with him, Kyle. With Mark. I saw the texts.”

The words hung in the air, ugly and final. Kyle didn’t speak for a long moment. He set his book down on the hall table with a soft thud. When he looked at her, his expression was a mixture of sorrow and a quiet, simmering anger. “Jesus, Raven. I’m so sorry. That’s… that’s unforgivable.”

“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered, the confession torn from her.

“You don’t deserve that,” he said, his voice dropping, becoming more intimate. He stepped closer, the space between them shrinking from polite to personal. “Look at you. You’re stunning. Smart. Vibrant. He’s a fool. They both are.”

The compliment, so direct and unexpected, hit her in a place the anger couldn’t protect. A fresh tear escaped, tracing a hot path down her cheek. Kyle reached out, his thumb catching it. His touch was warm, calloused. It didn’t feel paternal.

“I’ve always thought so,” he murmured, his hand lingering against her skin. “Always noticed you. The way you laugh. The fire in you.”

Raven’s breath caught—not a hitch, but a full, silent stop. His eyes weren’t just sympathetic. They were hungry. Dark with an interest that had nothing to do with comforting his daughter’s friend. The shift was seismic. The world tilted, and a new, dangerous axis formed between them.

If she can take what’s yours…

The thought wasn’t fully formed, just a dark, pulsing impulse. It answered the hollow ache of betrayal with a sharp, electric promise of its own.

She didn’t pull away. She leaned into his palm.

That was all the permission he needed.

Kyle’s other hand came up to cradle her face. His gaze dropped to her mouth. The air in the foyer thickened, charged. When he kissed her, it wasn’t tentative. It was a claiming. His lips were firm, insistent, his tongue sweeping into her mouth with a confidence that dissolved the last of her resistance. She kissed him back, a surge of vengeful heat flooding her veins. Her hands fisted in the soft cotton of his shirt, pulling him closer.

He broke the kiss, his own breathing ragged. “Tell me to stop, Raven.”

She shook her head, her voice a husk. “Don’t you dare.”

A low sound escaped him, part triumph, part pure desire. He took her hand, his grip firm, and led her from the foyer, past the living room, down the hall she knew so well. He pushed open the door to the master bedroom—a space she’d never entered. It was neat, masculine, dominated by a large bed.

The moment the door clicked shut, the careful control snapped. Kyle turned her, his back to the door, his hands coming to the hem of her thin sweater. In one swift, fluid motion, he pulled it up and over her head. The cool air pebbled her skin. His eyes drank in the sight of her in her simple lace bra, the swell of her breasts above the cups.

“So damn beautiful,” he growled.

His mouth found hers again, hotter this time, as his fingers worked the clasp of her bra. It gave way, and the garment fell loose. He broke the kiss to look down, his hands coming up to cup her bare breasts, his thumbs circling her nipples until they drew into tight, aching peaks. A gasp tore from her throat.

Then he bent his head, and his mouth closed over one taut bud.

The sensation was a lightning strike. Heat, wet and relentless, radiated from the point of contact, shooting straight to her core. He sucked, hard, then laved the sensitive flesh with his tongue, his teeth grazing just enough to make her cry out. He gave the same devastating attention to the other breast, his hands kneading her flesh, while Raven’s fingers tangled in his hair, holding him to her. The sharp pleasure was a cleanse, scouring away the ghost of Mark’s indifferent touches.

He straightened, his own need evident in the tight line of his jaw. He made quick work of his own clothes, stripping off his shirt to reveal a torso that was solid, powerful, etched with the evidence of a man who worked with his hands. His jeans and boxers followed.

And then he was naked before her.

Raven’s gaze dropped, and her mouth went dry. He was thick, fully erect, the length of him impressive and intimidating. A primal thrill shot through her, mixed with a spike of pure want. Without a word, she sank to her knees on the plush carpet.

Looking up at him, she saw his eyes darken with approval. She wrapped a hand around the base of him, feeling the hot, silken steel of his shaft, the heavy weight of him in her palm. She leaned forward, her tongue tracing the broad head, tasting the salt of his pre-cum. A muscle in his thigh jumped.

She took him into her mouth, slowly, letting her lips stretch around his girth. She focused on the sensation—the smooth skin, the pulsing vein beneath her tongue, the low groan that rumbled from his chest. She worked him, using her hand in tandem with her mouth, sucking firmly, her head bobbing in a rhythm that soon had his hips giving tiny, involuntary thrusts. His hands settled on her head, not forcing, just guiding, his fingers threading through her dark hair.

“That’s it,” he breathed, his voice strained. “Just like that. Fuck, your mouth…”

She hollowed her cheeks, taking him deeper until he nudged the back of her throat. She relaxed, accepting him, lost in the power of reducing this strong, composed man to a state of raw, vocal need. The taste of him, the sounds he made, it was all a drug. She was claiming him, just as Jessica had claimed Mark.

But Kyle had other plans. After a few more exquisite minutes, he gently pulled her up. “My turn,” he said, his voice rough.

He guided her onto the bed, pushing her back into the soft duvet. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her jeans and panties, dragging them down her legs in one motion. She was completely bare now, exposed to his hungry gaze. He settled between her thighs, his hands spreading her open.

He didn’t speak. He just looked, for a long, heated moment, before lowering his head.

The first flat stroke of his tongue made her arch off the bed. It was broad, wet, and deliberate, licking a firm path from her entrance to her clit. He zeroed in on that sensitive nub, circling it, flicking it, then sucking it gently between his lips. Raven’s hands flew to the sheets, twisting the fabric. Pleasure, sharp and bright, coiled tight in her belly.

He explored her with a focused intensity, licking and tasting every fold, dipping his tongue inside her, then returning to her clit with relentless pressure. He added a finger, sliding it deep inside her, curling it just so. The dual stimulation was too much, too perfect. The coil snapped.

Her orgasm crashed over her without warning, a silent, breathless wave that clenched her entire body. She shook beneath him, a high, thin sound escaping her lips as the sensations ripped through her, leaving her trembling and boneless.

Kyle didn’t let her come down. He rose above her, his body a solid weight settling between her legs. The head of his cock pressed against her, still slick from her climax and his mouth. He looked into her eyes, a question in his.

“Yes,” she panted, wrapping her legs around his hips. “Now.”

He pushed inside.

The stretch was immense, a breathtaking fullness that stole the air from her lungs. He was so much more than Mark had ever been. He filled her completely, stretching her in a way that bordered on pain before tipping gloriously into pleasure. He held still, buried to the hilt, letting her adjust, his forehead pressed to hers.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were deep, powerful, each one driving the breath from her body. He set a relentless, pounding rhythm, the bedframe knocking softly against the wall in a steady cadence. Each withdrawal was an agony of emptiness, each return a shock of exquisite fullness. Raven met him thrust for thrust, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his back.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice guttural.

She forced her eyes open, meeting his dark, intense gaze. In them, she saw no pity, no apology for his daughter. She saw only desire, and a mirror of her own vengeful hunger. This is for you, Jessica, she thought wildly, as he drove into her again.

The thought pushed her higher. The friction was incredible, the slap of skin on skin a filthy, perfect music. He shifted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot deep inside her that made her see stars.

“There,” she sobbed. “Right there, don’t stop.”

He growled, his pace becoming frantic, less controlled. His thrusts grew shorter, harder, more urgent. Raven felt another climax building, this one deeper, more consuming than the first. It started as a low tremor in her core, then spread like wildfire.

“I’m… Kyle, I’m gonna…”

“Come for me,” he gritted out. “Let me feel it.”

His words were the final trigger. The orgasm detonated, a silent, seismic event that clenched her around him in rhythmic, pulsing waves. Her back arched, a choked cry tearing from her throat as pleasure obliterated every thought, every memory of betrayal.

Feeling her convulse around him was his undoing. With a final, deep thrust, he buried himself inside her and let go. A raw shout was torn from him as he came, his body shuddering, his release hot and endless as he emptied himself into her. He collapsed atop her, his weight a welcome anchor, both of them slick with sweat and spent.

For long minutes, the only sound was their ragged breathing slowing, syncing. The room smelled of sex and satisfaction.

Slowly, he rolled off her, pulling her against his side. Raven lay there, staring at the ceiling, her body humming, her mind curiously, peacefully blank. The hollow ache was gone. In its place was a warm, sated heaviness, and a new, sharp focus.

After a while, she disentangled herself and got out of bed. She gathered her clothes from the floor, dressing with quiet efficiency. Kyle watched her from the bed, propped on an elbow, a satisfied, possessive look on his face.

As she fastened her jeans, she met his gaze. “Tell Jessica I stopped by.”

A slow smile spread across his lips. “I will.”

She pulled her sweater over her head, her hair tumbling out. “I’ll see you… when?”

“Tomorrow,” he said, no hesitation. “My office closes at five. Come by.”

Raven nodded, a smile of her own touching her mouth. She turned and walked out of the bedroom, through the quiet house, and out the front door into the twilight.

The evening air was cool on her skin. She got into her car, started the engine, and sat for a moment. She thought of Mark, of Jessica, of the texts she’d seen. The anger was still there, but it was distant now, muffled under layers of far more potent sensations.

She didn’t care about Mark anymore.

She wanted Kyle.
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The air in Jenna’s old room smelled of dust and memories. Lila shifted a heavy box marked “COLLEGE” and sighed. The space felt hollow, stripped of her best friend’s chaotic energy. Across the room, Steven lifted a stack of yearbooks, the muscles in his forearms corded and tight. He’d been quiet all afternoon, a stark contrast to the booming, encouraging voice she remembered from high school sidelines.

“Can’t believe she left all this,” Lila said, trying to fill the silence.

Steven set the books down with a soft thud. He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “She always was a packrat. I just… I keep expecting to hear her music blasting down the hall.” His voice had a rough edge to it, a vulnerability that made Lila’s pulse jump.

She picked up a photo album, its plastic cover sticky. “Look at this. Homecoming junior year.” She held it out.

He came closer, his shoulder brushing hers as he looked. The scent of him—clean soap, a hint of sweat from moving boxes, something uniquely masculine—wrapped around her. In the photo, a younger Jenna grinned, arms slung around Lila. Standing just behind them, Steven looked proud, his smile easy.

