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I enter the impressive glass and chrome building, push through the busy barrage of people coming and going and make my way to the elevators. The elevator doors slide open with a cheerful ding that feels wildly at odds with the nervous fluttering in my stomach. I take a deep breath, pushing back my long brown hair. I smooth my skirt and straighten my blazer, and step into the gleaming lobby of Kingsley Publishing. This is it. My dream job starts now.

You've got this, Amelia, I mutter under my breath, plastering on my most confident smile. Time to dazzle them with your wit, charm, and encyclopedic knowledge of obscure literary references.

My heels click against the polished marble floor as I make my way toward the reception desk. The lobby is a vision of sleek modernity – all clean lines, glass, and chrome. It practically screams "We publish best-sellers and look fabulous doing it."

I approach the receptionist, a stylish woman with an impossibly symmetrical bob. "Hi, I'm Amelia Parsons. It's my first day."

She gives me a practiced smile. "Of course. Welcome to Kingsley Publishing. Let me just get you an employee's badge and someone will be down to escort you shortly."

As I wait, I can't help but get caught up in the bustling energy around me. Everywhere I look, people stride purposefully across the lobby, engrossed in animated phone conversations or furiously tapping away at tablets. I feel like I've stepped into the nerve center of the publishing world.

A man in an impeccably tailored suit breezes past, barking rapid-fire instructions into his Bluetooth. "I don't care what his agent says. Tell him if he wants the seven-figure advance, we need those rewrites by Friday."

I try not to gawk as I recognize him as Julian Reeves, Kingsley's top literary agent. Note to self: Work on perfecting that "I'm totally not starstruck right now" face.

My guide arrives – a harried-looking assistant who ushers me toward another set of elevators. As we ascend, I take deep, calming breaths.

You belong here, I remind myself silently. You've worked your butt off for this opportunity. Now go show them what Amelia Parsons is made of.

The doors open onto a floor that's somehow even more impressive than the lobby. Floor-to-ceiling windows offer stunning views of the city skyline. Rows of gleaming desks are populated by intent-looking employees, their fingers flying across keyboards.

I follow my guide past a series of glass-walled offices, trying not to gape at the big names I glimpse inside. Is that Pulitzer winner Diane Chen? And New York Times bestseller Marcus Wright?

Focus, Amelia, I chide myself. You're here to work, not fangirl.

But it's hard to tamp down my excitement. This is the big leagues, and somehow, miraculously, I've made it here. Now I just have to prove I deserve to stay.

"Welcome to the editorial floor!" A cheerful voice breaks through my reverie. I turn to see a woman about my age, her curly hair framing a warm smile. "I'm Zoe, one of the junior editors. You must be Amelia, our new assistant editor?"

I nod, extending my hand. "That's me! It's great to meet you, Zoe."

"Let me give you the grand tour," Zoe offers, gesturing expansively. "Though I warn you, it might take a while to remember where everything is. I still get lost sometimes, and I've been here a year!"

I laugh, relaxing a bit. "I appreciate the heads up. I'll try not to wander into any important meetings by mistake."

As we walk, Zoe points out different departments and introduces me to a whirlwind of new faces. I do my best to commit names to memory, but it's a losing battle.

"And this is Sarah in Marketing... oh, and that's Dev from Design... Hey, Liam! This is Amelia, she's new in Editorial."

I smile and wave, trying to exude confidence even as my head spins. "It's wonderful to meet you all! I'm looking forward to working with everyone."

After what feels like a hundred introductions, Zoe leads me to a tidy desk in a well lit cubicle. "And this is you! Home sweet home, at least from nine to five."

I set down my bag, running my hand along the smooth surface of the desk. My desk. At Kingsley Publishing. It still doesn't feel quite real.

"Thank you so much for the tour, Zoe," I say, meaning every word. "I really appreciate you taking the time."

"Of course! We're glad to have you on board." She gives me a conspiratorial wink. "Between you and me, we needed some fresh blood around here. Things were getting a bit stuffy."

As Zoe heads back to her own desk, I sink into my chair, taking a moment to absorb it all. I arrange my modest collection of office supplies, my mind racing with possibilities. What kind of manuscripts will cross this desk? What literary gems might I discover?

The excitement bubbles up again, tempered by a flutter of nervousness. There's so much to learn, so many expectations to meet. But as I look out at the bustling office, filled with people pursuing their passion for books, I can't help but feel like I've found my tribe.

Alright, Amelia, I whisper to myself, straightening my posture. Time to make your mark. Let's show them what you've got.

I'm just about to open my laptop when Zoe's head pops up over the cubicle wall.

"Oh, I almost forgot! We need to introduce you to Blake Caldwell. He's your new boss."

My stomach does a little flip. "Blake Caldwell? As in, the Blake Caldwell?"

Zoe nods, a wry smile playing on her lips. "The one and only. Ready to meet the big bad wolf?"

I force a laugh, but it comes out more like a nervous hiccup. "Is he really that... intimidating?"

"Let's just say he's earned his reputation," Zoe replies, her tone a mix of amusement and sympathy. "But don't worry, his bark is worse than his bite.” she pauses as if for emphasis. “Usually."

Great. Just great. As if first-day jitters weren't enough, now I have to face the legendary grump of Kingsley Publishing. I take a deep breath, smoothing down my blouse. "Alright, let's do this."

I follow Zoe down the hallway, my heels click-clacking against the polished floor. With each step, my heart rate accelerates. I've heard whispers about Blake Caldwell – his razor-sharp wit, his exacting standards, his ability to reduce seasoned editors to quivering messes with a single raised eyebrow.

Come on, Amelia, I mutter under my breath. You've got this. You're smart, you're capable, and you absolutely deserve to be here.

But as we round the corner, my internal pep talk falters. The nameplate on the imposing oak door reads    "Blake Caldwell, Executive Editor" in stern, no-nonsense font. It might as well say "Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here."

I take one last steadying breath. "Well," I think, raising my hand to knock, "here goes nothing. Time to see if the rumors are true."

I push open the heavy door, and the scene that unfolds before me is like stepping into the eye of a storm. Blake Caldwell sits behind an imposing mahogany desk, his cold-steel gray-blue eyes fixed on a document before him. The tension in the air is so thick you could cut it with a paperback.

"Mr. Caldwell?" I venture, my voice sounding small in the cavernous office.

He looks up, and I swear the temperature drops a few degrees. His expression is about as welcoming as a February blizzard, and I'm hit with the sudden realization that all those rumors about his frosty demeanor were probably understating things.

He has the most kissable lips I have ever seen and broad shoulders. I feel myself respond… down there… just a few clenches really.

But I wish I wasn’t…

"Ah, the new junior editor," he says, his voice clipped and devoid of any warmth. "Amelia... Parker, was it?"

"Parsons, actually," I correct him, summoning every ounce of cheerfulness I can muster. "Amelia Parsons. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Caldwell."

I extend my hand, hoping my smile doesn't look as forced as it feels. Blake regards my outstretched palm as if I'm offering him a live grenade before briefly shaking it.

"Right. Parsons," he repeats, already turning his attention back to his papers. "I trust you've been shown your desk?"

I nod, desperately searching for something to say that might crack his icy exterior. "Yes, it's lovely. I'm really excited to be part of the team here at Kingsley. I've always admired the work you do and–"

"That's nice," Blake interrupts, his tone suggesting it's anything but. "I expect you to be up to speed on our current projects by tomorrow morning. There’s a staff meeting at 9 AM sharp. Gather everything needed as per my memo. And don't be late."

I blink, thrown off by his brusqueness. Where did this guy misplace his manners? In the Paleolithic era? I wonder if he’s just being a dick because he likes pushing the boundaries–that’s what the press says about him. I wonder if he’s testing me to see if I’m up to the task. Well, I’ll show him.

"Of course," I manage, my smile now feeling more like a grimace. "I'll make sure I'm prepared."

As Blake's attention drifts back to his work, effectively dismissing me, I can't help but think, Well, Amelia, you wanted a challenge. Looks like you got one, gift-wrapped in a tailored suit with a scowl to match.

Turns out he’s not quite done with me yet.

Blake clears his throat, jerking my attention back to his stoic face. "Let's review your responsibilities," he drones, his voice as lively as a funeral dirge. "You'll be assisting with manuscript evaluations, coordinating with authors, and managing our social media presence."

I nod enthusiastically, desperately trying to maintain my cheerful facade while my mind races. Is that permanent scowl etched into his face, or does he reserve it specially for new hires? Maybe he practices it in the mirror every morning, I muse, picturing Blake perfecting his frown alongside his Windsor knot.

"That sounds fantastic," I chirp, seizing the moment to inject some positivity. "I have some ideas for engaging our audience on social media. Maybe we could brainstorm–"

"I'm sure whatever you come up with will be fine," Blake cuts in, his sarcasm sharp enough to slice through steel. "Just don't post any cat memes or quiz results about which literary character you are."

I laugh, hoping to lighten the mood. "Of course not. Though I bet you'd be Mr. Darcy – tall, brooding, misunderstood."

Blake's eyebrow twitches, the only indication he heard me. "If that’s all, Ms. Parsons? I have actual work to do."

“Of course.” As I stand to leave, my resolve strengthens. I will crack that stony exterior, even if it takes all year. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Caldwell. I'm looking forward to working with you."

His grunt of acknowledgment follows me out the door, leaving me wondering if I've just accepted a job or signed up for a Herculean task in interpersonal relations.

The door clicks shut behind me, and I'm alone in the hallway, my mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Did that really just happen? I take a deep breath, smoothing down my blouse as if I could iron out my frazzled nerves just as easily.

"Well, that was... something," I mutter under my breath, my steps echoing in the empty corridor as I make my way back to my desk.

I sink into my chair, the leather squeaking in protest – or maybe sympathy. My eyes dart around the office, taking in the bustling energy that seems at odds with the arctic chill I just experienced in Blake's office.

"So, how'd it go with the big bad wolf?" a friendly voice chirps. I look up to see Sarah, the colleague who gave me the tour earlier, leaning against my cubicle wall.

I force a smile. "Oh, you know. Absolutely delightful. I think we'll be braiding each other's hair by Friday."

Sarah snorts. "That bad, huh?"

"Let's just say I've had warmer receptions from icebergs," I reply, my fingers absently toying with a pen.    "Is he always so..."

"Charming? Effervescent? The life of the party?" Sarah fills in, her eyes twinkling with mirth.

I can't help but laugh. "Exactly. I was worried I'd walked into the wrong building and met Ebenezer Scrooge instead of my new boss."

As Sarah moves on, I turn to my computer, my mind still replaying the encounter. Blake's steely gray-blue eyes, so devoid of warmth, flash in my memory. But beneath the gruff exterior and cutting remarks, I sensed something else – a passion for the work, perhaps?

I shake my head, amused at my own optimism. “Alright, Amelia,” I whisper to myself, "time to put on your game face. If Mr. Sunshine wants a challenge, he's got one."

With renewed determination, I pull up my email, ready to tackle whatever Blake throws my way. After all, I didn't fight my way into Kingsley Publishing to be deterred by one grumpy, but damned unfairly handsome, boss.

The afternoon flies by in a whirlwind of introductions and orientation meetings. I find myself in the break room, fumbling with the fancy coffee machine that looks more like a spaceship control panel than a beverage dispenser.

"Need a hand with that?" a friendly voice pipes up behind me.

I turn to see a smiling face framed by copper curls. "Oh, thank god. Yes, please. I was about to resort to interpretive dance to communicate with this thing."

She laughs, stepping forward. "I'm Liz from Marketing. And you must be the new editorial assistant everyone's buzzing about."

"Amelia," I confirm, watching in awe as she effortlessly coaxes a perfect latte from the machine. "And apparently, I'm also the office technophobe."

"Don't worry," Liz winks, handing me the steaming mug. "I'll teach you the secret handshake later."

As we chat, I can't help but feel a surge of warmth. Despite the Blake-shaped storm cloud hanging over my morning, the rest of the Kingsley team seems genuinely welcoming.

"So," Liz leans in conspiratorially, "I heard you had your baptism by fire with Blake already. How'd it go?"

I take a sip of coffee to buy time. "Let's just say I think I saw him almost crack a smile. It might have been a grimace, but I'm choosing optimism."

Liz's eyebrows shoot up. "Wow, that's practically a standing ovation from him. You must have some kind of superpower."

As I head back to my desk, Liz's words echo in my mind. Maybe, just maybe, there's hope for cracking that gruff exterior after all.

The rest of the day passes in a blur of paperwork and orientation videos. Before I know it, the office is winding down, the buzz of conversations replaced by the shuffling of papers and the click of computer shutdowns.

I lean back in my chair, stretching my arms above my head. I tilt my head and stare out the glassed front of my cubicle. My gaze drifts to Blake's closed office door. I stare into the darkness behind the glass door and side panels. Guess he’s already headed out. The memory of our tense meeting still lingers, but instead of discouragement, I feel a strange spark of determination.

"Ready to call it a day?" Sarah asks, passing by with her bag slung over her shoulder.

I nod, reaching for my own belongings. "Yeah, just about. It's been... quite the first day."

I think Sarah is going to walk me out, but she tags along with someone else who walks by.

Oh well.

As I pack up, my mind races with plans and strategies. Blake Caldwell may be a tough nut to crack, but    I've never been one to back down from a challenge. I'm going to prove myself, not just to him, but to everyone at Kingsley Publishing.

"Watch out, Mr. Grumpy Pants," I mutter under my breath, a small smile playing on my lips. "Amelia Parsons is here to stay, and I'm bringing my A-game."

I step into the elevator, my heart lighter than it's been all day. As the doors slide shut, I catch my reflection in the polished metal: cheeks flushed, eyes bright with determination. I can't help but grin.

"Well, Amelia," I say to myself, "you survived day one. Only about ten thousand more to go."

The elevator begins its descent, and I lean against the wall, replaying the day's events in my mind.  Blake's scowl flashes before my eyes, and I snort.

"Seriously, does the man ever smile? Maybe his face would crack if he tried."

I shake my head, chuckling. Despite his frosty demeanor, there's something intriguing about Blake. Like a puzzle I'm itching to solve.

"Challenge accepted, Mr. Caldwell," I murmur, straightening my blazer. "I'll have you know, I once made my high school's sourpuss librarian laugh. You don't stand a chance."

The elevator dings, doors opening to the lobby. As I step out, my mind's already racing with ideas. Maybe I'll bring donuts tomorrow. Or tell a spectacularly bad pun. Anything to see if that stone face can crack.

"Look out, Kingsley Publishing," I whisper, pushing through the revolving door into the evening air as I head home alone to my modest and cramped apartment. "Amelia Parsons is on a mission, and not even the grumpiest boss in New York is going to stop me."

Chapter Two
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The elevator doors slide open, and I'm assaulted by the noisy cacophony of Kingsley Publishing's morning chaos. Christ, it's like a circus in here. Phones ringing off the hook, the copier screeching in protest, and the nauseating aroma of burnt coffee wafting through the air.

Just another day in paradise.

I push through the sea of frenzied employees, my jaw clenched tight enough to crack a walnut. "Move," I growl, shouldering past a wide-eyed intern juggling a tower of manuscripts. Papers flutter to the ground in my wake.

Not my problem.

As I near my office, my stomach twists with dread. Any second now, I fully expect I'll be ambushed by a tidal wave of perkiness in the form of my new assistant, Amelia. How anyone can be so damn chipper at 8 AM is beyond me. It's unnatural.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. You've got this, Blake. Don't let her sunshine and rainbows act crack your carefully cultivated armor of misanthropy. You're Blake freaking Caldwell, the most feared editor in New York. A walking smile factory isn't going to change that.

My hand hovers over the doorknob to my office, and I brace for impact. Maybe if I sprint inside and slam the door fast enough, I can avoid—

"Good morning, Mr. Caldwell!"

Damn it.

Too slow.

I turn, coming face to face with Amelia's megawatt smile. How does she make her teeth gleam like that? It's like staring directly into the sun.

It’s…er... unnatural.

"Is it?" I mutter, quirking an eyebrow. "I hadn't noticed."

Her smile doesn't falter. Of course it doesn't. I swear, nothing phases this girl.

"Well, I think it's a beautiful day," she chirps, gesturing to the window. "The sun is shining, the birds are singing—"

"Fascinating," I cut her off, pinching the bridge of my nose. "Is there a point to this meteorological report, or can I get to work now?"

Amelia's cheeks flush slightly, but her eyes still dance with irrepressible optimism. It's infuriating. And maybe, just maybe, the tiniest bit admirable.

Not that I'd ever admit that out loud.

"Of course, sir," she says, holding out a stack of neatly organized folders. "Here's everything you need for your 9 AM meeting with the staff. I've color-coded the tabs for easy reference and included a summary of—"

I snatch the folders from her hands, grunting what might pass for a "thanks" if you're feeling generous.

Which I'm not.

As I retreat into my office, I can feel Amelia's gaze boring into my back. Probably trying to kill me with kindness or something equally ridiculous. I slam the door, exhaling heavily as I slump into my leather chair.

Day one with a new assistant and just as I’d imagined a friggin’ battle with Little Miss Sunshine. How long can I keep up this gruff facade before her relentless positivity wears me down? The thought sends a shiver down my spine.

Game on, Amelia. Game on.

As I'm settling into my chair, a soft knock interrupts my brooding. The door cracks open, and Amelia's head pops in, her long brown hair swaying with the movement.

"Good morning again, Mr. Caldwell!" Her voice is as bright as the sunshine she was just gushing about. "I hope you're ready for a productive day!"

Oh my God, she’s still at it. I think someone has overdosed on perkiness.

My jaw tightens involuntarily, and I feel my eyes threatening to roll back into my skull. I manage to suppress the urge, but just barely. "Morning," I grunt, not bothering to look up from my desk.

Undeterred by my less-than-enthusiastic response, Amelia glides into the office, her green eyes sparkling with an enthusiasm that grates on my every nerve. She's carrying a neatly organized stack of documents, probably color-coded and tabbed within an inch of their lives.

"I've prepared everything for your review," she says, her voice brimming with pride. "The quarterly reports are on top, followed by the new manuscript submissions. Oh, and I've highlighted the key points for your 2 PM conference call with the London office."

I give a curt nod, reaching for the stack. "Fascinating. Did you alphabetize them by the author's middle name too?"

Amelia's smile falters for a split second before bouncing back, twice as bright. "I could if you'd like, Mr. Caldwell. It would only take me—"

"That was sarcasm, Amelia," I interrupt, rubbing my temples. "Just... leave them here. I'll look them over."

"Of course, sir," she replies, placing the documents on my desk. "Is there anything else you need?"

I glance up, meeting her eager gaze. For a moment, I'm struck by the stark contrast between us – her unwavering optimism versus my permanent scowl. It's like seeing daylight for the first time after living your whole life in a cave.

"Coffee," I mutter, turning back to my computer. "Black. And maybe a miracle to get through this day."

Amelia's laugh tinkles through the office. "One coffee, coming right up. As for the miracle, I'll see what I can do!"

As she turns to leave, I find myself fighting the urge to smile. Dammit, Caldwell, I think. Don't let her get to you. After all, you've got a reputation to maintain.

I settle into my leather chair, its familiar creak a small comfort as I survey the mountain of work before me. Amelia's precise organization stares back at me, a testament to her efficiency that I can't help but admire, even as irritation prickles under my skin.

"Why does her cheerfulness bother me so much?" I mutter, rifling through the first folder. Each page is meticulously arranged, color-coded tabs marking important sections. It's infuriatingly perfect.

I glance up, catching sight of Amelia at her desk through the glass partition. She's focused intently on her computer screen, her fingers flying across the keyboard with practiced ease. A strand of her long brown hair falls across her face, and she absently tucks it behind her ear without missing a beat.

"Dammit," I growl softly, forcing my attention back to the documents. But my eyes keep drifting, drawn to the way she works with such focused determination. It's... impressive, I grudgingly admit to myself.

I shake my head, trying to dispel the unwelcome thoughts. "Focus, Caldwell. You're not here to admire your assistant's work ethic."

But as I pore over the reports, my gaze continues to flicker between the papers and Amelia. Her competence is undeniable, each document a testament to her skill. Yet, I can't shake the nagging feeling that her sunny disposition is somehow a challenge to my carefully cultivated stern image.

"It's just too much," I grumble, scrawling a note in the margin. "How can anyone be that damn cheerful all the time?"

I catch myself staring again and quickly avert my eyes when Amelia looks up, flashing me a bright smile through the glass. I respond with a curt nod, my face a mask of stern indifference. But inside, I'm increasingly aware of the conflicting emotions warring within me – frustration at her relentless positivity and a grudging respect for her abilities.

I get back to the task at hand and lose track of time, still battling it out with myself over these conflicting emotions.

Until–

Amelia's voice breaks through my internal struggle. "Mr. Caldwell?" She's standing in the doorway, a tablet in hand. "I have a question about the Hartley manuscript, if you have a moment."

I lean back in my chair, eyeing her warily. "Make it quick, Parsons. I'm not running a Q&A session here."

She steps into the office, her green eyes bright with enthusiasm. "Of course. I was reviewing the editor's notes, and I noticed a discrepancy in the—"

"Let me guess," I interrupt, my tone dripping with sarcasm. "You've single-handedly uncovered a plot hole that'll revolutionize modern literature?"

To my surprise, Amelia doesn't flinch. Instead, the corner of her mouth quirks up. "Not quite that dramatic, sir. But it could save us from a potential PR nightmare involving a misplaced decimal point in the advance figures."

I blink, momentarily caught off guard. "Well, well. Looks like someone's been paying attention in Accounting 101." The words come out less harsh than I intended, almost... playful? Dammit, I can’t be losing my touch! I clear my throat. "Show me."

As Amelia leans over my desk, pointing out the error, I find myself oddly impressed. Not just by her catch, but by her ability to stand her ground. It's... refreshing.

So is her scent.. er… aroma. Is that a perfume I’ve never encountered… or…

Her honest to God natural smell?

I get my wits back quickly. Thank goodness. "Good work, Parsons," I say gruffly, waving her away. "Now, if you're done playing financial superhero, some of us have actual work to do."

She nods, that infuriating smile still in place. "Of course, Mr. Caldwell. I'll get right on fixing this."

As the door closes behind her, I lean back in my chair, a strange feeling settling in my chest. Was that... enjoyment? I shake my head, scowling at the thought. No, it was just relief at avoiding a costly mistake. Nothing more.

But as I turn back to my work, I can't shake the memory of our exchange. The way she met my sarcasm with quiet confidence. The spark of intelligence in her eyes. It's... unsettling.

And damned her essence or smell or whatever the hell it is!

"Get it together, Blake," I mutter, rubbing my temples. "She's your assistant, not your sparring partner."

Yet, even as I try to focus on the contracts before me, I find myself replaying our conversation, a reluctant smile tugging at my lips. It's been a long time since anyone's kept up with my acerbic wit. And as much as I hate to admit it, there's a certain satisfaction in the challenge.

I growl in frustration, shoving the thoughts aside. I'm Blake Caldwell, publishing's resident hardass. I don't do banter, and I certainly don't enjoy it. Especially not with overly cheerful assistants who insist on brightening every damn corner of the office.

...Right?

Enough of that already.

Get on with the day ahead.

And work.

Stop thinking about her.

Dammit!

I have a meeting to get to any moment.

And my unnaturally cheerful assistant didn’t remind me.

I almost smile to myself.

Almost.

Guess she’s not so perfect after all.

But damn that only makes me want to like her even more!

I’m all over the place.

I remind myself I have a meeting waiting…

The conference room door swings open, and I stride in, my jaw set and shoulders squared. The executive team rises, a sea of crisp suits and wary expressions. Good. Fear keeps them sharp.

"Gentlemen," I nod curtly, taking my place at the head of the table. "Let's make this quick."

As I settle into my chair, I catch a flash of brown hair in my peripheral vision. Amelia slips in quietly, notepad in hand, and takes a seat in the corner. Her presence irks me, a splash of warmth in this frigid room of corporate sharks.

"Q3 projections," I bark, and the CFO scrambles to pull up his presentation.

As he drones on about profit margins and market share, I find my attention wandering. Amelia's pen flies across her notepad, her brow furrowed in concentration. She glances up, catching my eye, and offers a small, encouraging smile.

I scowl, turning back to the presentation. "And how exactly do you plan to address the 7% drop in e-book sales?" I interject, my tone razor-sharp.

The CFO falters, his confidence crumbling. "Well, we, uh—"

"We've actually prepared a strategy for that," Amelia pipes up, her voice soft but steady. All eyes turn to her, including mine, narrowed in surprise and irritation.

She meets my gaze, unflinching. "If you'd like, Mr. Caldwell, I can share the outline on file that was proposed and discussed last week."

An outline? I wrack my brain, vaguely recalling a conversation about digital marketing initiatives. Had I actually approved something?

"Fine," I grumble, gesturing for her to continue. "Enlighten us, Ms. Parsons."

As Amelia outlines a comprehensive plan for boosting ebook engagement, I find myself torn. Part of me bristles at her initiative, at the way the room hangs on her every word. But another part, a part I'm loath to acknowledge, is impressed by her quick thinking and thorough approach.

She finishes with a nod in my direction, her green eyes sparkling with a mix of pride and... is that hope for my approval?

I clear my throat, pushing down the unfamiliar warmth in my chest. "Not bad, Parsons. We'll review the details later." Turning back to the room, I bark, "Any questions? No? Good. Meeting adjourned."

As the executives file out, I catch Amelia's smile out of the corner of my eye. It's small, almost secret, but radiant with satisfaction. For a moment, just a moment, I feel the urge to return it.

But that’s not happening.

Instead, I grunt, "My office. Now." And stalk out of the room, my mind still a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts.

Back in my office, I slump into my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose. The tension in my shoulders feels like a vise, tightening with each passing second. Amelia's cheerful competence during the meeting replays in my mind, a stark contrast to my own gruff demeanor.

"Mr. Caldwell?" Her voice, tinged with that ever-present optimism, breaks through my brooding. "I've prepared a more detailed breakdown of the marketing plan, if you'd like to review it now."

I look up, my jaw clenching involuntarily. "Just... leave it on the desk," I mutter, waving a dismissive hand.

She nods, placing the folder down with a soft thud. "Of course. Is there anything else you need?"

Yes.

I need you to stop being so damn cheerful all the time. I need to understand why your smile makes me feel like I've been punched in the gut.

Instead, I grunt, "Coffee. Black."

"Right away," she chirps, turning on her heel.

As the door closes behind her, I lean back, exhaling slowly. Why does her positivity grate on me so much? And why can't I stop thinking about it?

I try to focus on the stack of manuscripts awaiting my review, but my mind keeps drifting. The way she commanded the room's attention, the quiet confidence in her voice...

"Get a grip, Caldwell," I mutter to myself, forcefully flipping open a folder.

But as the hours tick by, I find myself glancing at the closed door more often than I'd like to admit. Each time Amelia's voice filters through, answering calls or greeting colleagues, I feel a twinge of... something. Annoyance? Curiosity?

By late afternoon, I've read the same paragraph six times without absorbing a word. Frustrated, I toss the manuscript aside and stand, pacing the length of my office.

It's just fatigue, I tell myself. The stress of the job is getting to me. It has nothing to do with the way Amelia's presence seems to soften the sharp edges of this cutthroat world I've built around myself.

Nothing at all.

As I grab my coat and briefcase, I catch a glimpse of Amelia through the glass partition. She's still at her desk, tapping away at her tablet, a small furrow of concentration between her brows. For a moment, I'm tempted to say... something. A gruff "goodnight" perhaps, or a curt reminder about tomorrow's deadlines.

Instead, I square my shoulders and march past her cubicle, my jaw clenched tight.

"Have a good evening, Mr. Caldwell!" Her warm voice follows me down the hallway.

I don't turn back. I can't. But I feel the weight of her gaze on my back, and it takes every ounce of willpower not to look over my shoulder.

Shit, she’s really getting to me!

And in the worst way.

In the elevator, I lean against the cool metal wall, closing my eyes. "Pull yourself together," I mutter. "She's just an assistant. An irritatingly cheerful one."

But as I step out into the crisp evening air, Amelia's smile flashes through my mind again. I shake my head, trying to dislodge the image.

"Dammit," I growl, startling a passing pedestrian.

I stride towards the parking garage, my thoughts a chaotic whirlwind. Why can't I shake this? I've spent years cultivating my reputation as the publishing world's resident hardass. I don't do warm and fuzzy. I don't let people in.

So why does Amelia's unwavering positivity feel like it's chipping away at my carefully constructed walls?

As I slide into my car, I grip the steering wheel tight, knuckles turning white. "This ends now," I tell my reflection in the rearview mirror. "Tomorrow, it's business as usual. No more of this... whatever it is."  

But even as I say the words, a traitorous part of my mind whispers: Who are you trying to convince?

I start the engine with more force than necessary, determined to leave these unsettling thoughts behind at the office. But as I pull out onto the bustling city street, I can't shake the feeling that something has shifted. That Amelia Parsons, with her sunny smile and steely determination, might just be the biggest challenge to my carefully crafted persona that I've ever faced.

And the most terrifying part? A small, deeply buried part of me is almost looking forward to it…

Which is pretty much confirmed by my evening… a solitary dinner that I pick over in my cold steel and chrome penthouse… and then a restless night of tossing and turning in bed while I think of only one thing… ah, no… person… HER!

Chapter Three
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I stride into the Kingsley Publishing office, my heart racing with a mixture of excitement and nerves. In my hands, I clutch a glossy turquoise mug emblazoned with the words "Turn that frown upside down!" in cheerful yellow script. It's so tacky, it's perfect.

"This is the one," I mutter under my breath, imagining Blake's stoic face cracking into a reluctant smile. "Today's the day I make the Ice King thaw."

As I weave through the cubicles, my coworkers offer curious glances. I can practically hear their thoughts: "There goes Amelia, tilting at windmills again." But they don't understand. Beneath Blake's frosty exterior, I'm convinced there's a warm-hearted romantic just waiting to emerge. And I, Amelia Parsons, am just the sunshine needed to melt that icy facade.

I pause at the threshold of Blake's office, my reflection in the polished nameplate mocking me. My usually perfectly coiffed brown hair is slightly frazzled, betraying my nerves. I take a deep breath, smoothing down my blouse with my free hand.

"You've got this, Amelia," I whisper, giving myself a mental pep talk. "You're smart, you're capable, and gosh darn it, you're going to make that man smile if it's the last thing you do at Kingsley Publishing."

I run through potential opening lines in my head, discarding each one as too cheesy or too bland. Should I go for a pun? A literary reference? Maybe I should just burst in singing "Good Morning" from Singin' in the Rain. No, that's a step too far, even for me.

Finally, I settle on what I hope is a witty quip. I rehearse it silently, tweaking the delivery. "Hey there, boss man! Thought you could use a little pick-me-up to go with your put-me-down attitude!"

Oh God, that's terrible. But it's too late to back out now. I've already knocked, and Blake's muffled voice calls out, "Enter."

I push open the door, plastering on my brightest smile. Blake sits behind his imposing mahogany desk, looking as severe and handsome as ever in his crisp white shirt and charcoal tie. His gray-blue eyes flick up from his computer screen, narrowing slightly as he takes in my cheerful demeanor and the mug in my hands.

"Good morning, Mr. Caldwell!" I chirp, my voice an octave higher than usual. "I thought you could use a little pick-me-up to go with your... um... your coffee."

Smooth, Amelia. Real smooth.

But it’s not like I could actually use that godawful line I’d just rehearsed!

Blake's eyebrow arches ever so slightly, the only indication that he's even heard me. "Ms. Parsons," he says, his deep voice clipped and professional. "I wasn't aware that providing beverageware was part of your job description."

I feel my cheeks flush, but I press on, determined. "Oh, you know me, always going above and beyond!" I set the mug down on his desk with a flourish. "Besides, I thought this little ray of sunshine might brighten up your day."

Blake glances at the mug, his expression unchanging save for a slight tightening around his eyes. Is that amusement or annoyance? With Blake, it's impossible to tell. But he’s like a puzzle, and I love trying to figure him out. I’m beginning to feel a little obsessed. Wonder what he’s feeling?

"I prefer my coffee without unsolicited advice," he says dryly, turning back to his computer screen. "Was there anything else, Ms. Parsons?"

My heart sinks, but I refuse to let my disappointment show. "Nope, that's all!" I say, injecting as much cheer into my voice as I can muster. "Just spreading a little joy, one mug at a time!"

As I turn to leave, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the window. My smile looks more like a grimace, and I can see the doubt creeping into my eyes. Is this all futile? Am I just making a fool of myself?

No, I decide firmly. I've never been one to give up easily, and I'm not about to start now. There's more to Blake Caldwell than meets the eye, and I'm determined to uncover the man beneath the frosty exterior.

I close the door behind me, already plotting my next move. Maybe homemade cookies in the break room?  Or a funny desk calendar? The possibilities are endless, and I feel a thrill of excitement at the challenge.

As I make my way back to my desk, I can't help but smile. Blake Caldwell might think he's impervious to my charms, but he hasn't seen anything yet. I, Amelia Parsons, am a force to be reckoned with, armed with nothing but positivity and an arsenal of cheesy motivational quotes.

Watch out, Blake. Your days of grumpiness are numbered.

The day goes relatively calmly. Blake seems to be trying his best to avoid me… or maybe ignore me is more like it.

I don’t see him again after early afternoon. Guess he took the rest of the afternoon off. He didn’t clue me in or leave a clue… or even a note on his desk about his absence. I know because…

I checked, of course.

I go home to my little place and plot my next move. The obsession continues, but I am able to get a little sleep. I’ll need it if I’m ever going to crack Blake Caldwell’s tough, cold exterior.

Next morning, I’m at it again.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself, and rap my knuckles against Blake's office door. The sound echoes in the quiet hallway, matching the thunderous beating of my heart.

"Come in," his deep voice rumbles from inside.

I push the door open, plastering on my brightest smile. "Good morning, Mr. Caldwell!" I chirp, striding into his meticulously organized office.

Blake's hard as steel eyes flick up from his computer screen, meeting mine for a brief moment before he gives his customary curt nod. His broad shoulders are hunched slightly, the crisp lines of his tailored suit accentuating his imposing frame.

"I come bearing gifts," I announce, approaching his desk. With a flourish that I hope masks the slight tremor in my hands, I place another the same vibrant mug from the day before in front of him, filled with piping hope black coffee just the way he likes it. "They say caffeine is the secret to happiness, you know. Or was it the key to world domination? I always get those two mixed up."

Blake's gaze slides to the mug, his expression as unchanging as a marble statue. Only the slight arch of his eyebrow betrays any reaction at all. He reaches out, turning the mug so the cheesy quote is facing away from him and towards me.

Smooth move.

Clever.

I place a small paper napkin rimmed with multi-colored daisies on his desk with a  hearty nuts and dried fruit muffin. I figure a big strong man like him would like something substantial… and filling for a mid-morning snack. There’s also a little candy flag stuck in top with a quote… not quite as cheesy but hopefully uplifting.

Just for him.

"'Every day is a chance to bloom,'" he reads aloud, his voice dry as the Sahara. "How... quaint." He looks back up at me, one corner of his mouth twitching almost imperceptibly. "I prefer my coffee without unsolicited advice, Ms. Parsons. But I suppose the sentiment is... appreciated."

I can't help but grin, feeling a spark of triumph at his barely-there twitch of amusement. "Oh, come on, Mr. Caldwell," I tease, leaning in conspiratorially. "Everyone needs a little sunshine now and then. Who knows? A dash of positivity might just be the secret ingredient your coffee's been missing all along."

My words hang in the air, mingling with the faint scent of Blake's cologne. For a split second, I swear I see a flicker of something in his eyes—amusement? Irritation? It's gone before I can decipher it.

Blake's gaze slides back to his computer screen, his fingers resuming their rapid-fire dance across the keyboard. "I'll take that under advisement, Ms. Parsons," he says, his tone clipped. "Was there anything else?"

I straighten up, my smile faltering slightly. "No, sir. That's all for now."

“Okay, I need to get back to work if you don’t mind,” he says coolly. “And thanks for the unrequested morning carbs!”

“You’re welcome,” I say out of habit more than anything else because clearly he wasn’t being sincere.

I watch as he plucks the little candy flag from the top of the muffin and bites off the top, literally eating the uplifting quote.

Ouch.

Truthfully I’m startled at first, but as he chews with that self-satisfied look on his handsome face, I’m more than a little turned on.

I watch as he chews, wondering if he’s enjoying it. I almost ask, but I don’t dare when he gives me a deep little stare and a smirk on those incredible lips.

I feel myself tingle deep inside as I turn to leave, my mind is already racing. I have to melt him.  Somehow. Okay, Amelia, I think. Time for Plan B. Or is it Plan C at this point? I've lost track. I slip out of   Blake's office, closing the door softly behind me.

Back at my desk, I pull out my notebook, flipping to the page labeled "Operation Defrost Grumpy Cat."   My pen hovers over the paper as I mentally review my list of ideas. Sky-writing seems a bit much, but  what about a singing telegram? No, too cheesy. Maybe I could—

"Earth to Amelia," my coworker Jen calls, snapping me out of my reverie. "You planning world domination over there?"

I laugh, closing my notebook. "Just brainstorming," I say, my determination renewed. One way or another, I'm going to crack that tough shell of his.

It's only a matter of time.

After lunch with Jen, I decide to set up my next move in the break room, which is really just an open area at the end of the rows of cubicles facing mine.

***

No one is back from lunch yet, and the break area is deserted as I slip in, a plate of homemade cookies balanced precariously in one hand. My heart's racing like I'm pulling off some elaborate heist instead of just leaving out baked goods. I place the plate on the counter, adjusting the note propped against it for the hundredth time.

"For the office, but especially for those who need a sweet pick-me-up," it reads in my neatest handwriting. I resist the urge to add a smiley face. Baby steps, Amelia.

I step back, surveying my handiwork. "Operation Cookie Monster is a go," I mutter to myself, then cringe. "And I really need to stop talking to myself."

As I exit, I nearly collide with Jen. She raises an eyebrow, glancing between me and the cookies.  “What's all this?"

"Oh, you know," I say, aiming for casual and probably missing by a mile. "Just thought the office could use a little treat.” I’m not able to meet her gaze as convincingly as I wish I could. “Kind of like an after lunch dessert or an afternoon pick-me-up," I add, knowing full well I’m nervous and over-explaining.

Jen's lips twitch. "Uh-huh. And this has nothing to do with a certain grumpy CEO?"

I feel my cheeks heat up. "I have no idea what you're talking about," I lie through my teeth.

I have a feeling Jen has been keeping a close eye on me. Hmm, I wonder if she knows something is up?

Back at my desk, I try to focus on work, but my eyes keep darting to the break room door. Every time it opens, my heart does a little somersault. Is it him? No, just Kevin from accounting. There goes Sarah from HR. Where is he?

I picture Blake wandering in, those cold, steely eyes softening as he spots the cookies. Maybe he'd even smile. God, I bet he has an amazing smile when he actually uses it.

I can almost see it. Just not quite.

Yet.

"Get it together, Amelia," I mutter, shaking my head. "They're just cookies, not a marriage proposal."

But as the day wears on and the cookie plate slowly empties, there's still no sign of Blake. I start to wonder if maybe this whole idea was as half-baked as that pun.

Just as I'm about to give up and call it a day, I spot him. Blake's tall frame fills the break room doorway, and I swear my heart stops for a second. I duck behind my computer monitor, peeking around the edge like some ridiculous spy in a bad rom-com.

Blake pauses, his gaze landing on the nearly empty plate. I hold my breath as he picks up the note, those steely blue eyes scanning the words.

Come on, Blake. Crack a smile. Show me you're human.

But his face remains as impassive as ever. He shrugs—so nonchalantly it almost seems deliberate—and plucks a cookie from the plate.

"Oh my god," I whisper, gripping the edge of my desk. "He's actually eating one."

I watch, transfixed, as Blake takes a bite. His jaw works slowly, methodically, and I find myself leaning forward, searching for any flicker of enjoyment on that maddeningly stoic face.

Nothing. Not even a hint of a reaction.

Blake finishes the cookie in three more bites, brushes a crumb from his impeccable suit jacket, and strides out of the break area without a backward glance.

I slump back in my chair, deflated. "Well, that was anticlimactic," I mutter to myself. "What does it take to get through to this guy?"

As Blake passes my cubicle, I plaster on a bright smile and lean towards the opening. "Enjoy the cookie, Mr. Caldwell?"

He doesn't even break stride. "It was sustenance," he replies flatly, disappearing into his office.

I stare after him, caught between frustration and an odd sense of determination. "Sustenance," I repeat, rolling my eyes. "Right. Because heaven forbid you admit to enjoying something."

I tap my pen against my desk, lost in thought. Is this really worth it? I mean, I've tried everything short of hiring a marching band to serenade him with "Don't Worry, Be Happy." Maybe Blake Caldwell is just destined to be the human embodiment of a rain cloud.

But then I remember the way his eyes softened, just for a second, when he mentioned the company and pleasing our readers. There was something there—a glimpse of the man behind the frown.

"No," I say out loud, startling myself. "I'm not giving up that easily."

I pull out my notebook, flipping to a fresh page. "Okay, Amelia," I mutter, tapping my pen against my chin. "Time to bring out the big guns."

I start scribbling, my handwriting growing messier with each increasingly outlandish idea:

1. Organize an office-wide "Compliment Blake Day"

2. Hide inspirational quotes in his expense reports

3. Convince the IT department to change his desktop background to adorable puppies

I pause, chuckling to myself. "Maybe that last one's a step too far. I don't want to get fired."

Just then, Blake emerges from his office, his brow furrowed in its perpetual scowl. Our eyes meet for a brief moment, and I swear I see something flicker behind that icy facade—curiosity, maybe? Or am I just projecting?

"Challenge accepted, Mr. Grumpy Pants," I whisper, turning back to my list with renewed vigor. "I'll crack that shell of yours if it's the last thing I do!"

As I watch Blake disappear around the corner, a familiar thrill courses through me. It's the same feeling I got when I landed this job at Kingsley Publishing against all odds—like I'm standing on the edge of something big, terrifying, and absolutely exhilarating.

"You're certifiable, you know that?" I mutter to myself, shaking my head. "Chasing after the human equivalent of a thundercloud."

But even as I say it, I can't help the grin spreading across my face. I've never been one to back down from a challenge, and Blake? He's the Mount Everest of workplace challenges.

I lean back in my chair, twirling a strand of hair around my finger. "What makes you tick, Blake Kingsley?" I wonder aloud. "What's hiding behind those storm cloud eyes?"

Just then, Sarah from Marketing walks by, eyeing me curiously. "Talking to yourself again, Amelia?"

I laugh, feeling my cheeks flush. "Just... brainstorming. You know how it is."

As Sarah moves on, I turn back to my notebook, tapping my pen thoughtfully. "Maybe I'm going about this all wrong," I muse. "Maybe instead of trying to change him, I need to understand him."

The idea takes root, growing with each passing second. I may not be able to make Blake smile on command, but I can sure as hell try to figure out what makes him who he is. And who knows? Maybe in the process, I'll discover there's more to both of us than meets the eye.

"Game on, Blake," I whisper, a determined glint in my eye. "Let Operation Grumpy Boss commence."

Chapter Four
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I'm not staring at the clock.

I'm not.

Except I totally am. My eyes keep darting to those glowing red numbers like they hold the secrets of the universe. Or at least the secret to why I suddenly care what time it is.

8:47 AM. Thirteen minutes until she arrives.

Christ, when did I memorize her schedule? I scrub a hand over my face, willing myself to focus on literally anything else. The mountain of manuscripts on my desk should be more than enough distraction.    I'm Blake freaking Caldwell, publishing mogul extraordinaire. I eat 500-page tomes for breakfast.

So why can't I concentrate on a single word?

I flip through the pages with feigned interest, but my mind keeps wandering. To bright green eyes and a smile that could light up Times Square. To the way the whole office seems to come alive when she walks in, like plants turning toward the sun.

"Get it together, Caldwell," I mutter, tossing the manuscript aside. It lands with a dull thud that matches the pounding in my chest.

This is ridiculous. I'm acting like some lovesick teenager instead of a grown man with an empire to run.  I've built my reputation on being a hardass, not some sap who gets distracted by pretty smiles and infectious laughter.

But damn if Amelia Parsons hasn't wormed her way under my skin.

I lean back in my chair, closing my eyes and burying my face in my hands for a few seconds. "You're losing it, old man."

I blink several times. Dammit. This shouldn’t be happening.

The clock catches my eye again. 9:52.

Eight minutes.

I groan, dropping my head to the desk with a thunk. Maybe if I give myself a concussion, I'll forget about this whole embarrassing situation.

Or maybe I'll just hide under here until she leaves at 5 PM.

Nope. Can't do that either.

Because apparently, I know her entire damn schedule now.

Then It happens.

I hear her.

"Good morning, everyone!"

Amelia's cheerful voice cuts through the office din, and my head snaps up so fast I nearly give myself whiplash. My heart kicks into overdrive, pounding against my ribs like it's trying to escape.

I force my expression into what I hope is a neutral mask as she breezes past my office. Our eyes meet for a brief moment, and I manage a curt nod. It's all I can muster without betraying the sudden dryness in my throat or the tension coiling in my shoulders.

"Get a grip," I mutter to myself, fumbling with a pen just to have something to do with my hands. "You're Blake Caldwell, for God's sake. Not some green intern on his first day."

I've barely finished berating myself when a soft knock on my door makes me jump. Amelia stands in the doorway, her smile as bright as ever.

"Mr. Caldwell? Do you have a moment to discuss the Hawthorne manuscript?"

Her enthusiasm is on the surface as usual, practically radiating off her in waves. It's infuriating how infectious it is.

"What about it?" I grunt, aiming for my usual brusque tone. But something in her eager expression makes my voice soften despite my best efforts. "Any... issues?"

Amelia steps into my office, her green eyes sparkling with excitement. "Actually, I had some ideas for the marketing strategy. I know it's not my department, but I couldn't help noticing some potential angles we could explore."

I find myself leaning forward, oddly intrigued. "Go on," I say, surprised by the gentleness in my own voice.

What the hell is happening to me?

Amelia's eyes widen slightly, clearly caught off guard by my unexpected interest. She recovers quickly, a mischievous glint appearing in her gaze.

"Well, Mr. Caldwell," she says, a playful lilt in her voice, "I never thought I'd see the day when you'd actually want to hear my ideas. Should I check if hell has frozen over?"

I feel the corner of my mouth twitch, fighting a smirk. "Careful, Parsons. I might just change my mind."

"Oh no, you don't," she laughs, settling into the chair across from me. "You've opened Pandora's box now. No take-backs."

To my utter surprise, I find myself chuckling. It's a low, rusty sound, as if my laugh muscles have atrophied from disuse. "Alright, alright. Let's hear these revolutionary ideas of yours."

As Amelia launches into her pitch, I'm struck by how easily she's disarmed me. My usual gruff exterior feels like it's crumbling, and I'm not entirely sure I mind.

Our discussion is cut short by a commotion outside my office. I glance up to see Amelia's attention drawn to the bullpen, where a group of colleagues has gathered around someone's cubicle.

"Excuse me," she says, rising gracefully. "I should probably see what that's about."

I nod, watching as she glides out of my office and seamlessly inserts herself into the group. Within moments, she's got everyone laughing, the tension dissipating like mist in sunlight.

Leaning back in my chair, I observe her in her element. She moves from person to person, her touches light and reassuring, her smile genuine. It's like watching a master conductor, effortlessly bringing harmony to chaos.

"Damn," I mutter, grudgingly impressed. "She's good."

A warmth spreads in my chest, equal parts admiration and something else I can't quite name. Or perhaps don't want to. Amelia Parsons is proving to be far more than just another eager young editor, and I'm not sure how to feel about that.

I catch myself staring at Amelia through the glass walls of my office, a mix of irritation and intrigue swirling in my gut. She's still out there, charming the pants off everyone in sight. It's infuriating.

And fascinating.

"What the hell is wrong with me?" I mutter, running a hand through my hair. "She's just doing her job."

But I can't look away. The way she tilts her head when she listens, the animated gestures as she speaks – it's like watching a one-woman show, and I've got a front-row seat.

"This is ridiculous," I growl to myself. "I've got actual work to do."

The sharp trill of my phone cuts through my internal monologue. I snatch it up, grateful for the distraction.

"Blake Caldwell," I bark into the receiver.

"Mr. Caldwell, it's Jeremy from Marketing. We need your input on the cover design for the Peterson novel."

I feel a flash of annoyance. "Now? Can't this wait?"

"I'm afraid not, sir. We're on a tight deadline and—"

"Fine," I cut him off, my tone clipped. "I'll be there in five."

As I hang up, my eyes drift back to Amelia. She's laughing at something, her green eyes sparkling. I feel a twinge of... something. Regret? Longing?

"Get it together, Caldwell," I mutter, pushing away from my desk. "You've got a job to do."

But as I stride out of my office, I can't shake the nagging feeling that I'm more invested in Amelia Parsons than I'd ever care to admit.

***

"Blake, do you have a moment?" Amelia's voice cuts through my thoughts as I return from the marketing meeting.

I pause, my hand on my office doorknob. "What is it, Ms. Parsons?"

She approaches, a stack of papers in her arms. "I was hoping we could go over the Hartley manuscript together. There are a few sections I'd like your input on."

I hesitate, but nod curtly. "Fine. Come in."

We settle at my desk, chairs pulled close as we lean over the manuscript. The scent of her perfume – something light and floral, a familiar, intoxicating scent I have enjoyed before – wafts towards me. I grip my pen tighter, willing myself to focus on the words in front of me.

"Here," Amelia says, pointing to a paragraph. "I think we could strengthen this character arc if we—"

Her hand brushes mine as she reaches for a page, and I feel a jolt of electricity. I clear my throat, shifting in my seat.

"If we what?" I prompt, my voice gruffer than intended.

Amelia doesn't seem fazed. She launches into an explanation, her lively eyes alight with enthusiasm. "If we introduce a subplot that parallels the protagonist's journey. It would add depth to the narrative and—"

I find myself nodding along, impressed despite myself. "That's... actually not a bad idea."

She beams at me, and I feel something in my chest tighten. "Really? I was thinking we could—"

As she elaborates, I'm struck by the depth of her analysis. It's not just her suggestion, but the way she articulates it – clear, concise, with a keen understanding of storytelling mechanics.

"I have to admit, Ms. Parsons," I hear myself saying, "that's quite insightful."

Amelia's smile widens, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "Thank you, Blake. I mean, Mr. Caldwell."

I wave off the formality, surprising myself. "Blake is fine. For now, at least."

As we continue working, I find myself relaxing, drawn into the collaborative process. It's been a long time since I've felt this engaged, this... challenged by someone's ideas.

Damn, I think, sneaking a glance at Amelia as she scribbles notes. She's good. Really good.

I catch myself staring and quickly look away, my jaw clenching. What am I doing? I need to get a grip.

"Well," I say, abruptly pushing back from the desk. "I suppose that's enough brainstorming for one day."

Amelia looks up, surprise flickering across her face. "Oh, already? I thought we were on a roll."

I force a sardonic smile. "Let's not get carried away, Parsons. One decent idea doesn't make you the next Virginia Woolf."

Instead of wilting under my sarcasm, Amelia's eyes spark with amusement. "Of course not," she replies,    her tone light. "I was aiming more for Stephen King. Think of the royalties."

I blink, caught off guard by her quick retort. A chuckle threatens to escape, but I swallow it down.

"Right," I mutter, shuffling papers on my desk. "Just... clean this up and we'll revisit it tomorrow." I pause, remembering. “Or next week. The company Christmas party’s tomorrow. Ah, you are coming, aren’t you?”

Shit, why’d I have to say that? 

Her eyes widen as if she had also forgotten. “Yes, sure. I’ll be there. Why?”

I shrug. “Oh no reason,” I say.

No way in hell I’m going to say the real reason. I’m actually glad she’s going to be there.

“All employees are expected to attend unless there is something unavoidable… like an emergency.”

Good save. I think.  

Amelia nods, still smiling as she gathers her notes. "Whatever you say, boss."

She doesn’t sound like she fully believes my explanation. I’m not surprised. I just made up on the spot, but she doesn’t question it.

As she turns to leave, I find my eyes following her. The way she moves with such confidence, her long brown hair swaying as she walks... I shake my head, trying to dispel the image.

The office slowly empties as the day winds down. I pretend to be engrossed in my computer screen, but I can't help glancing up as Amelia prepares to leave.

She catches my eye and gives a small wave. "Goodnight, Mr Caldwell. See you tomorrow."

"Goodnight," I reply, my voice gruff.

As the door closes behind her, I lean back in my chair, fingertips at my temples massaging. What is wrong with me? It's just Amelia. Just another employee. Just…

I groan, frustrated with myself.

It's nothing, I tell myself. Just a momentary distraction. It'll pass.

But as I gather my things to leave, I can't shake the slight flutter in my stomach at the thought of tomorrow's meeting.

The silence of the empty office is deafening. I lean back in my chair, the leather creaking in protest, and stare at the ceiling. My mind replays the day's events like a highlight reel I can't turn off.

"Damn it," I mutter, leaning into my hand and rubbing my eyes.

I stand abruptly, pacing the length of my office. Each step feels heavier than the last as I grapple with a realization I've been trying to avoid all day.

Amelia. Amelia fucking Parsons.

"This is ridiculous," I say to no one, my voice echoing in the empty room. "She's just an employee. A good one, sure, but nothing more."

I stop at the window, staring out at the city lights. My reflection stares back, and I barely recognize the man I see. Where's the hardass editor who strikes fear into the hearts of aspiring authors? The Blake Caldwell who built his reputation on being utterly unflappable?

"You're losing it, Caldwell," I tell my reflection. "Pull yourself together."

But even as I say it, I know it's a lie. The truth is, Amelia has become more than just another face in the office. Her smile, her wit, her unwavering enthusiasm... they've wormed their way past my carefully constructed walls.

I turn back to my desk, eyeing the manuscript she'd brought to my attention earlier. Her insights were spot-on, as usual. I can't help but smile, remembering her animated explanation.

"Christ," I groan, dropping back into my chair. "What am I going to do?"

The question hangs in the air, unanswered. I've spent years cultivating this image of the tough-as-nails editor. It's my armor, my shield against the world. And now, with just a few months of her sunny smiles and sharp comebacks, Amelia's threatening to crack that facade wide open.

"It's nothing," I mutter, gathering my things. "Just a... a phase. It'll pass."

But as I flick off the lights and lock up, I can't shake the feeling that tomorrow will bring more than just another workday. And for the first time in years, I'm not sure I'm prepared for what's coming.

Chapter Five
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The glittering lights of the Kingsley Publishing holiday party assault my senses as I step into the crowded ballroom. My heart pounds like I've just sprinted up ten flights of stairs. Deep breaths, Amelia. You can do this.

I scan the room, taking in the festive garlands draped along the walls and the enormous Christmas tree dominating one corner. The cheerful chatter of my colleagues mingles with the strains of "All I Want for Christmas Is You."

How fitting.

Because all I want for Christmas is currently MIA. My eyes dart around, searching for that familiar tall frame and steely blue gaze.

"Amelia! So glad you made it!"

I plaster on a bright smile as I turn to greet Sarah from Marketing. "Wouldn't miss it for the world! Love your dress."

As Sarah launches into a story about finding the perfect holiday outfit, my mind wanders. Is Blake even going to show up? The man treats social events like they're contagious diseases. I'd bet good money he's holed up in his office right now, scowling at spreadsheets.

"Earth to Amelia!" Sarah's voice snaps me back to the present. "I asked if you wanted to grab a drink?"

"Oh! Sorry, got lost in thought for a second there. A drink sounds great."

As we weave through the crowd towards the bar, I exchange quick hellos and season's greetings with various coworkers. My smile feels a bit strained, but I doubt anyone notices. They're all too caught up in the festive spirit—and the free-flowing champagne.

I can't help but wonder what Blake would make of all this merriment. He'd probably have some cutting remark about forced corporate bonding and wasted productivity. The thought makes me grin despite myself.

"What's got you smiling like that?" Sarah asks as we reach the bar. "Spill!"

I laugh, shaking my head. "Nothing, just thinking about how much our illustrious leader must be hating this whole affair—assuming he even shows up."

Sarah rolls her eyes. "Blake Caldwell at a party? I'll believe it when I see it. That man wouldn't know fun if it bit him on his very attractive—"

"Sarah!" I interrupt, feeling my cheeks flush.

She winks at me, clearly enjoying my discomfort. "Oh come on, Amelia. Even you have to admit the man is sex on legs. Shame about the personality, though."

I busy myself with ordering our drinks, desperately trying to banish the mental image Sarah just conjured. Because she's not wrong. At all.

And that's precisely the problem.

As I turn back to Sarah with our drinks, my eyes catch on a familiar figure across the room. My heart leaps into my throat. There, standing by the far end of the bar like a brooding statue come to life, is the big man himself. Blake Caldwell.

"Holy mistletoe," I breathe. "He actually came."

Sarah follows my gaze and lets out a low whistle. "Well, I'll be damned. The Grinch does Christmas after all!"

I barely hear her. My focus has narrowed to Blake, taking in every detail. His tailored suit fits him like a glove, emphasizing his broad shoulders and tall frame. But it's his expression that truly arrests me—a perfect blend of boredom and irritation, as if he'd rather be anywhere else on earth than here.

Maybe I can change that.

"Earth to Amelia," Sarah's voice cuts through my daze. "You planning on staring all night, or are you going to go talk to him?"

I snap my attention back to her, feeling my cheeks warm. "I—what? No, I wasn't—"

"Save it," she interrupts with a knowing smirk. "Go. I'll watch your drink."

Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders and make my way across the room. My heart races with each step, but I plaster on my brightest smile as I approach.

"Mr. Caldwell," I greet him cheerfully. "I have to say, I'm surprised to see you here. I thought you'd sooner get a root canal than attend the office Christmas party."

Blake's blue-gray eyes lock onto mine, one eyebrow arching slightly. "Ms. Parsons," he replies, his tone dry as the martini in his hand. "I assure you, the choice was not mine. Apparently, my presence was 'strongly encouraged' by the board."

I can't help but grin at his obvious discomfort. "Well, chin up, sir. I'm sure you'll survive one night of festive cheer. Who knows? You might even enjoy yourself."

He gives me a sobering look. "I sincerely doubt that," he mutters, taking a sip of his drink.

As I stand there, searching for my next quip, I can't shake the feeling that this conversation is charged with something more than our usual banter. There's an undercurrent I can't quite name, but it makes my pulse quicken all the same.

As we continue to talk, I notice a subtle shift in Blake's demeanor. The hard lines around his eyes soften ever so slightly, and his posture relaxes a fraction. It's barely perceptible, but after a couple weeks of working closely with him, I've become attuned to these micro-expressions.

"Come on, Mr. Caldwell," I tease, emboldened by the change. "Your Grinch-like attitude is legendary, but surely even you can find some joy in the season. What about the open bar? Or the chance to see Johnson from accounting make a fool of himself on the dance floor?"

To my surprise and delight, Blake's lips twitch upwards in a rare smirk. "I suppose there are some... redeeming qualities to the evening," he concedes, his gaze flickering briefly over me.

That smirk sends my pulse into overdrive. I've seen Blake annoyed, frustrated, even quietly pleased with a job well done. But this? This is new territory, and it's making my head spin… and doing other things to me too.

Down there.

Mmm,I can feel myself responding. He really has a way of getting to me without even trying.

The party swirls around us, a mad mixture of laughter, clinking glasses, and cheesy holiday tunes. But I'm hyper-focused on Blake, barely registering anything beyond our little bubble. My mind is a whirlwind of anxious thoughts and unspoken questions.

"So," I venture, desperately trying to keep my voice steady, "any New Year's resolutions? Perhaps 'smile more' or 'terrify fewer interns'?"

Blake chuckles, a low, rich sound that sends a hot shiver down my spine. "Now where would be the fun in that, Ms. Parsons?"

As we continue our verbal sparring, I can't help but wonder if I'm imagining the chemistry between us. Is there something more beneath that gruff exterior, or am I projecting my own attraction onto him? The uncertainty is maddening, but I can't bring myself to step away from this electrifying conversation.

Or from him.

That’s the last thing I want, but I can’t stop the interruptions… and here comes one now.

"Amelia!" A shrill voice pierces through our bubble. "There you are!"

I turn to see Linda from HR barreling towards us, her face flushed with holiday cheer and what I suspect is one too many eggnogs.

"Sorry to interrupt," she chirps, not looking sorry at all. "But we need you for the gift exchange. You're Santa's helper this year!"

I glance back at Blake, hoping he'll object, but his face has already settled back into its usual mask of indifference. "Duty calls, Ms. Parsons," he says dryly.

I actually think he’s enjoying this little twist.

Reluctantly, I let Linda drag me away, my mind still firmly anchored to the man I'm leaving behind. As I'm thrust into the chaos of the gift exchange, donning a ridiculous elf hat, my thoughts keep drifting back to Blake.

"And this one's for... Steve in Accounting!" I announce, plastering on a bright smile as I hand over a gift.

But inside, I'm a mess of questions and what-ifs. Was that moment with Blake real? Or just a product of holiday spirits and wishful thinking?

As I mingle, my curiosity and attraction only grow stronger. I catch glimpses of Blake across the room, his tall frame unmistakable even in the crowded space. Every time I look at him, my heart does a little flip.

A few more gifts to dole out and I am done.

Finally breaking free from my Santa's helper duties, I scan the room for Blake. My breath catches when I spot him, leaning against a doorframe with his arms crossed. And right above his head...

Hmmm. Is that mistletoe? Ut-oh, I’ve got a naughty idea!

I approach slowly, my heart pounding so loud I'm sure he can hear it. As I draw closer, I see a mischievous glint in his eyes that I've never witnessed before. My mind races with possibilities, each more thrilling than the last.

"Enjoying your role as Santa's little helper?" Blake asks, his voice low and teasing.

I swallow hard, willing my voice not to shake. "Oh, you know me. Always spreading holiday cheer."

My eyes flick upwards, then back to his face. Has he noticed the mistletoe? Does he care? Or am I about to make a complete fool of myself?

Blake's lips quirk into a smirk. "Holiday cheer," he echoes, his cloudy blue eyes fixed on mine. "Tell me, Ms. Parsons, do you always adhere so... enthusiastically to every festive tradition?"

My heart races as I step closer, emboldened by his playful tone. "Why, Mr. Caldwell, are you implying there's a tradition we should be observing?" I gesture vaguely upward, my cheeks flushing.

"Mistletoe," Blake muses, his voice a low rumble that sends shivers down my spine. "An archaic custom, don't you think? Hardly appropriate for the workplace."

I laugh, surprised by his dry humor. "Oh, I don't know. Some traditions are worth keeping around."

Blake's eyes darken, and suddenly the air between us feels charged. "Is that so?"

Time seems to slow as Blake leans in, one hand coming to rest on my waist. My breath catches in my throat, my mind a whirlwind of disbelief and anticipation.

Is this really happening?

And then his lips are on mine, soft yet insistent. The world falls away, leaving only the sensation of Blake's mouth moving against mine, the warmth of his hand on my waist. I'm floating, drowning, burning up from the inside out. Nothing has ever felt this right, this perfect.

As we pull apart, reality comes crashing back like a tidal wave. My thoughts are a chaotic whirlpool, equal parts exhilaration and panic. I search Blake's face for some hint, some clue as to what just happened, but his expression is maddeningly inscrutable.

"Blake, I—" I start, my voice barely above a whisper.

He clears his throat, straightening his tie. "Well, that's one way to honor tradition, I suppose."

I blink, thrown by his nonchalance. "Is that all you have to say?"

Around us, the party continues in full swing. Laughter and chatter fill the air, the clinking of glasses providing a festive soundtrack. But I feel like I'm in a bubble, separated from it all, the kiss replaying on a loop in my mind.

"What would you like me to say, Amelia?" Blake's voice is low, his eyes unreadable.

I swallow hard, summoning my courage. "I'd like to know what this means. For us, for work..."

Blake's jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. "It means we both had a bit too much holiday cheer. Nothing more."

My heart sinks, but I force a smile. "Right. Of course. Silly me, thinking a kiss might actually mean something."

He sighs, running a hand through his hair. "Amelia, you know it's not that simple."

"Isn't it?" I challenge, my earlier determination resurfacing. "Or are you just afraid to admit there might be something here?"

Blake's eyes flash, a hint of vulnerability peeking through his stoic facade. For a moment, I think he might say something more, but then a colleague stumbles into our little bubble, effectively shattering the moment.

As Blake excuses himself, I'm left standing there, my mind whirling. What does this mean for Monday? Will he go back to being the same grumpy, demanding boss? Or has something fundamentally shifted between us?

One thing's for certain – come Monday morning, walking into that office is going to feel like stepping into a minefield…

Chapter Six
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The cursor blinks at me, mocking my inability to focus. Damn thing. I glare at the screen, willing the words to materialize, but my mind keeps drifting back to last night. Amelia's lips, soft and warm against mine.    The way she melted into me under that stupid mistletoe.

I scrub a hand over my face. "Get it together, Caldwell," I mutter.

But the memory lingers, taunting me. I can still smell her perfume, feel the curve of her waist under my palm. It was electric, intoxicating—and a colossal mistake.

"It was the eggnog," I tell myself firmly. "Too much rum, not enough common sense."

Yet even as I say the words, I know they ring hollow. Deep down, a traitorous part of me recognizes the truth: I've been fighting this attraction for months. Amelia's sunny optimism, her fierce determination, the way her green eyes light up when she talks about a manuscript she loves—it's all wormed its way past my defenses.

I snort, disgusted with myself. "She's your employee, you idiot. Your much younger, incredibly talented employee who deserves better than some cynical bastard twice her age."

But logic does little to quell the warmth blooming in my chest at the mere thought of her. I try to conjure up my usual irritation at her enthusiastic greetings and earnest ideas, but all I can picture is her brilliant smile.

"This is ridiculous," I growl, yanking open a desk drawer and rifling through it aimlessly. "You're Blake fucking Caldwell. You don't do office romances or romantic entanglements of any kind. Get your head out of your ass and focus on work."

Yet even as I berate myself, I can't help wondering if Amelia felt it too—that spark, that undeniable connection. The way she looked at me afterward, cheeks flushed and eyes shining...

I slam the drawer shut, my jaw clenched. This ends now. I'm her boss, nothing more. And no matter how much that kiss affected me, I can't let it change anything between us.

I lean back in my chair, crossing my arms tightly across my chest. It's a familiar posture, one I've perfected over years of board meetings and contract negotiations. My own personal armor against the world. Against her.

"It was a mistake," I mutter, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. "Nothing more than a momentary lapse in judgment."

But even as I say it, I can feel my resolve wavering. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing away the memory of Amelia's soft lips, the intoxicating scent of her perfume.

"Get it together, Caldwell," I growl, my fingers digging into my biceps. "You're not some lovesick teenager. You're a professional, dammit."

With a sharp exhale, I lean forward, my hands flying to the keyboard. Work. That's what I need. Lose myself in the familiar rhythm of contracts and deadlines and profit margins.

The words on the screen blur as I type furiously, barely registering what I'm writing. It doesn't matter. Anything to keep my mind off—

My eyes betray me, drifting to the empty chair across the room. Amelia's chair. I can almost see her there, legs crossed, brow furrowed in concentration as she pores over the latest manuscript.

"Fuck," I mutter, dragging a hand down my face. The tension between us has been building for months, simmering just beneath the surface. And now, after that kiss...

I force my gaze back to the computer, fingers pounding the keys with renewed determination. I'm Blake Caldwell, dammit. I've built my career on being tough, uncompromising. I won't let some green-eyed temptress derail everything I've worked for.

But even as I try to focus, I can't shake the nagging thought that maybe, just maybe, Amelia Parsons might be worth the risk.

And that’s the most unsettling part of this whole thing. Well, except for me not being able to control myself like the well-conditioned machine I am.

The click of heels on hardwood floors interrupts my internal war. My heart jolts, recognizing the cadence before I even look up.

"Good morning, Blake!" Amelia's voice rings out, warm and bright as a spring day.

I lift my eyes, immediately regretting it. She's radiant, her long brown hair cascading over her shoulders, green eyes sparkling with that infernal optimism of hers. My chest tightens. Damn, make it stop!

"Parsons," I grunt, giving a curt nod before dropping my gaze back to the screen. Maybe if I look busy enough, she'll leave me alone.

No such luck.

Her footsteps draw closer, and suddenly she's there, hovering by my desk like a persistent ray of sunshine I can't shake.

"I was hoping we could discuss the Thompson manuscript," she says, her tone professional but tinged with something else. Hesitation? Anticipation?

I keep my eyes glued to the monitor. "What about it?"

"Well, I've been thinking about the revisions, and I had some ideas that might—"

"Email them to me," I interrupt, my words clipped. "I'll review them later."

There's a pause, heavy with unspoken words. I can feel her eyes on me, searching for... what? Some crack in my armor? Some sign that last night meant something?

"Right," she says finally, her voice quieter now. "Of course. I'll do that."

I risk a glance up, immediately regretting it. There's a flicker of hurt in those green eyes, quickly masked by determination. Dammit. Why does she have to be so... Amelia?

"Was there anything else?" I ask, my tone gruff, hoping to god she'll say no and walk away before I do something stupid. Like apologize. Or worse, kiss her again.

As Amelia turns and walks back to her desk, I find my eyes trailing after her, drawn to the sway of her hips and the grace in her stride. God, I'm pathetic. I clench my jaw so hard I'm surprised my teeth don't crack.

This is for the best, I tell myself. Professional boundaries exist for a reason. We work together, for   Christ's sake. One mistletoe-induced moment of weakness doesn't change that.

But as I watch her settle into her chair, tucking a strand of that long brown hair behind her ear, I can't help but feel a twinge of... something. Regret? Longing? Whatever it is, I squash it down ruthlessly.

"Mr. Caldwell?" A voice breaks through my reverie. "Your 2 o'clock is here."

Right. The department head meeting. I stand, straightening my tie. "Send them in."

Moments later, I'm seated at the head of the conference table, surrounded by the usual suspects.    Marketing drones, sales gurus, the whole circus. They're droning on about quarterly projections and market trends, but I might as well be underwater for all I'm hearing.

"Blake?" Sandra from marketing is looking at me expectantly. "Your thoughts on the new romance imprint?"

I blink, forcing myself to focus. "It's... promising," I manage, grasping for something intelligent to say. "But we need to ensure we're not cannibalizing our existing reader base."

There. That sounds suitably authoritative, right?

But even as I nod along to the ensuing discussion, my mind drifts. I can see Amelia through the glass walls of the conference room, her brow furrowed in concentration as she types. What is she working on?    Those revisions she mentioned? Or is she crafting some blistering email, telling me what an ass I've been?

"...potential for cross-promotion with our thriller line," someone's saying, but their words fade to a dull buzz.

What am I doing? Is pushing Amelia away really the right move? Or am I just scared? Scared of what might happen if I let those walls down, even for a moment?

I shake my head, trying to clear it. Focus, Caldwell. You're in a meeting, for god's sake. Act like the professional you claim to be.

But even as I force myself to rejoin the conversation, a traitorous part of my mind whispers that maybe, just maybe, I'm making the biggest mistake of my life.

As the meeting finally wraps up, I stride out of the conference room, my jaw clenched so tight I can almost hear my teeth grinding. I need coffee. Strong coffee. And maybe a lobotomy to excise these infuriating thoughts of Amelia.

Speaking of the devil...

"Mr. Caldwell," her voice rings out, clear and professional. "I've finished those revisions you requested."

I turn, arching an eyebrow. "Already? My, aren't we the overachiever today."

Amelia's smile falters for a split second, but she recovers quickly. "I thought you'd appreciate the prompt turnaround."