“You were always there,” he murmured, his eyes not on the photo but on her profile. “Every game, every birthday. Like a second daughter.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and wrong. Lila’s throat tightened. The crush she’d buried for years, the secret glances at his strong jaw and broad shoulders when she thought no one was looking, it all surged up, hot and undeniable. This wasn’t daughterly. Not even close.

“I never felt like a daughter here, Steven,” she said, the admission leaving her lips before her brain could catch it.

He went still. The hum of the house’s central air shut off, leaving a profound quiet. He turned his head, his gaze intense, searching her face. “What did you feel like?”

Her courage faltered. She looked down at the album, at his younger self. “Like I was waiting for something. Waiting for you to notice me.”

His finger hooked under her chin, tilting her face up. His touch was calloused, warm. A coach’s hands. “How long?” he asked, his voice a low rumble.

“Since I was sixteen,” she whispered.

A sound escaped him—part groan, part surrender. The space between them evaporated.

His mouth captured hers.

It wasn’t gentle. It was hungry, a dam breaking. His lips were firm, demanding, and Lila met that demand with a gasp, her hands flying to his shoulders. The photo album tumbled to the carpet, forgotten. He kissed like a man starved, his tongue sweeping into her mouth, tasting of coffee and deep, repressed need. She melted into it, into him, her fingers digging into the solid muscle of his arms.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot against her cheek. “Lila.” Just her name, but it sounded like a prayer and a curse all at once.

“I know,” she panted. “I know. But please.”

That was all the permission he needed. His arms banded around her, lifting her off her feet as if she weighed nothing. He carried her the two steps to Jenna’s stripped bed and laid her down on the bare mattress. The room spun for a second, boxes blurring at the edges of her vision. Then he was over her, caging her in, his eyes dark with a fire that made her core clench.

His mouth found hers again, slower now, deeper, as his hands began to move. He tugged her soft t-shirt up, and she arched off the mattress to help him pull it over her head. His palms smoothed over her ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts through her lace bra. A rough noise vibrated in his chest.

“So beautiful,” he muttered, before ducking his head to take one peaked nipple into his mouth through the fabric.

The heat, the wetness, the slight scrape of his teeth made her cry out. She tangled her hands in his hair, holding him to her. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until the lace was damp and her back was bowing off the bed.

He unclasped her bra with a practiced flick, tossing it aside. His mouth on her bare skin was electric. He laved her nipples, sucked them deep, his hands sliding down to unbutton her jeans. He yanked them and her panties down her legs in one impatient motion. Cool air hit her heated skin, followed by the scorching weight of his gaze as he knelt back, drinking her in.

“Look at you,” he breathed. “All for me.”

He pushed her thighs apart, his hands firm. He didn’t ask. He just looked, his eyes tracing every curve, every fold. Then he lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike.

It was a flat, slow lick from her entrance all the way up to her clit. Lila’s hips jerked off the bed. A sharp, broken sound tore from her throat. He did it again, and again, setting a relentless rhythm that had her fists clutching at the sheets. He wasn’t tentative. He was ravenous, feasting on her with deep, languid strokes of his tongue, then focusing on her clit with tight, rapid circles.

“Steven,” she moaned, the word dissolving into a gasp.

He hummed against her, the vibration shooting straight to her core. He slid two fingers inside her, curling them, finding a spot that made her vision whiten. His mouth never left her, sucking, licking, driving her higher. The wet, filthy sounds filled the quiet room, a stark contrast to the innocent memories packed away in boxes around them. This was now. This was real. His stubble scratched the tender skin of her inner thighs, a delicious abrasion. He was thorough, merciless, mapping every sensitive inch of her with his tongue until she was trembling, her legs shaking over his shoulders.

“I’m… I’m going to…”

He redoubled his efforts, his fingers pumping, his mouth a wicked seal around her clit. The orgasm ripped through her, violent and stunning. Her back arched, a silent scream on her lips as waves of pleasure crashed over her, pulling her under. He worked her through it, gentling his touch until she was a boneless, shuddering heap on the mattress.

Before she could fully surface, he was moving. He stood beside the bed, his eyes locked on hers as he pulled his own shirt over his head. His torso was a masterpiece of mature athleticism—broad shoulders, a defined chest dusted with grey hair, a flat stomach. Years of coaching had kept him hard and powerful. He unbuckled his belt, the leather sliding free with a sharp sound. He pushed his jeans and boxers down, and his cock sprang free.

Lila’s mouth went dry.

It was thick, heavy, curving slightly upward. Fully erect, it looked formidable, the head flushed a deep red. A bead of moisture glistened at the tip. He was all man, raw and potent, and he was staring at her like she was his next meal.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice gravel.

He climbed onto the bed, kneeling over her face. The musky, masculine scent of him enveloped her. She didn’t hesitate. She wrapped a hand around the base, feeling the heat, the solid weight of him. She leaned up and took the head into her mouth.

He groaned, a deep, guttural sound that went straight to her still-throbbing core. She swirled her tongue around the crown, tasting his salt, before sinking down, taking more of him. She used her hand in tandem with her mouth, stroking what she couldn’t take. He was big, stretching her lips, but she relaxed her jaw, letting him slide deeper. His hands fisted in her hair, not forcing, just holding, guiding.

“God, yes. Just like that,” he rasped.

She hollowed her cheeks, sucking hard, her other hand cupping his balls, rolling the heavy weight. His hips gave a small, involuntary thrust. She took it, letting him fuck her mouth in shallow, desperate strokes. The power of it, of reducing this strong, composed man to a trembling, cursing mess above her, sent a fresh surge of wetness between her own legs. She could feel his thighs trembling, hear his breathing grow ragged.

With a sharp gasp, he pulled himself from her mouth. “Enough. I need to be inside you. Now.”

He pushed her onto her back, his body covering hers. The feel of his skin against hers, hot and slightly damp, was intoxicating. He reached between them, positioning himself. The blunt head of his cock nudged at her entrance, slick with her arousal and his.

He pushed in.

The stretch was exquisite, a burning fullness that stole her breath. He was so big, so deep, she felt him in every nerve ending. He sank into her slowly, inch by devastating inch, his eyes clenched shut, his forehead dropping to hers.

“Fuck, Lila. You’re perfect. So fucking perfect,” he gritted out.

When he was fully seated, he stilled, letting her adjust, letting them both feel the incredible fit. Then he began to move.

He started with long, deep strokes, pulling almost all the way out before driving back in. Each thrust punched a soft “uh” from her lungs. The friction was incredible, a building heat that quickly reignited the embers he’d stoked earlier. He shifted, hooking her legs over his elbows, spreading her wider, sinking even deeper.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

Her eyes, which had fluttered shut, snapped open. His gaze was fierce, possessive, locked on hers as his hips pistoned. This was more than fucking. It was a claiming. The pace increased, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. The bedframe knocked a steady rhythm against the wall. He leaned down, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss, swallowing her moans.

He released her legs, instead pinning her wrists above her head with one large hand. The new angle was brutal, perfect. He was everywhere, surrounding her, filling her, the slap of skin on skin a frantic beat. She was hurtling toward another climax, the pressure coiling tight and urgent.

“Come with me,” he growled against her lips, his own control fraying. “Come on, baby. Let me feel you.”

It was the ragged need in his voice that pushed her over. The orgasm exploded, a white-hot detonation that clenched around his driving length. She cried out, her body convulsing under his.

Feeling her tighten around him, he lost his rhythm. With a raw, shattered groan, he buried himself to the hilt and pulsed inside her, his own release hot and endless. He collapsed on top of her, his weight a welcome anchor as they both gasped for air in the silent, sun-dusted room.

Minutes passed, filled only with the sound of their slowing breaths. He finally rolled to the side, pulling her with him, keeping her close. His fingers traced idle patterns on her damp back.

He turned his head on the pillow, his eyes serious. “I want you to come over. Every night.”

Lila’s heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic, thrilled rhythm. She traced the line of his jaw. “What about…?”

“Jenna’s gone. This house is empty.” His hand slid down to cup her backside, possessive. “It doesn’t have to be. Say yes.”

The promise in his eyes, the heat still lingering on her skin, the secret thrill of it all—it was an addiction she’d craved for years. She smiled, a slow, wicked curve of her lips.

“Yes.”

10 - TABOO STEAM IN THE SAUNA
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The air in the gym was sharp with the scent of rubber mats and disinfectant. Sienna’s usual rhythm was off. Riley’s text about a pulled hamstring had left her facing the squat rack alone, the empty space beside her a quiet reminder of her friend’s absence.

The basement of Riley’s family home had been transformed into a temple of iron and sweat. Riley’s father, Greg, a fitness instructor who treated every workout like a battle, had outfitted the home gym with commercial-grade equipment. It was a private, mirrored sanctuary where Riley had recently convinced Sienna to join her for early morning sessions.

Even though Riley wouldn’t be working out for a few weeks, she encouraged Sienna to still meet her fitness goals. “Go anyway. Dad said you can use the equipment whenever you need to. He can even give you a few pointers.”

“Looks like you’re a man down.”

The voice was a low rumble, familiar. Sienna turned, her hand pausing on the barbell. Greg stood a few feet away, a white gym towel draped over one massive shoulder. He wore a simple grey tank top that did little to contain the sculpted geography of his chest and arms. At fifty, he carried the dense, polished muscle of a lifetime competitor, every vein and striation a testament to discipline. His presence seemed to shrink the room.

“Riley texted me,” he said, his eyes scanning her setup. “Didn’t want you flying solo. Mind if I spot you?”

A flutter, unexpected, stirred in her stomach. “I… sure. Thanks, Greg.”

He moved behind her as she positioned herself under the bar. His closeness was a tangible heat. She gripped the cool metal, took a breath, and descended into the squat. Her form wavered on the third rep, her knees drifting inward.

His hands were on her before she could correct it. One settled on the crest of her hip, the other pressed flat against the outside of her thigh. His palms were furnace-hot through the thin fabric of her leggings.

“Drive the knees out,” he instructed, his voice close to her ear. The pressure of his hands was firm, guiding. “There. Feel the difference?”

She did. A new stability, a channeling of power. But all she could truly feel was the brand of his touch, the sheer size of his hand spanning her hip. He didn’t remove them as she completed the set, his grip a constant, warm anchor. When she racked the bar, his fingers lingered for a heartbeat too long before sliding away.

“Good. But you’re relying on your quads too much.” He stepped around to face her. “Glute activation is key. Let me show you.”

The next hour passed in a haze of focused instruction and relentless, casual contact. For hip thrusts, he knelt before her, his hands clamping her pelvis to demonstrate the thrust. His thumbs brushed the sensitive dip of her hips. For Romanian deadlifts, he stood behind her, one hand on her lower back, the other tracing the line of her hamstring, his fingers skating perilously close to the curve of her ass. Each touch was clinical in purpose, volcanic in effect. A flush that had nothing to do with exertion spread under her skin.

Finally, the workout was over. He wiped his face with a towel, his chest heaving under a t-shirt that was stretched to the absolute limit by his muscles.

"You're tight, Sienna," he said, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly register that made her stomach flip. "If you walk out of here now, you’ll be sore by noon."

Sienna reached for her water bottle, her hands unsteady. "I'll just stretch at home, Greg. I don't want to take up any more of your time."

"Stretching won't cut it," he countered, stepping closer until he was firmly within her personal space. He gestured toward a cedar-planked door in the corner of the gym, one she’d always assumed was just a storage closet. A faint, aromatic steam was already beginning to curl from the top of the frame. "I turned the sauna on when you started your last set. Ten minutes of dry heat will loosen those fibers better than any foam roller."

Sienna looked at the door, then back at Greg. The mirrors surrounding them seemed to amplify the sudden, heavy tension in the air.

"I didn't bring a suit," she whispered, her pulse jumping in her throat.

Greg’s eyes darkened, his gaze traveling slowly from her flushed face down to the damp leggings that clung to her curves. He reached out, his thumb grazing the side of her waist—a touch that was far too lingering to be professional.

"It’s a private sauna, Sienna. Clothing just gets in the way of the toxins leaving the skin." He walked over to the door and pulled it open, a wave of intense, wood-scented heat billowing out. He looked back at her over his shoulder, a knowing, predatory smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Are you coming, or are you going to stay out here and ache?"

The question hung between them, loaded. She simply nodded.

The air inside the sauna was dry and scorching, carrying the clean scent of hot wood.

“Towel’s on the bench,” he said, his back to her as he adjusted the thermostat.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she peeled her damp leggings and sports bra away. The thin cotton towel felt insubstantial as she wrapped it around herself, tucking the end above her breasts. When she turned, he was already seated on the upper bench, a towel draped loosely around his waist. The dim, amber light played over the incredible landscape of his body—the granite slabs of his pectorals, the deep grooves of his abdomen, the ropes of muscle in his shoulders and arms, all sheened with a fresh layer of sweat.

She sat opposite him on the lower bench, the heat already pulling beads of moisture from her skin. Silence stretched, thick and heavy as the air.

“I’ve watched you,” Greg said, the words cutting through the quiet like a knife. His eyes, a sharp blue, pinned her in place. “Every morning you’d come back with Riley. I’d be finishing my routine. I’d see you laughing with her, see the focus on your face when you lifted.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The movement made the towel gape, revealing a hint of the dense, shadowed muscle of his lower stomach. “I’ve wanted this. Wanted you. For a long time.”

The confession sent a jolt through her system, sharp and electric. The attraction she’d been nervously ignoring all morning flared into something undeniable, something hungry. She stood up, the towel clinging to her damp skin. She didn’t speak. She just walked to him, placed a hand on his knee, and leaned in.

The first brush of lips was a test. His were surprisingly soft. Then he met her pressure, and the kiss ignited. It was deep and searching from the start, his tongue sweeping into her mouth, tasting of clean water and latent heat. One of his hands came up to cup the back of her head, fingers tangling in her damp hair. The other slid down her back, pulling her firmly into the space between his spread knees. The rough texture of his chest hair scraped against her sensitive nipples through the thin towel, and a low moan vibrated in her throat.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. His eyes burned into hers. “This stays between us. Riley can’t know.”

“She won’t,” Sienna gasped, already tugging at the knot of his towel.

It fell away.

Her breath caught. He was thick, and long, and already fully hard. Veins stood in stark relief along the rigid length, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color. He was magnificent, a living sculpture of male potency. A powerful, aching need clenched deep inside her.

She sank to her knees on the cedar floorboards, the heat of the room and the sight of him making her head swim. She didn’t hesitate. She leaned forward, her lips parting, and took him into her mouth.

The taste was clean, salty, intensely male. She started slow, using her tongue to trace the prominent veins, to swirl around the broad head. Her hands came up to cradle the heavy weight of his sac, rolling the tight orbs gently. A guttural sound tore from his chest, a rumble of pure pleasure. His hands settled in her hair, not forcing, but holding, guiding.

“That’s it,” he growled. “Just like that. Take a little more.”

She obeyed, relaxing her jaw, letting him slide deeper. Her nose pressed into the crisp hair at his base. She established a rhythm, one hand stroking what her mouth couldn’t accommodate, the other still fondling him below. Saliva mixed with the pre-seed that leaked from his tip, making her movements slick, obscene. The sounds were filthy—wet, sucking noises, his sharp inhales, her own muffled hums of arousal. Her free hand slipped between her own legs, the towel pushed aside, and she found herself soaked, her own fingers sliding easily through her swollen folds as she pleasured him.

“Enough,” he rasped suddenly, his voice strained. His hands tightened in her hair, pulling her off him with a soft, wet pop. “Up. Now.”

He stood, pulling her to her feet. His erection jutted out, glistening from her mouth. He turned her roughly, bending her over the smooth, hot wood of the sauna bench. Her towel fell away completely. The cedar was searing against her stomach and the tops of her thighs. He kicked her legs wider, the stance exposing her completely to the humid air.

He didn’t tease. One broad hand smoothed over the curve of her ass, then dipped between her legs from behind. Two thick fingers plunged into her without warning, curling, stroking a spot that made her back arch and a sharp cry echo in the small room.

“So ready,” he muttered, his fingers working her, stretching her. “Soaked for me.”

He removed his fingers, and she heard the slick sound of him stroking himself once, twice. Then the blunt, insistent pressure of his head pressed against her entrance. He pushed forward, not slowly, but with a single, relentless thrust that buried him to the hilt.

Sienna’s vision whited out. The stretch was immense, a burning, perfect fullness that stole the air from her lungs. He was so deep, so impossibly there. He held still for a moment, letting her adjust, letting her feel every inch of him lodged inside her. Then he withdrew almost completely and slammed back in.

The pace he set was punishing, athletic. Each thrust drove her forward on the bench, the friction of the wood on her skin, the slap of his flesh against hers, the raw, animal sounds of their coupling filled the hot space. One hand anchored on her hip, his fingers digging in, surely leaving marks. The other snaked around her front, finding her clit, his calloused thumb circling the swollen nub in time with his brutal strokes.

Sensation overloaded her. The heat of the sauna, the smell of sex and sweat and cedar, the overwhelming fullness, the skilled pressure on her clit—it coalesced into a tidal wave that broke over her without warning. Her climax ripped through her, a violent, shuddering convulsion that clenched around his invading length. She cried out, a raw, broken sound, her body seizing as pleasure detonated in every nerve ending.

Her tight, fluttering muscles were too much for him. With a choked, guttural roar, he buried himself to the root, his hips stuttering against her ass. She felt the hot, pulsing rush of his release flooding her depths, jet after jet, marking her insides. He collapsed over her, his sweaty chest plastered to her back, his weight pinning her to the bench as they both gasped for air in the oven-like room.

Seconds passed, marked only by the slowing of their hearts and the hiss of the coals. Finally, he softened and slipped out of her, followed by a trickle of their mixed fluids down her inner thigh. He turned her gently, his hands framing her face. He kissed her again, slower now, deeply possessive.

“Tomorrow,” he said against her lips, a statement, not a question. “Same time. We’ll work on your… endurance.”

A slow, sated smile touched Sienna’s mouth. She thought of Riley, of the empty gym, of the long, hot mornings ahead. “I’ll be here.”

11 - A FORBIDDEN PHOTOSHOOT
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The studio lights were hot. Nora felt the heat on her skin, a sharp contrast to the cool air of Jeffrey’s basement. She shifted her weight, the silk of her dress whispering against her thighs.

“That’s it. Tilt your chin up. Just a fraction.” Jeffrey’s voice was a low hum from behind the camera. “Look past me. Think of something you want. Something you can’t have.”

Nora’s gaze drifted to the ceiling tiles. She didn’t have to think hard. The thing she wanted was right here, hidden behind the black lens, his eyes watching her with an intensity that made her pulse race.

It had been Paige’s idea. “My dad can help. He’s the best.” Nora had agreed, her stomach a knot of nerves and a thrill she didn’t want to examine. Jeffrey was in his late forties, with silver threading through his dark hair and hands that looked like they knew how to hold more than a camera.

The session had started tame. Outfits from her closet. Smiles. Then the smiles faded, replaced by something more serious. Jeffrey had asked for mood. For story.

“The dress is a barrier,” he said now, stepping out from behind the tripod. He moved closer, his own white shirt rolled to the elbows. “It’s pretty. But it’s a distraction. I have a different vision.”

“What do you see?” Her voice came out softer than she intended.

“Potential. A raw, untouched quality.” He stopped an arm’s length away. His eyes weren’t on her face anymore; they traveled down her body, a slow, assessing sweep that left a trail of heat. “I think we need to strip away the layers. Literally. What do you have on underneath?”

The question hung in the air, thick as the dust motes dancing in the light beams. Nora’s mouth went dry. “Just… lingerie. A black set.”

A smile touched his lips. Not a fatherly smile. Something else entirely. “Show me.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a direction. Nora’s fingers went to the zipper at her side. The sound was loud in the quiet room. She let the dress slide from her shoulders, catching it before it fell. She stood before him in the delicate lace bra and matching panties, the studio lights painting her skin in stark highlights and deep shadows. She felt exposed, but not afraid. A current of electricity crackled between them.

Jeffrey didn’t move for a long moment. He just looked. His gaze was physical, a touch that skimmed over her collarbones, the swell of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the curve of her hips. She saw his throat work as he swallowed.

“Back on the paper,” he said, his voice rough. He gestured to the wide roll of white backdrop paper. “On your back. Arms above your head.”