"Hmm," I grunt, taking the folder she's offering. "Let's hope speed hasn't compromised quality."

God, I'm being an ass. A real dick. But it's safer this way, right?

"I assure you, it hasn't," Amelia replies, a hint of steel beneath her polite tone.

I flip through the pages, pretending to scrutinize them. "We'll see. I suppose even a broken clock is right twice a day."

Amelia's green eyes flash. "Is there a problem, Mr. Caldwell?"

Yes. The problem is I can't stop thinking about kissing you again.

"No problem," I say instead, my voice clipped. "Just ensuring we maintain our standards. Can't let sentimentality cloud our judgment, can we?"

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. Amelia's face falls, just for an instant, before her professional mask snaps back into place.

"Of course not, sir," she says coolly. "Will that be all?"

I nod curtly, watching as she turns on her heel and walks away. My chest feels tight, like someone's tightening a vise around my heart. This is for the best, I tell myself. Keep it professional. Keep her at arm's length.

But as the day wears on, that resolve starts to crumble. Every glimpse of Amelia across the office sends a jolt through me. Every time I hear her voice, engaged in conversation with our colleagues, I find myself straining to catch her words.

It's maddening. I'm Blake Caldwell, for Christ's sake. I don't do pining. I don't do...whatever this is.

As the afternoon light starts to fade, I catch Amelia's eye across the office. For a moment, time seems to stand still. There's a softness in her gaze, a vulnerability that makes my breath catch. I feel myself leaning forward, almost involuntarily.

Then someone drops a stack of papers, shattering the moment. Amelia looks away quickly, and I straighten up, adjusting my tie.

Get it together, Caldwell. You're her boss. Act like it.

But even as I turn back to my computer, steeling myself once more, I can't shake the feeling that I'm fighting a losing battle. Against Amelia, or against myself, I'm not quite sure.

The office empties gradually, a slow trickle of goodbyes and shuffling papers. I stay rooted to my chair, pretending to be absorbed in work I finished hours ago. It's only when I hear the soft click of Amelia's heels fading down the hallway that I allow myself to move.

I stand, my joints creaking in protest, and make my way to my private office. The door closes behind me with a definitive click, the sound echoing in the empty space. I lean against it, finally letting out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding.

"What the hell is wrong with me?" I mutter, running a hand through my hair.

The silence offers no answer, but my mind is far from quiet. Images of Amelia flash through my head: her smile, the way her eyes light up when she's excited about a new manuscript, the softness of her lips under the mistletoe...

I shake my head violently, as if I could physically dislodge the thoughts. "Stop it, Caldwell. You're her boss. This is completely inappropriate."

But even as I say the words, I know it's futile. The realization hits me like a ton of bricks: I'm never going to be able to shake her off. The effect she has on me is just too strong to ignore.

I slump into my chair, staring unseeing at the New York skyline outside my window. "Well, shit," I say to the empty room. "Now what?"

The city lights offer no answers, just a silent witness to my internal turmoil. I've built my career on being in control, on never letting emotions cloud my judgment. But Amelia... she's thrown all of that into chaos.

I reach for my phone, my finger hovering over her contact. One call, and I could... what? Confess everything? Ruin our working relationship? Make a complete fool of myself?

With a groan, I toss the phone aside. "Get it together, Blake," I mutter. "You're Blake Caldwell. You don't do... this."

But as I gather my things to leave, I can't shake the feeling that 'this' might just be exactly what I need to do.

Chapter Seven
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When I got home to my apartment, I collapsed in bed and tossed and turned all night thinking of Blake and that kiss.

That kiss.

I couldn’t get that kiss out of my head. I stared at the dark ceiling, thinking of the feel of his warm lips against mine, his taste of mint and something uniquely him. I shiver just thinking about it. When he kissed me, I felt it through my whole body.

I know he felt it too.

A part of me hoped he’d call…

But Blake didn’t call. I didn’t really believe he would. Not really. He went directly into a deep freeze the minute our lips parted. If thinking of that kiss alone didn’t thaw his ice cold heart, maybe nothing would.

Monday comes.

And I feel no better.

After moping around my apartment all weekend and feigning a hangover when friends dropped by or called, I drag myself out of bed, get dressed, grab a coffee and shuffle off to work like I’m doing the walk of shame.

Which I am not.

I arrive early and manage to avoid bumping into Blake Caldwell. Damn, I don’t think I could bear that. I feel self-conscious enough as it is.

Once I get to my cubicle, I quietly slip inside, unpack my things and get to work.

Or at least I try to.

I can’t stop thinking of Blake and that kiss. It’s all I’ve thought about since it happened. Even when I try not to think of him, I end up thinking of him, that kiss. I swear I can still feel his lips on mine!

I stare at my computer screen, the cursor blinking mockingly as if to say, "Hey Amelia, still haven't written anything? What a shock." My mind is nowhere near the quarterly report I'm supposed to be drafting. Instead, it's fixated on a certain brooding, blue-eyed enigma who's apparently decided that acknowledging my existence is beneath him. I don’t want to face him, but he didn’t call and now he hasn’t bothered to leave a message or text. Fine. Maybe it’s for the best, especially if that’s really the way he feels.

I glance toward his office. He’s in, but facing away. I wonder if he’s stealing glances when I’m not looking.

Wishful thinking on my part, I’m sure.

Not even a stupid memo reminding me that the report is due ASAP.

"Oh, Blake," I mutter under my breath, "how kind of you to grace me with your icy stares and monosyllabic grunts. Truly, I am blessed."

I roll my eyes at my own sarcasm. It's becoming a habit, this internal monologue of snark. But what else am I supposed to do when the man who's been hot and cold more times than a faulty shower suddenly decides to set the temperature permanently to Arctic?

"Maybe he's method acting for a new bestseller: 'How to Lose an Employee in 10 Days'," I muse, tapping my pen against the desk. "Step one: Shower her with attention. Step two: Pretend she's invisible. Step three: Profit?"

I snort at my own lame joke, then glance around self-consciously. Thankfully, no one seems to have noticed my descent into madness. I turn back to my screen, determined to focus, but my traitorous mind wanders again.

"Come on, Amelia," I chide myself. "You're better than this. So what if tall, dark, and emotionally unavailable is giving you the cold shoulder? You've got work to do. Important, world-changing work like... formatting spreadsheets."

I groan, dropping my head into my hands. This is ridiculous. I'm ridiculous. When did I become this person, pining over a man who clearly has the emotional range of barbed wire?

Glancing at the clock, I realize with a start that I've been lost in my Blake-induced stupor for nearly an hour. "Great," I mutter, pushing back from my desk. "Another productive day at Kingsley Publishing."

I'm staring at my computer screen, but the words blur into a meaningless jumble. All I can think about is last night. Blake's steely blue eyes softening as he leaned in. The warmth of his breath on my cheek. The way his strong arms encircled me as our lips met.

I shake my head, trying to dispel the memory. "Focus, Amelia," I mutter to myself. But it's no use. My mind keeps replaying every moment, analyzing each gesture and word exchanged.

Was that kiss just a product of too much champagne and holiday spirit? Or could it mean something more? The Blake I've known for months - demanding, brusque, intimidating - seems at odds with the man who held me so tenderly under the mistletoe.

My gaze drifts to my phone, sitting innocently on the edge of my desk. Should I text him? My fingers twitch with the urge to grab it, but I hesitate.

"Don't be an idiot," I scold myself. "He's your boss. It was just a kiss. Let it go."

But another part of me argues back: Maybe reaching out could help clarify things. Set some boundaries. Or...explore the possibilities?

I groan and drop my head into my hands. When did my life turn into such a cliché romance novel?

Peeking through my fingers at my phone again, I wage an internal debate. Text him? Don't text him? My usual determination seems to have abandoned me, leaving only a swirling mess of doubt and longing in its wake.

"You're being ridiculous," I tell myself firmly. "You're an adult. You don't sit around pining like some lovesick teenager. You take action."

But as I reach for my phone, my hand freezes midair. What would I even say? 'Hey Blake, remember when you kissed me senseless last night? Want to do it again sometime?'

Yeah, that would go over well. I can just imagine his stern face, one eyebrow raised as he delivers some cutting remark about professionalism.

With a sigh, I pull my hand back. "Get it together," I mutter. "You have work to do. Important, career-advancing work that doesn't involve obsessing over your boss's kissing skills."

But even as I turn resolutely back to my computer, I can't help darting one last glance at my phone. Just in case.

A sharp knock on the side of my cubicle makes me jump, my heart leaping into my throat. For a wild second, I imagine it's Blake, here to sweep me off my feet—or more likely, to awkwardly avoid eye contact while mumbling about quarterly reports.

But it's Jen who breezes in, a knowing smile playing on her lips and a steaming cup of coffee in her hand. "Morning, sunshine," she chirps, setting the cup on my desk with a flourish. "Thought you might need a little pick-me-up after last night's excitement."

I groan, burying my face in my hands. "How do you already know?"

Jen perches on the edge of my desk, her blue eyes twinkling. "Please. The office grapevine works faster than Twitter. Now spill, darling. I want every juicy detail."

"There's nothing to spill," I protest weakly, but even I can hear the lie in my voice. "It was just a mistletoe kiss. Totally cliché and meaningless."

"Uh-huh," Jen drawls, crossing her arms. "And I'm the Queen of England. Come on, Amelia. This is me you're talking to. I've seen the way you look at Blake when you think no one's watching."

I feel my cheeks flush. "I do not look at him in any particular way!"

"Oh honey," Jen laughs, "you practically undress him with your eyes every time he walks by. Not that I blame you. The man fills out a suit like nobody's business."

"Jen!" I hiss, glancing nervously at the door. "Keep your voice down. The last thing I need is for the whole office to hear about my... whatever this is."

"Relax," she says, waving a hand dismissively. "Now tell me everything. Was it good? Did he use tongue? Is he as commanding in the kissing department as he is in meetings?"

I can't help but laugh at her eagerness, even as embarrassment heats my face. "It was... intense," I admit, my voice dropping to a whisper. "Like, toe-curling, forget-how-to-breathe intense. But Jen, what if it didn't mean anything to him? What if it was just the mistletoe and the champagne talking?"

Jen's expression softens. "Oh, sweetie. You've got it bad, don't you?"

I nod miserably. "I know it's stupid. He's my boss, for crying out loud. And you know how he is—all gruff and demanding. What if last night was just a fluke? What if he goes right back to being Mr.  Stern-Face-McGrumpy-Pants today?"

"Well," Jen says, tapping her chin thoughtfully, "there's only one way to find out, isn't there?"

As I listen to Jen's advice, my mind races, trying to process her words through the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside me.

"Look, Amelia," Jen leans in, her blue eyes sparkling with sincerity, "I know Blake can be a bit... prickly.   But I've seen the way he looks at you when he thinks no one's watching. Trust me, that kiss wasn't just mistletoe magic."

I bite my lip, hope and doubt warring in my chest. "You really think so?"

"I know so," she says firmly. "The question is, are you brave enough to find out where this could go?"

Her words echo in my head as I stand up, smoothing my skirt. "I don't know, Jen. It's complicated. He's my boss, and I've worked so hard to get where I am. What if it all goes wrong?"

"What if it doesn't?" she counters with a grin.

I can't help but smile back, feeling a surge of determination. "I guess I'll have to figure it out, won't I?"

After Jen heads back to her cubicle, I decide I need a little quiet to think.

As I step out of my cubicle, the bustling energy of Kingsley Publishing envelops me. Phones ring, keyboards clack, and the air hums with creative tension. But I'm barely aware of it all, my mind replaying last night's kiss on an endless loop.

Lost in thought, I don't notice Jeremy from Marketing until I've practically plowed into him, sending a stack of papers flying.

"Oh god, Jeremy! I'm so sorry!" I stammer, dropping to my knees to help gather the scattered documents. "I was miles away."

Jeremy chuckles good-naturedly. "No worries, Amelia. Though I have to say, it's not like you to be so distracted. Everything okay?"

I force a smile, praying my face isn't as red as it feels. "Everything's fine. Just... a lot on my mind."

As I hand him the last of the papers, I catch a glimpse of Blake striding down the hallway, his jaw set in that familiar, determined line. My heart does a little flip, and I silently curse my body's betrayal.

Get it together, Amelia, I scold myself. You're a professional, for crying out loud. Act like it.

But as Blake's steely gaze meets mine for a brief, electric moment, I know that ship has already sailed.    Whatever happens next, there's no going back to how things were before.

Desperate for a moment of clarity, I retreat to the small, rarely-used conference room at the far end of the office. The silence envelops me like a comforting blanket as I sink into a chair, pulling out the worn leather notebook I always keep in my bag.

My pen hovers over the blank page, and I take a deep breath. "Okay, Amelia," I mutter to myself. "Time to sort this mess out."

I begin to scribble furiously, my thoughts spilling onto the paper:

Blake - Pros:

• Those eyes (God, those eyes)

• Passionate about his work

• That kiss...

I pause, my cheeks flushing at the memory. The pen moves again, almost of its own accord:

Blake - Cons:

• History of being difficult

• Potential workplace drama

• Did I mention difficult?

My writing slows as I find myself transported back to last night. The company Christmas party had been in full swing, the air thick with laughter and the scent of mulled wine. I'd been about to leave when…

I start reliving the kiss yet again, playing it in my mind like a movie I just can’t stop watching.

I'd looked up, my heart skipping a beat as I realized I was standing directly beneath the small sprig of green. And there, not two feet away, was Blake.

"We don't have to—" I'd started to say, but the words died in my throat as Blake stepped closer.

"It's tradition," he'd murmured, his voice low and rough.

Then his lips were on mine, and the world fell away. His kiss was nothing like I'd imagined – and believe me, I'd imagined it plenty. It was soft at first, almost hesitant, before deepening into something that made my toes curl in my sensible pumps. I'd felt the warmth of his hand on my waist, steadying me as I swayed towards him.

When we finally broke apart, I'd been breathless, my head spinning. The look in Blake's eyes – a mixture of desire and something that looked almost like fear – had sent a shiver down my spine.

"Amelia, I—" he'd started to say, but I'd panicked, mumbling some excuse about needing air before fleeing the party.

That’s not exactly how it happened. I have played it over and over in my head so many different ways.    But one thing never changes–the effect that kiss had on me. Every time the kiss is the same, Blake’s lips on mine are the same, and the feelings are real.

I know he must have felt it too.

I’m suddenly back in that empty conference room, staring at my messy list of pros and cons, I realize I'm no closer to figuring out what to do. The memory of that kiss lingers, a phantom warmth on my lips that leaves me aching for more.

I snap my notebook shut with a frustrated sigh, shoving it into my desk drawer. This little writing exercise was supposed to bring clarity, not leave me more confused than ever. Great job, Amelia. A+ for effort.

I head back to my cubicle.

Glancing at the stack of manuscripts on my desk, I force myself to focus. Work. That's what I need. Good old-fashioned distraction in the form of mind-numbing paperwork.

"Okay, let's do this," I mutter, grabbing the first file. It's a promising romance novel – because of course it is. The universe clearly has a twisted sense of humor.

I'm barely two pages in when my phone chirps. Probably Jen, wanting to dissect last night's events for the millionth time. But when I glance at the screen, my heart does a little somersault.

Blake: ???

His name and three question marks. That's all it takes for my carefully constructed concentration to crumble. What does that even mean? Three question marks? Is he waiting for me to say something? What?

My fingers hover over the phone, itching to reply immediately. But what do I say? 'What’s up? I've been obsessing over you all day'? Or maybe 'Hi, I'm busy hiding from my feelings in a fortress of unread manuscripts'?

"Get it together, Parsons," I hiss under my breath, shoving my phone into my desk drawer alongside the traitorous notebook. Out of sight, out of mind. Right?

Wrong. I stare at the manuscript, but the words blur together. All I can think about is Blake's simple message and the hundreds of possibilities it represents. Does he want to talk about the kiss? Pretend it never happened? Ask me on a real date?

"Focus," I command myself, tapping my pen against the desk. "You are a professional. You can read one measly chapter without thinking about Blake Caldwell's stupidly perfect lips."

Spoiler alert: I can't.

With a frustrated groan, I push back from my desk. This isn't working. I need air, space, something to clear my head before I spontaneously combust from overthinking.

"Going for a quick walk," I call out to no one in particular as I hurry past the cubicles. A few colleagues nod, probably assuming I'm off to an important meeting. If only they knew I was fleeing from a text message like it was a ticking time bomb.

The crisp autumn air hits me as I step outside, and I take a deep breath. The sidewalk bustles with the usual midday crowd – harried office workers, tourists snapping photos, hot dog vendors hawking their wares. It's comfortingly normal, a stark contrast to the emotional rollercoaster in my head.

I start walking, no real destination in mind. "Okay, Amelia," I mutter to myself, "pros and cons. Let's do this."

Pro: Blake is smart, successful, and devastatingly handsome. Con: He's my boss's boss, and office romance is a minefield.

Pro: That kiss was... well, earth-shattering doesn't even begin to cover it. Con: What if it was a one-time thing? What if I'm reading too much into it?

Pro: He texted me. He wants to see me again. Con: It could just be about work. Or worse, he could want to let me down gently.

I pause at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to change. A couple walks past, hand in hand, laughing at some private joke. I feel a pang of longing, quickly followed by a wave of anxiety. That could be Blake and me. Or it could be a disaster waiting to happen.

"But what if it's not?" I whisper, surprising myself with the sudden spark of hope in my voice. "What if this is the start of something amazing?"

The city's chaos suddenly feels like a mirror to my inner turmoil. A taxi honks impatiently, mirroring the urgency of my racing heart. Two businessmen argue heatedly on the corner, their gestures as dramatic as the conflicting voices in my head.

I take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of roasted peanuts from a nearby vendor. The warmth reminds me of Blake's embrace, and I can't help but smile.

"You know what?" I say to no one in particular, "Maybe it's time to stop overthinking and just... feel."

A gust of wind whips my hair around my face, and I laugh, feeling suddenly lighter. It's as if the city itself is urging me forward, pushing me towards a decision.

As I turn back towards the office, my step has a newfound bounce. The bustling streets now feel less like confusion and more like possibility. Each person I pass could be on the cusp of their own life-changing moment, just like me.

Back at my desk, I pull out my phone, Blake's message still waiting for a reply. My fingers hover over the keypad, but the hesitation from earlier is gone.

"What's the worst that could happen?" I muse aloud, earning a curious glance from a passing coworker.

I grin, suddenly feeling bold. "Sorry, just talking to myself. You know, like any totally normal person does."

The coworker chuckles and moves on, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the blinking cursor. I take a deep breath, channeling the energy of the city outside.

"Okay, Blake Caldwell," I whisper, my fingers poised to type. "Let's see where this goes."

I bite my lip, staring at the blank message field. My thumbs hover over the keyboard, suddenly feeling like they're made of lead. What do I even say to Blake? 'Hey, thanks for the mind-blowing kiss under the mistletoe. Want to grab coffee and discuss how it's completely upended my world?'

Yeah, right. Super casual, Amelia.

I take a deep breath, willing my racing heart to slow down. "Come on," I mutter to myself. "You can do this. It's just a text. Not like you're proposing marriage or anything."

My eyes flick to Blake's message again: "Hope you got home safe last night. Maybe we could grab lunch this week?"

It's so... normal. Almost disappointing after the electricity of last night. But then again, what was I expecting? A sonnet?

I start typing, then delete. Type again. Delete. My frustration builds with each failed attempt.

"Having trouble with autocorrect?"

I jump, nearly dropping my phone. Jen's standing there, eyebrow raised, coffee in hand.

"Something like that," I mutter, feeling my cheeks flush.

She leans in, lowering her voice. "Is it lover boy?"

"Jen!" I hiss, glancing around. "Keep it down, will you?"

She grins, unrepentant. "Just answer him already. You're overthinking it."

I sigh, knowing she's right. Still not sure what his text meant but with a burst of courage, I type: "OK, I’ll be right there."

My finger hovers over 'send', that familiar hesitation creeping back in. What if I'm reading too much into this? What if last night was just... a moment?

But then I remember the warmth in Blake's eyes, so different from his usual steely gaze. The way his hand lingered on my waist.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I hit send.

Chapter Eight


[image: ]



[image: ]

??? Oh, no! What have I done!

Oh fuck. I sent it.

I thought I’d deleted it. But I must have accidentally hit send. Now what? I’m screwed.

Oh well, no reply yet. Maybe she didn’t get it.

I stare at my phone waiting. Nothing. I place it on my desk face down. I pick it up again. Still nothing.

Maybe my luck will hold out.

I stare at the mountain of paperwork on my desk, willing it to spontaneously combust. No such luck. The typed pages seem to mock me, their crisp edges taunting: "You'll never get through us, Blake. You're too distracted."

Damn it. I am distracted. By her. And her lips… that kiss. And that damned text I sent by mistake is eating at me too.

I grab a manuscript, desperate to focus on anything but Amelia's smile. Or her lips. Or that kiss...

"Get it together, Caldwell," I mutter, running a hand through my hair.

I think of her text earlier. She probably just needed to discuss the Harrington manuscript. And I ghosted her. I can’t keep it up, though. I’ll have to see her eventually. We work together for god’s sake!

Why am I so scared to see her? But I know why.

Feelings. My feelings… for her.

I stare at the page in my hand. The words on the page blur as my traitorous mind replays our moment in vivid detail. The softness of her mouth, the way her green eyes widened in surprise before fluttering closed.

A mistake like that damned text. It has to be. I don't do office romances. I don't do romance, period.

I force my eyes back to the manuscript, but it might as well be written in ancient Greek. All I can see is Amelia's face, lighting up the room like she carries her own personal sun.

"This is ridiculous," I growl, shoving the papers aside.

My chest feels warm, like I've swallowed a mouthful of hot coffee. It's just acid reflux, I tell myself. Not... feelings.

I grab my red pen, determined to drown my thoughts in a sea of edits. But as I read the first paragraph, all I can think about is how Amelia would probably love this story. How her eyes would sparkle as she discussed the characters over lunch, gesturing excitedly with her fork.

"Stop it," I hiss, shaking my head so hard my vision blurs. "She's just another employee. Nothing more."

The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. I know I'm in trouble. Deep, career-jeopardizing trouble.

Because try as I might to dismiss it, that warmth in my chest isn't going away. And neither, it seems, are thoughts of Amelia Parsons.

My phone buzzes, jolting me from my internal crisis. I glance at the screen and my heart does a traitorous little skip. Amelia's name glows up at me, mocking my feeble attempts at indifference.

“OK, I’ll be right in.”

There goes my luck. Shit!

I start to send her a beg off text.

But I don’t.

"What the hell is wrong with you, Caldwell?" I mutter, brushing a hand across my brow because I know    I’m already sweating. "You're acting like a lovesick teenager."

The word 'lovesick' makes me wince. Love has no place in my life, not anymore. I've learned that lesson the hard way, through a string of failed relationships and broken promises.

“You’re too demanding. Blake,” my mother warned me all those years ago.

And she was right.

I push people away, hold them to impossible standards. It's safer that way. Easier. If no one gets close, no one can hurt you.

But Amelia... she slipped through somehow, with her infectious laugh and her unwavering optimism. And now I'm terrified, because I know how this ends. I'll push too hard, expect too much, and she'll leave. Just like all the others.

"You're getting ahead of yourself," I growl, clenching my fists. "It was one kiss. One moment of weakness. It doesn't have to mean anything."

Even as I say it, I know it's a lie. Because with Amelia, everything means something. And that scares the hell out of me.

But as I try to convince myself, I know it's a lost cause. Amelia Parsons has upended my world, and I'm terrified to admit how much I like it.

Time passes. Almost forget about the text.

Almost.

Not quite. Because Amelia is always close in my thoughts.

I watch the door. She knocks. I grunt out something that sounds remotely like “Enter!”

And I can’t stop staring at her.

God, she’s beautiful.

“Mr. Caldwell, I got your text,” she stares uncertainly, her green eyes lighting up with that infuriatingly infectious warmth. “What’s it about exactly?”

I shrug. “I missent it.”

Her eyes dim, her face collapses into a frown, disappointed. “Oh,” her voice drops. “Well, anyway. I needed to see you to discuss a manuscript.”

I stare at her blankly. After a quick shake of my head to clear the cobwebs, I say, “Yes, yes, okay.  What…er… about?”

"I was wondering if you had a chance to look over the Anderson manuscript?" she asks, sitting on the edge of my desk. "I have some thoughts on the third act that I think could really elevate the story."

I force myself to meet her gaze, immediately regretting it. Those green eyes are sparkling with enthusiasm, and it's infectious. Damn her.

"Enlighten me, Ms. Parsons," I drawl, leaning back in my chair. "What revolutionary ideas have you cooked up this time?"

She grins, undeterred by my sarcasm. "Well, for starters, I think we should consider..."

As Amelia launches into her pitch, I find myself captivated. Not just by her ideas—which are admittedly brilliant—but by her passion. The way she gesticulates, her hands painting pictures in the air. The slight furrow of her brow as she concentrates.

"... don't you think?" she finishes, looking at me expectantly.

I realize I've been staring. Clearing my throat, I scramble to regain my footing. "It's... not terrible," I manage, my voice gruffer than intended.

Amelia's smile widens. "High praise indeed, coming from you, Mr. Caldwell."

"Don't let it go to your head," I retort, but there's no real bite to it. "We still need to consider the marketability of such a drastic change."

"Always the pragmatist," she teases. "But that's why we make such a good team, isn't it? You keep me grounded, and I..." she pauses, her eyes locking with mine, "... I push you to take risks."

The air between us suddenly feels charged, heavy with unspoken implications. I swallow hard, acutely aware of how close she is, how easy it would be to reach out and...

No. I can't. I won't.

"Is that all, Ms. Parsons?" I ask, my voice strained.

She hesitates, something flickering in her eyes. Disappointment? Relief? I can't tell. "For now," she says softly, sliding off my desk. "Goodnight, Mr. Caldwell."

As she turns to leave, I find myself speaking before I can stop myself. "Amelia?"

She pauses at the door, looking back at me with those damn expressive eyes.

A flash of excitement hits me like going face first into a brick wall as I realize we’re the only two people in the building. It’s after hours. Everyone else has gone already. Just the two of us…

Before I can stop myself I’m beside her pushing the door closed, and taking her in my arms. Her eyes widen with obvious surprise but she doesn’t pull away. I place my hands on either side of her face and bring my lips to hers.

The kiss is slow, hesitant at first, as if both of us are testing the waters. Then, as if drawn by a force beyond our control, it deepens. Amelia's hands find their way to my shoulders, pulling me closer, and I'm lost in the rhythm of her breath, the softness of her lips, the taste of her sweetness.

When we finally break apart, it's with a gasp, a rush of air filling the space between us. Her eyes search mine, wide and questioning. I'm breathless with the realization of what I've just done, what this might mean.

And I don’t give a damn.

"Blake," she whispers, her voice a mix of wonder and caution.

I press my forehead against hers, the proximity a silent acknowledgment of the precipice we're now standing on. "I know," is all I manage to say, my voice rough with emotion. The words hang in the air, heavy and significant.

Amelia pulls back slightly, her gaze intense as she studies my face. "Do you?" she asks, her voice steady despite the tremor I see in her hands. "Because this changes everything. We can't pretend it doesn't."

My throat tightens as I consider her words. She's right, of course. Crossing this line has altered the landscape of our relationship irrevocably.

But in that moment, all the reasons why this shouldn't happen seem trivial compared to the feeling of her close to me. "Let it change," I say with a resolve that surprises even me. "Maybe it's time we stopped pretending."

I can tell from the look that flashes across her beautiful face that she has been thinking this herself.

Amelia's response is a smile that lights up her entire face, and it's all the confirmation I need. My hands slide from her face to her shoulders and down the contours of her back, pulling her closer until there's no space left between us. Her breath catches as I explore the curve of her spine, tracing paths that send shivers through her body.

She tilts her head back, exposing the graceful line of her neck, and I take the invitation, pressing my lips against her skin, feeling the pulse beneath. Her hands clutch at my shirt, pulling me even closer, if that's possible. Our bodies seem to move with a mind of their own, finding rhythm in a dance as ancient as time itself.

The room around us fades into a blur of shadows and dusky streetlights streaming through the blinds. It casts lines across Amelia's face, highlighting her features in a play of light and dark that makes her look both ethereal and intensely real.

"I didn't know," she breathes out as I move my attentions to her earlobe, taking it gently between my lips, nibbling gently with my teeth. I plant a trail of kisses down the slender line of her neck, and I take the invitation, my lips tracing the delicate skin there. Her hands clutch at my shirt, pulling me impossibly closer as her breathing becomes more erratic. The room seems to spin around us, filled with a tension that is both exhilarating and terrifying.

"We shouldn't," she murmurs against my lips, even as she presses herself against me.

"I know," I reply, but my hands don’t stop exploring, mapping out the territory of her back, her sides, each movement deepening our connection. "But we are."

She pulls back and stares into my eyes.

“We so are,” I repeat.

And with that we are at it again just like there was never an interruption.

The logical part of my mind screams for restraint, but it's drowned out by the pounding of my heart and the soft moans that escape her lips, urging me on. Each touch, each kiss is like a spark, igniting a fire that seems destined to consume us both.

As our kisses grow more desperate, I lift her slightly, her legs instinctively wrapping around my waist as I press her against the door. The solid thud of wood against her back is met with a gasp, her fingers threading through my hair, tugging gently in the heat of the moment.

The world narrows down to the sound of our breathing, the touch of our skin, and the relentless drive of desire. I can feel the heat through the thin material of her dress, the fabric a mere whisper against the rising fervor of our bodies. I kiss her again, deeper this time, my hands roaming over the contours of her body, mapping every curve and edge with a hunger born of long-denied yearning.

Amelia's nails dig into my back, her grip pulling me closer as if she could meld me into her very being.  Her leg tightens around my waist, a silent plea that needs no words. I respond in kind, my hands sliding under her dress to find the bare skin beneath. The contact sends a jolt through us both, a silent  acknowledgment of the step we're about to take, crossing a threshold from which there is no return. The texture of her skin under my fingertips is electric, each touch amplified by the pulse that races just beneath her surface.

Her breaths come in quick succession, each exhale a whisper of surrender as I explore further, the boundaries between us diminishing with every passing second. Our eyes lock, a silent conversation in the midst of our storm. There's a question posed in her gaze, one of longing mixed with a hint of fear — the fear of falling too deep.

I answer her not with words but with action, reassuring her with every kiss planted firmly against her skin that this fall, though perilous, is the only way ahead for either of us. Together. It’s the only way we’ll ever get to the place we both need to be so desperately.

I pick her up in my arms and carry her to my brown leather sofa. There, I place her on the soft seat as if she’s the most precious thing in the world. We remove each other’s clothes and settle down together, a frenzy of kisses, movements as our hands explore and our bodies settle together into slow, rhythmic thrusts that gradually increase in intensity as we near a powerful, explosive climax together and collapse in each other’s arms.

I pull her close to me, holding her tight as if I never want to let her go.

And I don’t.

She’s exactly what I’ve needed all my life, and I don’t plan on letting her go.

Things between us have shifted. There’s no going back…

Chapter Nine
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Another sleepless night of constant thoughts about Blake Caldwell. Well, not just thoughts exactly, reliving that kiss and more. Now my imagination has taken it further and we’re in his office and he turns and pulls me into his…

Ohmigod, this has god to stop!

Shit, shit, shit. Look what it’s doing to me. Late again. I'm so late. I barrel through the office doors, my arms laden with a towering stack of papers that threatens to topple at any moment. The steaming coffee in my other hand sloshes dangerously close to the rim with each frantic step.

"Deadline day from hell," I mutter under my breath, weaving through the maze of cubicles. My mind races, a jumbled mess of to-do lists and worst-case scenarios. What if we miss the cutoff? What if all our hard work goes down the drain? No, Amelia. Focus. Take a deep breath. Relax. You've got this.

I pause outside the conference room, taking a deep breath to steel myself. Showtime. I plaster on my best "I totally have everything under control" smile and nudge the door open with my hip.

The sight that greets me nearly makes me lose my precarious grip on both the papers and my composure. Blake Caldwell, publishing powerhouse and eternal thorn in my side, sits at the head of the massive oak table. He's surrounded by what looks like every document our company has ever produced, his steely blue eyes laser-focused on the papers before him.

I can't help but notice the way his brow furrows in concentration, deep lines etched across his forehead.    It's oddly... compelling. Wait, what? No. Bad Amelia. I give myself a mental shake.

"Good morning, Mr. Caldwell," I chirp, wincing internally at how overly perky I sound. "Looks like we're in for quite the day… and maybe working late into the night."

Blake's gaze flicks up, piercing and unreadable. "Ms. Parsons," he says, his voice clipped. "You're late."

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Of course that's the first thing out of his mouth. After last night, I figure he might be posturing for other people, keeping everything between us hush-hush. Guess I got that right.    "Traffic was a nightmare," I lie smoothly, setting down my precariously balanced load. "But I come bearing the gift of caffeine, so hopefully that makes up for it?"

He doesn't smile - shocker - but I swear I see the tiniest softening around his eyes. Progress, maybe? Or just wishful thinking on my part. We crossed a sacred line last night, and I have a feeling there’s no going back.

"Let's get to work," Blake says, pushing a stack of papers in my direction. "We have a lot of ground to cover before lunch."

I nod, settling into the chair across from him. As I reach for the first document, I can't help but wonder what I've gotten myself into. One all-day work session with Blake Caldwell that could drag on into the evening hours? Hmmm. This is either going to be incredibly productive or an absolute disaster. Knowing my luck, probably both.

I take a deep breath and dive in. "So, I've been thinking about our marketing strategy for the Wilson memoir," I say, pulling out a color-coded spreadsheet. "What if we pivot to a more grassroots approach? Indie bookstore tours, podcast appearances, maybe even a TikTok campaign?"

Blake's eyebrow arches skeptically. "TikTok? For a septuagenarian's life story?"

I can't help but grin. "Exactly! It's unexpected, which makes it memorable. Plus, have you seen how many BookTok influencers there are? We'd be tapping into a whole new demographic."

He leans back, fingers steepled under his chin. "It's risky."

"But potentially high reward," I counter, leaning forward. "We need to think outside the box if we want to save this imprint."

For a moment, Blake's silent, his steely gaze boring into me. I resist the urge to squirm. Then, to my surprise, he nods. "Alright, Parsons. Let's hear more."

As we delve deeper into strategy, I find myself oddly energized by our back-and-forth. Blake's critical eye catches potential pitfalls I've overlooked, while my creative suggestions seem to spark something in him.   It's like a mental tennis match, ideas bouncing between us with increasing speed and precision.

"What about leveraging Wilson's connections in the tech world?" Blake suggests, scribbling furiously on a legal pad.

I nod enthusiastically. "Yes! And we could tie that into a series of Ted Talk-style events. It bridges the generational gap and positions the book as more than just a memoir."

As the words leave my mouth, I'm struck by a realization. Are we actually... working well together? The thought is both thrilling and terrifying. I've always admired Blake's work ethic, even if his personality left much to be desired. But this? This feels different. Dangerous, even.

I push the thought aside, refocusing on the task at hand. There's too much at stake to get distracted now, no matter how intriguing the distraction might be.

The hours tick by, and I notice a subtle shift in the room's atmosphere. The initial tension, thick enough to cut with a knife, gradually dissipates like morning fog. In its place, a more relaxed, almost companionable energy settles over us.

I catch myself stealing glances at Blake when he's absorbed in his work. His brow furrows in concentration, but there's something different about his expression. It's softer somehow, less severe. And when I offer a suggestion, his eyes... they change. The steely blue warms, like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.

"What if we incorporate a digital component?" I venture, tapping my pen against my notepad. "An interactive timeline of Wilson's career milestones, maybe?"

Blake looks up, and I brace myself for his usual brusque dismissal. Instead, the corners of his mouth twitch upward. "Not bad, Parsons. That could work."

I blink, momentarily stunned by this uncharacteristic praise. Is that an actual smile on Blake Caldwell's face? I feel a ridiculous surge of pride at having coaxed it out of him.