Nora obeyed, the paper crinkling beneath her. She arched her back instinctively, presenting herself to the camera. The click of the shutter came, rapid and hungry.

“You’re a natural,” he murmured, more to himself than to her. “God, you’re stunning.”

He stopped at her feet, looking down the length of her body. Then he set the camera aside on a nearby stool. The finality of the action made Nora’s breath catch.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Jeffrey said, his voice dropping to a raw whisper. “I can’t just look.”

He knelt beside her, the scent of his cologne and clean sweat filling her senses. His hand came up, but he didn’t touch her. He hovered, his knuckles a breath away from her cheek. “This is wrong. You’re my daughter’s friend.”

Nora turned her face into that almost-touch. “I’ve been dreaming about this,” she confessed, the words tumbling out. “Since the first time I saw you in this studio.”

That was all the permission he needed.

His mouth crashed down on hers. The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was desperate, hungry, all tongue and heat and the faint taste of coffee. Nora moaned into it, her hands flying up to tangle in his hair. He kissed her like he was starving, and she was a feast. His hands were everywhere—cupping her face, sliding down her neck, skimming over the lace covering her breasts. His thumbs brushed her nipples, and she cried out, the sound swallowed by his kiss.

He broke away, his breathing ragged. “Off. All of it.”

His fingers made quick work of the bra clasp. The lace fell away, and his sharp inhale was the best compliment she’d ever received. He bent his head, his mouth closing over one taut peak. The sensation was immediate and shocking—a direct line of pleasure that shot straight to her core. He sucked, laved, nipped with his teeth until she was writhing beneath him, her hips lifting off the paper.

His hand slid down her stomach, slipping beneath the waistband of her panties. He didn’t tease. His fingers found her, already slick and hot. He stroked her, a firm, knowing touch that had her seeing stars behind her closed eyelids.

“So ready for me,” he growled against her breast. “So perfect.”

He hooked his fingers in her panties and dragged them down her legs, tossing them aside. Now she was completely bare under the blazing lights. His eyes went dark with desire. He pushed her thighs apart, settling between them.

The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike.

Nora’s back bowed off the paper, a sharp cry tearing from her throat. He didn’t start slow. He devoured her. His mouth was hot and relentless, his tongue lashing her clit with a precision that felt practiced and utterly devastating. He held her hips down when she bucked, his grip firm. He licked into her, tasting her deeply, humming his approval against her sensitive flesh. The world narrowed to that point of contact—the wet, rhythmic friction, the building pressure, the coiling tension in her belly.

She was close, so close, her heels digging into the paper, her fingers clutching at nothing. He slid two fingers inside her, curling them, and her climax ripped through her without warning. It was a silent, shattering wave that left her trembling, gasping for air, her vision swimming.

Jeffrey rose above her, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes were wild. He stood, and Nora watched, dazed, as he undressed. The shirt, the belt, the trousers. He was lean, muscular, and then he was naked. And he was… impressive. Thick and heavy, already fully hard.

Her mouth watered.

He saw the look. “You want it?”

She nodded, pushing herself up onto her knees. The paper crinkled loudly. She took him in her hand, feeling the weight of him, the smooth skin over iron-hard flesh. She leaned forward, her tongue tracing the broad head, tasting herself on him. A low groan rumbled in his chest.

She took him into her mouth, as deep as she could. He was big, stretching her lips, but she relaxed her jaw, finding a rhythm. Up and down, her hand working the base. She looked up at him through her lashes. He had retrieved the camera. He held it one-handed, pointing it down at her, the shutter clicking rapidly, capturing her with him in her mouth, her eyes glazed with pleasure.

“Fuck, that’s a shot,” he breathed. “You’re incredible.”

The praise fueled her. She sucked harder, using her tongue, hollowing her cheeks. His free hand fisted in her hair, not guiding, just holding. His hips gave a shallow thrust. “Enough,” he gritted out. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He guided her back down to the floor. He positioned himself at her entrance, the blunt head pressing against her. He pushed in, and the feeling of being filled, so completely stretched, stole the air from her lungs. He was bigger than his fingers, bigger than anything she’d had. He sank into her with a slow, relentless pressure until he was fully seated, his hips flush against hers.

For a moment, they were still. Connected. Nora wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her ankles. Then he moved.

He started with deep, measured strokes, pulling almost all the way out before driving back in. Each thrust hit a spot deep inside her that made her gasp. The sound of skin on skin, of their ragged breathing, filled the studio. He braced himself on his elbows, his face above hers, watching every flicker of pleasure that crossed her features.

“You feel that?” he murmured, his pace quickening. “You feel how deep I am?”

She could only nod, her nails digging into his shoulders. The friction was exquisite, the fullness overwhelming. Her second orgasm began as a slow burn, building with every powerful thrust. He felt it too, her inner muscles fluttering around him.

“Come for me again,” he commanded, his voice rough. “Let me feel it.”

As if his words triggered it, the burn erupted into a blazing finish. She cried out, her body clamping down on him in rhythmic pulses. He groaned, his own control snapping. He drove into her, hard and fast, his own release following hers with a sharp, guttural sound. He collapsed onto her, his weight a welcome anchor.

They lay like that for minutes, slick with sweat, hearts hammering in unison. Finally, he rolled off, gathering her against his side. His fingers traced idle patterns on her stomach.

“On your hands and knees,” he said quietly, his voice still thick with satisfaction.

Nora, boneless and sated, obeyed without thought. She got up, turning her back to him, resting on her forearms. The position felt even more exposed, more submissive. She felt him move behind her, his hands smoothing over the curves of her ass.

One finger, slick with their combined wetness, traced the tight furl of her back entrance. Nora tensed.

“Shhh,” he soothed. “Just a little. Just to feel.”

He pressed. The intrusion was strange, a sharp, unfamiliar stretch. But he was gentle, working his finger in slowly, crooking it just so. A jolt of unexpected pleasure mixed with the sting. She moaned, pushing back against his hand.

“You like that,” he observed, his voice a dark thrill. He added a second finger, stretching her more carefully, scissoring them. The burn faded, replaced by a deep, full feeling. He found a rhythm, his fingers pumping in and out, brushing against something inside that made her see white.

“Please,” she heard herself beg. “Jeffrey, please.”

He withdrew his fingers. She felt the broad, wet head of his cock press against her, right where his fingers had been. He pushed, and the stretch was immense, breathtaking. She cried out, a sound of pain and overwhelming sensation.

“Breathe,” he urged, his hands on her hips, holding her still.

He pushed in further, an inch, then two, until he was fully sheathed. The feeling of being taken there, so completely, was unlike anything she’d ever known. It was a violation and a gift, a searing fullness that touched a part of her she didn’t know existed.

He began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that shook her entire body. Each one dragged a moan from her throat. The pleasure was sharper here, more intense, layered with the faintest edge of pain that only made it sweeter. He picked up speed, his grip on her hips tightening, his thrusts becoming harder, more frantic.

“You take it so well,” he grunted, his voice strained. “So perfect. My perfect girl.”

His words pushed her over another edge. A third climax seized her, violent and all-consuming, her muscles clamping around his invading length. Her cry echoed off the basement walls.

That was all it took for him. With a final, deep plunge, he stilled, his own release pulsing inside her. He slumped over her back, his chest heaving against her spine.

In the aftermath, he pulled her back against him, both of them sinking to the paper, a tangled mess of limbs. He nuzzled her hair.

“I’ll make you a star,” he whispered, his lips against her ear. “The most stunning portfolio this city has ever seen. But Nora…” He turned her face to his. His expression was serious, possessive. “This stays between us. Paige can never know. This is our secret. Our… collaboration.”

Nora looked into his eyes, still hazy with pleasure. She saw her future in them—not just on camera, but here, in this studio, under his hands. She nodded, a slow, deliberate movement. “Our secret,” she echoed.
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“You’re sure this is what you want?”

Jacob’s voice was rough, a low vibration against her ear. His hands, large and warm, spanned her waist, holding her steady over the plush arm of the sofa.

Amanda could only nod, her cheek pressed into the cool leather. “Yes. God, yes.”

A year of silence, a stupid fight, a missing friend—all of it dissolved under the heat of his palm as it came down on her bare ass. The sharp, bright sting made her gasp, her back arching. It wasn’t pain, not really. It was a punctuation mark. A period at the end of every lonely thought she’d had about Mimi. A spark that lit a fuse straight to her core.

“Say it,” he demanded, his hips nudging against her from behind. The thick, hard length of him pressed where she was already slick and throbbing.

“Fuck me,” she breathed out, the words foreign and electric on her tongue. “Please, Jacob. Fuck me now.”

—

An hour earlier, the door had swung open not on Mimi’s bright smile, but on her father’s surprised, then softening, expression.

“Amanda.”

“Mr. Fletcher. Hi.” She’d wiped her palms on her jeans. The walkway to the familiar suburban house had felt longer than she remembered. “Is… Mimi home?”

He’d leaned against the doorframe, a man in his late forties who wore his years well. Faded jeans, a grey t-shirt stretched across a chest that was still broad, arms corded with the kind of muscle that came from work, not a gym. His hair, dark with threads of silver, was a little messy, like he’d been running his hands through it.

“She moved. Last fall. Colorado.” He saw the disappointment crash over her face. “Come in. I’ll give you her number.”

The living room was the same. The big sectional, the framed photos on the mantel—Mimi’s graduation, a family vacation. But Mimi was gone from it. The air held a different scent now—coffee, clean laundry, a faint trace of his cologne.

He found a scrap of paper, scribbled the number. “Here.”

“Thanks.” She took it, but didn’t move. The silence stretched, filled with the ghost of her old laughter in this room. “I just… I missed her. We said some awful things.”

“She missed you too,” Jacob said, his voice quieter. He gestured to the couch. “Sit. Tell me how you’ve been.”

So she sat. He took the armchair opposite, his gaze steady on her. They talked. Surface things at first—her job at the design firm, his contracting business. But the emptiness of the house seemed to push them closer, the conversation dipping into softer, more personal territory.

“You look good, Amanda,” he said finally, his eyes tracing the line of her neck, the way her sweater fell over her shoulders. “All grown up.”

She felt a flush creep up her throat. “I’m twenty-four, Mr. Fletcher. I’ve been grown up.”

“Jacob,” he corrected. “And I know.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The movement pulled his t-shirt taut. “I’ve always noticed.”

The air in the room changed. It thickened, grew warm. The casual comfort evaporated, replaced by a tension that pulled tight in her stomach. She’d caught him looking at her, years ago, when she and Mimi would lounge by the pool. A fleeting glance she’d told herself she imagined. Now, with no buffer, no distraction, the memory surged back, colored by the direct heat in his eyes.

“Noticed what?” Her voice was a whisper.

“You.” He didn’t blink. “The way you’d bite your lip when you were thinking. Your laugh. That fire in you when you’d argue about some movie with Mimi.” He shook his head, a faint, self-deprecating smile on his lips. “It was inappropriate. I never acted on it. But it’s been a year since I’ve seen you, and here you are. And all I can think is that I’m not your friend’s dad right now. I’m just a man looking at a beautiful woman in his living room.”

Her pulse hammered in her wrists, her throat. The confession should have sent her running. Instead, it rooted her to the spot. It was wrong. A tangled, messy line she should not cross. But the loneliness of the past year, the sharp need for connection, for feeling—it roared in response to his blunt hunger.

She stood up. He watched her, his body still, but his eyes tracking every movement.

She crossed the space between them. Stopped in front of his chair. Her heart was a wild drum against her ribs.

Slowly, giving him—giving herself—every chance to stop it, she lowered herself. Not onto the couch, but onto his lap, straddling him. The firm muscle of his thighs beneath her denim-clad legs was a shock. His sharp intake of breath was another.

“Amanda…” Her name was a warning and a prayer.

“You’re not the only one who noticed,” she said, the words leaving her in a rush. Her hands came up to frame his face. Stubble grazed her palms. He looked up at her, his gaze dark, questioning, blazing.

She kissed him.

It wasn’t gentle. It was a collision. A year of frustration, of missing someone, poured into the meeting of their mouths. His lips were firm, insistent. His hands came up to grip her hips, fingers digging in through the fabric, holding her hard against him. She could feel the rigid proof of his arousal pressing against her, and a liquid heat pooled low in her belly.

The kiss broke, both of them gasping. His forehead rested against hers.

“This is a bad idea,” he murmured, but his hands were sliding up under her sweater, finding the warm skin of her back.

“I know,” she agreed, and captured his mouth again.

Her fingers fumbled with the button of his jeans, then the zipper. The sound was obscenely loud. She pushed the fabric aside, her hand slipping inside. He was hot, silken steel in her grasp. He groaned, a deep, ragged sound that vibrated through her entire body, as her fingers closed around him.

She stroked him, learning his shape, his weight. His hips jerked up into her touch. His eyes were shut, his jaw tight with restraint. Watching him come undone at her simple touch was the most powerful thing she’d ever felt.

“I need more,” he gritted out.

She slid off his lap, her knees hitting the soft rug. She looked up at him from the floor, his arousal standing thick and eager before her. The taboo of it, the sheer audacity, sent a fresh thrill through her. This was Mimi’s father. And she was about to taste him.

She didn’t hesitate. She leaned forward, her tongue tracing the broad head, tasting the salty, musky prelude of him. His fingers tangled in her hair, not forcing, just holding.

“Look at you,” he breathed.

She took him into her mouth, sinking down as far as she could. Her lips stretched, her throat working to accommodate him. The fullness was intense, overwhelming. She moved, establishing a rhythm, her hand working the base he couldn’t reach. His groans filled the quiet room, curses mingling with her name. The heat of him, the weight on her tongue, the way his control frayed with every pass of her lips—it was all she could think about. Her own need was a throbbing, insistent ache between her legs.

“Enough,” he suddenly growled, his voice thick.

He pulled her up by her arms, his kiss desperate and claiming. His hands went to her clothes, and there was no patience left. Her sweater was dragged over her head. The clasp of her bra gave way under his rough fingers. Her jeans and panties were shoved down her legs in one frantic push.

Then she was bare, skin pebbling in the cool air, exposed before his scorching gaze.

“Over there,” he said, nodding to the couch.

She went, her legs unsteady. She bent over the wide armrest, the leather cool and smooth against her stomach and breasts. She heard the rustle of his clothes, the tear of a foil packet. Then he was behind her, his hands on her hips, his body a wall of heat.

The blunt pressure of him, nudging, seeking. A slow, inexorable push.

Her breath caught. He was big, stretching her, filling a hollow she hadn’t fully acknowledged. She pushed back, taking him deeper, a soft cry escaping her.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his voice rough at her ear. He began to move.

It was not gentle. It was deep, punishing strokes that drove the air from her lungs. Each thrust jolted through her, a delicious friction that sparked white behind her eyelids. His grip on her hips was iron, holding her in place for his use. The slap of skin against skin was a rapid, wet rhythm.

One hand left her hip. Came down on her ass.

The smack was sharp, crisp. A bolt of sensation—shock, warmth, pleasure—radiated from the point of impact, merging with the deep internal friction. She cried out, her fingers clawing at the leather.

“Again,” she panted.

He obliged. Another slap, on the other cheek. The sting bloomed, sweet and hot, amplifying every nerve ending. His thrusts grew harder, faster, driving her forward with their force. The world narrowed to this: the grip of his hands, the slap of his skin on hers, the relentless, perfect fullness with every plunge.

She felt the coil inside her winding tighter, tighter. Pleasure built in a steep, urgent climb. Her sounds were ragged, incoherent.

“Jacob… I’m… I’m close…”

“Let go,” he commanded, his own rhythm becoming erratic, brutal. “Come for me.”

It broke over her like a wave, a crashing, blinding release that tore a scream from her throat. Her body clamped around him, milking his length as the spasms rolled through her. The intensity pulled his own climax from him. With a raw shout, he drove into her one final, deep time, his hips stuttering as he emptied himself.

For long moments, the only sounds were their ragged breaths and the faint settling of the house. He leaned over her, his weight a comforting press, his lips brushing her shoulder.

Slowly, he withdrew. She felt empty, spent, trembling. He disposed of the condom, then returned, gathering her limp form from the couch. He sat, pulling her onto his lap, wrapping his arms around her. They sat in silence, skin cooling, hearts slowing.

Eventually, they dressed. The actions were quiet, deliberate. She pulled her sweater over her head, the ordinary fabric feeling strange on her sensitized skin. He zipped his jeans, ran a hand through his hair.

At the door, he caught her hand. “This doesn’t have to be a one-time mistake.”

She looked up at him. His face was serious, his eyes still dark with the remnants of what they’d done. “It doesn’t?”

“I want to see you again.” He squeezed her fingers. “Come by Friday night. Mimi’s old room has a new lock.”

A shiver that had nothing to do with the evening air traced her spine. She nodded. “Okay.”

She walked to her car, the slip of paper with Mimi’s number crumpled in her pocket. The engine purred to life. She looked back at the house, at the silhouette of him still standing in the doorway.

A laugh bubbled up in her chest, edged with disbelief and a wild, thrilling anticipation. She couldn’t believe it. But as she drove away, the lingering ache between her legs a constant, delicious reminder, she knew she was already counting the hours until Friday.
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The rain hammered the cabin roof, a relentless drumbeat that drowned out every other sound. Rose stood at the window, watching the pine trees bend in the wind. Katelyn’s last-minute text, a frantic apology about a work crisis, felt like a lifetime ago. Now, she was alone in the wilderness with Bennett.

Alone.

The word hummed in her veins, a low, persistent current.

“More whiskey?” His voice, a warm rumble, cut through the storm’s noise.

She turned. Bennett sat in a worn leather armchair by the stone fireplace, the flames painting his face in shifting gold and shadow. He was all solid angles and weathered strength, his plaid shirt stretched across shoulders that seemed built for lifting logs, or maybe a woman. His beard, thick and dark, framed a mouth that looked surprisingly soft.

“Please,” she said, her voice a little too quiet.

She crossed the room, the old floorboards creaking under her feet. The power had died an hour ago, leaving them in a bubble of firelight and whiskey-scented warmth.

He poured two fingers of amber liquid into a glass and handed it to her. His fingers brushed hers. A spark, sharp and immediate, shot up her arm. She didn’t pull away.

“Cheers,” he murmured, clinking his glass against hers. “To unexpected company.”

She took a sip, the liquor burning a smooth path down her throat, pooling heat in her belly. She sat on the edge of the bearskin rug, facing him, the fire at her back. The silence stretched, but it wasn’t empty. It was thick, charged, like the air before a lightning strike.

“You’ve changed, Rose,” he said after a moment, his gaze steady on her. “I remember when you were a kid with braces, trying to sneak my beer.”

A laugh escaped her, nervous and light. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not so long.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the glass cradled in his big hands. “But long enough. You’ve grown into a beautiful woman. Stunning, really.”

The compliment landed with physical weight. Her skin prickled. She looked into the fire, then back at him, holding his stare. “Thank you.”

“Those boys you and Katelyn run around with,” he continued, his tone thoughtful, almost casual. “They don’t see it. They don’t know what to do with a woman. All they want is a girl.”

Her pulse kicked hard against her ribs. She took another swallow of whiskey, letting the boldness it gave her rise to the surface. “I’ve never been interested in boys.”

His eyes darkened, the firelight catching in their depths. “No?”

She shook her head, her mouth dry. “I prefer men. Older men. Men with maturity.”

The admission hung between them, fragile and immense. The storm outside seemed to pause, holding its breath.

Bennett set his glass down on the hearthstone. The sound was final. He moved then, not with haste, but with a certainty that stole the air from the room. He left his chair and settled on the rug beside her, close enough that she felt the heat radiating from his body, smelled the clean scent of pine and leather and man.

He reached out, his hand rough and warm, and cupped her cheek. His thumb stroked the arch of her cheekbone, a touch so tender it made her chest ache. “Rose,” he said, her name a low vibration.

That was all the permission she needed. She closed the distance, her lips meeting his.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a claiming. His mouth was firm, demanding, and she answered with a hunger that surprised her. Her hands came up, fingers tangling in the coarse hair of his beard, pulling him closer. He tasted of whiskey and woodsmoke and something uniquely, essentially male. A groan rumbled from his chest into hers, and his arms wrapped around her, pulling her onto his lap as he sank back against the chair.