Emboldened by this small victory, I reach for my mug, grimacing as I take a sip of the now-cold office sludge masquerading as coffee. "God, I swear this stuff gets worse by the hour. I'm pretty sure it's ninety percent grounds and ten percent regret."

To my utter shock, Blake lets out a low chuckle. It's a rich, warm sound that sends an unexpected shiver down my spine. "Careful, Parsons. That's dangerously close to insubordination."

I gape at him, my witty retort dying on my lips. Did Blake Caldwell just... joke with me? The flutter in my chest has nothing to do with caffeine and everything to do with the way his eyes are crinkling at the corners, amusement dancing in their depths.

"I... um..." I stammer, feeling heat creep up my neck. Get it together, Amelia. It's just a laugh, for crying out loud. But even as I try to brush it off, I can't shake the feeling that something fundamental has shifted between us. Maybe last night did change everything…

The stuffy conference room suddenly feels claustrophobic. I stand abruptly, nearly knocking over my chair in the process. "I need some air," I blurt out, already heading for the balcony doors. "Just five minutes, I promise."

To my surprise, Blake rises too. "Not a bad idea," he says, following me out onto the small terrace.

The cool night air hits my face, and I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. The city sprawls out before us, a glittering tapestry of noisy chaos and possibilities. I lean against the railing, stealing a glance at Blake. His profile is illuminated by the ambient glow, softening his usually harsh features.

"So," I venture, curiosity overriding my nervousness, "what made you take on this project? I mean, saving a small imprint isn't exactly glamorous work for someone of your... reputation."

Blake's jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. For a moment, I think I've overstepped, but then he lets out a slow breath. "It's not about glamour, Parsons. It's about preserving something valuable."

I wait, sensing there's more. After a pause, he continues, his voice low and intense. "My grandfather was an author. Never made it big, but he poured his heart into every book. A small press like this one gave him a chance when no one else would. Without them, his stories would have been lost."

I feel my eyes widen. This glimpse of personal history, of genuine passion, is so at odds with the Blake Caldwell I thought I knew. "So this is personal for you," I murmur.

He nods, his gaze fixed on the horizon. "If we can save this imprint, we're not just rescuing a business.   We're preserving a legacy, giving voices to authors who might otherwise never be heard."

The conviction in his voice sends a thrill through me. I've always seen publishing as more than just a job, but hearing Blake express it so eloquently... it's like seeing him in an entirely new light.

"That's... incredible," I say softly. "I had no idea you felt so strongly about it."

Blake turns to me then, his blue eyes intense. "There's a lot you don't know about me, Parsons."

My breath catches in my throat. For a moment, we just stare at each other, the air between us charged with something I can't quite name. Then Blake clears his throat, breaking the spell.

"We should get back to work," he says gruffly, but there's a new warmth in his voice that wasn't there before.

As we head back inside, I can't help but feel like everything has changed. The Blake Caldwell I thought I knew is gone, replaced by someone far more complex and intriguing. And despite my best efforts to stay professional, I find myself wanting to unravel every last mystery he holds.

Seated back at the conference table, we dive into the work with renewed vigor. I'm hyper-aware of    Blake's presence across from me, his brow furrowed in concentration as he pores over a stack of financial reports. There's something mesmerizing about the way his eyes dart across the page, catching every detail.

"Parsons, what do you make of these projected numbers for the Young Adult line?" Blake's voice snaps me out of my reverie.

I lean in, scanning the document he's pushed towards me. "They seem optimistic, but not unrealistic. If we can secure that up-and-coming author we've been eyeing, these figures could be spot on."

Blake nods, a hint of approval in his eyes. "Good catch. Let's draft a proposal to bring her on board."

As we work side by side, I can't help but notice the subtle shifts in our dynamic. Our usual banter takes on a playful edge, and I find myself searching for excuses to make Blake smile.

"You know, Caldwell," I quip, stretching my arms above my head, "if we pull this off, you might actually have to admit I'm good at my job."

He looks up, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves, Parsons. The day is still young."

Our eyes meet, and for a moment, neither of us looks away. My heart does a little flip in my chest, and I'm struck by how blue his eyes are up close. Wait, what am I doing? This is Blake Caldwell, my boss, the man who's been the bane of my existence since day one. I have to be careful where I tread, but… last night was a game-changer. Things have changed. He’s changed–or maybe I’m just seeing the real Blake Caldwell for the first time.

I clear my throat, breaking the moment. "Right, well, back to saving the company then."

As the day wears on, I find myself stealing glances at Blake more and more often. The way his hand runs through his hair when he's deep in thought, the subtle quirk of his eyebrow when he finds something interesting – how have I never noticed these things before?

God, Amelia, get it together, I scold myself. You're here to work, not moon over your impossibly attractive, surprisingly passionate boss. But I can’t shake memories of last night… of how he claimed me in his office. It was everything I dreamed of… and so much more.

And the way his manner is this morning… all I can say is I am entirely sure I don’t want things to go back to the way they were. I just have a deep feeling that I don’t ever have to worry about seeing the old Blake   Caldwell… maybe just glimpses here and there.

And I can handle those.

I reach for another stack of papers, my mind still whirling with conflicting thoughts about Blake, when disaster strikes. My elbow catches the edge of the pile, sending documents cascading across the floor like confetti at a very sad office party.

"Oh, crap!" I mutter, feeling my face flush hot with embarrassment. "I'm so sorry, I'll get these—"

But before I can finish my sentence, Blake is already on his knees beside me, gathering sheets with surprising efficiency.

"It's fine, Parsons," he says, his voice gruff but not unkind. "We've all been there."

I blink at him, momentarily stunned by this unexpected show of...well, humanity. "Thanks," I manage, reaching for a stray page.

Our hands brush, and I swear I feel a jolt of electricity shoot up my arm. Blake's fingers linger on mine for a fraction of a second longer than necessary, and when I look up, I find his steely blue eyes fixed on me with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

"I, um..." I stammer, suddenly forgetting how to form coherent sentences.

Blake clears his throat and withdraws his hand. "Right. Let's get these sorted."

As we continue working, my mind keeps drifting back to that brief touch, that fleeting moment of connection… and I am replaying our lovemaking last night yet again. I sneak a glance at Blake, watching as he meticulously reorganizes the scattered papers. His brow is furrowed in concentration, jaw set in that determined line I've come to know so well.

But now, instead of seeing it as a sign of his usual grumpiness, I find myself wondering what lies beneath that tough exterior. Is it possible there's more to Blake Caldwell than meets the eye? A softer side hidden behind those sharp suits and sharper remarks? If our working together this morning is any indication, I’d have to say yes to all of the above.

"Something on your mind, Parsons?" Blake's voice cuts through my reverie.

I startle, realizing I've been staring. "Oh! No, just... thinking about… the project."

He raises an eyebrow, clearly not buying it. "Uh-huh. Well, when you're done ‘thinking about the project,' maybe we can actually work on it?"

I feel a blush creeping up and settling warmly into my face and neck. Hmmm, looks like the great man can almost read my mind. Damn, he knew exactly what I was thinking. I wonder if that’s because he was thinking it too? Hmmm. Could be.

As the clock inches towards midday, I feel fatigue settling in from the morning workload and stretch my arms overhead, feeling the satisfying pop of my spine. "I think that's all we can do for now," I say, my voice a mix of exhaustion and triumph. “Guess we should take a break… maybe get some lunch?”

Blake nods, his steely blue eyes softening just a fraction. "Agreed. You've done good work this morning, Parsons."

I blink, caught off guard by the rare compliment. "Thanks. You too, you know. We make a pretty good team."

"Don't get sentimental on me now," he quips, but there's no real bite to his words.

I start gathering my things, shoving papers into my bag with less care than I probably should. My mind is a whirlwind of conflicting emotions – pride in our progress, bone-deep fatigue, and an undercurrent of something else I'm not quite ready to name. Not quite love. Yet. Maybe a growing mutual respect. Could be. A smoldering attraction still lingering? Definitely.

"So, same time after lunch?" I ask, aiming for casual and probably missing by a mile. I half expect him to ask me to lunch. But maybe I’m expecting too much. That’s okay. I can be patient. We’ve come so far already.

Blake runs a hand through his short-cropped hair, mussing it in a way that's annoyingly attractive.    "Actually, I was thinking we could grab a quick lunch and get back to work as soon as we can? What do you say"

I’m speechless! But after a moment to realize what was happening, I took a deep breath and said, “Sure thing, boss.” And I smiled. I couldn’t help myself.

He looks up at me, wide eyed. “You sure?”

“Well, I am tired,” I tease, “and I was thinking about a quick nap to catch up on my beauty rest during my lunch break.”

He gives me a surprised stare. "Somehow I doubt that's an issue for you," he mutters, so quietly I almost miss it.

My heart does a little flip, and I busy myself with zipping up my bag to hide the flush creeping up my neck. "Okay, since you put it that way… !"

"Good, let’s get out of here ," he says quickly, standing up.

“I’m already ahead of you,” I say, slinging my bag over my shoulder and heading for the door. At the last second, I turn back, unable to resist one last look.

And there it is – a smile. A real, genuine smile that transforms Blake's entire face. It's small and a bit hesitant, like he's out of practice, but it reaches his eyes and makes them crinkle at the corners.

"You coming, Blake?" I call playfully.

"Just try and stop me, Amelia," he replies, and the way he says my name sends a shiver down my spine.

As I walk to the elevator, my steps feel lighter despite my exhaustion. I'm caught between hope and apprehension, excited by the possibilities but terrified of getting hurt. Whatever lies ahead, one thing's for sure – working with Blake Caldwell just got a whole lot more complicated. 

And I wouldn’t have it any other way…

Chapter Ten
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Lunch with Ms. Parsons… er… Amelia went well. Mostly we ate quickly and managed to discuss the progress we needed to make this afternoon without choking to death in the process. She seemed to hang on my every word, and I liked it.

A lot.

But I liked listening to her a lot more… her warm, oddly exciting voice and her smart ideas were an intoxicating combination I just can’t seem to resist.

We’re back at the office. We finished our work in the conference room a bit early. Now I pace my office like a caged lion, each step fueled by a mounting frustration that threatens to boil over. The reports scattered Caroline had dropped off still lay across my desk mock me with their stark figures and dire projections. Kingsley Publishing, the empire I've helped build, now teeters on the brink of disaster. The ideas Amelia and I are working on have to work… have to turn things around.

And quickly.

I haven’t told Amelia how desperate the situation is. Nor do I intend to. I don’t want to put that on her shoulders. She doesn’t need the added distraction. She needs to be focused on her best work if we’re going to pull off saving the company from bankruptcy.

So, I’ve been trying to keep just how damned important this company assessment and future projected plans for growth are… 

"Damn it all to hell," I mutter, snatching up the latest financial forecast. My eyes scan the numbers, each one a fresh blow to my already battered ego. The scowl etched on my face deepens, carving new lines of worry into my forehead.

I toss the report aside and brush back my short-cropped hair, my mind racing. How did we end up here?  One minute we're on top of the world, the next we're scrambling to keep our heads above water. All because some prima donna author decided to throw a tantrum and pull out of the biggest deal of the year.

"Blake," Caroline's cool voice cuts through my inner turmoil as she appears in the doorway. "I trust you've reviewed the situation?"

I turn to face her, my steely gaze meeting her impassive gray eyes. "Reviewed it? I've practically memorized every dismal detail."

She arches an eyebrow, unimpressed by my sarcasm. "Then you understand the gravity of our position."

"Oh, I understand alright," I retort, gesturing to the chaos on my desk. "We're looking at a financial bloodbath. Not to mention the hit our reputation will take when word gets out."

Caroline steps into the office, her silver hair catching the light as she moves. "We need a solution, Blake. And we need it yesterday."

I bite back a caustic remark, knowing it won't help. Instead, I force myself to take a deep breath, my mind frantically searching for a way out of this mess. The weight of responsibility presses down on me, threatening to crush what little optimism I have left.

"I'm open to suggestions," I finally say, my tone gruff but tinged with a hint of desperation.

Caroline's lips purse into a thin line. "That's not what I want to hear from my Head of Acquisitions, Blake. I expect results, not excuses."

Her words sting, but I know she's right. I've built my career on being the guy who gets things done, who turns disasters into triumphs. But right now, I feel like I'm drowning in a sea of impossibilities.

"Give me 24 hours," I say, my jaw clenching with determination. "I'll have a plan on your desk by tomorrow morning."

Caroline studies me for a long moment, her gaze penetrating. Finally, she nods. "See that you do. The future of Kingsley Publishing may very well depend on it."

As she turns to leave, I can't help but wonder if I've just made a promise I can't keep. But failure isn't an option. Not for me, not for this company. I'll find a way out of this mess, even if it kills me.

And knowing my luck, it just might.

My phone buzzes, jolting me out of my grim reverie. I glance at the screen and let out a groan that would make a bear sound cheerful. "Board meeting in 30 minutes," the reminder mocks me. Fan-fucking-tastic.

"Oh, the joys of corporate life," I mutter, running a hand through my hair. "Nothing quite like presenting a plan to save the company when you've got jack shit."

I pace the length of my office, my mind a turbulent storm of half-formed ideas and worst-case scenarios.   The polished leather of my shoes squeaks against the hardwood floor, a grating counterpoint to the ticking of the clock on the wall. Each second that passes is another nail in my professional coffin.

As I turn for what feels like the hundredth time, my eyes land on a file folder peeking out from beneath a stack of reports. The name on the tab catches my attention: Amelia Parsons.

I pause, considering. Amelia, with her perpetual optimism and that irritating ability to see silver linings in category five hurricanes. The same Amelia whose ideas I've dismissed more times than I care to count.    Yet now she may be the saving grace Kingsley Publishing needs. I feel a stab of consciousness. 

"Desperate times," I grumble, reaching for my phone. My thumb hovers over her name in my contacts.   Pride wars with practicality as I weigh my options.

Her face flashes in my mind – those earnest green eyes alight with enthusiasm, that determined set to her jaw when she's tackling a problem. As much as it pains me to admit it, the girl's got a knack for creative solutions. Her work with the assessment and future projects proved that.

"Damn it all," I growl, hitting the call button before I can talk myself out of it. As the phone rings, I try to swallow my reluctance. "Come on, Caldwell. Swallow your pride and ask for help. How hard can it be?"

The line connects, and I hear Amelia's chipper voice. "Blake? Is everything okay?"

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. "Amelia, I need your help. And if you breathe a word of this to anyone, I'll deny it till my dying day."

"My office. Now." I bark into the phone, wincing at the harshness of my own voice. I clear my throat, attempting to soften my tone. "It's urgent."

I hear a sharp intake of breath on the other end. "Of course, I'll be right there."

The line goes dead, and I'm left staring at my reflection in the darkened screen. I look as exhausted as I feel. Running a hand through my hair, I turn to face the window, steeling myself for the conversation to come.

Moments later, a soft knock at the door. "Come in," I call, not turning around.

I hear Amelia's footsteps, tentative at first, then more assured as she approaches my desk. "Blake? What's going on?"

Finally, I face her. Her eyes, those damned expressive green eyes, are wide with concern. I gesture to the chair across from me. "Sit down, Amelia. We've got a situation."

As she settles into the seat, I launch into a rapid-fire explanation. "Jameson's pulled out. The deal's dead. We're looking at a financial nosedive that'll make the Titanic look like a kiddie pool incident."

I watch her face carefully as I speak, noting the shift from shock to comprehension to... is that determination? She leans forward, those eyes now blazing with an intensity that catches me off guard.

"Okay," she says, her voice steady. "Walk me through everything. What are our options?"

I can't help but raise an eyebrow. "'Our' options?"

She meets my gaze unflinchingly. "You called me here, Blake. I'm in this now, whether you like it or not."

A retort dies on my lips as I realize she's right. I called her. I needed her. And damn it if her confidence isn't just a little bit infectious.

"Alright," I concede, spreading out the reports on my desk. "Let's get to work."

As we pore over the documents, Amelia's mind seems to work at lightning speed. Her finger traces along a line of figures, and she looks up at me, eyes glinting.

"What if we approached the Grayson sisters?" she suggests, voice tinged with excitement. "Their YA trilogy has been gaining traction, and with the right marketing push—"

I scoff, cutting her off. "The Graysons? They're small potatoes compared to Jameson."

But Amelia shakes her head, undeterred. "That's exactly it, Blake. They're hungry, they're trending, and they'd jump at the chance for a big contract. We could position them as the fresh voice of a new generation."

I pause, considering. It's... not a terrible idea. "Go on," I mutter, leaning in closer.

She does, words tumbling out in a rush of enthusiasm. "We package it as a multi-platform deal. Books, of course, but also streaming rights, merchandising... It's a risk, but the potential payoff—"

"Could be enormous," I finish, grudgingly impressed. How did she see this angle when I missed it?

We huddle closer over the desk, papers rustling as we sketch out the plan. The tension in the air is thick, a mix of urgency and something else... something electric. As Amelia reaches for a document, her hand brushes mine, and I feel a jolt that has nothing to do with static electricity.

I clear my throat, trying to focus. "If we pull this off, it could save our asses."

Amelia looks up, a smile playing at her lips. "When we pull this off, you mean."

Her confidence is oddly reassuring. And infuriating. And... attractive? I push that thought away, burying myself in the work. But I can't shake the awareness of her presence, the scent of her perfume, the warmth radiating from her body so close to mine.

Focus, Caldwell. There's a company to save.

I lean back in my chair, rubbing my temples. The clock on the wall reads 5:30 PM, but Amelia shows no signs of slowing down. Her relentless optimism is both admirable and exhausting.

"You know, Parsons," I drawl, "if enthusiasm could solve problems, we'd be out of this mess already."

Amelia looks up, her green eyes sparkling with determination. "Enthusiasm might not solve problems, Mr.    Caldwell, but it certainly helps fuel the process."

I snort, but there's no real bite to it. "Always the cheerleader, aren't you?"

She shrugs, unfazed. "Someone has to balance out your doom and gloom."

I roll my eyes, but internally, I'm grateful for her presence. Her unwavering spirit is... comforting, in a way I'm not ready to admit out loud.

The office settles into a quiet rhythm, punctuated only by the soft rustle of papers and the occasional murmur as we exchange ideas. I find my gaze drawn to Amelia more often than I'd like to admit. Her brow furrows in concentration as she pours over a spreadsheet, a strand of hair falling across her face.

Without thinking, I reach out to brush it back, catching myself at the last second. What the hell am I doing? I clear my throat, covering the awkward moment by shuffling some papers.

"Found anything useful in those numbers?" I ask, my voice gruffer than intended.

Amelia looks up, and for a moment, I swear I see a flicker of... something... in her eyes. But it's gone before I can place it.

I haven’t seen that look in a woman’s eyes before… but it must mean something.

"Maybe," she says, leaning in. "Look at this trend here..."

As she explains her findings, I feel the corners of my mouth tugging upward. Her enthusiasm is infectious, damn it. I school my features back into their usual scowl, but I can't quite shake the warmth blooming in my chest.

Suddenly, Amelia's eyes light up, a spark of inspiration igniting her features. "Wait, I've got it!" she exclaims, her voice brimming with excitement. "What if we approach Olivia Winters?"

I raise an eyebrow, skepticism etched across my face. "The reclusive mystery author? You can't be serious."

"Hear me out," Amelia insists, leaning forward. "Her last book was five years ago, but her fanbase is still rabid. If we could convince her to do a surprise comeback..."

As she lays out her plan, I find my initial doubt wavering. It's bold, risky even, but the potential payoff...

"It's not a terrible idea," I grudgingly admit, surprising myself.

Amelia's face lights up even more, if that's possible. "We could frame it as an exclusive, limited release. Create a buzz, drum up pre-orders..."

I nod, the possibilities unfolding in my mind. "It could work. It's crazy, but it just might work."

Without realizing it, I've leaned in closer, caught up in the excitement of brainstorming. Suddenly, I become acutely aware of how near we are. I can smell the faint scent of her shampoo, see the flecks of gold in her green eyes.

A jolt of... something... runs through me. Memories of last night hit me. Hard.

I clear my throat abruptly and straighten up, tugging at my tie. "Right, well, we should, uh, start putting together a proposal. For Winters, I mean."

Amelia blinks, as if coming out of a daze herself. "Oh, yes, of course," she says, reaching for her tablet. "I'll start drafting an outline."

I force myself to focus on the task at hand, pushing away thoughts of how her eyes sparkled when she smiled. There's a crisis to solve, after all. I don't have time for... whatever that was.

But I know exactly what it is… and I have a strong feeling it’s not going away.

As we finalize the details of our Hail Mary plan, I can't help but feel a grudging sense of... hope? Is that what this unfamiliar lightness in my chest is? I glance at Amelia, her fingers flying over her tablet as she outlines our strategy. Her enthusiasm hasn't dimmed a bit, even after hours of work.

"I think we've got something solid here," I mutter, more to myself than to her.

She looks up, a smile tugging at her lips. "I think so too. It's unconventional, but that's what we need right now, isn't it?"

I nod, surprised to find myself returning her smile. "You might be right about that, Parsons."

Her eyebrows shoot up. "Did you just admit I was right about something? Should I check for flying pigs?"

I roll my eyes, but there's no real annoyance behind it. "Don't get used to it. I still think your optimism is borderline delusional most of the time."

She laughs, a sound that's far too pleasant for my liking. "I'll take it as a compliment, Mr. Caldwell." She doesn’t call me Blake. I know she’s making a point, and I like her fierceness. I like when she stands up for herself, even with me.

Especially with me.

As she gathers her things, I find myself watching her more closely than I should. The way she moves with purpose, her chin held high despite the exhaustion that must be setting in. It's... impressive.

"Well," she says, standing up straight, "I'll get started on the full proposal first thing tomorrow. We'll knock their socks off at that board meeting."

I nod, leaning back in my chair. "Good work today, Parsons. Your input was... valuable."

The words feel strange on my tongue, but I can't deny their truth.

She gives me a coy smile. “I thought we were on first names after last night,” she teases.

I smirk. “I suppose we are, Amelia,” I say. “But I think we should keep our… whatever it is on the down low. Just for now, of course.”

“I agree, Balke,” she says, her eyes meeting mine. “For now.”

We shared a passionate encounter, and I admit it has an effect on me. I wouldn’t expect anything less.  After all, Amelia Parson has a definitive effect on me.

She walks to the door and pauses, looking back at me smiling as she speaks. “Aren’t you coming?”

I nod. “Your place or mine?”

“Yours,” she says. “I think it’s time I see where you live.”

All I can do is smile and think: You’ll do more than see it, I think, already getting hard at the thought of what we’ll be doing most of the night.

As she walks out, her stride confident even after our long day working together, which equaled an on-going marathon strategy session, I'm struck by an unsettling realization. My perception of Amelia    Parsons has shifted, and I'm not entirely sure where it’ll take us. But I’m willing to see where it goes.

I run a hand through my hair, sighing heavily. This partnership, unexpected as it is, might just save Kingsley Publishing. And it might just be the death of me.

But at least with Amelia by my side… I’ll die with a smile on my face.

Chapter Eleven: Epilogue
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A Year Later

Blake and I moved in together a few weeks later, after announcing to company management and employees that we were going to be a couple. Most of them seemed to know it was coming and didn’t seem surprised. Most, like Jen, were happy for us and wished us the best.

Kingsley Publishing not only recovered from near financial disaster, but it is thriving under Blake’s leadership and with my intuition and input. In fact, the company is doing so well that Blake and I are about to launch our own romance imprint called ThisClose.

I am finally with the man I love and who loves me. It took Blake a while, but he finally acknowledged his feelings. He even said the actual words: “I love you, Amelia Parsons.”

Now every time he grunts the words to me in that alpha male way of his, I know he means them… and that he has finally left his grumpy disposition behind… permanently.

The end
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Eric was just about to finish watering the plants when he spotted it—a car had just pulled into the driveway. It rolled in smoothly, the engine humming quietly before it stopped. His heart raced. “Oh shit, who can that be?” He dropped the watering can, splashing a bit of water on his sandals.

He didn’t want to be seen through the window like some common intruder peeking out to survey the situation, but curiosity pulled him in. He tiptoed to the side of the house, glancing through the window.

And there she was.

A gorgeous woman stepped out of the compact car, wearing sunglasses and a clingy blouse that showed off her huge boobs and super short-shorts that made his imagination run wild. She looked a bit out of place next to the overgrown hydrangeas and silly garden gnomes. Eric’s breath caught in his throat for a beat. “Wow," he breathed out, involuntarily adjusting his shirt. He wasn’t exactly feeling like a catch in his worn-out jeans and an old T-shirt, but her presence shifted something in the air.

What’s she doing here? Should I call someone? He had no idea what the heck was going on. His brain started racing, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that she might think he was a bad guy. Could a random neighbor be mistaken for a burglar? Possibly. Whoever she was, she didn’t know him. He was a total stranger to her as she was to him. She might know he didn’t usually belong here. Of course, if she were someone just stopping to sell insurance or sell raffle tickets to people she did not know, it wouldn’t matter so much. She might not question his being here at all.

He moved back, standing in the dim light of the foyer, and took a deep breath. The door creaked a little when he opened it wider. He hoped it didn’t make him sound too eager or weird. As he stepped into the doorway, the woman glanced up, her expression switching to surprise as their eyes met.

“Hello!” Eric called out, trying for casual but feeling anything but. What should he say next? She looked perplexed and unsure what was going on… but damn, she was gorgeous… even when she looked like she was ready to kick some ass.

JORDY

Jordy pulled into her parents’ driveway, expecting the usual sight of their familiar sedan parked in the driveway, but the spot was empty. Great. She drives halfway across the country to visit her parents for a couple of weeks and this is the welcome she gets.

She stepped out of her car, her shoes crunching on the gravel, and glanced up at the house. The front door was ajar. Odd. She knew her mom sometimes came out in the afternoon to water plants or check the mail, but she didn’t see her outside anywhere.

“Mom?" she called out, fear creeping in. Her heart kicked up a notch. It was totally unlike her mom to leave the door open like that. Was there a break-in?

She took a hesitant step toward the house, her palms suddenly clammy. Thoughts swirled in her head—had someone broken in? Was her mom lying on the floor? She quickly dismissed the darker images playing out in her mind. They always did this when she worried.

On the stoop, she crept over to the open doorway. “Mom!" she raised her voice again, trying to sound firm even as anxiety knotted in her stomach. She knocked lightly on the wooden doorframe, half reluctant and half ready to throw it open if she had to. “Mom, are you here?”

Nothing. Just silence.

Taking a deep breath, she leaned forward, ready to peek inside when a tall figure appeared in the doorway, blocking her view. Jordy’s heart skipped. A man stood there, older, maybe in his early forties, with an easy smile and warm brown eyes. He had a bit of salt-and-pepper in his dark, tousled hair, giving him a rugged, charming look. “Hello!”

“Uh, hi there!” she managed, clutching her bag closer. “Are you… what are you doing here? Where are my parents?”

The man chuckled lightly, his smile wide. “I’m Eric, the new neighbor. Your parents asked me to house-sit while they’re away.”

House-sit? That brought her up short. “Away? Where did they go?”

“Right, they went to Berkeley for your brother’s graduation,” Eric said.

“Great. Fantastic,” she mumbled, crossing her arms defensively. “So, I just drove halfway across the country to surprise my parents with a two week visit, and they’re not even home. Just my luck.”

He chuckled nervously, adjusting the cuffs of his sleeves. “Honestly, it’s probably not that bad, really. Your folks will only be gone for a few days. They’ll be back before you know it, and you guys can spend time together just as you planned.”

Jordy felt a strange mix of relief and annoyance. Typical of her parents to take off like that, no notice at all. “They didn’t tell me,” she sighed, shaking her head slightly. “I would have liked to know.”

Eric nodded, looking sympathetic. “Well, your mom did mention she would call you while they were away and fill you in.”

“Right,” she said, forcing a smile and feeling a bit awkward. “I’m Jordan, by the way. My friends call me Jordy. I thought this place was being invaded or something.”

His laughter echoed warmly, easing the tightness in her chest. “Not just yet! At least, I hope you’ll find me less threatening than a burglar.”

She chuckled back, an unexpected familiarity starting to bloom. “You definitely are."

“So, would you like to step in?” Eric gestured to the open door. “I could give you a quick house tour. You can make sure everything’s okay for your parents.”

She hesitated, glancing back at her car. “I promise I won’t steal anything,” she teased, trying to shake off the anxiety.

“Good to know!” he replied, his eyes sparkling with humor.

With a deep breath, Jordy took a step forward. As she walked into the house, thoughts of panic slipped away, replaced by curiosity—at both the house and this new, charming neighbor.

Once inside, Jordy looked around and sighed, tension releasing from her shoulders. Everything looked like it was in its place. “Okay, so fine. What do we do now?”

Eric scratched the back of his neck, glancing around as if looking for answers hidden under the couch. “I mean, the house is yours. I’m just here to keep an eye on things.”

“Right. Good luck with that now that I’m here I guess it’ll fall on me.” She walked to the kitchen, the familiar smell of her Mother’s herbs on the windowsill pulling her in.

Eric followed hesitantly behind.

He filled the silence, trying to lighten the mood. “They left a note—I skimmed it. Said to keep the plants watered and make sure the windows are locked.”

“What else? Check for ghosts? Take out the trash?” she retorted, half-joking but feeling the muscles in her jaw tighten again. “I’m no good at any of this.”

“I think the ghosts will be fine tonight,” he replied, a grin forming on his face.

Jordy snorted a laugh. “You know, no one ever believes in ghosts until they see one.”

“Trust me, I’m a firm believer in ghosts,” he said, leaning against the counter. “You should see the place I moved from. Someone definitely died in my apartment.”

She raised an eyebrow, scrutinizing him now. “That’s just a selling tactic. I bet you didn't even check.”

“I did! The realtor showed me the reports.”

“Are you serious?”

“Dead serious,” he said flatly, making her laugh again.

Jordy shook her head, torn between frustration and amusement. “Okay, but what about you? You’re just gonna hang around while I’m here?”

“I was thinking I’d make myself scarce, but now that you’re here, perhaps I should just consider myself your live-in security guard?” he teased. “Besides I can do all those chores you aren’t so good at.”

“Do you even have experience?”

He grinned. “More than you know. I can scare off prowlers with my lanky frame and charming good looks.”

“Good to know I’ll be secure tonight,” Jordy said, eyeing him with playful skepticism. Jordy was suddenly aware of her appearance. After her long drive, she must have looked a mess. She self-consciously raked a hand through her long, dark hair and smoothed her blouse over her jean shorts.

As awkward as it was, the tension began to dissolve. Eric stepped further into the kitchen, pointing at a kettle on the stove. “How do you want your tea? I was about to brew a cup. I’ve become a bit of a herbal aficionado since I moved in next door. They’ve got a whole selection here.”

“Yeah, I know Mom’s always pushing the stuff.” She paused, surprised. “Yeah? I haven’t made tea in ages.”

“We can fix that.” He moved with confidence now, navigating the cabinets with ease.

Jordy watched him, curiosity piquing. “You’re just a neighbor who signs up for house-sitting, and you can make tea?”

“Survival skills,” he shrugged, pointing to an assortment of jars. “Raspberry leaf, chamomile, peppermint—take your pick.”

“Alright, peppermint it is.”

He filled the kettle with water, and as it hissed on the stove, silence enveloped them save for the gentle bubbling.

“What’s your brother like?” Eric asked, filling the space, stirring an unexpected sense of normalcy into the air.

“Danny? He was always a handful as a kid, but I guess he’s mellowed out some,” she said, feeling warmth spread through her chest. “I can’t believe he’s actually graduating. Time flies.”

“Should we throw a little party here in honor of all the graduates?”

“Maybe we should just start with a cup of tea.” Her eyes raised to meet his. “And see where that leads.”

He didn’t bother hiding a smile. “Fair enough.”

Jordy smiled too, her heart still racing but it was racing for a different reason altogether now. It was unexpected, this unlikely connection in her parents' home. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. The visit certainly just got a whole lot more interesting…

JORDY

As steam curled upwards from their mugs, Jordy took a sip of the hot peppermint tea, the warmth spreading through her fingers and down to her belly. It was soothing, comforting even, against the backdrop of her increasingly scattered thoughts.

Eric took a sip, watching her over the rim of his mug.

She noticed his eyes on her, and she felt a tiny little thrill that threatened to grow if he kept this up. But she couldn’t deny how she felt. It felt good to be looked at that way by a handsome man, even a handsome older man she’d just met. 

“So,” she began, her eyes narrowing slightly over the rim of the mug as she leaned against the kitchen counter, “are you always this charming with people you’ve just met?”

“Only when I’m thrust into a last minute, unexpected house-sitting gig,” he said, a playful glint in his eyes. “What about you? You seem a little… out of sorts. No special guy back home waiting for your call?”

Jordy hesitated, the truth weighing heavy on her tongue. “I needed to get away for a while,” she finally admitted, the words tumbling out like fragile glass, “and I needed to see my parents… it’s been a while. Just… got out of a messy situation.”

Eric held his mug in both hands as he leaned a hip against the counter, the teasing grin fading. “You mean like a breakup?”

“Yeah. My ex decided he was a lot less into ‘committed’ than he initially let on.”

“Wow. I’m sorry.” He glanced down, his expression shifting to something more vulnerable. “I’m going through my own stuff. Just got divorced last year. It was… a process.”

“Yikes. So we’re both going through some things, huh?” she said, trying to bring back some lightness. There was something unguarded in his gaze, as if he understood.

“Yeah. At least I got some good tea out of it.” He lifted his mug in toast. “And no parents calling to pester me about how my life is going,” he added. “But also no crazy family dinners.”

Her eyes lifted to his. “Sounds lonely.”

“It can be.” He watched her closely. “But sometimes it hits you that you need to just keep going, you know? Figure out a different way to get through all the crap.”

Jordy nodded, letting his words resonate. A small part of her felt a surge of connection—fellow travelers on a rocky path.

“Anyway,” she shifted, brow furrowing, “I probably shouldn’t keep you too long now that I’m here. You can be set free and get on with your life. I’m sure your house-sitting gig is meant to be short-term anyways.”

A silence fell between them. He didn’t look at her as he finished his tea.

She froze. She didn’t like the way that came out. It sounded cold… maybe even mean, and she hadn’t meant it too. Things were still… well… awkward. The whole situation was so unexpected. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

He looked up at her now. “It’s okay. I get it. You’re right. Now that you’re here, I probably should just mosey on.”

She set her cup on the counter. “No, I only meant… I didn’t want to keep you if you had somewhere you needed to be.”

“No place in particular,” he said, his expression relaxing into a smile. “I could hang around for a while.”

“I’d like that,” she admitted, returning his smile. “It’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

“Same here.” He set his cup next to hers. “And your parents don’t have to know.”

“They sure don’t,” she agreed. Obviously, it wasn’t like her parents told her everything. Besides if she spent more time with handsome, older Eric, there might be some things she didn’t want her parents to know about. Maybe even things she couldn’t confide to her parents at all.

They shared a laugh, and Jordy felt the remnants of her earlier anxiety dissipate, replaced by a rare kind of ease.

Jordy watched as Eric neatly washed up his mug and put it aside to dry, they went into the living room where she seated herself on the sofa and he took the chair opposite.

They shifted into comfortable conversation, leaving behind heavier topics for the moment. The light banter bounced freely while sipping tea, like ripples on a pond. They traded stories, swapping their histories as they pieced together a new semblance of camaraderie.

And eventually the conversation turned serious again…

“Where’s your ex now?” Eric asked, genuine curiosity edging his voice.

“Still in the city,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Probably with the same girl he was texting when we were still together.”

“Sounds classy,” Eric quipped, and they both burst into laughter again.

“What about you? Any fallout from the divorce?”

“A lot of paperwork and some awkward family dinners,” he said. “Keeping my contracting business running while the chaos swirled around me. Dealing with my ex’s demands and singing over the house to her. Zoning out as my mother asks when I’m going to start dating again.”

“Impossible standards, eh?” She set her mug down, leaning in with interest. “How long were you married?”

“Almost eight years.” He paused, gaze shifting momentarily to a corner of the kitchen as if he were sifting through memories. “But you know, sometimes you realize you’re better on your own.”

Jordy could hear the weight of that truth in his voice, something that resonated with her own experience.

“Maybe I’m not as good on my own,” she admitted, tracing her finger around the ceramic rim of her cup as thoughts flitted back to her ex. “I sort of spent years hoping things would change, you know?”

“Yeah. If we don’t learn our lessons, they just keep coming back, like an annoying song stuck in your head.”

“Exactly,” she laughed, though the dark humor didn’t lighten the ache altogether.

“Hey, why don’t we get some dinner?” Eric suggested, leaning forward. “I mean, it's a house-sitting adventure. We can order something, make a night of it.”

Jordy bit her lip, considering. “Are you sure? You sure you don’t have someplace else you need to be?”

“Well, I did agree to house sit for your folks, so no. Besides, it'll be fun, and you can’t leave me hanging with my newly learned culinary skills.”

“Alright, I could definitely go for a change of scenery.” Jordy was glad she hadn’t poo-pooed the idea too much. She didn’t want to drive the guy away. In fact, that was the last thing she wanted.

With a newfound sense of ease settling around them, Jordy felt that maybe—just maybe—this unplanned evening wouldn’t be so bad. After all, there was comfort in shared struggles, and unexpected connections often turned out to be the most valuable of all.

“Now I’m really gonna owe you,” she said playfully, standing up. “I’ll pick the restaurant, and you get the check.”

“Deal. But I’m gonna hold you to it,” Eric teased, a playful glint in his eyes. “Just nothing too expensive.”

Jordy caught his eye and grinned. “We’ll see,” she taunted.

As they chatted and began planning their dinner, Jordy couldn’t shake the feeling that the night had turned into something exceptional. In the oddest of circumstances, perhaps she had stumbled into a sense of belonging, if only for a moment.

JORDY

After a quick dinner of takeout pizza and laughter, they shuffled into the living room, an open bottle of red wine perched on the coffee table between them. Jordy felt a light buzz already, warmth radiating from her cheeks. Truth was, she’d felt that way ever since she met Eric. He had that kind of effect on her.

“So, this is your house-sitting life? Late-night pizza and wine?” she teased, pouring herself another glass.

“Hey, don’t knock it. The job has its upsides,” Eric replied, grinning as he filled his own glass. When he said that he stared right into her eyes.

“I guess.” She tilted her head back, taking a generous sip, the rich flavor rolling over her tongue. “The corporate life can be grueling. Maybe I should consider house-sitting for a career change.”

“Only if it includes late-night wine with neighbors.” He leaned a bit closer, his eyes glinting mischievously.

“Hey, cheers to that,” Jordy chimed in, reaching across with her wine glass to clink with his.

They settled into a comfortable rhythm, the conversation flowing like the wine. Stories began to mix with flirtation, an easy banter that energized the air between them. For a moment, the outside world faded away.

“Okay, but for real,” she said, looking directly at him. “How do you cope with just up and leaving a marriage? Like, don’t you miss it?”

“Sometimes,” Eric admitted, pausing as if weighing his words. “But it was never what I thought it was. It just became easier to say no to a life that didn’t fit.”

Jordy considered that, her gaze lingering on his face. “Easier, huh?”

“Most things worth having are hard, I guess. But when something fundamentally drains you… it becomes a no-brainer.”

Jordy nodded. “Yep, I get it.” His honesty stripped away layers of her defenses, and she felt a small rush of empathy. “Makes sense. I think I held onto my ex way too long, hoping the love was enough. Turns out it wasn’t. Just… denial, I guess.”

“Love can be a tricky thing,” he said, leaning forward as though he’d just uncovered a secret. “But wouldn’t it be so much easier if everything came with a manual?”

“Yeah, a cheat sheet for love.” She felt warm, her heart racing at the spark that had ignited between them. “Guess that would take away the spontaneity, though. It’d lose most of what makes it special.”

“You know,” Eric said, his tone suddenly shifting, “you can kiss me if you think we’re both losing a grip on reality.”

Jordy swallowed hard, startled but not displeased by the thought. She laughed self-consciously, not sure if he was teasing or even if she cared whether he was or not. She looked at him, the gentle confidence in his eyes matching the wild flutter in her stomach. Before she could even process it, his face was inches from hers, and that brief moment stretched like elastic between them.

She granted him a soft smile, then closed the gap, their lips brushing together. It was tentative at first, sweet and unhurried, but the moment took on a life of its own as their lips moved in unison. Enjoying the warmth of connection, her fingertips found their way to his neck, pulling him closer.

But just as quickly as it began, they jerked back. They both breathed heavily, the electric energy dancing in the space that now felt impossibly charged.

“Wow,” Jordy exhaled, a mix of surprise and anticipation playing on her features.

“Yeah, wow. Maybe that was… a mistake?” He looked unsure, eyes darting away.

“Or maybe not a mistake, but… too soon?”

“Right.” He chuckled awkwardly, running a hand through his hair. “We both didn’t just escape our partners to instantly jump into something new.”

Despite the tension, she fought to suppress a grin that was creeping onto her face. Wine had made the idea of getting swept up a little less daunting.

“Okay, hear me out,” Jordy continued, her heart still racing from the kiss, “what if we just… go with it? No expectations? Just fun? Just… living?”

“Just living,” he echoed softly, taking in what she meant. “It’s tempting.”

She leaned back against the couch, her head tilted playfully. “Look, we can take it slow. But I won’t lie—I totally want to see where this goes.”

Eric straightened up, an amused smile creeping across his face. “Understandable.”

“It could be our fun little adventure together,” she said, taking another sip of her wine and feeling more relaxed than she had in months. “You know what I mean. Exactly what you think.”

He smiled, seeming pleased by the way things were going. “Okay, but we’re both pretty obliterated by the wine,” he countered, humor twinkling behind his eyes. “By the time we get around to that… we may be asleep or… passed out.”

She laughed, “It’ll probably be me. If that’s the case, you have my permission to have your way with me as long as you wake me up before the grand finale!”

“Okay, I have to admit, that’s a strong pitch. But I make no promises.”

“Don’t worry,” Jordy said, finishing off her wine. “I doubt that will be a problem.”

Following her lead, he finished off his wine as well and refilled their glasses.

Jordy yawned, and the sound broke through the moment. She hid her mouth behind her hands, feeling a little embarrassed. “See? Already tired. Guess that’s what cheap wine does to you.”

“You might actually just fall asleep on me while I’m waiting,” he teased, still holding her gaze.

“Not if you have your way with me first,” she shot back, laughter bubbling between them.

Eric’s laughter cut through her playful tone, his expression shifting to something softer. “Hey, that’s a lot to unpack here, but I like the way you think. I mean, but there’s always tomorrow, right?”

She nodded, feeling the fizzle of excitement ebb and flow. “Yeah, tomorrow. Right now, though…”

Jordy sunk further into the couch, letting her head tilt back, eyes fluttering shut. Against the witching hour, nestled in the remnants of the evening, she felt the presence of something new forming between them—something that pushed back against all her past fears.

“So… tomorrow then?” Eric asked, a softness lingering in his voice.

“No, not tomorrow,” she replied, not quite ready to cast the day away just yet. “Tonight.” She slurred the word and drifted off to sleep.

“You’ve got it, lovely lady,” Eric said. “Tonight.”

ERIC

Eric looked down at the beautiful sleeping Jordy, her chest rising and falling gently with each breath. He couldn't help but feel a surge of desire as he admired her. She was absolutely stunning, with her long, dark hair and curvy figure. Remembering that Jordy had given him permission to play with her while she slept, he couldn't resist the temptation.

Eric couldn't believe his luck.

Feeling his arousal beginning to press against the front of his jeans, he scooped up Jordy’s slender body and carried her up the stairs and into the master bedroom. There, he placed her on the bed and stared down at his lovely captive prize.

She shifted in her sleep and turned partially on her side, towards him as if, even in her sleep, she wanted him to have access to her intimate parts.

Even though Jordy's eyes were closed, Eric wanted to make sure she really was asleep. So, he got an idea. He brushed his lips against hers, feeling a thrill run through him as she responded. He could feel her breath quickening, and he knew that she was as turned on as he was.

But he was pretty sure she was asleep because she wasn’t kissing him back the way she had earlier. He was pretty sure she would not be able to resist–if she were awake. He did feel her lips part against his, though, and the tip of her tongue pushed lightly against his–as if even in sleep she had an idea that something sexual was going on.

Slowly, he began to undress her, pulling up her blouse and exposing her breasts. They were even more beautiful than he had imagined, full and round with hard nipples. He couldn't resist reaching out to touch them, feeling their softness against his palms.

He leaned in and licked her nipples, careful not to nip and risk waking her. He did take one nipple into his mouth and suck while he lightly twisted and pinched the other between his thumb and forefinger.

He got an idea.

He unzipped his pants and freed his cock, feeling it throb with desire. On his knees, he sank into the mattress beside her, and he positioned himself where his cock tip was right near her mouth. He could feel the coolness of the seeping pre-cum gathering at his tip.

He gripped his thick shaft in his hand and swiped the tip of his cock across her sweet mouth, smearing his pre-cum across her lovely lips. He bucked his hips slightly, pushing in and the tip slipped just between her lips. He pushed a little harder, and his cockhead began to slide between her lips. While he watched, his cock began to disappear inside her warm mouth, sinking into her throat.

He rocked his hips lightly several times, trying not to awaken her. He could feel her teeth sliding along his veiny shaft. Mmmm. He closed his eyes. He could cum like this, he knew, but he didn’t want to come just yet. If he did, it’d be over, and he didn’t want that.

The fun was just begging.

He pulled out of her throat and mouth, and she shifted a little, even moving her lips as if she were sucking his cock.

He waited until she settled back into a deep sleep, then he trailed his wet cock down her neck and onto her bare breasts, circling her nipples, then leaning forward and letting his heavy balls sink between her breasts. He pulled back and sank his cock between her cleavage. He thrust his hips lightly a few times.

Jordy moaned softly, and Eric could feel his arousal growing. He needed to pull back, he knew. He wanted to take things further, to explore every inch of her body. But he knew that he had to be careful. He didn't want to risk waking her up too soon.

If he did, the thrill would be gone along with the chance to explore her body while she slept.

So, he pulled back for a moment, watching her sleep, her breathing slow and steady now.

Then he slowly and carefully removed her shorts, peeled her panties down and focused on her pussy, running his finger gently over her pussylips. He could feel her wetness, and he knew that she was ready for him. He slid his finger inside her, feeling her warmth and tightness.

She shifted in her sleep, moving against her finger, almost as if she wanted it to shove in deeper and fuck her. He pushed in a bit, wiggling his finger around in her growing wetness.

Grabbing carefully and gently below her knees he parted her legs, exposing her pussy to his view.

He leaned in, inhaling the scent of her arousal. He licked around her clit, and she moaned and shifted in her sleep, bucking slightly, involuntarily against his mouth.

He fought the urge to sink in and eat her.

But he knew that would most likely wake her up–and damned fast.

He nuzzled her neck now, trailing light kisses down to her bare shoulder.

Jordy's moans grew louder, and Eric knew that he couldn't hold back any longer. He dropped his jeans and underwear. He positioned himself over her, rubbing the head of his cock against her clit. He took a few seconds to rub his tip up and down her slit, his breath hitching as he anticipated what he was about to do.

Even in her sleep, Jordy's hips bucked, and Eric knew that she was ready for him. He slid inside her, feeling her warmth and tightness envelop him. He began to move, thrusting in and out of her with increasing urgency.

When Jordy pulled her knees up and wrapped her legs around him, he knew she was awake and he couldn’t help taking a dig at her.

"You’ve been a naughty girl, Jordy,” Eric said against her ear. “You’re supposed to be asleep!”

Her eyes flew open.

"I'm sorry about that," she drawled sleepily. "Couldn’t help myself. You give good sleep sex!"

Eric shook his head. "You’re horny even when you’re asleep!"

She laughed at that comment. “Dude, I’m horny most of the time. Among my friends, I’m known as the slutty one!”

His eyes were wide searching hers. "That’s not such a bad thing among young people these days, is it?”

She snickered. ‘Only when I can’t get laid!”

“Well, tonight you got lucky.”

“I sure as hell did.”

Eric nuzzled her cheek before he pulled away from her. “So did I,” he groaned, breathing hard.

He stared into her eyes as he rammed into her.

Jordy moaned out loud like it had been knocked out of her. She came, hard.

“Geez!” he said under his breath, grabbing her hips, holding her in place while he slammed into her, fucking her so forcefully that it felt like the bedframe was going

to fall to pieces beneath them. Just when she couldn't take another

orgasm, he slammed into her again. Hard. And he came and came, shooting her full of his cum.

Afterwards he collapsed on top of her for a moment and then rolled off… she turned to him, and she kissed him hard on the mouth.

“What was that for?” he asked when their kiss broke.

She grinned. “Just a little thank you for a very good fuck,” she said and giggled.

His eyebrows shot up. “Thanks for the compliment. It was good for me too. Maybe we can do it again before your parents get home.”

“I’d like that. A lot.”

JORDY

Jordy stood by the window, peering through the slats of the blinds. The street outside was still, the mid-morning sun spilling over the rooftops. She hadn’t expected to feel this… uneasy. Her parents would be home soon.

They would have to explain why she was here and why they were together.

“Should I head out?” Eric’s voice broke through her thoughts. He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, casual but tense. “They’re your parents, after all.”

“I mean, yeah. Probably,” she replied, her fingers tracing the cool glass. “I’ll explain that I came for a visit and you were here housesitting, and I relieved you of your duties and you went home.”

“Sounds awkward,” he said uneasily, “but I guess it’s the best we’ve got.”

Her eyes met his. “Yep, we can’t tell them everything.”

“No, ut-uh, definitely not,” he said with a sexy smirk, a playful tone in his voice. “I’m just the neighbor and nothing more.”

“Just a neighbor who…” She paused, biting her lip, trying not to get caught up in the moment. It felt too important, too delicate, the way the corners of their world had shifted. “Just a neighbor who made sure I didn’t drown the houseplants while they were gone.”

He chuckled softly, giving her a sidelong glance. “You’d have managed somehow.” The way he said it made her stomach flutter.

“I guess so.” Jordy turned away from the window, switching the view for his tired smile and noticing the way his dark silver-flecked hair fell into his eyes. Her heart raced with the urgency of the countdown lurking in the back of her mind. “But being with you was much more fun.” She paused as he smiled a silent agreement and she smiled back at him. “I’ll explain to my parents and leave out the good parts.”

“Okay,” he said, eyebrows raised. “Sure your parents will buy it?”

She shrugged it off, deflecting the reality of their shared laughter that echoed in her mind, the warmth of their late-night conversations. “Yeah, probably. Who cares? They won’t know anything for certain, right? I’ll beg off after a catch up with them and head over with a few cookies or a slice of cake as a ‘thank you’ for the housesitter. They’ll think it’s a nice gesture on my part, and then we can pick up where we left off.”

He stepped closer, the air between them tightening.

“Yeah,” he murmured, an intensity in the way he looked at her. “I’d like that.”

Jordy felt the heat rise from her cheeks, surprised at the way the thought of them being together again turned her insides to butterflies. Damn, no guy had ever made her feel this way before. She’d better be careful or she’d start thinking she was falling in love with him.

His fingers brushed against her cheek, a soft graze that sent a jolt of anticipation coursing through her. They drew close, breath mingling, the moment stretching like the silence before a storm. When their lips met, it was soft—a lingering promise, unspoken desires sparked between them.

Breaking away, he stepped back, the moment splintering just enough for reality to seep in. “I should really go,” he said with a hint of reluctance, and she nodded, even as her heart protested the distance.

“Okay,” she replied softly, watching as he turned toward the door.

He glanced back one last time, the corner of his mouth lifting, and Jordy returned his smile just before he stepped out the door and clicked it shut. She turned away, hearing her parents’ car pull into the driveway. She started towards the door, not quite ready to face her parents and desperately yearning to be with Eric again as soon as she could…

the end
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The sound of my heels echoed against the cold concrete as I rushed through the half-empty train station, the dim yellow lights flickering above me, casting long shadows that danced chaotically along the walls. It was one of those late evenings when the world felt more like a dream than reality. I gripped my purse tightly against my side, a small barrier between me and the unpredictability of the night.

“Shelby! Wait up!” I heard a voice call from behind me. I turned slightly, and there was Liam, his messy dark hair sticking out in all directions. He was slightly out of breath, his shirt untucked and his cheeks flushed with the dash.

“Liam, what are you doing here?” I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face, even though I was in a hurry. All I wanted to do was get home to my dinky little apartment and fall into bed.

He slowed down, jogging to catch up to me, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I’ll be your knight in shining armor. I can't let you brave the late-night trains alone.”

“Very chivalrous of you.” I rolled my eyes but appreciated the thought. The last thing I wanted tonight was to feel alone. I worked late. Again. Lately it seemed all I did was work. I almost never had a chance to catch up with friends or do anything with them anymore, not even my best friend from high school, Liam Osgood.

“You’re just lucky I had the same stop.” He fell into step beside me, matching my pace easily, his heartbeat still racing.

The air was cool, wrapping around us like a shared secret. I could hear the distant clatter of trains passing, a reminder of the time slipping through my fingers.

We reached the platform, and the familiar rumble of wheels on tracks reverberated underfoot. I pulled out my phone to check the schedule, my stomach dropping when I saw I had only minutes before my train pulled away.

“Do you have to go?” Liam asked, his voice low, almost hesitant. “Can’t you just stay a little longer?”

I chewed my lip, uncertainty threading through me. I should say yes, but my responsibilities loomed like an insistent shadow. “You know I can’t. I have that meeting first thing in the morning—and my boss doesn’t really care for excuses.”

“Come on, Shelby. Just this once!” His eyes searched mine, a mix of hope and desperation.

I sighed, running a hand through my disheveled hair. “It’s not that simple.”

“But it could be,” he insisted. “We could find a little adventure. Just for tonight.” He paused, his eyes searching mine. “I tell you what, we could take the train together and see where it takes us.”

I could feel the heat of his gaze and knew he could sense my hesitation. There was a thrill in the idea, the urge to toss my burdens aside and embrace his wild spirit. But reality pulled at me, tugging down the corners of my mouth.

Before I could answer, the announcement blared through the intercom: “Train to Midtown arriving in two minutes.”

“See? Now or never,” he said, his grin widening.

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, caught in a whirlwind of thoughts. Life sometimes felt like a train speeding down the tracks without my approval. That train was usually my workload barreling for me nonstop. Maybe I needed a little break, some kind of distraction. Maybe I just needed to spend a little time with a friend.

“Alright, let’s make the most of it,” I finally said, my heart racing with excitement and panic alike.

Liam clapped his hands, ecstatic. “That’s the spirit! Who knows when we’ll get the chance again?”

With my hectic life, I could disagree with that.

We leaned against the cold metal railing, watching as the train pulled in, the screech of the brakes accompanied by a hiss of steam. A sudden wave of anxiety washed over me—what if I regretted this? But as the doors slid open and the world beyond beckoned, I took a deep breath, one step closer into the unknown.

***

We boarded the train, the air thick with anticipation. The compartment was largely empty, a few weary travelers slumped in their seats, lost in their thoughts. Liam and I chose a spot at the end, settled in, and laughed like children on a joyride—making spontaneous plans to discover little gems around the city.

“I heard there’s a secret garden near the station!” Liam exclaimed, his enthusiasm contagious.

“Is it really secret if we know about it?” I teased, leaning closer, feeling the warmth radiating from him.

“I like to think of it that way. Besides, it enhances the allure!” He wiggled his eyebrows dramatically.

The hum of the train felt soothing as I leaned back in my seat, letting his infectious spirit wrap around me like a cozy blanket.

Yet, the further we traveled, the more the cityscape blurred into a lovely watercolor of lights. Dramatic clouds loomed above, illuminated by the full moon and  promising rain, waltzing against the golden streetlights that embraced the evening.

My thoughts drifted to the life I had left behind—commitments, expectations, and that never-ending to-do list—the kind of responsibilities that turned every day into a cycle of meetings and deadlines. I imagined Liam’s life wasn’t dissimilar. He worked downtown too, in a busy office, shuffling papers and taking calls.

I glanced over at Liam, who was gazing out the window with a childlike awe. “What about you?” I asked, curious. “No late-night plans?”

He turned back to me, eyes bright, and a wide smile. “Not tonight, just this. Just us.” His voice was steady, and the hum of the train seemed to echo with his belonging. “Sometimes, you just gotta chase the night.”

I smiled softly, feeling an urge to reach out and touch his hand, to join him in his carefree attitude. But I hesitated, afraid of crossing boundaries.

“Why do you do it?” I asked instead, feeling suddenly vulnerable. His gaze shifted to mine, searching.

“What? Chase the night?”

I nodded.

“Because it’s not about where you end up, Shelby. It’s about the journey, the stories you collect along the way.” He paused, a mischievous grin finding its place on his lips. “And besides, who doesn’t love a little adrenaline?”

I laughed, and warmth spread over me. This was ridiculous; I had always been the responsible one, the planner. Why was I suddenly drawn to Liam’s carefree spirit?

The train jolted slightly as we pulled into a dimly lit station. The sign above flickered, and I felt the urge to stand. “Is this it?” I asked.

“It’s the start,” he replied, standing up and gesturing to the unopened doors.

We stepped off into a world transformed by soft rain, the bustling city suddenly peaceful beneath a patina of quiet. “Just come with me,” Liam said, and his excitement was irresistible.

We walked into the chilled night, every step leading us through an uncharted adventure. The clouds were heavier now, hovering with the promise of droplets to greet us.

“Where to first?” I asked, shaking off my initial hesitations.

“There’s this place—a hidden café where they serve the best hot chocolate. But you have to promise to keep it a secret.” He shot me a sly look.

“Seems like you’re living life a little dangerously, Liam,” I teased.

“And you’re enjoying it,” he countered, that grin still plastered on his face.

“Is it right near the secret garden?” I asked playfully.

Liam nodded. “Very close.”

We ventured deeper into the city, laughter rising between us, surrendering to the thrill of the night. The universe felt different, more alive somehow, as if we had jumped onto a carousel that had promised to spin us away from the mundane.

As we reached the café, its ambiance felt intimate. The warmth enveloped us as we stepped inside, trailing raindrops behind like a breadcrumb path from the train station.

The décor was charmingly mismatched—antique furniture, flickering candles, and an array of plants. The scent of coffee wafted in the air, mixing alluringly with the sweetness of baked goods.

No one was there. Just the barista, a young woman who had a knowing twinkle in her eyes. I wondered if she knew what Liam had planned… if she had kept the café open just for them.

Liam looked around, eyes bright. “How cool is this?”

“It’s perfect,” I replied, still catching my breath from all the possibilities that shimmered in the atmosphere.

We chose a nook by the window, where raindrops painted abstract art on the glass. “Two hot chocolates, please!” Liam called to the server with his usual enthusiasm.

As we waited, I couldn’t help but steal glances at him. His laughter felt like a buoy, lifting my spirits and washing away the weariness I hadn’t realized I carried.

“Tell me more about those adventures,” I finally said, drawn into his world.

He leaned forward, excitement bubbling in his voice. “There was one time I climbed a tree to explore a rooftop garden. I swear, the view was insane. You could see the entire skyline!” His gestures were animated, his eyes illuminated by the memory.

“Rooftop garden? Sounds dangerous. Were the cops involved?” I teased.

“There might have been a close call, but I’m smarter now!” he replied, shooting me a playful wink. “I don’t take risks so much anymore, but I still take chances to see where things will go.”

“Like I’m doing tonight?” I asked.

He nodded. “Exactly.”

It was easy with him—so easy I felt like a bird gently skating through the air, not a care in the world. But the moment was fleeting as the reality of tomorrow loomed close.

Without another word he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine in a soft, sweet kiss laced with a deep passion I’d never known he felt for me–until now. I didn’t pull away. I kissed him back, surprised by my own feelings as much as his.

“What was that about?” I asked when our kiss broke.

“Taking chances,” he replied. “Something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.”

“How long?” I asked without thinking.

“Since high school.”

“Why didn’t you?” I asked. “I mean, back then?”

“You were a popular kid, Shelby,” he explained. “I was the school dork, the nerdy kid no one ever noticed.”

“Well, you’re not that guy anymore,” I assured him. “Besides, I never felt that way about you.”

“I know,” he said, “but you had a boyfriend, remember? The star quarterback who could have broken every bone in my body!”

We both laughed at that.

Our hot chocolates arrived, frothy and warm, and we clinked our mugs together, savoring the richness of the moment. “To secrets—and to late-night adventures,” I said, feeling a flush of connection bloom between us. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Liam was right. I needed this more than I even cared to admit to myself.

“And to being brave!” he proclaimed, his eyes alive with mischief and warmth.

I chuckled, sipping slowly, feeling the heat radiate from inside out—a strange contrast to the cool rain outside. “I don’t know about brave…but tonight feels special.”

“Yeah, it does,” he said, suddenly serious, his eyes steady on mine. “You deserve more than just the same old routine.”

The weight of his words settled like a gentle curtain of silk between us. I opened my mouth to speak, to voice the fears I usually pushed aside, but before I could – a clap of thunder rumbled through the city like a war drum, startling us both.

“Whoa, that was loud,” Liam said, a smile creeping back onto his face, as if he was secretly relieved to be distracted.

“If it rains any harder, we might have to swim home,” I joked, but a twinge of concern curled within me. The night was quickly becoming wild—and uncontained.

“Let’s just stay here, then.” He leaned back, a playful glint in his eyes. “If the weather’s against us, we’ll just fight it with hot chocolate and laughter. Sound good?”

“Only if you keep telling stories,” I replied, warmth enveloping me from every angle. “But only for a while. I do have to get some sleep.”

“I know,” he agreed. “I have a plan.”

“Really?” I couldn’t help sounding skeptical.

“Count on it.”

The night wore on, wrapping us in a cocoon of laughter, crazy tales, and the undeniable pull of budding connection. But creeping reality began nudging at my thoughts, reminding me of the life waiting beyond this moment.

Eventually, the barista announced she’d have to close soon, that and the clock on the wall ticking away the hours as if urging me back into my obligations. A fierce wave of melancholy washed over me. “Liam, what’s the time?”

He pulled out his phone, his face falling slightly. “Pretty late.”

“Yeah.” I sighed, running my fingers through my hair, battling the bitter taste of reality creeping back. “I need to get back on the train and head home.”

“I know, but first I have a surprise for you,” he announced.

I stared into his eyes. “Is this about the plan?”

“Yep. I rented the room above the coffee house for the night,” he announced. “We can stay there, be warm and dry. It overlooks the secret garden. You’ll love it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. We’d never spent the night together.

“I’m sure,” he said without hesitation. “If you are…”

I smiled, suddenly remembering to embrace adventure.  “Okay, let’s do it.”

***

Liam grabbed the keys from the barista on our way out. Once outside the rain fell harder, a steady drizzle, Liam steered me towards the rear of the small cinder-block building and to a spiral staircase that led up to a small balcony. We climbed it together, careful on the wet treads, me leading the way, with Liam close behind, his hand in the small of my back for support.

The whole scene had a romantic Parsian feel, I thought as we climbed, but maybe that was just a part of the adventure, an adventure that had been brewing between us for a long time.

Once we reached the balcony, Liam unlocked the door and let us into warmth but near total darkness except for the dull glow of the dying fire in the fireplace. I waited while Liam lit candles around the room. Once the room was illuminated, I saw the low rise bed with the floral bedding, fresh flowers someone had placed in a vase on a bistro table by the window along with a bottle of chilled red wine and two wine glasses.

In the candlelight we drank a glass of wine, sitting at the little table while the bed lay before us like the proverbial elephant in the room.

“We could just sleep,” Liam said as if reading my mind. He reached across the table and took my hand in his, his thumb caressing the back of my hand.

I shook my head. “No, no, we’ve lost too much time already. Besides, we’re not kids anymore. I think we both know what we want.”

Liam got to his feet and held my hand as I stood as well. He pulled me to him, roughly, his lips finding mine in a hard, passionate kiss that sent electric currents through my body. I deepened the kiss, my tongue exploring his mouth as his hands roamed my back, pulling me even closer.    We broke apart for a moment, both of us breathing heavily, our eyes locked on each other.

Liam took my hand and led me to the bed, where we sat down together. He gently brushed my hair away from my face and leaned in for another kiss, this one softer and more tender.  

I could feel his heart racing against my chest as we lay down on the bed, our bodies entwined. His hands continued to explore my body, caressing my curves and sending shivers down my spine. I moaned softly as he kissed my neck and nibbled on my earlobe.

He slowly undressed me, taking his time to savor every inch of my skin. I did the same for him, running my hands over his muscular chest and toned abs. We explored each other's bodies with a newfound passion and intensity that I had never experienced before.

Our lips met again in another heated kiss. As we continued to kiss, I could feel the heat building between us. Liam's hands roamed my body, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. He cupped my face, deepening the kiss, and I moaned softly into his mouth.

His lips moved from mine, trailing kisses down my neck and collarbone. I arched my back, pressing myself closer to him. He responded by running his hands down my sides and gripping my hips tightly.

I could feel his hardness against me, and a surge of desire coursed through my veins. I reached down and ran my hand over his erection, earning a low growl from him. He tugged at the hem of my dress, pulling it up and over my head.

He took a moment to admire me in my lacy bra and panties before leaning down to kiss me again. His hands roamed my body, teasing my breasts through the thin fabric. I reached behind me and unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the floor.

Liam groaned in appreciation, taking my nipple into his mouth and sucking gently. I tangled my hands in his hair, pulling him closer. His other hand moved down my body, slipping beneath the waistband of my panties.

He teased me with his thumb, sending waves of pleasure coursing through me. I gasped, grinding myself against his hand. He slid a finger inside me, and I moaned loudly.

He continued to tease and pleasure me, bringing me to the brink of orgasm before slowing down. I whimpered in frustration, but he just smiled and kissed me deeply.

Finally, he stood up and removed his own clothes. I watched hungrily as he revealed his toned body and hard length. He climbed back onto the bed, settling himself between my legs.

He ran his hands up my thighs, teasing me with feather-light touches. I writhed beneath him, desperate for more. He leaned down and kissed me again, his tongue mimicking the movements of his fingers.

I could feel myself building towards release, but I didn't want it to end. I wanted to savor this moment with Liam for as long as possible. He must have sensed my hesitation, because he slowed down again, taking his time to explore every inch of my body.

Finally, I couldn't take it anymore. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him closer, urging him to enter me. He obliged, sliding inside me with one smooth thrust.

As we made love, I felt a deep connection to Liam that I had never felt with anyone else. It was as if we were meant to be together all along, and this night was the culmination of years of friendship and unspoken feelings.

We moved together in perfect sync, our bodies molding to each other's. I could feel the pressure building inside me, and I knew I was close to the edge. Liam must have sensed it too, because he picked up the pace, driving into me with an intensity that left me breathless.

With one final thrust, I fell over the edge, my body convulsing with pleasure. Liam followed shortly after, burying his face in my neck as he came.

We lay there for a moment, panting and sweating, before Liam rolled off of me and pulled me into his arms. I snuggled up against him, feeling content and satisfied.

Once we blew out the candles and settled back down together, snuggling in close and feeling each other’s warmth. I listened to the rain falling harder against the metal rooftop and the small windows, keeping rhythm to Liam’s heartbeat.

As we drifted off to sleep, I couldn't help but think about how lucky I was to have Liam in my life. He had always been there for me, and now he had shown me a side of himself that I had never seen before. I couldn't wait to see what the future held for us.

I knew that tomorrow would bring its own set of challenges and responsibilities, but for now, I was content to just be in the moment with Liam. I had finally taken a chance on adventure and love, and it was more incredible than I could have ever imagined.

***

The next morning, I awakened to sunlight streaming through the windows. Liam was already awake and had started a fire in the fireplace. He now lay beside me, holding me close to him… possessive… as if he didn’t want to let me go.

“You know this changes everything?” he asked. “Between us, I mean.”

I nodded against his bare shoulder, feeling his warmth and strength. “I know.”

“And how do you feel about it?” he wanted to know.

I looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “I feel like we shouldn’t have waited so long,” I said softly. “We missed a lot of years while we both denied our feelings–or at least kept them from each other.”

“Well, that’s all over now,” he said. “We can’t change the past, but we can make up for it by being true to ourselves now.”

I only nodded.

“I love you, Shelby Watson. I have since the day we met that first time at the bus stop in grade school.”

“And I love you, Liam Osgood, from the day you rescued me from that puddle the big girl pushed me into.”

It hurt then as I recall, but now we laughed about it.

“Want me to walk you to the train?” His voice was gentle, grounding.

My heart fluttered at the idea, the thought of not saying goodbye just yet. “Yes, I’d like that. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

We stepped out into the rain, now a light drizzle painting a sparkling layer on the pavement. My heart raced again, wondering if I should say something—anything more before we parted ways.

Outside, the streets glimmered, reflecting the neon lights in a dazzling display. “Is it always this beautiful?” I asked, glancing around.

“Only when you make the right choices,” he teased.

“Choices like this one?” I gestured between us, biting my lip as I tried to gauge his feelings. “Like us?”

“Exactly,” he winked, nudging my side playfully as we walked hand in hand like young lovers.

The walk back to the train was filled with easy banter, and the butterflies in my stomach felt like they were at war.

As we reached the station, the announcement crackled through the intercom again. My heart sank. I didn’t want to leave him. Not yet. I felt like I’d just found him again.

“There’s my train,” I said, nodding towards the platform.

He pulled me close, held me tight as he looked into my eyes. “This isn't the end, you know, it’s just the beginning.”

With that he claimed my lips with his once more, pulling me into the deepest, most  passionate kiss I’d ever inexperienced.

After our kiss broke, we said our goodbyes, and he promised to call me tonight. I blew a kiss at him from the train entrance and he pretended to catch it and press it to his lips. I felt like we were being corny teenagers. Goodness knows what those around us thought. But I didn’t care. I loved him, and I had for a while.

I wanted the whole world to know.

As the train pulled away from the station, I pressed my face to the window and turned to him as his eyes locked on mine…

the end
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Seducing the New Guy
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It started as any other typical day at work, I sat at my desk, toiling at the paperwork that stared me in the face. My reddish-brown hair needed to be cut, my miniskirt needed to be washed, and other errands needed to be done. A typical day, until he walked in the door. It was his first day, and my supervisor introduced me to him.

“Leah, this is Kieran, he'll be working with us.”

“Hi,” he said with a smile.

All I could do was smile back at him, with a slightly nervous “Hello.”

My immediate thought was, Oh my god, he's so cute I can't stand it! I had to calm

myself, and started to concentrate on the impending paperwork. But how could I?

The cubicle next to mine was empty, and they were going to put Kieran there, I just KNEW it.

My god, he was so cute. He had dark hair, brown eyes, a muscular build, and he looked like someone famous – but I wasn't quite sure who. I liked that he wore a casual shirt and jeans instead of a suit. Best part is he wore those jeans well, filled them in just right. He was a bit older than me, but that wasn’t a big deal for me. I hoped it wasn’t not for him either because I’d always had a thing for older guys.

I wondered what he thought of me, did he think I was pretty? I had considered myself attractive, straight hair down to my shoulders, cute face, brown eyes, full, red lips, a figure with all the curves in the right places including a quite slender waist, and great legs (or at least my last boyfriend told me so!) I'd never felt like such a schoolgirl! But, duty called, and back to the grindstone, shuffle those papers…

The next day, I dressed a little dressier, perhaps a little sexier. I put on a silk blouse I received as a gift upon my graduation from college just a few months ago. It shimmered and its snug fit showed off my bosom. Then came another miniskirt (I was quite fond of them) that accented my waist, hips and buttocks. It was cut above the knee, and showed off those great, long, slender legs.

I walked into the office, sat down, noticing Kieran hadn't arrived yet. It was one of those  offices where you could name your hours and he named his a little later than mine.