She straddled him, the thick denim of her jeans rubbing against the rough fabric of his. His hands slid down her back, pressing her flush against him, and she could feel the hard ridge of his erection already straining against his zipper. The evidence of his want, so immediate, so substantial, sent a jolt of pure, liquid heat straight to her core.

“Bennett,” she gasped against his mouth.

“I know,” he murmured, his lips traveling to her jaw, her throat. “I know.”

His hands went to the hem of her sweater. He pulled it up and over her head, tossing it aside. The firelight danced over her skin, over the simple lace of her bra. His gaze was a physical caress, hot and heavy. “Look at you.”

He unhooked the bra with a deft twist of his fingers. The cool air, then the searing heat of his look, made her nipples peak into tight, aching points. He bent his head, and his mouth closed over one. The sensation was electric, a sharp, sweet pull that made her back arch and a ragged cry tear from her throat. His tongue swirled, his teeth grazed, and his hand came up to cradle her other breast, his thumb rubbing the peak in a slow, maddening circle.

She was melting, dissolving into sensation. Her hips rocked against him, seeking friction, seeking more. He switched his attention to her other breast, lavishing it with the same devastating focus. His free hand slid down, over the curve of her hip, to the button of her jeans.

He popped it open. The zipper rasped down, a shockingly loud sound in the quiet room. He pushed the denim and her panties down her thighs in one motion, helping her kick them off until she was naked in his lap, the soft fur of the rug beneath her knees.

He leaned back, his eyes drinking her in. “Perfect,” he breathed, his voice thick. “Absolutely perfect.”

Then his hands were on her waist, lifting her, turning her. He laid her down on the bearskin rug, her back against the lush, dark fur. He loomed over her for a moment, a silhouette of power and desire against the firelight, before lowering himself between her legs.

The first touch of his mouth on her inner thigh made her jump. His beard was a delicious abrasion against her sensitive skin. He kissed a slow, torturous path upward, and when his breath ghosted over her center, she whimpered.

“Please.”

He didn’t make her wait. His tongue found her, a broad, wet stroke that had her hips coming off the rug. He groaned, the sound vibrating through her, and then he feasted. There was no other word for it. He licked and sucked and delved with a focused intensity that shattered every coherent thought. His rough hands held her thighs apart, his thumbs digging into her soft flesh as he tasted her. He circled her clit with relentless precision, then plunged his tongue inside her, fucking her with it, mimicking the act she was already aching for.

The pleasure built, a coil tightening deep in her belly, sharp and urgent. Her fingers clutched at the fur, her heels digging into the rug. Sounds spilled from her lips—pleas, curses, his name, a broken litany of need.

“Bennett… God, right there… don’t stop…”

He redoubled his efforts, sucking her clit into his mouth, and the coil snapped.

White-hot release tore through her, a convulsive wave that locked her muscles and stole her breath. She cried out, a raw, unfiltered sound lost in the crackle of the fire and the boom of thunder. He rode it out with her, his mouth gentle now, lapping at her until the last tremors subsided, leaving her boneless and gasping.

He rose above her, his eyes black with need. He stripped off his shirt, revealing a torso carved from hard labor, dusted with dark hair that trailed down his stomach. Then he stood, shucking his jeans and boxers.

Rose pushed herself up on her elbows, her mouth going dry for a different reason.

He was… magnificent. Thick and heavy and fully erect, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color. He was big, bigger than anyone she’d been with, the sheer size of him both intimidating and thrilling.

He saw her look and gave a low, husky chuckle. “Okay?”

“More than okay,” she whispered, her own desire rekindling, hotter than before. “I want to taste you.”

He knelt before her, and she didn’t hesitate. She took him in her hand, feeling the silken skin over the iron-hard core. She leaned forward and licked a slow stripe from root to tip, savoring the salty, musky flavor of him. He hissed, his hand coming to cradle the back of her head.

She took him into her mouth, as much as she could, her lips stretching around his girth. She used her tongue, her hand, worshiping his length with a focus that was both reverent and greedy. She listened to his ragged breaths, the choked-off curses, the way his fingers tightened in her hair. She loved the power of it, the feel of him growing even harder against her tongue, the precome that seeped onto her taste buds.

“Rose… fuck, that’s enough… I need to be inside you.”

He pulled her off him, his chest heaving. He laid her back down, settling his heavy weight between her thighs. The head of his cock nudged at her entrance, slick with her arousal and his. He looked into her eyes, a question in his.

She answered by wrapping her legs around his waist, pulling him closer. “Yes. Now.”

He pushed forward.

The stretch was immense, a burning, full sensation that made her eyes flutter shut. He filled her, occupied her, in a way she’d never experienced. He sank deeper, inch by breathtaking inch, until he was fully sheathed, his body pressed flush against hers. They both went still, panting, overwhelmed by the sheer, perfect fit of it.

“Christ, you feel…” he choked out, burying his face in her neck.

She could only clutch at his back, her nails digging into the hard muscle. He began to move.

It was a deep, rolling rhythm, each thrust a deliberate, soul-shaking possession. His hips drove into her with a power that spoke of strength held in check, just barely. The rough hair on his chest abraded her nipples with every movement, a sweet, sharp counterpoint to the deep, internal friction. The weight of him was incredible, pinning her to the rug, making her feel both utterly vulnerable and completely safe.

He shifted, hooking an arm under her knee, lifting it, opening her wider. The angle changed, and he hit a spot that made her see stars.

“Right there!” she sobbed.

He hammered that spot, again and again, his pace turning urgent, relentless. The world narrowed to the slap of skin on skin, their mingled gasps, the storm raging in time with the storm inside them. The firelight painted their moving bodies on the log walls, a primal, dancing shadow.

She felt another climax building, deeper, stronger than the first, a pressure gathering at the base of her spine. He felt it too. His rhythm fractured, his thrusts becoming shorter, harder, more desperate.

“Come with me,” he growled against her ear, his voice strained. “Now, Rose.”

His command was the final trigger. The pressure exploded, a detonation of pleasure that ripped through every nerve ending. Her body clamped around him, milking him, and with a raw shout, he followed her over. He drove into her one last, shuddering time, and she felt the hot pulse of his release deep inside her.

He collapsed atop her, his full weight a welcome anchor as they both spiraled down. Their harsh breaths mingled. Outside, a final, monumental crack of thunder shook the cabin, then the rain began to soften to a steady, gentle patter.

A long time later, he shifted, rolling to his side and taking her with him, keeping her tucked against the solid wall of his chest. He brushed the damp hair from her forehead.

“Rose,” he said, his voice a sleepy rumble.

“Hmm?”

“What happens at the cabin…”

She looked up at him, a slow, secret smile curving her lips. She traced the line of his jaw with her finger. “…stays at the cabin.”

He nodded, his eyes already closing. But as she lay there, listening to his heartbeat slow, feeling the delicious ache between her thighs, her mind was already racing, plotting. Katelyn was coming back up in a month for the Fourth of July. Rose would need a convincing reason to join her. Or, perhaps, a reason to come alone.

She smiled into the dark, already planning her next trip.
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“Don’t tell Mia about this.”

The words were low, a rough vibration against her ear. His hand, heavy and warm, splayed across the small of her back, pinning her to the polished mahogany desk. The scent of him—expensive cologne, clean sweat, and something else, something sharp and male—filled her lungs.

Ava’s heart hammered against her ribs. She managed a shaky breath, the air cool on her sweat-damp skin. “No,” she whispered, the word tasting of salt and surrender. “I won’t tell her.”

Grant’s lips brushed the shell of her ear. “Good.”

—

It started, as these things often do, with a problem.

Ava was drowning. Advanced Economic Theory was a torrent of incomprehensible graphs and equations, a language she couldn’t parse. Each lecture was a fresh humiliation. Mia, her roommate and best friend since freshman year, watched her struggle for a week before offering a solution.

“My dad,” Mia said one evening, scrolling through her phone. “He’s a monster with this stuff. Runs a fund. He could explain it in, like, ten minutes.”

Ava hesitated. She’d met Grant Chandler a handful of times—parents’ weekend, a stiff dinner. He was a monument in tailored suits, with a gaze that felt like an audit. Intimidating. “I couldn’t ask him to do that.”

“You’re not asking. I am.” Mia’s thumbs flew over her screen. “Done. He says tomorrow at seven. His study. Don’t be late, he hates that.”

The Chandler house was a silent, modern expanse of glass and steel. Ava arrived at 6:58, her backpack heavy with textbooks she feared were written in code. Grant answered the door himself, already in a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, a charcoal vest hugging his torso. No tie. It felt strangely intimate.

“Ava. Come in.” His voice was smooth, devoid of warmth but not unkind.

He led her to his office, a room that smelled of leather and old paper. A massive desk dominated the space, its surface bare except for a sleek laptop and a single, precise pen.

For an hour, he was all business. He broke down complex models with a ruthless clarity that made her previous confusion seem foolish. He drew quick, sure lines on a legal pad, his fingers long and elegant.

“See here,” he said, pointing to a supply-demand curve. “The market correction isn’t a mystery. It’s a predictable reaction to this variable.” His hand moved to illustrate, his knuckles brushing the back of her hand where it rested on the desk.

A jolt, electric and sudden, shot up her arm. She flinched. He didn’t.

He paused, his eyes lifting from the paper to her face. They were a cool, assessing gray. The air in the room shifted, growing thick, charged. The hum of the computer fan sounded loud.

He continued explaining, but his voice had dropped, softened. Each subsequent point was made with a gesture that brought him closer—a lean over her shoulder to point at the screen, his chest a breath away from her back; a turn of the textbook that made his forearm press against hers. The heat of him seeped through her thin sweater.

By the end of the session, Ava was taut as a wire, hyper-aware of every shift of his body, every glance that lingered a beat too long on her mouth, on the frantic pulse in her throat. He walked her to the door, his hand a light, guiding pressure on her lower back that felt anything but casual.

“Same time Thursday,” he stated. It wasn’t a question.

She just nodded, her voice trapped somewhere beneath the frantic rhythm of her heart.

—

Thursday. 7:02 PM. She was late.

She’d meant to be early, to reclaim some control, but her nerves had her fumbling with her keys, her bag. She stood on his doorstep, breathless from her jog up the driveway.

He opened the door before she could ring the bell. His expression was unreadable. “You’re late.”

“I’m sorry, the bus—”

“It doesn’t matter.” He stepped back, allowing her entry. The house was quiet. “Mia’s out. Study group.”

The information hung between them, heavy with implication. He led her to the study again. The books were open, the pad ready. But the energy was different. A tension coiled in the space.

They worked for twenty minutes. Or pretended to. Ava’s focus was shattered. She could only see his hands, the shift of muscle in his shoulders beneath the fine cotton of his shirt, the focused line of his jaw. He was explaining arbitrage, but the words were just sound.

He stopped talking. The silence was abrupt, total.

She looked up. He was watching her, his gaze intense, direct. All pretense of tutoring was gone.

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said for the last ten minutes,” he stated.

Her cheeks burned. “The material… it’s complicated.”

“It’s not.” He pushed his chair back, the legs scraping softly on the rug. He stood, looming over her where she sat. “The material is easy. What’s complicated is this situation… my daughter’s friend, wearing that skirt, looking at me like that.”

He didn’t touch her. He just looked. His eyes traveled over her face, down the column of her throat, over the schoolgirl plaid of her skirt where it ended high on her thighs. The inspection was thorough, clinical almost, and it made her skin prickle with heat.

“I find you…” he began, then paused, selecting his words with the same precision he used on his charts. “Distracting. Profoundly.”

Her breath caught. This wasn’t happening.

“I’ve thought of little else since Tuesday,” he continued, his voice a low rumble. “The way you bite your lip when you’re concentrating. The scent of your shampoo. The sound you made when I touched your hand.”

He finally moved. One hand came up, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. The touch was feather-light, yet it burned. “This is highly inappropriate. Irresponsible.” His thumb brushed her lower lip. “And I don’t care.”

Then his mouth was on hers.

It wasn’t a question. It was a command. A firm, insistent pressure that stole the air from her lungs. His lips were warm, demanding. One hand cupped the back of her head, fingers tangling in her hair, holding her in place. The other arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her up from the chair and flush against him. She felt the hard planes of his chest, the unmistakable ridge of his erection pressing into her stomach.

A moan escaped her, a sound of pure shock and awakening need. Her hands, which had been frozen at her sides, came up to clutch at the front of his vest. She kissed him back, opening for him, letting his tongue sweep into her mouth. He tasted of coffee and mint and power.

He broke the kiss as suddenly as he’d started it, both of them gasping. His eyes were dark, the gray now stormy. Without a word, his arm swept across the desk. Textbooks, notepads, the pen—they all went flying, clattering to the floor in a heap of abandoned academia.

In one smooth motion, he lifted her, his hands under her thighs, and set her down on the cool, polished wood. He stepped between her knees, his hands going to the waistband of her skirt. He pulled it down, dropping it on the floor.

“Arms up,” he ordered, his voice rough.

She obeyed, lifting them. He gripped the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head, leaving her in a simple lace bra. The air was cool on her skin, raising goosebumps. His eyes drank her in, and a muscle ticked in his jaw.

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her skirt and her plain cotton panties and pulled them both down her legs in a single, efficient motion. He tossed the bundle of fabric aside, leaving her completely bare from the waist down, exposed on the vast desk.

He didn’t undress. He simply knelt.

His hands spread her thighs wider, his grip firm. He looked at her, his gaze analytical, fascinated. Then he leaned in.

The first touch of his tongue was a flat, slow stroke from bottom to top. Ava cried out, her back arching off the desk. Her hands flew to his hair, her fingers gripping the thick, dark strands.

He didn’t just lick. He studied. He explored every fold, every sensitive inch with a focused, relentless attention. He used the broad flat of his tongue, the pointed tip, the gentle suction of his lips. He found the swollen bud of her clit and circled it with a precision that made her legs shake. He’d pause, listen to the hitch in her breath, feel the clench of her muscles, and adjust his tactics. It was methodical. It was devastating.

Pleasure, sharp and bright, coiled tight in her belly. Her hips rolled against his mouth, seeking more, seeking the perfect pressure he seemed to know instinctively. He slid two fingers inside her, curling them, finding a spot that made her see stars. His mouth worked her clit, his tongue flicking, sucking, while his fingers pumped in a steady, maddening rhythm.

“Grant… please…” she begged, the word a broken sob.

He increased the pace. The coil snapped. Her climax tore through her, a violent, shuddering wave that clenched around his fingers and left her gasping, her vision spotting. He didn’t stop until the last tremor subsided, his tongue gentling, soothing her oversensitive flesh.

He rose then, finally stripping off his vest, his shirt. His torso was lean, powerfully built, dusted with dark hair. His belt buckle clinked as he undid it, pushed his trousers and boxers down. And then he was free.

Ava’s mouth went dry. He was thick, rigid, the head flushed a deep red. A bead of moisture glistened at the tip. He was magnificent, and the sight sent a fresh, aching need straight to her core.

She slid off the desk, her legs barely supporting her. She sank to her knees on the plush rug, the wool rough against her skin. She didn’t break eye contact as she took him in her hand, feeling the heat, the silken skin over steel. She leaned forward and licked that bead of moisture away, tasting salt and him.

A low groan rumbled in his chest.

She took him into her mouth, slowly, letting her tongue swirl around the head before sinking down, taking more of his length. She set a slow, thorough rhythm, one hand wrapped around his base, the other braced on his thigh. She focused on the sensation—the weight on her tongue, the pulse of his blood against her lips, the way his breathing grew ragged. She hollowed her cheeks, sucked, listened to the sharp curses that fell from his lips.

His hands came to her head, not forcing, but guiding. “Enough,” he gritted out after a few minutes, his voice strained. “I need to be inside you.”

He pulled her up, turned her around, and bent her over the cleared desk. Her cheek pressed against the cool wood. His body covered hers, his heat searing her back. One hand fisted in her hair, not yanking, but holding, claiming. The other guided himself to her entrance, still slick from his mouth and her climax.

He pushed in with one deep, relentless thrust.

Ava cried out, the sound muffled by the desk. He filled her completely, stretching her, the sensation so intense it bordered on pain before melting into a deep, full pleasure. He didn’t wait for her to adjust. He set a hard, driving pace, each thrust jolting her forward, making her breasts rub against the wood.

The sound was obscene—skin slapping against skin, their mingled gasps, the creak of the desk under their weight. He fucked her with the same ruthless efficiency he did everything else, his grip on her hair tightening, his other hand splayed on her hip, holding her in place.

Just as the familiar tension began to build again inside her, his free hand strayed lower. His thumb brushed over the tight, forbidden pucker of her ass.

She tensed. He stilled, his body hovering over hers.

“Have you?” he breathed into her ear.

She shook her head, the motion small.

“Do you want to?”

She hesitated for only a second. The thrill of it, the taboo, the sheer trust. “Yes.”

He reached for a drawer, pulled out a small bottle. The click of the cap was loud. Cool liquid dripped between her cheeks. His thumb, slick now, pressed against her, circling, applying gentle pressure until the muscle yielded and the tip slipped in.

She gasped at the intrusion, so different, so intimate. He worked his thumb slowly, in and out, alongside the relentless thrust of his cock inside her. The dual sensation was overwhelming, pushing her toward the edge faster.

When he replaced his thumb with the blunt head of his cock, she held her breath. He pushed, slowly, inexorably, past the initial tight resistance until he was seated fully within her. The feeling of being utterly filled, possessed, was breathtaking.

He began to move. Gentle at first, shallow thrusts that allowed her body to accommodate him. Then deeper. Harder. His rhythm became punishing, a dual assault on her senses that shattered her completely. Her climax ripped through her with a silent scream, her internal muscles clamping down in violent pulses around him.

It triggered his own. With a raw, guttural shout, he buried himself to the hilt and spilled into her, his hot release flooding her in wave after wave. His body shuddered against hers, his grip on her hair finally loosening to a caress.

They stayed like that for long moments, panting, slick with sweat, connected. Slowly, he softened and slipped out of her. He turned her around, gathered her against his chest. Her legs were too weak to hold her.

That’s when he spoke, his lips against her ear.

“Don’t tell Mia about this.”

Now, pressed against him, the reality of what they’d done—what she’d let him do, what she’d begged for—crashed over her. The desk was a mess. She was a mess.

“No,” she whispered. “I won’t tell her.”

His lips brushed her ear. “Good.”

He didn’t let her go. His hand stroked her back, a possessive, soothing motion. The silence stretched, filled only with their slowing breaths. Then his voice, low and low and authoritative, cut through the quiet.

“I’ll see you Tuesday, Ava. Bring the notes on the arbitrage model. We have a lot more ground to cover.”

The dismissal was as cold as the glass walls of the house, a sudden snap back to the reality of the man who ran a multi-million dollar fund. He stepped back, his face returning to that neutral, assessing mask as he reached for his discarded shirt. The intense, predatory fire in his eyes hadn't vanished; it had simply been compartmentalized, locked away behind the iron gates of his professional persona.

Ava stood on trembling legs, her body still humming with the aftershocks of the desk, the rug, and the forbidden weight of him. She gathered her clothes from the floor—the schoolgirl plaid skirt, the lace bra, the simple sweater—dressing with frantic, clumsy fingers. Every movement felt heavy with the secret she was now carrying.

Grant didn't help her. He watched her dress, his gaze lingering on her, before turning to straighten the legal pad on the desk. The pen was back in its precise place. The textbooks were stacked. To anyone else, it would look like a productive evening of academic labor.

“Grant?” she whispered as she reached the door of the study, her hand on the handle.

He looked up, one eyebrow arched in a silent command for her to continue.

“Was this... just a reaction to the variable?” she asked, throwing his own economic theory back at him with a ghost of a smile.

A dark, genuine spark flickered in his gray eyes—the first crack in the monument. “Market corrections are predictable, Ava. But some investments are worth the risk of a total collapse.”

He didn't move to kiss her again. He didn't need to. The air was already thick with the promise of Tuesday night. Ava stepped out into the cool night air, the scent of him still clinging to her skin, knowing that while her grades might improve, she had just failed every moral test she’d ever been given—and she couldn't wait to do it again.