About a half hour later he came in.

I like to think of him as the strong silent type that I usually go for big time. Truthfully, he seemed like a shy guy, which is what attracted me to him in the first place, since I'm a little shy myself. Well, to be perfectly honest, it was actually his appearance, a handsome face and nice, muscular bod, that first attracted me to him, but his shy personality was a close second (at least that's what I told myself!)

Lunch hour arrived, and I decided to be a brave little soldier. “Hey, Kieran.”

“Oh, hi, Leah.” He was a little startled.

“I'm sorry, did I scare you?”

“It's okay.”

“Lunch at your desk today?”

“Yeah, these deadlines are ridiculous.”

“Tell me about it, I've been dealing with it for six months before you came here!”

“They hired you right out of school?”

I nodded. “Yep, this was the first place I applied to.”

“Wow, you're lucky, I had to look for months before I got here.”

His voice, I don't know what it was about it, but it was... enchanting, deep and powerful yet gentle and sweet. He must already have a girlfriend, I KNOW it! It's a shame that all the good ones have girlfriends.

“So,” I said, “how old are you? Don't mind me, I'm just being... nosey. Heh.”

That was a stupid question, he didn't have to answer.

But he did.

“Thirty-four,” he replied, “I’ve had a few jobs since I graduated college, but I had some unfortunate circumstances like budget cuts and layoffs.” He sighed deeply.  “So, here I am now.”

“That's too bad.” Maybe he would open up to me later and tell me what troubled him, that is, if he didn't already have a girlfriend! This was too frustrating, I'm not about to steal someone else's man away, but if he was unattached, I wouldn't feel so bad about flirting a little with him. I had to know!

“Oh,” I continued, “I'm twenty-two, just in case you couldn't figure it out!” We shared a little laugh, then went back to work.

***

Days passed and I was waiting for him to put a photograph of his girlfriend on his desk.

He didn't.

That looked promising. But I had to be sure.

“Kieran?”

“Yes, Leah?”

“A group of us are going out later for pizza, want to come along?”

“Sure, sounds great.”

The day crawled until quitting time. Seven of us went to a pizza joint around the corner from the office, a bit dingy, but nice. At the round table, I made sure to sit next to Kieran.

Even if he did have a girlfriend, I could be near him and imagine, couldn't I? Sometimes daydreaming is half the fun…

The topic of relationships came up in conversation, one of the guys, Ned, piped up and asked, “So, Kieran, got a girlfriend?”

“Well, I used to, but it all went to hell in a handbasket. It took me a long time to decide whether or not the relationship was worth continuing. In the end, it wasn't.”

“You mean, 'no'? Heh heh!”

“Aaah, yeah, no, Ned.” He smiled.

But I thought his smile was a mask, to hide the hurt that he felt after his breakup. I wanted to comfort him, I wanted to make things better, I... wanted... to comfort HIM! My prayers had been answered right then and there! I had to excuse myself to go to the powder room. I was so excited.

I took a face check in the mirror, and everything was in place. That haircut I got cut off more than I wanted, but other than that, everything was okay. I quickly re-applied my lipstick, then returned to the table.

I had to do something. Anything. Anything to let him know that I was there for him, and how much I loved him already. Ordinarily I don't believe in “love at first sight” but I thought, or rather wanted, this to be different. What could I do? What could I say?

It was time to leave the pizza joint, at the entrance was this long stairwell. Normally, I have no trouble maneuvering on these things, but....

“Kieran, can you help me down these stairs? These high heels make me uneasy on these steps.” I hoped he'd buy the bluff.

“Okay.”

Yes!

I gave him my hand, which he took in his. For a second my breath nearly caught in my throat as I felt the sudden surge of electricity between us, and I knew he must have felt it, too. We walked down, hand in hand, while I pretended to concentrate on my footing.

“Careful, Leah, we have to go to work tomorrow.”

I beamed. “Thanks, Kieran.”

“Anytime.”

I could only hope! Anytime, anywhere…

***

Weeks passed, and I could sense that Kieran was interested in me. Maybe it was the way he looked at me, the way he smiled at me, or a combination of things. But I wasn't quite expecting this....

“Leah?”

“Oh, hey,” I smiled, a startled smile.

“Sorry I scared you.”

“It's alright.” We tended to do that a lot. Since Kieran arrived I was constantly on high alert for potential interaction with the man of my dreams… so I was almost used to it. Just not quite.

“I have an odd question.”

“Ask it...”

“If I were to ask you out, would you be interested?”

“Well,” I paused, not that I needed to, I just did it for dramatic effect (and maybe to keep him guessing just a little while longer), “Yes, Kieran, I would. In fact, I'm surprised some nice girl hasn't snatched you up yet.”

He grinned. “A few tried.”

I grinned back at him. “And failed?”

“Miserably,” he said with a devilish twinkle in his eyes.

“Like your last girlfriend...” I said with caution.

“Well... yes, like her. See, I thought she was the one, the one and only, until I actually got to know her and came to the realization that our huge differences would get in the way.”

So that was it. “That's a shame,” I replied.

“Not really, she gave me more headaches than anything.”

“I'm sorry... Anyway, to answer your question again, yes,” I said quite calmly. Inside I was bursting with anticipation. A burning sensation was inside of me, a burning I had never felt before.

“So, um, it’s a go, huh?”

“Wha- what?” I must have been dizzy with excitement because I lost my train of thought.

“You know, you, me....”

“Oh,” I laughed, “I'm sorry, you probably think I'm some sort of ditz!”

“Actually, I think you're very cute.”

I blushed. I hoped no one else would see me as I turned a deepening shade of

crimson.

“So, um, before you explode, what do you think about tonight?”

I smiled and said, “I'd love to. Tonight sounds great”

Plans were made for that evening. We went to this nice bistro, and we talked about

everything under the sun. Work, weather, the ocean, our likes and dislikes in TV,

movies, music... which turned out to be quite similar!

He drove me back to my apartment building, and we stood at the doorway.

“Well, this is it,” I said, “It isn't much, but it's home.”

“It's nice.”

“Would you like to come up and see my apartment?”

“Sure, I can stay a minute.”

This was almost too much, Kieran in my apartment! I was so nervous I nearly dropped my keys. Well, actually, I did drop them.

“Here, let me,” he said, picking up my keys and handing them to me.

“Thanks, sweetums!”

Sweetums? How did I let that slip out... better still, where did it come from?

He said, “You're welcome... sugarbuns!”

Sugarbuns? I wasn't sure I loved being called that, but I wasn't about to complain. And, at least, I no longer had to feel self-conscious about calling him sweetums!

We got in, I turned on the light. It was a little messy, needed dusting, and the place smelled a little stale after being closed up all day.

“I like it,” he said, a teasing tone in his voice. “Who's your interior decorator?”

“Ha ha, very funny,” I said in a deadpan tone.

We took off our coats and I sat on the couch as he excused himself to use the

bathroom.

I sat, legs crossed, miniskirt to the thigh, blouse with top button undone.

“Come, sit, relax,” I said when he returned.

He sat, next to me on my left, and breathed a heavy sigh. “I had a great evening,” he said.

“So did I, who knows, maybe we can do it again sometime.”

“Maybe,” he said as I slid my left hand into his right hand, enjoying the touch of his skin against mine... and again the undeniable spark of electricity between us. It sent shivers down my spine, made me clench and feel damp. I just wanted to be close to him. So I cuddled next to him, leaning my head on his shoulder.

“I don't want it to end,” I whispered.

He put his left arm around my waist. “This doesn't bother you, does it?”

“No,” I said in hushed tones, “it's been a long time since I've been this close to anyone.”

“Me, too.”

I kissed him on the cheek, then he turned to face me. Our lips met, and we kissed, soft at first, our lips barely touching, then a bit harder. I felt so much joy at that moment. We kissed a little more, kissing deeper, our tongues probing in every direction, with a growing sense of urgency but at the same time not rushing, just becoming familiar with each other while exploring our mutual attraction and growing passion.

My hands explored his back, while he did the same to mine. It was at that point, I lost all inhibitions, took my right hand and slowly undid his shirt.

He pulled off my blouse and felt my bare back, feeling higher and higher to my bra strap.

I had his shirt entirely unbuttoned, and my blouse was completely untucked from my miniskirt.

We continued kissing passionately, our lips and tongues dancing all the while, and we moved off the couch to the floor, on our knees. His right hand unzipped my skirt, while his left made its way to my breast. We fooled around on the carpet a bit, then he got up and pulled me to my feet. He put his arms around me and pulled me close to him, and we made our way, practically dancing, to the bed. I giggled like a smitten lovesick girl, nd he chuckled like a deliriously happy man about to claim his prize.

Me!

He lifted me and put me gently on the mattress.

I looked into his eyes, smiled and said, “I love you.” I felt a sudden pang, fear mixed with panic. I was afraid I would drive him away by saying “I love you” so soon. I had never done that before. Never. I had always been careful not to say those three little words that mean so much until I was sure my partner felt the same way.

But my fears were soon erased when he responded.

“I love you, too.”

He removed my skirt, revealing my white, lacy panties. He then took off his shirt while I removed my blouse.

I motioned him to come toward me, and I grabbed his waist. I unzipped his pants and pulled them down. He then laid down beside me, embraced me, put one leg around me, and kissed me deeply. He undid my bra and my bosom was free from all restraints. My breasts were full and uninhibited. The bra was tossed aside.

The rest of our underwear were removed and somehow got kicked in the opposite

corner of the room.

He pushed my hair back from my face while she kissed, tucking my hair behind my ears. No guy had ever done that to me before. I thought it was sexy.

In between kisses, I let out little moans of pleasure.

He massaged my breasts, and they became stiff. This was a feeling I had never felt before, but I didn't want it to stop. I felt moisture dribbling from within my vagina. I was actually beginning to come! Never had I felt this feeling before!

“Be gentle...” I whispered.

“I will...” he responded.

“This is my first time...”

“Yeah?”

I nodded against his lips.

More kisses. He positioned himself underneath me, tongues continuing to explore. I was beginning to get very wet, and I wanted to feel his manhood inside of me.

“Do me, baby,” I whispered.

I raised myself with my arms and parted my legs. He pushed his fully erect penis

between my pussy lips and just inside my wet snatch. I gently lowered myself, there

was a little pain, but the come eased it. I began to pump him in me, up, down, up,

down... and my pussy spasmed around his thick shaft. I moaned on each downstroke. I felt my love walls grip him tightly, as he also moved in rhythm with me. In, out, in, out. Deeper and deeper.

“Oh, my god,” I moaned, also seeming in rhythm to our movements. “Oh, god, OH

OHH!”

His breath was coming in short, deep bursts. I knew he would cum any minute now. “I’ve wanted you from the first minute I saw you,” he confessed, gasping for breath. The words he spoke meant so much to me.

“I felt the same way,” I moaned, as I continued to pump him relentlessly. I arched my back and prepared for the wave of orgasm to hit us.

My juices flowed relentlessly, as he came deep inside of me, seeming to go deeper and deeper with each spurt. Together we laughed and yelled in pleasure as I felt him throbbing and squirting inside of me, it felt so good, and lasted for what seemed to be an eternity.

The time had passed, and we gave each other little kisses as the whole world subsided. We whispered “I love you” to each other a thousand times, or so it seemed. I never knew making love could be like this. His manhood was still inside me, but grew limp. It felt right there just as being with him felt right.

As I fell asleep on top of his warm body, my head on his chest, I knew I would never have any regrets about tonight... or about making love... or about him being my first...

Our relationship grew. Eventually, we got married, and had two beautiful children. That night we spent together, so long ago, Kieran knew that I was his one and only, and the feeling was the same for me. We knew that nothing could come between us, neither one of us would be alone ever again. Although we never spoke the actual words that night, we'd have each other for ever and ever…

the end
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Chapter 1

Emma took a deep breath, the final scene’s tension still tingling through her fingertips. She had just shared a bittersweet kiss with her leading man, David, their last kiss, the kind of kiss that sizzled under the studio lights and on the screen but left her cold. David was a great looking guy, dark haired and well built, but he wasn’t much of a kisser in her opinion.

Another kiss that felt like kissing a dead fish. Yuck. But maybe it was the perfect way to end her time on ‘Loves of Our Lives’. It pretty much summed up how she felt about her time on the soap opera, and yet, as the cameras stopped rolling and the cast and crew applauded, a sense of finality loomed overhead.

Emma stood in the blinding lights of her final shoot, a bubble of uncertainty swirling in her chest. She had always possessed an air of understated resilience, a spark that ignited even in her bleakest moments. At five foot six, with dark hair that fell in soft waves around her shoulders, she often felt like she blended into the background of Hollywood's glittering facade. Her green eyes, however, held a depth that suggested a life lived beyond the surface—an intellect that craved understanding and a heart that craved authenticity.

“Great job, Emma,” the producer, Jorge, clapped her on the back, his smile warm and broad. “You really captured the moment.”

“Thanks, Jorge,” she said, trying to project more confidence than she felt. Deep down, she was wrestling with a wave of disorientation. Hadn’t she just signed off a piece of her soul with that last scene? She glanced at the lavender walls of the set, the worn furniture, the characters she’d brought to life. It felt surreal, like leaving behind a part of herself that she might never get back.

Around her, the celebration was starting to set in—a small gathering of colleagues, red wine flowing as laughter filled the air. The director, Trina, beamed with enthusiasm, holding up a glass for a toast. “To Emma! The brightest star to ever grace our set! May your future shine even brighter!”

Emma took a deep breath and wished Trina had not uttered those words. What Trina said was so untrue. She was surprised everyone hadn’t laughed. She was sure she’d heard someone snicker.

Probably David.

“Cheers!” the cast echoed, the sound of clinking glasses mingling with the backdrop of laughter. Emma felt a flutter in her chest as everyone cheered for her, each affectionate word like a warm hug, wrapping her in a bittersweet cocoon. But as the evening dragged on, an unsettling quiet began to creep in, replacing the laughter with nervous uncertainty.

She excused herself from the group, catching sight of David across the room, his face flushed from too much celebration, the remnants of their on-screen chemistry blurring into real life. He waved her over, the world spinning slightly in the glow of the studio’s overhead lights.

“Hey, Emma! How about we end this night in my dressing room, for old times’ sake?” His expression was drunk and goofy, his words slurred just enough to sound playful, but she could sense something more in them, a hint of seriousness underlying his lighthearted invitation.

Her stomach twisted. “Oh, David, I really... I can’t. I need to head out,” she replied, casting her gaze sidelong to the wall. What was it about this moment that felt like a trap—a distraction from the reality of her departure? The lingering tension from their characters on screen was far too easy to mistake for something more.

“Aw, c’mon! Just one more drink!” He leaned in closer, searching her eyes as if he were trying to hold onto the essence of their shared experiences.

She forced a smile, backing away slightly. “I promise we’ll celebrate properly soon, just not tonight.”

Before the awkwardness could balloon, her cell phone rang, the sound slicing through the tension. Thankful for the interruption, she pulled it out of her pocket, glancing at the screen—it was her best friend and roommate Luna. "Hey, I gotta take this," she said, eyeing David and backing away, trying to maintain a smile as she stepped out of his reach.

“Emma! You won’t believe what I have planned,” Luna’s voice crackled through, excited and vibrant as usual. “You need to hurry and get back to the apartment. I have a surprise for you!”

“A surprise?” Emma echoed, her heart racing again, but this time from excitement. Her roommate always had a flair for theatrics, a gift for turning the ordinary into unforgettable moments.

“Yes! Now get here! I can’t wait any longer! I’m dying to tell you!”

Emma felt the weight of the party pressing down on her, the lingering goodbyes wrapped in sweet nostalgia turning bittersweet. Glancing back at David, she offered one final wave and turned away, relief flooding her as she stepped out of the chaos. The night held promise, and she’d already laid part of her heart to rest here.

“Alright, Luna. I’ll be right there,” she said into the phone, her pulse quickening. She began to walk away from the studio, the laughter fading behind her like the fleeting moments of the show. Tonight was hers. The future was waiting just outside the door, and ready or not she had to meet it head-on.

As she stepped out of the studio, the bright lights of the setting sun casting a golden glow over the LA skyline, she couldn't help but feel a sense of disillusionment. When she'd first moved to the city three years ago, just after she’d turned twenty-three, she'd held onto a faint glimmer of hope that her future would unfold like a vibrant tapestry woven with excitement and possibility. The truth was far more mundane: a struggling artist with only a handful of college credits to her name, no degree to speak of, and a shrinking savings account that seemed to be dwindling more by the day.

The notion of breaking into the acting world had been a distant dream, a fleeting fantasy that had been pushed further and further into the recesses of her mind with each rejection and disappointment. Yet, when the opportunity to join the cast of ‘Loves of Our Lives’ had presented itself, she'd jumped at the chance, convinced that this was her ticket to stardom.

But now, as the months ticked by and her agent struggled to secure her decent auditions, Emma's enthusiasm began to flag. It was as if she'd been stuck in some kind of bizarre time warp, where the days blended together in a blur of rehearsed lines, fake smiles, and endless make-up sessions. Her character's storylines had become stale and predictable, the drama and romance that had initially drawn her to the show now feeling like a tired rehashing of familiar themes.

The thought of leaving the show was both a relief and a source of anxiety. On one hand, she was eager to break free from the suffocating predictability of soap opera life. On the other, she knew that the reality of the acting world was far harsher than anything she'd experienced on set. The uncertainty of finding steady work, the endless rejection, and the brutal competition for roles all loomed before her like a dark and foreboding storm cloud.

Emma hailed a taxi and climbed inside. As the car made its way through the crowded streets of Burbank, the city's neon lights flashing by in a blur of color and sound, Emma felt a deep sense of disillusionment wash over her. Had she been foolish to think that a short stint on a soap would be her ticket to stardom? Had she simply been deluding herself, chasing a dream that was never meant to be hers? The questions swirled in her mind like a maelstrom, pulling her down into a sea of doubt and uncertainty.

Now her friend Luna had a surprise for her. Well, whatever it was, it had to be better than the day she’d just had. She’d just lost her job, her source of income for food and shelter. Luckily she had saved a little, but that wouldn’t last long.

After the taxi dropped her off and she paid the driver, she walked briskly towards their apartment, visions of laughter and joy filled her mind, pushing away the shadows that threatened to consume her thoughts.

She imagined Luna’s bright smile, the way her eyes sparkled with mischief when she had something up her sleeve, and felt a flicker of hope igniting in her chest. Maybe this surprise could be the reset she desperately needed—a chance to forget, even if just for a moment, the uncertainties of her future and the cost of her dreams.

Whatever awaited her behind the door wouldn’t erase the challenges ahead, but perhaps it could remind her that life was still full of possibilities. With each step, Emma quickened her pace, eager to embrace whatever magic her friend had conjured up…

Chapter 2

Emma slammed the door behind her, the sound ricocheting off the bare walls of the cramped, cluttered apartment. A thin shaft of light streamed through a grimy window, illuminating the chaos: mismatched furniture, empty takeout boxes, and crumpled audition scripts littered the floor. Each flickering lightbulb overhead buzzed with a nagging persistence, as if whispering reminders of the rent that was due and the landlord who never bothered to fix the leaky ceiling.

“Another day, another soul-crushing development in the soap opera world,” Emma muttered to herself, shaking off the day’s disappointments. She was met with silence—just the low hum of the refrigerator and the distant sounds of the city beyond her peeling walls.

From the bathroom, steam wafted out as Luna stepped into the living area, grabbing a towel and wrapping it around her damp hair. She seemed naked without her usual blonde curls bouncing freely about her round face, accenting lively blue eyes. “So, spill! How was your last kiss with Mr. Hottie McDreamy on camera?” She flashed a teasing smile, the kind that always reminded Emma of brighter days.

Emma moved toward the fridge, her fingers brushing over its rusted handle. “Oh, you know. Passionate. Awkward. The usual,” she replied, rolling her eyes as she pulled out a lukewarm diet soda. The can felt cold against her palm—a small comfort in an otherwise frigid environment.

“Thirsty?” she asked, glancing back at Luna as she popped the tab, the sound sharp and crisp.

“Nah, saving myself for the party,” Luna replied with a wink as she leaned against the counter, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “Gotta look my best in case there’s a producer or two among the partygoers, you know!”

“Right, the party.” Emma sighed and took a swig of the beer, the taste bitter on her tongue. She leaned against the fridge, letting the cool surface ground her. “Wait, what party?”

“First, how was the kiss, really?” Luna persisted.

“Well, you know, he actually has nice eyes and nearly perfect lips up close,” Emma teased.

“Wait, are you serious? Was it… good?” Luna’s anticipation hung in the air, as electric as the buzz of the overhead light.

“Luna! It was a job,” Emma groaned, slumping down onto the worn-out couch, its springs creaking in protest. “A job where I had to pretend to be madly in love with some guy who probably goes after any girl he thinks will give him the time of day.”

Luna sat at the arm of the couch, her expression shifting to one of concern.

“So, you’re saying he made a play for you on your last day? Is that it?”

Emma shrugged. “He… ah… had a bit too much to drink at my going away party and put the moves on me.” She shuddered. “I wasn’t interested. He’s so not my type.”

“I agree you shouldn’t feel like you have to settle. You’re amazing, Emma. You’re going to be a star someday.”

“A star?” Emma scoffed, the word feeling heavy in the cluttered space. “Yeah, a starving star living in this… this…” She gestured vaguely around the room, searching for the right word.

“Dump?” Luna offered, her tone light but sympathetic.

“Exactly.” Emma dropped her head into her hands, frustration spilling over.

“You don’t have to live like this forever, Em,” Luna said softly, placing a reassuring hand on Emma's shoulder. “We’ll find our gig and rise above.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re beginning to nab those fancy agent meetings for commercials. You’ll be moving up in the world soon while I’m stuck here, lost in this mess.” Emma’s voice was tinged with envy, her dream feeling distant and unreachable. She wanted the best for her best friend, but the thought of the one being left behind didn’t make her feel all that special.

Luna shook her head, a determined spark in her eyes. “Hey, you’re going to be next. I know it. Besides, if you don’t make the big time soon, I’ll take you with me when I move to my penthouse,” she added, joking.

“Promise?”

“Sure, I wouldn’t leave you behind, but right now  let’s just think about tonight. It’s not just any party. It’s that new producer’s thing—the one who discovered that breakout star from ‘The Heights’.”

“Oh?” Emma’s interest piqued despite herself. “So that’s your earth shaking surprise, huh?”

Luna nodded, grinning. “And I heard some other big-name directors will be there,” she added, leaning in as if sharing a secret. “And maybe even... some eligible guys.”

Emma raised an eyebrow, skepticism painted across her features. “You think I’m going to meet Mr. Right at a Hollywood party?”

“Never say never. You need to remind people you exist.” Luna’s plea rang with a mixture of urgency and encouragement. “Besides, what have you got to lose?”

Emma thought it over, her own inner debate flaring up. Another night here, surrounded by the familiar gloom, or a chance to step into the unknown, a world where dreams could flutter closer to reality?

As Luna watched her, the excitement in her eyes looming large, time seemed to stretch. Emma ran a hand through her hair, the weight of indecision heavy on her.

“Okay, fine,” she relented with a hesitant smile, pushing herself up from the couch. “But if I don’t meet Brad Pitt or some other equally hot older guy, I’m blaming you.”

Luna burst into laughter, the sound warm and inviting. “Deal! Now, where’s that dress I lent you?”

With a renewed sense of purpose, the pair dove into the mess of the apartment, rummaging through clothes and accessories, fueled by the prospect of the night ahead. The oppressive atmosphere that had settled over the apartment lifted, replaced by an undercurrent of promise—an electric thrill that reminded them both of why they had come to Los Angeles in the first place.

Maybe, just maybe, Emma thought, as she readied herself for the party, this could be the night things actually change.

But the way things had been going lately, she’d definitely have to see it to believe it…

Chapter 3

The Uber car wound its way up the Hollywood Hills, and Emma couldn't help but stare at the vibrant city lights flickering in the distance. The warm evening air blew through the open windows, carrying with it an atmosphere of anticipation. She shifted in her seat, trying to pull her form-fitting gold lamé dress lower over her thighs. The fabric clung to her curves, making her feel exposed and uncomfortable after a day spent in mostly nothing but her underwear on set.

Luna noticed Emma's discomfort and offered an encouraging smile. "Relax, you look hot tonight."

Emma couldn't help but roll her eyes. "I feel like I'm showing too much skin after today."

Luna laughed. "That's the point of this dress! You've got the body for it, so own it."

"Not much choice, I guess," Emma muttered, glancing nervously at the Uber driver who couldn't seem to keep his eyes off her in the rearview mirror.

As they continued their banter, Emma's thoughts drifted to the invitation that had led them to this party. Luna had met Henry, a successful producer, at a bar a few nights ago. He'd left the invitation behind after their one-night stand, and Luna had insisted that Emma be her plus one for the evening.

Luna broke the silence, “Guys won’t be able to keep their eyes off of you.”

Emma looked into the eyes of the Uber driver again. "I’m  just not sure I want to draw that kind of attention from men tonight," Emma confessed, fidgeting with the hem of her dress.

"That's the whole point of going to a party!" Luna teased, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "That and the possible job opportunities that might result from meeting some famous, well-connected Hollywood types.” She paused briefly. “Besides, I'd rather go with a friend than some random date."

Emma smiled, appreciating her friend's sentiment. She knew that Luna harbored romantic ideals of her own about finding a man to settle down with, while Emma herself was more skeptical and practical when it came to matters of the heart. Emma prepared to wait for Mr. Right to show up, and Luna, ever the optimist, always figured he was somewhere just around the next corner.

As they pulled up to the elaborate, well-lit mansion, Emma felt her anxiety grow. The sprawling estate, with its expensive cars parked outside, was a stark contrast to their cramped apartment. Luna's enthusiasm seemed to know no bounds as she pointed out the luxury vehicles, but Emma couldn't shake the feeling of being out of place.

A butler stood at the open door, adding an element of formality to the scene. The overwhelming sensation of a bustling Hollywood party washed over them as they entered, the loud music and laughter filling the air. Emma had never been to a party that demanded such a formal dress code, and she felt a mix of excitement and intimidation.

As they made their way through the cliques of people, Emma whispered to Luna, "What should we do now?"

"Open bar, of course!" Luna grinned, leading the way.

They maneuvered through the crowd, eventually reaching the long, polished bar. Luna requested them both drinks. Emma chose a Tequila Sunrise, hoping the cocktail would help her unwind and embrace the night.

The DJ's beats pulsed through the air, and Emma found herself drawn to the energy of the party. She glanced out at the backyard, where the long pool glistened under the party lights, casting a magical reflection on the water. Despite her initial reservations, she couldn't deny the allure of the event.

After Luna went to get their drinks, Emma stood in the midst of the thrilling chaos, feeling a mix of excitement and anxiety. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for whatever the night might bring. This was uncharted territory, but she was determined to make the most of it.

Chapter 4

Emma made her way through the open doors near the rear of the house. She made her way onto the well-lit patio, feeling like Cinderella at the ball.

The city lights twinkled below, a breathtaking panorama spread out like a jeweled carpet. Emma stood at the edge of the infinity pool, the cool night air a stark contrast to the shimmering, heated water. The gentle lapping of water against the tiled edge was the only sound that dared to compete with the rhythmic thump-thump-thumping of the music drifting from inside and mirroring the beating of her own heart. It’s… magical, she thought, the word echoing the wonder she felt.

“Quite a nice view, isn’t it?”

Emma turned. A man, tall and striking in a slim black suit, stood a respectful distance away. Dark hair, a hint of five o’clock shadow, and an air of quiet confidence that radiated outwards. Actor? Director? Her heart gave an extra thump. She knew every face that graced the silver screen, every name whispered in the industry… or so she thought. A flicker of insecurity sparked within her. Who is he? And why don’t I know him? God, I feel so out of place here.

“It’s… incredible,” Emma managed, her voice a little breathless.

He smiled, a slow, easy curve of his lips. “Gets me every time.” His voice was smooth, like aged whiskey. Definitely not the usual LA socialite type, she thought, comparing him to the preening peacocks scattered around the lavish pool area.

“First time at a party like this?” he asked, his eyes meeting hers.

Emma’s cheeks flushed. “Is it that obvious?”

“Not at all, you fit right in,” he said, his gaze sweeping over her, “and I must say you look amazing.”

A wave of heat rushed through her. “Thanks. I… I was supposed to be with my friend, but I seem to have lost her.” She glanced around, a slight panic rising in her chest. Where is Luna?

“Can I get you a drink?” he offered.

“Um… sure. Tequila Sunrise, please.” Something bright and uncomplicated, just like I wish I could be right now.

He led her towards the bar, the silence between them comfortable rather than awkward. As the bartender mixed their drinks, Emma took the opportunity to admire the sprawling mansion. Very sophisticated mid-century modern, she guessed. Imagine living here…

He handed her the drink, a knowing smile playing on his lips. She took a sip, the sweet and tangy liquid a welcome distraction.

“Beautiful place,” she murmured, still gazing at the intricate architectural details.

He chuckled. “Glad you think so.”

Emma turned back to him, a question forming on her lips. But before she could speak, he said, “It’s mine.”

Emma choked, Tequila Sunrise spraying across his crisp white shirt. What the –?

He stared at her, stunned for a moment, then a slow grin spread across his face. He actually started to laugh, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrated through her. Emma’s face burned with embarrassment. Smooth, Emma. Real smooth.

The air crackled with a strange mixture of shock, amusement, and something else… something that made her stomach flip. She stared at him, her mind racing. How do I recover from this? And, more importantly, do I even want to?

Chapter 5

"I am so incredibly sorry!" she exclaimed, her cheeks flushed with a deep shade of crimson that matched the streaks in her hair. She fumbled in her clutch for a napkin, attempting to dab at the spreading stain.

The man chuckled and gently brushed her hand away. "No harm done," he said, flashing her a dazzlingly white smile. "But perhaps we should find a less... hazardous location?"

Emma nodded.

He led Emma through the throngs of people, their bodies moving in sync with the music and the crowd. They eventually emerged into a dimly lit room, the contrast from the raucous party jarring. The only source of light was a single lamp, casting long shadows across the floor and highlighting the strong line of his jaw.

As he began to unbutton his shirt, Emma's heart fluttered in her chest. She felt a sudden rush of heat, both from the tequila and the nearness of this man she barely knew. She watched, transfixed, as he peeled the damp fabric away from his torso, revealing the bulging muscles that lay beneath. The sight of him left her feeling both flustered and intrigued, a dangerous combination.

"Whoa, there," she said, her voice wavering slightly. "What exactly are you doing?"

The man raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing on his lips. "Well, I can't very well walk around with a tequila-soaked shirt, now can I?"

Emma's cheeks burned even brighter, and she took a step back, crossing her arms defensively over her chest. "Right, of course. I just... I didn't expect you to... you know."

"Strip in front of you?" the man finished, his smirk deepening. "I assure you, it's purely practical."

Despite her unease, Emma couldn't help but feel a flicker of attraction towards this handsome stranger. His confidence was intoxicating, and she found herself drawn to his magnetic presence. She took a deep breath, attempting to regain her composure.

"I'm Emma Jensen, by the way," she said, extending her hand towards him. "And I really am sorry about your shirt."

Declan took her hand, his grip firm and warm. "Declan Marshall," he replied, his eyes never leaving hers. "And I've already told you, it's no problem. You can make it up to me by not spilling any more tequila on me."

Emma laughed, the tension in the room dissipating slightly. "I'll do my best," she promised.

Declan's shirt was now completely unbuttoned, the fabric hanging loosely from his broad shoulders. He moved to drape it over a nearby chair, giving Emma an unobstructed view of his bare chest. She couldn't help but let her gaze linger, admiring the sleek muscles that rippled beneath his sun-kissed skin. Wow, she didn’t know when she’d seen a more gorgeous man… if ever. She felt a shiver ripple through her, her knees suddenly weak.

"You know," Declan said, his voice low and husky, "you could always borrow one of my jackets if you're feeling chilly."

Emma's eyes snapped up to meet his, her heart racing. She could feel the heat radiating off of him, and she longed to close the distance between them. But something held her back, a nagging doubt that kept saying rushing things was not the answer.

And that voice was usually right.

"I couldn't possibly," she stammered, taking another step back. "Wh-what would everyone think?"

Declan chuckled, the sound rich and deep. "I expect most of them wouldn’t give a rat’s ass. Besides, what business is it of theirs?"

“None.”

“Correct, so what do you say? If you need a jacket…”

“No, really I’m fine.” Emma couldn't help but laugh, the absurdity of the situation striking her as suddenly hilarious. He joined her laughter, and the banter between them flowed easily, their words weaving a delicate web of connection.

As they continued to talk, Emma found herself becoming more and more entranced by Declan. His charm was undeniable, and she found herself wondering about the man behind the smile. She hesitated for a moment before asking, "So, Declan, what do you do? When you're not getting drenched in tequila, that is."

Declan's expression softened, and for a brief moment, Emma caught a glimpse of something vulnerable in his eyes. "My family owns an oil refinery, but… I spend most of my time running a charity organization," he said quietly. "We focus on providing clean water and education to underprivileged communities around the world."

Emma's heart swelled with admiration. "That's amazing," she breathed. "I had no idea."

Declan shrugged, a self-deprecating smile playing on his lips. "It's not exactly something I advertise. People tend to treat you differently when they know you have money. But I like to give back so that’s what I do."

“Wow, that’s really amazing.”

“Thank you,” he said self-consciously, then asked, “What do you do, Emma?”

"I'm an actress," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "Or at least, I'm trying to be. It's not exactly the most stable career path."

Declan's eyes lit up with interest. "Really? That's incredible. I've always admired people who have the courage to follow their dreams."

Emma felt a warmth spread through her chest, his words of encouragement like a balm to her weary soul. She smiled, feeling more at ease than she had in weeks.

Declan took a crisp white shirt from the walk in closet. He started putting it on.

Emma watched, taking in one last lingering view of his broad, muscled chest as he buttoned up.

"So, do you have a movie coming out soon?" Declan asked, his voice sincere but his tone light. "I want to be able to say I knew you when."

Emma rolled her eyes, laughing despite herself. "No, nothing major. Yet. If only it were that simple," she said. "But honestly, I'm just trying to make it through each audition without completely humiliating myself."

"Well, if anyone can do it, I have no doubt it's you."

Declan led her to the small sofa facing the window that took in the view of the city lights and they were seated together.

Their conversation continued to flow effortlessly, the minutes stretching into hours. Emma found herself becoming more and more enamored with the powerful man, his charm and wit as captivating as his physical presence. She felt a connection with him that she couldn't quite explain, a pull that was both exhilarating and terrifying.

As the night wore on, Emma found herself becoming increasingly aware of the intimacy of their surroundings. The dim lighting, the soft hum of music from the party outside, and the nearness of Declan's body all served to heighten her senses. She could feel the heat radiating off of him, and she longed to close the distance between them.

But just as she was about to lean in, her phone dinged loudly, shattering the fragile moment. Emma jumped, her heart racing as she fumbled to silence the intrusive device. The spell was broken, and she couldn't help but feel a sense of disappointment wash over her.

Luna. Great timing as usual. She read the text:

Girl, where are you? I got your drink and you were gone.

"I should probably get back," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "It's getting late, and..."

Declan nodded, his expression inscrutable. "Of course. I understand."

As they made their way back to the party, Emma couldn't help but feel a sense of loss. The connection she had felt with Declan was unlike anything she had ever experienced, and she couldn't shake the feeling that she was walking away from something truly special.

But as they stepped back into the clusters of people, the chaos of the party swallowing them up, Emma couldn't help but wonder if she was simply chasing after a fleeting moment of passion. She knew better than to let herself get swept up in the romance of it all, to believe that a chance encounter could lead to something more.

And yet, as she turned to say goodbye, she found herself unable to resist the pull of Declan's magnetic presence. She hesitated for a moment before leaning in, her lips brushing against his in a lingering kiss.

When their kiss broke, Emma realized Declan’s arms were wrapped around her, and he held her for a moment before letting her go.