15 - FROM HOUSESITTING TO A FORBIDDEN AFFAIR
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The afternoon sun was a heavy, golden blanket, and Skylar had melted into it completely. Lexi’s family’s infinity pool was a slice of heaven, the water a shimmering turquoise that bled into the distant canyon view. She lay on a thick, padded lounger, the sun-warmed tiles beneath it radiating heat up through the thin towel. Her bikini was two triangles of white fabric and a few strings, a purchase she’d justified for its tanning potential. Now, slick with coconut oil, her skin gleamed, every curve highlighted in the stark light.

She heard the distant chunk of the garage door before the soft click of the entryway. Her pulse jumped, a quick, startled rhythm. The house was supposed to be empty for another week. She sat up, one hand shielding her eyes, as the sliding glass door from the kitchen whispered open.

Nick stepped out.

He looked like he’d walked straight out of a boardroom and into a dream. Tall, with the lean, strong build of a man who used his expensive gym membership, not just owned it. His tailored shirt was rolled to his elbows, his tie loosened. He carried a leather briefcase. And his eyes, a sharp, assessing blue, were on her.

“Skylar.” His voice was smooth, a low rumble that cut through the lazy hum of the pool filter. “I didn’t realize you’d still be here.”

“Mr. Peterson—Nick,” she corrected herself, her voice coming out softer than she intended. She felt absurdly exposed, the oil making her feel naked under his gaze. “Lexi said you were in New York until Friday.”

“Emergency client call. Had to fly back.” He set the briefcase down on a patio table with a definitive thud. His eyes traveled over her, from the damp ends of her hair, down the slope of her neck, over the swell of her breasts barely contained by the white fabric, the flat plane of her stomach, the long stretch of her legs. The look wasn’t paternal. It was hungry. “The job can wait.”

He unbuttoned his cuffs, rolling the sleeves up a little higher, revealing tanned forearms dusted with light hair. He walked toward her, his shoes silent on the wet deck. The space around them seemed to shrink, the canyon vista fading to a blur.

“You’ve grown up, Skylar.” He stopped beside her lounger, his shadow falling over her like a cool promise.

Her mouth went dry. This was the moment. The one she’d fantasized about during awkward family dinners, when she’d catch him looking at her a second too long. “I’m twenty-two,” she said, the words a challenge and an admission.

“I know.” A slow smile touched his lips. He reached out, not touching her, but his fingers hovered near her shoulder. “You’ve gotten… stunning.”

The compliment wasn’t polite. It was a statement of fact, loaded with intention. Heat, different from the sun’s, pooled low in her belly. She leaned back on her elbows, arching her spine just a little. Letting him look. “I’ve been trying to get you to see that for years.”

His eyes darkened. The careful control he always wore, the veneer of the successful father and husband, cracked. “Is that so?”

She nodded, unable to speak further. The air between them crackled, thick with the scent of coconut and chlorine and pure, undiluted want.

He closed the distance. One hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking the high curve of her cheekbone. His skin was warm, his touch firm. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” he murmured, but he was already leaning down.

“But you want to,” she countered, and met him halfway.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a claiming. His mouth was hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past her lips with a confidence that made her whimper into him. She tasted coffee and mint and him. Her hands came up, fisting in the fine cotton of his shirt, pulling him down. The lounger creaked under their combined weight. The sun beat on her back, but the fire inside was hotter.

His hands were everywhere. One tangled in her hair, angling her head for a deeper kiss. The other slid down her side, over the slick oil, his palm rough against her ribs, her waist, the flare of her hip. He found the knot of her bikini top at her back. A single, sharp tug and the fabric loosened, the strings falling away. He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged, to look at her.

Her breasts spilled into his hands, full and tipped with tight, pink peaks. The sun made her skin glow. “Christ, Skylar,” he breathed, his thumbs circling her nipples, making her gasp and arch into his touch.

He shifted, kneeling on the lounger, his body caging hers. His mouth left hers to trail down her neck, her collarbone, until he took one taut peak into his mouth. The sensation was electric, a sharp pull of pleasure that shot straight to her core. She cried out, her fingers digging into his shoulders. He suckled, laved, bit down with just enough pressure to make her thighs clench together. He gave the same devoted attention to her other breast, his hand kneading the soft flesh, until she was writhing beneath him, a steady, aching throb building between her legs.

His mouth moved lower, over her quivering stomach. His fingers hooked into the sides of her bikini bottoms. “Lift up,” he commanded, his voice rough.

She obeyed, raising her hips. He peeled the tiny scrap of fabric down her legs and tossed it aside. The sun and the open air on her most intimate skin was a shocking, thrilling vulnerability. He settled between her thighs, pushing them wider with his shoulders. His gaze was fixed on her, on the slick, flushed evidence of her desire.

“So perfect,” he said, almost to himself. Then he lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue was a slow, flat stroke from bottom to top. Skylar jolted, a sharp cry tearing from her throat. Her hands flew to his hair, not to push him away, but to hold him there. He didn’t need encouragement. He feasted on her. His tongue circled her clit, firm and relentless, then dipped inside her, tasting her deeply before returning to that aching bud. He used his lips, his tongue, the edge of his teeth in a devastating rhythm that had her bucking against his mouth. The world narrowed to the wet, hot pressure of his mouth, the scrape of his stubble on her inner thighs, the coiled, screaming tension in her belly.

“Nick… please…” she begged, the words fragmented.

He added a finger, sliding deep into her heat, curling it just so. The dual sensation was too much. The coil snapped. Pleasure detonated through her, wave after wave of it, blinding and absolute. Her back arched off the lounger, a raw, guttural sound ripped from her chest as she shuddered through the climax, his mouth gentling, drawing out every last pulse until she collapsed, boneless and gasping.

He rose above her, his own need etched into the hard lines of his face. He stood, and with efficient, hurried motions, stripped. His shirt, his pants, his boxer briefs. He was every bit as fit as his clothes suggested, and the thick, heavy length of his erection made her breath catch. It was more than she’d imagined, veined and rigid, the tip already glistening.

She pushed herself up on trembling arms, her eyes locked on him. Without a word, she slid off the lounger to her knees on the warm tiles. She took him in her hand first, feeling the silken skin over the iron-hard core. She leaned forward, her mouth watering, and took the head into her mouth.

A harsh groan escaped him. His hand came to rest on the back of her head, not forcing, just present. She swirled her tongue around the crown, tasting the salt of him, then sank down, taking him deeper. She set a slow, rhythmic pace, one hand stroking the base of his shaft, the other braced on his thigh. She listened to the sounds he made—the sharp inhales, the gritted curses—and let them guide her. She hollowed her cheeks, increased the pressure, took him to the back of her throat until her eyes watered. His thighs trembled. His fingers tightened in her hair.

“Enough,” he growled, pulling her up. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He guided her back onto the lounger, turning her onto her hands and knees. The padded surface was warm against her palms. He positioned himself behind her, one hand on her hip, the other guiding himself to her entrance. The broad head pressed against her, and she pushed back, impaling herself on him in one slow, relentless slide.

The feeling of being filled, stretched, completed, punched the air from her lungs. He was so deep, so impossibly there. He held still for a moment, both of them shuddering with the intensity of the connection.

Then he moved.

His thrusts started slow, deep, each one a deliberate claiming. But the pace quickly escalated. He gripped her hips, his fingers biting into her flesh, and drove into her with a powerful, piston-like rhythm. The lounger rocked with their motion. Each thrust rubbed her clit against the cushion, sending fresh sparks of pleasure shooting through her oversensitive nerves. The slap of skin on skin, their mingled gasps and moans, filled the sun-drenched air.

“You feel incredible,” he rasped, his voice strained. “So tight, so wet for me.”

She could only moan in response, pushing back against him, meeting every drive. The pleasure built again, hotter and faster this time, a pressure coiling at the base of her spine. He leaned over her, his chest pressed to her back, his mouth at her ear. His thrusts became shorter, harder, more frantic.

“Come with me, Skylar,” he demanded, his hand snaking around her hip to find her clit. Two circles of his thumb and she shattered.

Her climax ripped through her, a violent, consuming wave that clenched around him, milking his length. With a raw shout, he followed her over the edge, his hips slamming into her one final, deep time as he spilled himself inside her, hot and pulsing.

For long moments, the only sounds were their ragged breaths and the gentle lap of pool water. He slumped over her, his weight a comforting anchor. Slowly, he withdrew, and she collapsed onto her side on the lounger, spent.

He sat on the edge, running a hand through his disheveled hair. The canyon was awash in the late afternoon gold. The real world, with its consequences, began to seep back in.

He turned to look at her, his expression serious, the haze of lust clearing from his eyes. “Skylar.” His voice was quiet, firm. “Lexi can never know. My wife… they can never know.”

She looked up at him, at the man she’d wanted for what felt like forever, now marked with her nail scratches on his back. The secret was a cold stone in her gut, but the memory of his mouth, his hands, his body, was a fire that melted it.

“They won’t,” she promised, her voice husky.

He leaned over her once more, his shadow stretching long across her oil-slicked skin as the sun began its slow descent behind the canyon walls. He placed a final, lingering kiss on her forehead—a gesture that felt surprisingly tender after the raw intensity of the last hour.

“I have to get inside,” he murmured, already transitioning back into the role of the composed, disciplined professional. “I should’ve been at the office thirty minutes ago.”

Skylar watched him stand and gather his clothes, his naked body a striking silhouette against the turquoise pool. He didn't look back as he stepped through the sliding glass door, the click of the lock echoing like a final punctuation mark.

Left alone in the sudden silence, Skylar felt the cooling air prickle against her skin. She looked down at her discarded bikini, then at the tangled towel on the lounger. The golden afternoon had changed everything. The house, the pool, her friendship with Lexi—it all felt different now, colored by the heavy, illicit weight of what she’d just done.

She stood up, her legs still feeling like jelly, and walked to the edge of the infinity pool. She dove in, the cold shock of the water rinsing away the coconut oil and the sweat, but it couldn't wash away the feeling of him. As she broke the surface, she looked up at the master bedroom window.

The curtain flickered. Just for a second.

She knew then that this wasn't a one-time lapse in judgment. It was a beginning. Nick Peterson hadn't come home early to work; he’d come home to her. And as she swam back toward the steps, Skylar realized she wasn't just a housesitter anymore. She was a secret—one that was bound to keep Nick Peterson coming home early for a long, long time.
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