"I'd like to see you again," Declan murmured, his breath warm against her skin.

Emma smiled, her heart swelling with hope. "I'd like that," she whispered.

After they exchanged cell numbers, Emma reluctantly walked away. With Declan's last words repeating in her mind, Emma couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement. She knew that the road ahead would still be filled with uncertainty and challenges, but for the first time in a long time, she felt truly alive…

Chapter 6

Their apartment door swung shut behind them, and Emma let out a deep breath as the familiar sounds of their apartment enveloped her. Luna leaned against the wall, eyes scanning the living room as if searching for something. Emma watched her, a faint smile on her face, as she dropped her keys onto the coffee table. The tension in the air was heavy, and Emma knew it wasn't just the exhaustion from a long day.

Emma knew damned well it was the conversation she and Luna had had on the drive back from the party… about her meeting Declan. For some reason, Luna seemed to find the whole thing hard to take in.

"So let me get this straight," Luna said, her voice a mixture of incredulity and intrigue. “You met a shirtless guy who claims he owns a mansion? Emma, are you sure he’s not just some dude having you on? This sounds like the plot of a bad rom-com!”

Emma rolled her eyes, her grin barely restrained as she recalled Declan’s warm smile and the way his laughter seemed to echo in the airy space of his alleged home. “He’s real, Luna! I swear! I mean, he did have this aura about him, and he didn’t rush anything. It felt… respectful.”

“Respectful? Or just desperate?” Luna teased, her lips curling into a smirk. “What’s next? He’ll invite you over for a candlelit dinner in his opulent dining room and then reveal he’s actually renting a room on the estate? Maybe the guest house or worse… the pool house?”

Emma sank tiredly onto their beat up old couch. Despite Luna’s skepticism, Emma felt a thrill of joy at the notion of seeing Declan again. The role of romantic entanglement intrigued her, and as she described their conversation, she spoke with a vibrant excitement that lit up the room.

Emma’s phone dinged. Declan! Her heart stuttered. She read his text:

Lovely Emma, can’t wait to see you. How’s tomorrow, my place? Say 7ish? x, Declan

“Declan?” Luna asked.

Emma nodded and Luna insisted she read the text out loud.

“See, he is for real, Luna!”

Luna’s eyes were wide with excitement. “Well, don’t keep him hanging, Ems. Text him back a big fat YES!”

Emma typed quickly. Declan, I’d love to. See you then. x, Emma

“See Luna, he did want to see me again, and I’ll be seeing him–tomorrow!”

With a dramatic sigh, Luna flopped down beside Emma. “Okay, fine. Maybe he’s the real deal and not just a high-stakes con artist. If he’s the real deal, you’ve got to think about what you wear! You can’t show up to a mansion in the same dress you wore to his party—no matter how impressive it is!”

Emma shrugged, her smile turning shy. “I want to keep it simple, though, since it’s not a glamorous party like tonight. It’s just… the two of us getting together, right? Not a date.”

“Not a date? Emma, you’re going to a mansion! That’s like the ultimate date move. Trust me, we need to up your game.” Luna’s eyes sparkled mischief as she leaned back against the cushions as she stared at Emma. “Let me show you something!”

Before Emma could object, Luna pulled her to her feet and towards her bedroom. There, Luna opened her closet door, rifling through the hangers with a fervor that bordered on manic excitement. There was a rustle, and then, with a flourish that would make a magician proud, she pulled out a striking red sequined dress. The fabric shimmered under the apartment’s lights, oozing confidence and glam.

“This,” Luna announced triumphantly, “screams romance and catches a guy’s eye! You want him to see you as someone who can keep up with the mansion lifestyle, right? Besides, it’s not too much, is it really? It’s just enough!”

Emma’s eyes widened, caught in a tug of war between the allure of the dress and the comfort of her usual modest attire. “But what if it’s too much for a private meeting? What if he thinks I’m trying too hard?”

Luna raised an eyebrow, her smile turning impish. “Trust me, Emma, if he’s as wealthy as he says, he probably sees dazzling numbers like this every day. You’ve got to stand out! And who knows? If it ends up being more like a night out than a quiet tête-à-tête, you’ll be grateful you dressed to impress!”

“What if it’s just an evening tea… or whatever rich people do?” Emma countered, holding the dress as if it were made of fragile glass. Yet the fabric slipped through her fingers as she contemplated its weight—its shimmer felt like an invitation, a call to embrace a more daring side of herself.

Luna leaned forward, hands clasped eagerly. “Picture this: You sweep into that mansion, and the light catches you just right. From the moment Declan sees you, his jaw will drop, and surely he’ll be convinced you belong in that world too!”

With the playful conversation turning towards serious, Emma felt her heart race with exhilaration mingled with uncertainty. Yet underlying it all remained a pulse of excited anticipation—what could happen at a mansion filled with the presence of an engaging, powerful man and unspoken possibilities of new beginnings?

“I guess—maybe…” she mused, glancing at Luna through a shroud of contemplation. “Okay, I’ll try it on!”

Luna squealed, jumping to her feet, and the air thickened with excitement as Emma followed suit, a mix of trepidation and exhilaration bubbling inside her. The evening veered into a frenzy of fashion and laughter, where the teasing words of two friends filled the space like spring’s most vibrant blooms.

Later, as they emerged from the creative chaos of the closet, both young women couldn’t shake the growing feeling that tomorrow could harbor a storm of possibilities—romance, adventure, and perhaps even a hint of magic. And somewhere in that anticipation, nestled amid the quips and the sequined red dress, was the promise of opening doors to a world neither of them could yet fully fathom…

Chapter 7

After the car Declan sent for her brought her to the front of the mansion, Emma stood at the huge elaborately carved wooden doors that seemed even more substantial and elaborate in the daylight, her fingers drumming a nervous rhythm on her clutch purse. She had replayed their previous encounter so many times in her head that it almost felt like a different lifetime. The mansion before her now, in the bright light of day, seemed almost unrecognizable from its extravagant self the night before. The grandeur was still there, but the air seemed...tamer… and yet even more impressive.

She glanced down at her red cocktail dress, the one that Luna had insisted she wear. She had had her doubts about it even as she dressed. Now, though, it seemed fitting for such a grand setting, daring yet sophisticated enough not to look out of place. A smile flickered on her lips as she wondered if Luna had been right all along. It wouldn’t be the first time. "Better to be overdressed than under," she muttered to herself, taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

With a tentative hand, Emma lifted the heavy gold hewed metal door knocker shaped like a lion’s head and tapped heavily on the door, the sound echoing through the stillness. No one came. A flutter of anxiety kicked in, her doubts creeping in like a thief in the night. What if Declan had forgotten? What if he’d changed his mind about seeing her? Surely he would have texted her if his plans had changed. But then maybe not. Her fingers tightened around her cell phone, already dialing the Uber app on her phone.

But then she hesitated, her thumb hovering over the screen. Something about retreating into the anonymity of a ride-share seemed too easy. Too cowardly. With a quiet resolve, Emma turned back to the door and pressed the bell.

The butler, his expression as sternly professional but polite, opened the door a moment later. "You must be Emma," he said, his voice a low rumble. "Will you please come inside?"

As Emma stepped across the threshold, a wave of relief washed over her. The foyer, dimly lit the night before, now seemed spacious and inviting. She followed the butler into a long hallway, her heels clicking out a steady beat on the marble floor.

They stopped in front of a grand dining room. The table, a behemoth of dark wood, stretched out like a canvas, its surface a blur of fine china and crystal. Candelabras cast a warm glow, like golden sunflowers, illuminating the space. Declan stood at one end of the table, a glass of red wine in hand, his eyes fixed on her.

"Welcome back to my home, Emma," he said, his voice low and even, like a gentle stream. "I'm glad you could join me."

As Emma drew nearer, Declan's gaze traveled the length of her body, his eyes lingering on the swell of her breasts. A flush rose to her cheeks, and she felt a jolt of electricity run through her veins. He gave her a little kiss, and she could feel the slight prick of his stubble, the smell of his expensive cologne. The sensations made her tingle, her stomach fluttering.

She took the seat he held for her, and then he seated himself beside her, the chair scraping against the stone floor.

"I must say, you look stunning, Emma," Declan said, his voice a little softer now. "I'm glad you wore that dress. It looks like it was made for you."

Emma's smile felt fragile, like a delicate flower about to shatter. "Thank you," she whispered, her gaze drifting to the table. The spread before her was a feast fit for royalty: delicate salmon, roasted vegetables, and a sprinkle of fresh herbs. She felt a pang of hunger, but it was quickly eclipsed by the warmth of Declan's hand on her back.

"Please, help yourself," he said, his fingers tracing a gentle pattern along her spine. "I want you to feel at home here."

Emma took a bite of the salmon, the flavors exploding on her tongue like a fireworks display. It was like nothing she'd ever tasted before. As she chewed, Declan's eyes never left hers, his gaze burning with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

“I love watching you enjoy yourself,” he said simply.

"I'm so glad I'm not boring you," Emma said, taking another bite, her eyes never leaving Declan's face. The words were barely out of her mouth before she regretted them. She thought Declan was taking a dig at her, but too late she saw the sincerity in his eyes.

"Boring me?" Declan repeated, his voice a little huskier now. "Emma, I'm fascinated. You have no idea how much I want to learn more about you."

As they spoke, Emma felt the connection between them growing stronger, like a flame that refused to be extinguished. The room around her melted away, leaving only the two of them, suspended in a web of unspoken tension. And then, just as suddenly, Declan leaned in, his face inches from hers.

"I forgot all about the food, my hunger forgotten as well," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "My longing is for you. I got lost in your eyes."

Emma's heart skipped a beat as she felt the warmth of his breath on her bare shoulder. She smiled, a slow, sensual curve of her lips. "I think we can skip dessert if you like," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Declan's eyes lit up, and he leaned in closer, his lips inches from hers. "I would like that very much..."

Chapter 8

The moment they entered Declan's bedroom, the same room they were in the night before, Emma drew in her breath sharply as Declan took her in his arms and kissed her. She was caught off guard. His lips were both soft and firm at once, an unrelenting kiss filled with determination.

Immediately she was caught up in the moment. Like warm butter, she melted in his arms. Their mouths moved hungrily against each other, exploring and tasting. It wasn't anything like that lukewarm kiss with her soap opera leading man. Declan knew what he wanted and he was going for it.

A hunger came over Emma. She tugged at his shirt as she looked up into his eyes. "I promise I won't ruin this one?"

His lips curved into a smile and he chuckled deep in his chest. "Good thing because the maid wasn't able to clean the one with the stain from last night," he said, his tone teasing as he helped her unbutton the rest.

"Oh, I’m sorry about that."

He shrugged. "I don't care," he said, tugging the shirt off and tossing it across the room. "Our meeting will always be memorable,  and I hope we make more memories tonight."

The smirk on his face was very intriguing, making him appear even more handsome.

The clenching between her thighs grew, and she felt her dampness begin to seep. She knew of only one remedy for that....

Emma stepped closer to Declan, putting her hands on his broad shoulders. Her fingers ran down his strong, thick arms, going over each toned muscle. While her fingers trailed along his skin, he placed his hands on her upper back, pressing her tightly against him.

Emma felt his erection throbbing against her belly, and it felt enormous.

"I've been wanting to hold you like this ever since I laid eyes on you," Declan said.

"Is that all you've been wanting to do?" she asked, knowing his answer would thrill her.

Declan pulled back and stared directly into her eyes. “Oh, just you wait!”

Emma felt a pleasurable sensation ripple through her at the anticipation of what was behind the handsome man’s words.

Declan's fingers slid under her dress straps and pulled them down her shoulders. He let the dress fall to the floor in a puddle and discovered she was completely naked underneath. "Wow," he said, his mouth wide open. "Your tits are gorgeous, babe, perfectly proportioned and huge."

His hands were drawn to Emma’s breasts like magnets, cupping her tits, his tongue licking and flicking across her pink nipples as he leaned in sucking on them. The tips were so hard that it hurt when he nibbled on them.

She leaned her head back and said,, “Ah, that feels so good." The words came out choked, like a series of small moans.

"How’s it feel when I play with your tits?" He ran his tongue up her cleavage, pressing his face between her breasts and making her nearly come right there. She felt the wetness leaking out, down her thigh, and she didn’t know how long she could wait..

"Mmm," she breathed, her breasts heaving with excitement.

Emma reached down between his legs and grasped his cock. She stroked him through his slacks, surprised she could barely get her hand around it.

"Kick off your heels and lay down on the bed," he ordered Emma.

She sank onto the luxurious silk comforter and spread her legs wide for him, proudly showing him all her wetness.

Declan ran a tongue along his lower lip and quickly unbuckled his belt, letting his pants fall to the floor. Her eyes widened and she sucked in her breath when she saw he was naked underneath too.

And he was undeniably huge.

Emma closed her thighs in reaction to the pain she worried his massive cock was going to cause her. That cock was going to stretch her pussy beyond belief. She’d never had one that was so massive inside of her… Hell, she’d never seen one that ginormous!

"What do you want, babe?” he asked, gripping his rod. “You want me to fuck you with this big cock?"

Slowly Emma nodded and bit her lower lip. “Yes, Declan, take me hard… and rough."

Declan claimed her lips with his, their breathing increasing with the realization that the pleasure was about to explode between them.

He took her wrists in his hands and brought them above her head, shoving

them in between the plush pillows. "Keep your hands right there," he ordered her, his eyes locked on hers.

Emma obeyed.

Declan trailed kisses down her neck, over her breasts and down her stomach to her mound.

When his tongue touched her clitoris, all bets were off, everything shifted and her orgasm began to explode. "Oh… ah… I'm coming, Declan!"

He swirled his tongue around her nub, working his intense magic. She'd never been so skillfully touched down there. Whatever he was doing, she knew one thing for sure she didn't want him to stop.

Being unable to touch him was both frustrating and soothing at the same time. She  just had to lie there and let him do whatever he wanted with her body, as if it was a plaything for his amusement only. But deep down, she knew it was all for her own pleasure.

She rocked her pussy against his talented tongue, the tip bringing her such incredibly deep pleasure. She noticed the pleasure did not wrack her whole body the way it had with other men. Instead she came hard against his mouth, her hips bucking against his face and spreading her wetness across his lips.

He looked up into her eyes, still tonguing her pussy.  "Now I think you’re ready," he moaned.

Declan spread her legs as wide and watched her face as he positioned himself above her. She watched as his cock shoved into her with a single, hard thrust. She screamed out in what she thought would be intense pain but instead she was filled with enormous pleasure.

Declan pounded deeper and deeper into her until she was completely filled, her pussy sopping wet and stretched tightly around him.

"Damn, sweetheart, you're so damned tight,” he groaned as he pulled his cock almost out of her pussy and slammed right back in.

“Yo-you’re too big for me!” she said loudly. “I can’t take a cock as big as yours!”

“You can take it,” he assured her, his eyes staring into hers, “and you will take it. All. Of. It.”

With that his hips thrust hard against her, forcing his cock deeper in her pussy. She kept her hands above her hand just as he’d instructed, and he continued to slam into her.

"Ahhhh! I'm so close," Emma warned him.

"Just let go, baby,” he told her. “Lean into it for everything it’s worth. Don’t hold back. Come around my thickness. I want to feel your pussy pressing in tightly around my cock!"

All at once, his cock hit that sweet spot where everything shifts and suddenly excitement is mounting. Her body thrummed with pleasure as she cried out Declan’s name again and again. After multiple orgasms wracked her body, she felt fatigue begin to settle in.

She knew she probably could not take much more, and she closed her eyes, thinking Declan had stopped. But her eyes opened wide when he shoved back into her.

He wasn’t done with her yet.

Chapter 9

Emma winced and Declan watched her face as he pulled out of her again. Knowing what was coming, she tried to catch her breath before he shoved in again. She barely inhaled when he slammed into her again, knocking the breath out of her. He buried himself balls deep in her.

"Oh fuck it," he groaned loudly. "I can’t hold it anylonger. I'm going to come now! Are you ready for my load, baby?"

She held his eyes. "I’m ready. Shoot it as deep inside me as you can!"

Declan suddenly stiffened, jerking wildly as he came, unloading a huge stream of warm cum deep inside her pussy.

When he finished, he crawled off of her. She barely had the energy left to look at him. Her arms felt numb, and she just lay there, exhausted from her many orgasms and his screwing her harder than she’d ever been fucked before.

Declan collapsed next to her, looking over at her with the most satisfying smirk on his face.

“Really outdone yourself,” she said, laying her head against his chest.

“Damn right,” he said, still breathless. “That was fucking better than I ever dreamed! You’re so damned tight. I could feel you milking my cock every time you came. Mind blowing how much I came!”

Yep, her pussy couldn’t hold it all in. His cum had squirted out around his cock and wet the sheets beneath her.

Declan suddenly grabbed a remote on the side table and pointed it at a huge painting on the opposite wall. The screen changed from an abstract painting to a TV screen.

“Clever,” Emma said, not raising her head.

“Wait till you see what comes next,” he hinted.

Ut-oh, something was definitely up. What did he have in mind for her?

After Declan’s thumb pressed a few buttons, a familiar scene filled the giant screen. There she was larger than life in her first appearance on “Loves of Our Lives”.

Emma felt her entire body flush red hot. “What the–? How the hell did you find that?”

He looked down at her, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "Oh, you’d be surprised," he said. “Enough money can get you anything you want.”

Emma closed her eyes, blocking it out, but she couldn’t escape the sound. Her voice sounded thin and a little shaky. “It’s humiliatingly awful. My acting was terrible back then.”

“I don’t think you’re that terrible,” he soothed. “True you had room for improvement, but you’re better now. I’ve also seen some of your newer stuff.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“But you’re still pissed?”

“Just a bit,” she admitted, pretending to pout. Then it hit her. “Wait, what? You’ve seen what?”

“Oh, I’ve seen the Christmas movie you were in two years ago,” he replied smugly, “and the rom-com where you tried to juggle two guys while chasing after Mr. Right who just moved in next door.”

Shit, he got the plot just right. She knew he had seen those movies.

He took her hand in his and squeezed. “No need to feel bad. Besides, you’re really good. The party last night was for my best friend Ben Warren.”

“The producer?”

He nodded. “Yeah, his latest movie is ‘The Heights’. I told you about him, and he wants you to audition for his next movie.”

Emma felt her excitement swell, her heart pounding. She leapt to her knees and threw her arms around his neck. “You’re serious?”

“Deadly.”

She gave him a ‘thank you’ kiss on the lips and when their kiss ended, she looked down and noticed she wasn’t the only one excited. His giant cock was standing to attention like a fucking flag pole between his legs.

“Looks like somebody can’t get enough of me,” Emma pointed out.

“Let me show you,” he said and with that he rolled over on top of her…

the end
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I remember every detail of that day in the Blue Ridge Mountains like it was etched into my memory, the colors and sounds swirling together as I hiked deeper into the wilderness. Honestly, I had needed a break. Life in the city had grown so hectic, the noise and bright lights grating against my sanity. Even my job as an office manager for a large national insurance agency wore on me.

So, I booked a weekend in a secluded cabin where I thought I could soak in some nature and silence. I imagined drinking coffee on the porch, listening to rustling leaves instead of car horns.

But that first hike... God, it was like stepping into a painting—vibrant greens, rocky paths underfoot, wildflowers popping out against the earthy backdrop. The air was crisp, clean, each breath feeling like a rejuvenation of my weary soul. Yet every step I took felt like I was leaving behind a part of my old life, the messy chaos that came with it.

I stopped to take a breath by a shimmering stream, its trickling sound so soothing. I let my fingers trail through the cool waters, soaking up the tranquility.

The mountains loomed towering above me, the bluish hue of the foliage that gave them their name clearly visible. I stared at them, wanting to commit them permanently to my memory. I even took my camera from my bag and snapped a few digital photos. Just then, I noticed how the clouds started gathering above me, looming like a distant threat. My heart raced as I realized I had lost track of time and direction. Crap. I was out here all alone, and if that storm hit, I was in big trouble.

Grabbing my phone, I realized there was no service—of course. I cursed under my breath, my attempt to escape only leaving me at the mercy of the wild. The wind picked up, rustling the leaves as it whispered warnings. I turned on my heel. The cabin I’d seen in the distance while I hiked was my only lifeline now.

As I picked up my pace, that’s when I spotted it—a rustic cabin tucked away among the pines. Against the darkening sky, it looked like a refuge, but I hesitated. I wasn’t one to go breaking into places. But as a bolt of lightning lit the sky, my self-preservation instincts kicked in, and I rushed towards it.

A light rain began to fall, and I had a feeling it would only get worse.

Knocking on the heavy door, I felt a mix of anxiety and hope. I brushed strands of dark, damp hair from my face. I smoothed my damp t-shirt that clung to my breasts even more than usual.

The door swung open to reveal a tall man with messy hair and a thick beard. He had on a tight fitting t-shirt that showed off his bulging muscles. His sun-kissed skin told me he was a mountain man who lived off the land. His deep blue eyes held a warmth that instantly comforted me.

“Hey there,” he said with a voice that sounded like gravel, friendly but edged with surprise. “You lost?”

“Um, maybe? I didn’t mean to intrude, but…” I gestured to the storm brewing behind me. “I was hoping for some shelter.”

“Come on in, then. You look like you could use a dry place to wait it out,” he said, stepping aside.

“Can I get you a towel?” he asked, apparently noticing I was damp.

I shook my head. “I’m fine, just damp. It’s nothing, really.” I didn’t want to put him out too much since I was already taking advantage of his generosity in giving me shelter.

“You sure?”

His voice was deep, rough and kind of sexy. I felt it reverberate within me. “I’m sure.”

My heart raced as I entered, the cozy cabin enveloping me like a warm hug. The interior was rustic—wooden beams, vintage furniture, and a sweet smell of pine and something delicious that made my stomach rumble. “Sorry for barging in, I just…” I trailed off as I scanned the room, taking in all the details.

“I’m Jack, by the way,” he said, his eyes a mix of kindness and something deeper, unsettling in its intensity.

“Mia,” I replied, shaking his hand. His grip was firm and reassuring.

“I’ve got some coffee brewing if you want,” he offered, his warm smile making me feel at ease.

We settled at a small, wooden table by a wide window. Thunder rumbled in the distance as the rain started to drum against the roof. We began chatting, sharing snippets of our lives. Jack spoke of his life in the mountains, the peace found in nature, while I shared the chaos of the city—jobs, relationships, and the need to escape.

As the storm raged outside, our conversation shifted from playful banter to something more serious—he opened up about his heartbreak, about losing someone who meant everything to him. His wife who had passed away shortly before he moved here to be alone with his grief.

My heart ached for him. I could relate to the vulnerability that came from letting someone in. The way he spoke, the weight in his voice, was as compelling as the storm outside.

Time seemed to melt away, and before I knew it, we were leaning closer, our breaths mingling. Just as our lips were a mere breath away, a flash of lightning crackled outside, jolting us back to reality—a shared laugh broke the tension, but the electric anticipation lingered between us.

“Maybe we should stop talking,” I said, my cheeks heating.

There was no denying the chemistry between us anymore. The storm was roaring around us, but in that moment, we were cocooned in our own world.

“Mia,” he murmured, looking directly into my eyes, “I don’t want to rush this, but—”

Before he could finish, I had closed the gap, needing that connection, that moment of relief from the chaos of my heart. His lips felt like home, warm and lush against mine. My heart raced, the world around us faded as the kiss deepened.

But just like that, the lightning struck again, the sound rattling the cabin. We jumped apart, laughter escaping us. His smile was a mix of surprise and something resembling wonder.

“Um, sorry about that,” I said, breathless. “Just a rush of adrenaline.”

“Not sorry at all,” he grinned, brushing his thumb against my cheek and sending electric shivers down my spine.

The storm raged outside, and so did the storm inside of me. As night fell and the rain poured harder, we spent hours talking, laughing, and slowly inching closer. At some point, it felt as if the years I knew the city and its bright distractions had completely vanished. Instead, there was only Jack, his stories wrapped around me as warm as the soft blanket from the back of the couch that I used to hide my shaky legs.

Eventually, the night enveloped us entirely, lit only by the flickering flame of the small fireplace. It felt like the universe conspiring to keep us together. I could see the unuttered words reflected in his eyes.

“Mia,” he whispered softly before leaning in again, capturing my lips with his, and this time, there were no interruptions.

The kiss transformed into something more, as our bodies intertwined, reshaping the boundaries of who we were. Every brush of our skin ignited something I had been repressing—fear, hope, longing, and love.

As we explored each other's bodies, the storm outside echoed our passion. Our breaths mingled, heavy and labored, as our hands roamed over damp skin. We kissed fervently, our tongues dancing together in a rhythm as old as time.

Jack's strong hands gripped my hips, pulling me closer against him. I could feel the hardness of his arousal pressing against me, and it sent a thrill through my body. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he carried me to the bed, our lips never parting.

The soft sheets enveloped us as we sank into the mattress, our bodies moving together in a dance of desire. Jack's fingers traced the curve of my spine, sending shivers down my body. I arched against him, desperate for more.

He pulled away for a moment, his eyes dark with lust. He reached for the hem of my shirt, pulling it over my head and tossing it aside. His gaze traveled over my bare chest, and I felt a flush spread across my skin. He traced his fingers over my breasts, teasing my nipples until they were hard peaks.

I reached for his shirt, pulling it off and revealing the muscled chest beneath. I ran my hands over his abs, feeling the strength in his body. He leaned down, capturing one of my nipples in his mouth, and I gasped at the sensation.

His hands roamed lower, tracing the curve of my hips and slipping beneath the waistband of my shorts. I lifted my hips, allowing him to slide them off, leaving me completely bare before him.

He gazed at me, his eyes filled with desire. "You're beautiful," he murmured, his voice rough with need.

I reached for the waistband of his pants, pulling them down and freeing his erection. I wrapped my hand around him, feeling the heat and hardness of his arousal. He groaned, his head falling back as I stroked him.

He reached for my hand, guiding it to his mouth. He sucked on my fingers, his eyes never leaving mine. The sensation sent a jolt of desire through my body, and I felt myself growing wetter with anticipation.

He leaned down, kissing me deeply as he positioned himself between my legs. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer. He entered me slowly, inch by inch, filling me completely.

We moved together, our bodies in sync as we found our rhythm. The storm outside raged on, but we were cocooned in our own world, lost in the passion and desire that consumed us.

As we reached our climax, I cried out, my body trembling with pleasure. Jack followed shortly after, his own release shaking his body. We lay there, spent and satisfied, as the storm outside began to fade away.

We drifted off to sleep, our bodies tangled together in the afterglow of our passion. It was a night I would never forget, a memory etched into my soul like the Blue Ridge Mountains themselves.

That night wasn’t just a night filled with passion; it was a melding of souls, a deep connection formed in the heart of the Blue Ridge, where time felt suspended, and everything outside ceased to matter.

As dawn broke, light crept through the clouds, illuminating our haven and the reality of what lay ahead. I stirred awake, tangled in the blankets and still wrapped in the warmth of Jack’s arms. I smiled, soaking in the intimacy of it all, but soon reality came crashing back with the need to leave.

I slipped out of bed, taking in the cabin. It felt like I was in a dream, one that would soon fade with the morning light. As I got dressed, I glanced back at Jack, still sleeping. Part of me wanted to stay, to forge this connection into something real, but another part whispered doubts about my life back home. I had a job to return to, a life full of responsibilities—and he, well, he was a rugged mountain man.

I would have to find my way back to the hiking trail and back to the small town at the foot of the mountain. If I couldn’t, maybe my phone could get a signal and I could call someone or maybe even use GPS.

And just like that, I felt my heart clench with the realization that I was leaving him behind, no less than a continuation of the choices I had been making.

I tiptoed to the door, pausing to look back at him one last time. I’ll admit, I lingered, wishing for a way to bottle up that moment—a sweet kiss, a gentle smile, and the promise of what could have been.

Just as I was about to step outside, a voice called out, rough but infused with sleep. “Mia?”

I turned, meeting his soft blue eyes, the sheets twisted around him like a gentle reminder of what we had shared. The lump in my throat deepened. “I have to go,” I stated, each word heavy with meaning.

“Stay,” he murmured, hope shining like the morning sun that filtered in.

“I can’t, Jack. I have a life waiting for me. I just—” I cut myself off, not knowing how to articulate my confusing emotions. My heart ached, and there was a sudden silence lingering between us as he processed my words.

“Then at least promise me you’ll come back,” he said, a tinge of desperation in his voice that made it hard to breathe.

Tears threatened to spill as I nodded, “I promise.” Yet deep down, I knew each step I took away from him was another step further from that promise of return.

Stepping out into the chill of the morning, I didn’t look back again.

***

Weeks passed in a haze. I returned to my chaotic city life with a pit in my stomach that had become a part of me. Every street, every face felt washed out and unfulfilled. I scrolled through my photos from the trip, mostly of the cabin, the mountains, and Jack. His smile haunted me—one filled with warmth and love that I grew to crave.

My phone dinged. A text message from my ex Jason, a field agent who worked for the same company I did. He wanted to meet me at a bar to talk.

I had barely thought of my ex-boyfriend since I got back from my little adventurous vacation to the mountains. He was the last person I wanted to see. There was someone I wanted to see much more.

I knew he was probably going to pull the same stunt again. He’d sleep around, then want me to take him back. It was like a vicious cycle that I couldn’t seem to break, and he seemed to count on it every time.

I told myself this time would be different. Determined not to let him wear me down like he’d always done in the past, I texted him back and agreed to the meeting.

Then I kept a low profile for the rest of the afternoon and left the office promptly at the end of the workday so I wouldn’t bump into my best friend Katherine. I knew Kat would talk me out of meeting Jason–and I couldn’t let anyone stop me from doing what I should have done five years ago.

***

The dim lighting of the bar created a cozy atmosphere as I pushed open the heavy door. The sweet scent of spiced rum and cinnamon wafted through the air, mingling with laughter and distant chatter. I spotted the familiar figure hunched over a small table in the corner. My heart quickened—not out of excitement, but more like a sardonic thrill.

“Hey, Mia,” he said, looking up, a faint smile playing on his lips. It had been almost six months since we’d ended things, and even longer since I’d let him into my heart.

“Hello,” I replied, sliding into the seat opposite him. An awkward silence stretched between us. I wanted to get it over with, but since he called the meeting, I wanted him to speak first.

He swallowed hard. “I ordered you a glass of wine.” He gestured towards it awkwardly with his hand. “I know you like a glass of white wine after work.”

I didn’t want small talk. “What’s this about, Jason?” I asked impatiently.

He leaned forward, his voice lowering as though he had something paramount to say. “I’m glad you came. I know things ended… badly. But I want to talk about what happened.”

I took a slow sip of my drink, feeling the crisp coolness of the wine. “Right. You want to discuss you cheating on me again and how that spiraled into a breakup.”

“Yeah, but listen… I’ve had time to think. I realize now how much I messed up. I miss you, Mia. I want you back,” he said, his tone imploring, as if he were offering me a precious gift.

“Is that how this works?” I countered, my eyes widening. “You mess around, break my heart, and then expect me to roll over and take you back like it’s no big deal?”

He shifted uncomfortably, running his fingers through his hair. “I know I’ve hurt you, but I’ve changed. I promise it won’t happen again.”

I looked away, swirling the wine in my glass, feeling my heart clench. We were back on this cycle? “I took you back twice, Jason. You really think a third time is just going to magically solve everything?”

His expression morphed into confusion, disappointment settling over his features. “Why not? Is there someone else?”

The question hung heavy in the air, and I felt a flicker of defiance ignite within me. “You'll know soon enough,” I replied, meeting his gaze squarely.

“Mia, wait!” he called out as I stood, my chair scraping loudly against the hardwood floor. “Can we—can we talk this through?”

A wave of clarity washed over me. Each time he’d called me back, I had come running, desperate for the familiarity of his embrace. But tonight, I felt renewed strength in my decision. He was still the same man, wearing a different mask.

“No,” I said simply, and my voice, steady and resolute, nearly shocked me. “I really don’t think we need to talk more. I’ve already made my choice.”

Before he could utter another word, I turned and walked toward the exit. As I stepped outside, the crisp night air felt liberating against my skin.

In that moment, I understood something significant—I was choosing between a man who had taken me for granted again and again and a man who saved me from a storm and made me feel more special than I’d ever felt in my life for one night. That was the kind of love I deserved, not the repeated power plays of infidelity that had plagued my relationship with Jason from the start.

Still I wasn’t sure I could do it. The thought of quitting my job was terrifying–almost as much as starting a new relationship.

***

I hadn’t slept much that night after the clarity I got from seeing my ex again. The next day at work, I couldn’t focus. My mind wandered, snippets of laughter shared with him echoing around the conference room. “What is wrong with you? You’ve been lost,” my friend Kat nudged me in our break room.

“Jason wants me back,”I told her, giving her a quick, uneasy glance because I knew how she felt about my ex.

Her expression was hard, her words firm. “I hope you said no.”

I nodded. “I did.”

She sighed. “I hope he got the friggin’ message!”

I held her stare. “I think he did,” I said. “I didn’t leave much room for misinterpretation.”

“So… are you having regrets?” she wanted to know. “Why are you so down?”

I shrugged, sipping my coffee, feeling empty. “I just… had this insane trip. Met someone. It was amazing, and now—”

“Now you’ve fallen head over heels and don’t know how to get back up?” she grinned knowingly.

“I want to go back,” I admitted, my heart agitated, beating to its own rhythm of memories. “I want to see him be with him.”

“Then don’t let anything or anyone stop you,” she said, and that one simple phrase ignited something deep within me.

Visions of Jack came flooding back—mountains, trees, and the way he made me feel alive. I realized I couldn’t deny it anymore. I loved him. As restless thoughts raced through my mind, I had a decision to make. I had to return—no, I needed to return.

Packing my things was spontaneous, mostly out of impulse and a fervent desire to escape the life that had never felt quite like mine. My heart pounded as I filled my bag, mentally preparing for the journey that awaited me.

Driving back was liberating, the anticipation pulling me onward. The towering trees of the Blue Ridge welcomed me as if my soul had lived in those woods all along. I turned off my phone, choosing to surrender to the moment rather than the outside world.

As eternity stretched before me, I pulled into the familiar gravel road leading to his small cabin. The joy and terror settled in my chest, battling for dominance as I glanced up at the rustic log building that held so many memories.

I stepped out of the car, grabbing my bag and holding my breath, each crunch of gravel underfoot stirred old feelings and arrows of longing. What if he wasn’t there? I pushed open the cabin door, half expecting to find a ghost of the past.

“Jack?” my voice trembled, the echo lingering in the air when no reply came.

But the moment I heard the sound of something sizzling on the stove, hope soared. I dashed to the kitchen to find him, my heart racing. There he was—standing with an apron tied around his waist, cooking breakfast as if nothing had changed.

“Mia?” He spun around, and the look on his face mirrored the wild emotions thrumming in my chest. Relief flickered in his eyes when they met mine.

“I’m back,” I breathed. “I couldn’t stay away.”

He dropped the spatula, and in one swift move, he crossed the distance and enveloped me in his arms. The warmth of him felt like home, a safe haven in a world so chaotic.

“I thought I lost you,” he murmured against my hair, his voice thick with emotion.

“You didn’t. Not for good.” I pulled back to look into his eyes, flushed with light. “I realized that no matter where I go, you’re what I'm missing.”

With tentative hope, he brushed his lips against mine, the kiss igniting anew the connection our hearts formed. Dressed in everyday fabrics of our separate lives, our lives now felt like two halves finally coming together—the pulse of reality weaving us between mountain air and city lights.

In that moment, we both understood that the wilderness had given us something precious—a love unexpected, a life intertwined among the pines, and the promise of a future waiting to be written together.

“Let’s make this our home,” he said, pressing his forehead against mine, the warmth of his body anchoring me in the promise of a new beginning.

“Together,” I confirmed, and as I held his gaze, I knew that this was only the start of our adventure—one not limited by mountains or boundaries, but open like the sky above us.

And so, in the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains, we began our story—not an escape, but an embrace of everything we dreamed it could be.

I finally had the life I had always longed for… with the mountain man who had saved me and changed my life forever…

the end
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If something feels off, it usually is…

I’d picked up the mail on my way in from my part time job at Tasco’s Mini Mart. I still had on my pastel pink uniform that smelled of the daily grind, which was a heady concentrated aroma of customer’s cigarette smoke, stress sweat, and the oily stank of greasy fast food hot dogs and burgers. I could hardly stand myself, but before I could grab a shower things got worse.

I brushed a long strand of dark hair from my face and flipped through the mail. Mostly junk. Nothing addressed to me, except one of those reminder cards. This is just for you, Jeannie Snapes, come in soon and get your nails done. Half price!

Half price? Hmmm, I’d need to consider that.

The envelope behind the card might change my mind even at half off. I recognized it the minute I saw it. The words jumped out at me. Final Notice.

I hesitated, staring at that damned envelope. My blood ran cold for a minute. I felt a little lightheaded.

I tore into it.

… payment within one week or foreclosure imminent.

I took in a deep, shaky breath.

I loved our home. Sure, it was a bit too big for just the two of us, with three bedrooms and two and a half baths. But we fit. A two story house in a nice , quiet neighborhood. We loved it here. The thought of moving seemed impossible to wrap my head around.

Just the thought that we could lose everything we’d worked so hard made me crumble inside.

John had a good job, an office position in a local insurance agency. But the ends just weren’t meeting. Even with my part time job, three days a week. I’d asked for extra shifts, but the boss said I was lucky to get three days. Some only got two. The girl who just quit had one and a half. I heard she moved away to the city for better opportunities.

I guess no use looking for another job in a town so small the main street is the only street.

I stared at the letter again.

I wondered how John would react when he saw the notice.

As it turned out, I never got a chance to find out…

***

Hearing my husband’s car in the driveway, I met John at the door. I shoved the letter at him after he gave me a quick peck on the lips, but he brushed it away. He gave me a little hug. Fortunately I’d managed a shower and change of clothes before he got home so he didn’t keel over from the lingering stench. But he hadn’t given me a hug in so long, I wondered what could be up that he’d do that.

I followed him into the living room. There, he tossed his jacket on a chair and paced, loosening his tie.

I could feel the weight of his words before he even said them.

“The bank called,” he said quietly. “They’re gonna start foreclosure on the house.”

I tossed the letter on the coffee table and looked up at him.

My stomach dropped. “Already? I read the letter they sent, but I thought they’d give us a little time before starting proceedings.” I blinked, trying to take it in. “What are we going to do?”

He stopped pacing to stare at me. “I don’t know.”

“Did you ask your boss for a raise?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, looking anywhere but my face now as if uneasy about admitting it. “I tried. But I just... I couldn’t go in there and ask again so soon.”

“John, what other choice do we have?” My voice came out sharper than I meant it. Panic was creeping in. This suddenly felt real. Even more so now that I knew proceedings were not just pending but actually underway.

“None, really,” he admitted, his eyes downcast. Then, slowly, he took my hands in his and we sat on the edge of the sofa together. “But I have an idea.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask, but apparently I can’t stop my lips from moving. “Wha-what kind of idea?”

I swallowed hard, feeling my heart race. The way he was looking at me, it was like he was about to drop a bomb. I braced myself, wondering if I was ready for whatever this was. We sat there, silence stretching between us, and I knew whatever he was about to say would change everything.

“Sweetheart, I think you should ask Mr. McAllister for the loan.”

I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly.

I looked at John, trying to wrap my head around what he just said. I could feel my eyes widening. “You want me to talk to your boss?” I asked. “You really think that’ll work?”

He nodded, all serious, like he knew what he was talking about. “I know so. Mr. McAllister can’t resist a beautiful young woman in need.”

“Okay, hold on,” I said, crossing my arms. “Beautiful? Sure, I’ll take that. Young? Whatever. But need? That feels... I don’t know… weird.” I felt that uneasy twist in my stomach. Something about being in need… needy… did not sit well with me.

“Well, we do need a loan.” John stressed the word need. So, I had to give him that. He was right. “Just be nice to him, that’s all,” he said, like it was the easiest thing in the world.

“What does that mean?” I frowned. It felt loaded, like he was throwing around this vague advice that could easily backfire.

“You know, just go along with him.” He waved his hand, as if it was all so simple. “Play along.”

“Play along? What does that even mean?” I could feel my heartbeat pick up.

“Just follow his lead,” he said, shrugging, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Okay, I guess...” My voice trailed off, doubts creeping in. The whole plan felt like a tightrope walk over the rocky edge of a cliff. Something was off, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

I briefly wondered how my best friend Candace would react. I don’t know why. Maybe because she always seems so confident and on top of things. Or maybe it’s that she goes along with the flow and doesn’t make waves. Even when she looks like she’s about to walk off the edge of the cliff, things turn out well for her.

John brightened, suddenly shifting gears. “We’ll talk more about it later. After dinner. I suddenly feel super hungry.” He grinned like it was all no big deal.

But the grin made me feel colder. A lump formed in my throat. What if this blew up in our faces? “Right,” I mumbled, hugging myself, wishing I could shake that chill.

But he was already headed for the kitchen. And I wished I’d ordered takeout. Then I remembered we couldn’t afford it, and leftovers would just have to do.

***

Dinner was silent drudgery like at least one of us was headed for the gallows. That would be me, of course. I didn’t feel good about his idea. But something had to be done and fast–so I couldn’t say no. Backing out was not an option, getting through it was all I had…

While we ate cold chicken, mac n’ cheese, and biscuits, I remembered the time Mr. McAllister came into Tasco’s. I’d never seen him there before. I recognized him immediately and apparently he knew who I was…

I tried to push it from my mind.

But it kept flickering back… 

I sat across from John, pushing cold pasta around my plate. He was all in. Like he hadn’t eaten in days. It made me laugh a little. “You know there’s no rush, right?”

He looked up, a forkful of macaroni halfway to his mouth. “What? This is dinner. I’m hungry!” He shot me a playful glare before he dug in again, a playful smile on his lips. I couldn’t believe how relaxed he was now. So unlike how he’d been when he walked in the door after work. He hadn’t seemed this upbeat in the longest time. It was nice to see.

I just hoped I wouldn’t let him down.

I tried to enjoy the meal too, but my mind wasn’t really on dinner. I couldn’t shake the memory of that time Mr. McAllister strolled into the store. I could still picture him: all business casual but somehow looking like a million bucks. Beautifully tanned, eyes of deep blue like George Clooney. Of course, John was handsome too–just not like a movie star.

I’d seen John’s boss at the office parties, always polite, always smiling at me. What struck me though was that he remembered my name.

He’d popped in to get a bottle of our fanciest water, which had a name I cannot even pronounce.

“Hey, Jeannie!” he’d said, like he was happy to see me. “You're John’s wife, right?” He said it like it needed to be said, although I was pretty sure he knew the answer. And before I could say anything, he was off again speaking with that deep voice that made me feel a little jolt like a bass drum with each word. “We really should do a barbecue sometime. You, John, me and my wife. My place.” I pictured his house—big, shiny, maybe even a pool. “You know, casual by the pool.”

Yep. Predictable.

But he put a slow burn on the last words like there was some hidden meaning. I half expected him to wink. I couldn’t shake the distinct feeling that he was undressing me with his eyes at that moment, imagining me in my bikini.

Or maybe even less.

I felt a little naked and fought the urge to cover myself.

Still somehow I managed to speak. “Sounds great, Mr. McAllister.” I smiled back, trying to not sound too eager.

“Oh, call me Flynt.”

Flynt McAllister. Was that even a real name? It didn’t matter. It suited him. “Thank you, Flynt,” I said as I handed him the change.

He reached for it and suddenly kind of froze, still smiling and looking directly into my eyes. I amused myself by thinking he was trying to hypnotize me, but no he was apparently trying to make a point. “Thank you, Jeannie. We’ll definitely get together soon.”

It all seemed polite enough, but he let his hand linger on mine just a few seconds too much, almost holding my hand in place until I dumped the change in his palm and quickly pulled my hand away.

“Sure, Mr… er… Flynt,” I choked the words out uneasily.

I watched him leave, my heart pounding and my breathing quickened by the touch of his flesh to mine. Goodness, I didn’t like the effect that man had on me! It felt weird… but thrilling, which made me all kinds of confused and less certain that I wanted to spend any time with him anywhere, even his mansion.

I hadn’t seen Flynt McAllister since then, but one thing hadn’t changed.

He still had an effect on me.

“Jeannie? Can you pass the salt?”

I jumped, startled. John’s voice pulled me back, and I blinked, realizing I was still staring into space. “Right. Salt. Sure.” I reached for the shaker, trying to shake off that electricity from Mr. McAllister. I just wanted to enjoy this dinner, but my heart raced, and I didn’t know why.

I dreaded what was coming next, but I had a shaky feeling that wasn’t what I was going to dread the most.

***

After dinner, John looked a bit too chill and suggested we hit the sheets early. Typical of him. Too bad he hadn’t meant it in the sexually suggestive way it’s usually intended. But he could be predictable too, and I was pretty sure he actually meant sleep–and not sex.

Once we had brushed our teeth and I had thrown on a gown, he flopped back on the bed in his underwear, like usual at bedtime, super casual, no shirt or anything. Then he said, “Hey, why don’t you choose a dress for the meeting with my boss tomorrow? I can critique your choices.”

I instantly felt a knot in my stomach. Just the words had an undeniable effect on me. “When is this meeting again?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light. I wasn’t sure he’d even said when. I’d been too caught up in everything else. “I mean, what time?”

“Should be around the late afternoon, I think,” he said, still looking way too comfortable. “He’s stopping by before I get home from work.”

“Oh,” I replied, trying not to sound annoyed.

“Is that a problem?”

I shrugged, pretending it didn’t bother me. “Nah, not really.”

“Now, show me what you’re thinking for that dress,” he grinned, all eager.

I fished out this horrid dress from the back of my closet, the one I was supposed to toss in last summer’s neighborhood yard sale. It was black and white, with a high collar, and had these weird polka dots and stripes going on. I held it up, already knowing what he’d say. “What about this one?”

John scrunched his nose. “That one? No way. You know I hate that one.”

Yeah, I knew. That was exactly why I picked it. I figured if he didn’t like it, neither would his boss.

“Okay, then what about that red dress?” he asked, his eyes lighting up.

I froze for a second. “You mean the new one?”

“Yeah, that one!” he said with way too much enthusiasm.

I frowned, feeling a little protective. “But I was saving that for Valentine’s Day, you know, our fancy dinner out?”

“Sure, but what's more important than impressing Mr. McAllister?” he shot back, and I couldn’t help but agree.

“Well, fine.” I lifted the red dress and held it up to me. It had this plunging neckline and a short skirt that I usually loved, but now it felt like I was dressing up for someone else and not the person I intended it for.

Which was pretty much the deal.

I think I actually saw his eyes flicker briefly with obvious excitement. “Perfect,” he said with a big smile. “That’s the one.”

After all that, we crawled into bed. I turned off the light, and John leaned over, giving me a kiss that felt heavy with expectation. Maybe tonight would be the night. The first time in months. But then, just like that, he turned, closed his eyes, and drifted off to sleep.

I was left staring at the dark ceiling, wrapped up in my own mixed feelings, and all I could hear was his steady breathing and loud snoring. Ordinarily I might be pissed, even elbow him awake so he’d shift and stop the racket, but I didn’t bother.

I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting a lot of sleep anyways…

***

The next morning, after John left for work, I sulked around the house, did the dishes. I even stretched out on the sofa and binge watched the Housewives for a while. I muted it after a while, lay my head back against a throw pillow and wondered if I could ever be like those ladies. Confident and able to wrap a desirable man around my little finger.

I had serious doubts.

Not bothering to cover a yawn, since I was all alone, I closed my eyes and almost drifted off to sleep, but I couldn’t. I didn’t have time. I needed to be awake. I couldn’t yawn or doze off while Mr. McAllister was here. I needed to stay focused.

I needed to secure that loan.

With that thought in mind, I leapt to my feet and bounded up the stairs with renewed enthusiasm and determination.

After getting dressed in shorts and a tee, I made myself a quick sandwich for lunch and had just finished it when the doorbell rang. Too early for Mr. McAllister, I hoped. Must be a delivery. Or someone checking in on me.

It was the latter.

My neighbor and best friend Candace stood there, her blonde curls falling into her eyes as usual. “Hey, girl, where have you been these last few days?”

I shrugged. “Busy. What’s up?”

Candace sighed. “Not much really,” she admitted. “Can I pop in for a minute?”

“Sure.” I stepped out of her way and she breezed in like she didn’t have a care in the world.

We went into the living room and I sank back onto the sofa and she took the chair opposite, dropping her hippie style shoulder bag on the floor between her feet. God, she’d had that thing forever.

I smiled, waiting for her to explain whatever she had on her mind.

“Hey, I was thinking we could hang out this afternoon by the community pool,” she blurted out all at once, barely stopping to catch a breath. “We could have a few margaritas and a bit of a catch up. Mostly margaritas, but hey, we’ll chat a little between drinks!”

I didn’t waste time thinking it over. I knew it was a hard no. “I’d love to, but I can’t. I have a meeting with John's boss today," I told her, feeling a twinge of awkwardness. Who exactly had meetings with their husband's boss?

Candace's eyes widened, her expression a mix of surprise and curiosity. "Oh? Really?" She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. "I can't compete with a handsome man, huh?" She grinned mischievously, her green eyes sparkling with amusement.

I rolled my eyes, feeling a flush rise to my cheeks. "He is handsome, I guess," I muttered, trying to play it cool. “But I don’t know…”

Candace patted my hand, her expression softening into a gentle smile. "Try to have fun. Who knows? You might even enjoy yourself." She leaned back in her chair, her eyes never leaving mine.

I shook my head quickly, feeling a pang of guilt. "It's not like that, Candace. John and I… well… we’re actually having some money problems, and I have to ask his boss for a loan." I hadn’t planned to tell her–or anyone, but the words felt like a weight on my chest.

Her face fell, her expression sympathetic. "Ouch. But still, go in with some good vibes. No guy could say no to you—I mean– just look at you, you're way too gorgeous for that." She winked at me, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

I laughed, feeling a little more at ease. "I'll try to relax and get through it unscarred, promise."

Candace stood up, grabbing her bag from the floor. "Great! I'll catch you later." She headed for the door, pausing in the hallway to turn back to me. "You're going to knock him dead," she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “He probably won’t hear anything you say and he’ll just say yes.”

With that Candace breezed out just as she’d come in.

I smiled, feeling a flutter in my chest. Maybe Candace was right. Maybe I should just go with it. After all, that's what John wants…

***

I slipped into the bedroom, sitting at my vanity and trying to enjoy the quiet. Trying to keep my thoughts from running wild, I did my hair and make up. Smoky eyes and ruby red lips. Just a bit of pout. Hair, dark and long. Untamed. Nice. I looked like one of those models in old 80s hair band videos. Before “Sweet Child of Mine” starts running through my head on a loop, I pull myself back into the moment.

I took my red dress from the closet. Damn, it was hot. John  had been right about that. I thought of switching it out, maybe with that striped polka dot monstrosity. John wouldn’t know if I changed into something else before he got home, but I didn’t want to be deceptive. I didn’t want to deceive my husband, even though this whole meeting with his boss made me feel like I was doing something wrong–

Like I was cheating on him.

I stared at the dress. Nope, I had to keep this as honest as I could.

So I slipped into the silky, candy-apple red dress that made my skin look like porcelain, just not as washed out, and my hair appear dark and luxurious like rich, thick molasses. I slipped it on, feeling the silk slide across my skin like a whispered promise. Even though it was brand new, I had a feeling it’d soon have stories to tell.

I couldn't help myself. I did a quick little shimmy and spun on my heels. I have to admit the matching heels added just the right amount of drama to the overall effect. And they make my legs look amazing. Longer, more slender. Hmmm, my legs were the first thing John complimented me on when we met.

As I gazed at myself in the mirror, I couldn't help but smile. Wow, I looked good in red. Hot even. Maybe Candace was onto something. Maybe I could just go with it and see where it took me. Of course the last time I did that I’d ended up engaged to John, but I’d never regretted that. Sometimes going with the flow ended up being the right decision. I just wasn’t convinced that this was one of those times.

Before I could think about it further though, the doorbell rang.

I glanced at myself once more in the mirror. My eyes locked for the briefest time on my face. I looked like a young woman all dressed up and waiting on her date to show, and now she was all aflutter because he was here.

Except that isn’t at all what this was about…

***

I rushed downstairs and swung the door open, finding my husband's boss on the other side just as I had anticipated. He stood there just as I remembered. Tall and tanned, rugged and gorgeous, manly almost to the point of being perfect, wearing a dark suit that looked like it was made for him–and most definitely was…                                                                                                                 

I felt my resolve faltering, but I was damned determined to put up a fight despite the weakness I felt at the moment.

I was slightly out of breath, and I could tell he noticed.

"Please, come in," I said, gesturing for him to enter. I led him into the living room and offered him a seat on the sofa. "Would you like something to drink?"

He declined, so I took the chair opposite him, but before I could even sit down, he reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me towards him. I lost my balance and almost fell into his lap. Fortunately, I landed on the sofa next to him, our bodies pressed against each other. I could feel the heat radiating off of him, making me shiver.

I knew I should have been repulsed, but instead, it triggered something else within me. It was the last thing I wanted to feel, and I quickly pulled away from him, scooting over to put some distance between us.

"I just wanted to talk to you about another loan," I blurted out, trying to keep my voice steady.

"We can always talk about that later," he replied, giving me a knowing look that made me feel uneasy.

If we weren't going to be having drinks and discussing the loan, then what exactly did he have in mind? The thought made me uncomfortable.

Nope, it was the possible answer that made me uneasy.

"I think it's best if we stick to discussing the loan," I said firmly. "I'll have my husband contact you about the details."

He looked taken aback. “We haven’t discussed it yet, my dear. You haven’t asked me yet, and I haven’t laid out my conditions.”

He put heavy emphasis on the last word. I swallowed hard, wondering about those conditions.

“Okay, fine, my husband and I would like a loan?”

He screwed up his face, much like a smirk. No doubt asserting his power. He was in control, after all. There was no doubt. “Same amount as last time?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“I assume your husband told you?” he asked, his eyes watching mine as if relishing my reaction.

“Told me what?”

“That if you want the loan, you have to show me some appreciation,” he said, without spelling it out.

“What’s that supposed to mean exactly?”

He cut right through it. “Whatever you want it to mean, but this time my expectations aren’t that high.”

“I won’t have sex with you,” I said bluntly.

He didn’t seem surprised, but he did seem amused and he even smiled. “Oh well, good thing I wasn’t expecting that.”

“What are you expecting, Mr. McAllister?”

“Call me Flynt,” he reminded me, “and what I want is simple, just a little warmth.”

“My husband won’t like that.”

“Really? I don’t think he’ll mind… or even be surprised.”

“You’re wrong.”

He gave me a steady gaze. “Am I? I think you’ll soon find that the only thing your husband wants right now is this loan.”

I knew there was quite a bit of truth to that, but still… I wasn’t sure I could go through with this. I was tempted to back out, but I couldn’t. That would mean losing the loan. Foreclosure would be unstoppable. Our house–our home–would be gone. It’d nearly destroy John and who knows what it’d do to our marriage.

As if sensing my resolve crumbling before his eyes, Flynt McAllister turned and caught my bare shoulders and pulled me toward him, pressing his mouth to mine. He tasted of mint and something I couldn’t quite trace. Maybe power?

My first instinct was to pull away, but I didn’t. A part of me didn’t want to. I hadn’t been kissed in so long. Even having this older man who was my husband’s boss kiss me gave me a little of the intimacy I’d missed for so many months while John worked and had no time for much else–not even sex.

When the kiss finally broke, I was breathless again. A part of me wanted to cry, and yet another part of me wanted to lean in for another go at those perfectly kissable lips.

I resisted, but he didn’t.

Again, fast as a flash of lightning, he was holding me, kissing my lips while he stroked my back, ran a hand down slowly, caressing me. His hand found my hip and rested there.

Briefly.

Next thing I knew that hand was between my legs, pushing my panties aside and penetrating me.

I gasped at the sudden intrusion, but he didn't stop. Instead, he deepened the kiss as his fingers moved in and out of me, sending waves of pleasure coursing through my body. I felt myself respond, felt my hips gyrate slightly, felt my body move against his thick finger... as if wanting it deeper.

I knew I should have stopped him, but I couldn't find the willpower to do so. I was too lost in the sensation of his touch, the feel of his lips on mine.

In no time, after not having release for so long, I exploded against his hand… and he stroked me while I rode out my orgasm.

Afterwards, I got up to clean myself up, I heard the front door close softly. He was gone, and I was left alone with the weight of what I had done.

I had never intended to do this. Ever. How could I have let this happen? How could I make John understand? Worst yet, should I?

***

When John got home, I had showered and discarded the red dress and heels. I tossed them in the back of my closet. A part of me never wanted to see them again… but what had happened wasn’t their fault. Well, that would be true only if clothing could make me irresistible–and truth is, Flynt McAllister had shown an interest in me long before he laid eyes on me in red.

John seemed anxious. I wondered if he suspected something–or if he only wanted to know if we got the loan.

I didn’t have to wait long for the answer–even if it wasn’t what I expected.

Or even what I wanted.

“So how’d it go?”

I sniffled and parlayed it into a rolling shrug. “Okay, I guess.”

His eyes searched mine, looking for clues, I guess. “Just okay?”

“Yes–” I broke off, my voice cracking from emotion. And guilt? “Well, anyway, he did get a bit handsy, hugging me and–”

He gave me a penetrating stare. “You didn’t have sex?”

“No, but he touched me.”

“Just touching?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“Well… no. I–”

“And we got the loan?”

“Yes.”

He pulled me into his arms and lifted me off the floor as he spun around, carrying me with him.

“We’re going to be okay?” he said while looking into my eyes. I could see the relief there. I hadn’t realized how stressed he had been over our financial crisis.

“Yes.” There would be no foreclosure. Our home was saved, and I should have been leaping for joy.

But something else troubled me at the moment.

I’d expected John to be jealous. That he’d be upset like he was when young guys gave me the eye when we were dating. If one of them had actually touched me, I cringe to think what he would have done.

I’d expected my panties would be drenched by now with his machismo oozing from every pore as he planned how he’d confront his boss and take him down for being so openly brazen with his wife.

But there was none of that.

He was almost the opposite. No, he was the opposite.

He’d seemed more excited and anxious about the loan–at least that’s the way it seemed at the time.

He seemed so damned relieved. I guess I didn’t take into account how his ego would have suffered if we had lost everything.

I loved him too much to take that away from him. I told myself no real harm had been done.

John took me in his arms and held me tight. He kissed me hard on the mouth, and I could feel something I hadn’t felt in awhile jab into me as if trying to find my sweet spot.

That night we made love for the first time in what seemed like forever… I wondered just how much Mr. McAllister’s presence had to do with it?

I hadn’t had sex with Mr. McAllister. I kept telling myself this over and over, but I couldn’t help wondering what it would have been like. I couldn’t help feeling myself respond… feeling the dampness run coolly along my slit.

I wanted to have sex with Flynt McAllister.

But I hadn’t…

This time I had a narrow escape. John's boss was more than a little handsy, digging into an intimate place I’d never shared with anyone but my husband, but nothing that left a lasting mark where anyone would know except me and Flynt McAllister. The kisses? Well… those were another story. One that I would keep to myself. Candace couldn’t know. And certainly not John. After all, I had indulged Mr. McAllister there to get the loan… and if I’m honest with myself…

Because I wanted to.

But other than that… not a lot happened for me to be ashamed of or feel bad about. Not really. I made a mental note not to beat myself up about what’d happened. After all, I had followed Candace’s advice to some degree, and besides, John wasn’t disappointed. Just incredibly relieved.

And I hadn’t had intercourse with his boss. Not this time.

Next time I might not be so lucky.

But there wouldn’t be a next time, would there?

the end
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Chapter One

Blake

I lean back in my chair, glancing at the chaos around me. The police station buzzes with energy—ringing phones, clattering keyboards, urgent voices throwing out commands. A part of me thrives off it, but the flip side is that gnawing feeling in my gut. Today is different. Today, I'll get my new assignment.

"Evergan!" I perk up at the call and stand as the captain pokes his head into the squad room.

"I’m here," I reply.

I follow him, and his office is dim and filled with the scent of stale coffee. The captain sits down and pushes a few papers to the side, brushing off the small talk. "We need to talk," he says.

My pulse quickens. "What's up?" I ask.

The captain's brow furrows. "We've got a problem. There's been a jump in auto thefts as well as shipments of new auto parts. Indications are it’s linked to Hawks Automotive... I want you on it."

"Got it," I respond.

The captain points to the stack of papers. "Look at the reports. We suspect they're involved somehow. We’re just not sure exactly how."

"Why them?" I ask, already feeling the weight of the task.

"Proximity to the thefts. Something isn't right. Go deep, okay?" he instructs.

"Yeah," I reply, trying to sound confident, but inside, the unease creeps back.

Back at my desk, I log into the system and pull up the crime reports. My brow furrows as I scan the pages. Theft patterns, times, types of parts—everything points back to Hawks. My gut tells me there's more to it.

I open maps on my screen, marked with red pinpoints like warning signs. Each mark tells a story. "Well, that's convenient," I mutter, wrapping my mind around the connections.

I shift gears onto Hawks Automotive—ownership records, known issues, whispers of shady dealings. My fingers graze over the keyboard, pulling up old records. "Come on..." My thoughts race. Why would their clientele change suddenly? Suddenly it’s going more upscale.

As I dig deeper, I feel the pressure. The clock is ticking, and I hate that about investigations. I remember cases that led me nowhere—the hours spent chasing shadows and hearing dead ends echo in my head. The need to crack this case is nagging at me. We'll need to prevent more thefts.

"What are we looking at?" I ask myself aloud, scribbling notes. Surveillance, undercover ops—it's all plastered on my notepad. I feel a pulse of urgency. "I need to get ahead of this."

I rub my forehead, feeling the weight of what lay ahead. Hawks Automotive is a focal point, and I need answers before things spiral out of control. The thought of letting my team down flickers at the edge of my mind, pushing me to focus.

With a determined breath, I lay out a plan. I have to make this work. I couldn't risk another failure. I know what I'll do. I'll go undercover and break this case wide open... despite the risks.

Chapter Two

Shelby

I park my rust bucket of a car in the lot behind the garage, the engine sputtering before settling into silence. Stepping out, I'm instantly hit by the familiar smell of old grease and oil—sharp and suffocating. The garage looks tidy, with walls painted a crisp white and tools lined up neatly. It’s a clean space, yet that odor clings to my clothes and hair like an unwelcome guest.

With a shrug, I heft my backpack over one shoulder and trudge toward the small adjoining office. I drop my bag onto the desk, the thud echoing in the otherwise quiet room. As I sort through the memos piled around me, I can’t shake the thought of my overdue statistics assignment. Damn those numbers! I promised myself that no matter how late I work tonight, I’ll find time to tackle it. I need to, no matter how many shifts I have to pull.

I sort through the papers, making piles: read, review later, and toss. Just another day. But then the door swings open, making me look up.

“Hey, Shelby! You look good for such an early start.” Hawk’s voice drips with insincerity as he leans against the doorframe, surveying me like I’m a new piece of machinery for sale.

I force a smile, trying not to outwardly cringe at his attention. “Thanks, Hawk.”

His gaze flicks down to my outfit, lingering a bit too long. I clench my jaw, suppressing my frustration. It’s the same every time. Does he notice my skills at all, or just my appearance? I push the thought aside. “What’s up?”

“Jannis will be along soon with the details and the paperwork,” he says.

“Details?” I repeat, confused.

“She’ll fill you in,” he tells me dismissively.

I shrug. “Okay.”

He walks away without another word and Jannis from receiving where customers’ vehicles are logged in showed up, papers in hand. She is blonde, taller than me, and what most men would consider pretty I suppose.

“We’ve got a new mechanic starting this morning,” Jannis says, her eyes darting around the bay area as if to see if he’s already there. “Hawk wants you to show him the ropes.”

Oh great. Another pair of hands that might not know a wrench from a hammer. “Sure thing,” I reply, injecting some forced cheer into my voice.

“Here’s the paperwork,” she says and hands it to me. “Make sure he has everything he needs to get started.”

“I’ll do that,” I say, flipping through his application and pay details. Nothing major. Blake Evergan. Looks like he’s making almost as much as I am. He must be good… or Hawk is desperate. “Thanks, Jannis.”

“Uh-hum,” she hums. “Call me if there are any questions.”

“Sure thing.”

She hurries back to the office through the break room that serves as a pass through to the main check in area. It’s like she can’t get out of the work area fast enough. She never comes here unless she has to. Like just now.

Just a moment later, the door creaks open again, and a tall figure fills the doorway. Intrigued, I look up and catch my breath. A guy stands there with shaggy dark hair and a playful smile. He steps inside, bringing a wave of fresh air with him.

“Hey! I’m Blake. The new mechanic.” He extends a hand, and for a split second, I’m taken aback. This guy looks worlds different from Hawk’s usual hires—neat, confident, and… hot.

“Hey, I’m Shelby,” I stammer, shaking his hand. His grip is firm, and I can feel a rush of heat rise to my cheeks.

“I’m ready to get to work.” He glances around, and there’s something in the way he looks at me before glancing around the garage that makes my heart race a little faster.

“Cool. Follow me, and I’ll show you where the tools are.” I gesture toward the back wall, where large tool boxes stand. As we walk side by side, the electric tension in the air is cutting. Just sharing that small space feels… different.

I crouch next to a toolbox, pulling out the drawers one at a time and pointing to where each tool should go. “Remember, everything has its place. We don’t want loose tools on the floor. Safety first.” I pick up a particularly heavy wrench someone carelessly left out, showcasing it as I explain.

But in my eagerness, I swing it a little too wide, and the wrench slips, landing right on Blake’s boot. “Oh!” I gasp, mortified, as he shoots me a surprised look. I hope his boots are steel-toe but his expression says otherwise.

“Did that just happen?” he asks, leaning back and wincing.

“I am so sorry!” Panic bubbles in my chest. “That was not supposed to happen!”

“No harm done,” he chuckles, shaking his head while rubbing his toe. “I think I’m still in one piece.”

“Uh, let me get you some ice or something—”

“I’m fine,” he laughs, but it’s that genuine, soothing sound that catches me off guard. “Though, if you’re gonna treat me like this every day, I’m not sure I’ll survive my first week.”

I cringe but can’t help a small smile. “I promise I’m usually more coordinated than this.”

“Is this how you treat all the new hires?” he teases, his eyes sparkling.

“Only the cute ones,” I shoot back, feeling my face heat up. Where is that coming from? It’s not like me to flirt, especially not at work.

Blake moves around the garage, his gaze sweeping over the tools. “Well, I’d say I’m lucky then.” The teasing warmth in his tone makes my stomach flutter.

“I’m just trying to be professional here,” I manage, wishing I sounded more serious. He steps closer, hands on his hips, looking comfortable in his skin, and suddenly I feel a rush of warmth.

“Well, before I start dying from a wrench to the toe, I should drop my bag off in the break room,” he says, glancing toward the door. “Be right back.”

“Sure thing.” As he disappears into the hallway, my heart races too fast for comfort. I inhale deeply and focus on the mess of tools, forcing myself back into work mode.

But as I twist another wrench into place, I can’t shake him from my mind. Great. Just what I need—an attraction at work and a looming assignment waiting for me at home. The struggle between finishing my shift and tackling my college workload looms, but only one thing seems to matter what now. I can’t get my mind off the new guy!

Chapter Three

Blake

I wipe the sweat from my forehead, focusing on the small blue sedan Shelby told me was next in line for service. The engine's been cutting out, and she stressed how urgent it is for me to get on fixing it ASAP after lunch. I force a neutral expression, trying to hide my unease. “I’ll see to it,” I say, my voice as firm and controlled as possible.

As the morning rush winds down, the garage becomes quieter. A few customers linger in the waiting area, faces buried in their phones. I watch Shelby through her office window from the garage bay, noting again how her hair’s pulled back in a neat ponytail. She’s really good at her job, answering the phone, taking notes with such ease while she keeps the books and files orders and shipments away as they come in. A flutter stirs in my chest at the sight of her, but I quickly chastise myself. “Keep your focus, Blake, remember why you’re here” I murmur as I turn back to the tools scattered on the workbench.

I think back to the door labeled ‘Private’ that I noticed earlier in the break room—likely home to whatever Hawk is hiding. I wonder if he keeps it locked. Just as I’m about to step toward it and go find out, Hawk walks in through the bay door, disrupting my train of thought.

I pick up a wrench from the bench and start tidying up the scattered tools. With only one customer waiting and that customer’s car not due for completion until after lunch, I have a rare moment to myself. I scan the room slowly, my eyes landing on each person. I spot an older man eyeing Shelby through the window, and I remember how Hawk looks at her—with that predatory interest, like she’s a prize to be won. Not on my watch.

Tension coils in my gut as Hawk strolls over.

“Blake,” he says, casual indifference lacing his tone. He halts in front of the window watching Shelby work, hands stuffed confidently in his pockets with an unsettling smile plastered across his face.

I clench my fists, feeling a surge of frustration at his leering.

I drop a wrench at that precise moment, hoping to distract him. “Hey, Mr. Hawk,” I say when he turns towards the noise.

“Hey, be careful,” he warns. “Those aren’t cheap. Treat them with respect.”

I nod. “Sorry, guess my hands are a bit oily,” I say and remind myself that I have to be careful and watch how I react if I don’t want to arouse suspicions and risk giving myself away.

“Just be more careful, will you?” he barks, still sounding annoyed.

“Will do.” As I struggle to keep my tone light, instinct tells me to stay on guard. What’s Hawk’s game here? Is he just trying to rattle me? He’s probably just making sure I know this is his domain–and here he’s king. I’ll have to be okay with being out in my place.

For now.

“I take it Shelby has you all set up?” he says, that predatory smirk still plastered on his face. “But you know I’m here. You can always ask me for help anytime.”

Sweat prickles at my forehead, but I maintain a neutral expression. I swallow hard. “Thanks, but I’m good. I’ve got it under control.”

Something flickers behind Hawk's eyes, but he brushes it off with a casual shrug. “Good to hear. You’ll find we have a steady stream of repeat customers. Keeps the garage busy.”

Alarm bells ring inside me. Setting aside Hawk’s unsettling demeanor, I notice the unusual quiet around us. Having worked in garages growing up, I know Friday mornings are usually bustling with customers looking for quick fixes before the weekend. They want their vehicles repaired as soon as possible so they can spend their time off tooling around and getting things done. Something feels off.

Before I can ponder this further or ask Hawk if this is typical for a Friday, his phone rings. He answers abruptly, their conversation clipped. “I’ll take this,” he says, heading toward the side door.

As soon as he’s out, I seize the opportunity. Time to follow him.

I push open the side door and step outside, the cool air hitting my face like a splash of cold water. The alley feels charged with tension. I duck behind a trash can, the stench grounding me as I strain to hear Hawk’s conversation.

“Yeah, the deal’s still on,” he says, his voice low. “Just make sure everything’s in place. You know how it is—we can’t trust anyone right now.”

Each word tightens the knot in my stomach. Does he suspect me?

“If anyone finds out… well, let’s just say that wouldn’t be good for business… or for their health,” Hawk continues, and my heart races as I grasp the stakes—this is more than just a shady businessman. I’m dealing with someone who clearly knows no boundaries.

The reality of the situation weighs heavily. I need to keep an eye on Hawk, gather evidence, and ensure Shelby stays safe. I wonder if this is worth the risk, but it doesn’t matter. This is my assignment. I can’t let it get out of hand. This is crucial.

After what feels like forever, Hawk finishes his call and strides back into the garage, his expression tight. I wait a moment before slipping back inside, masking the turmoil in my head.

I catch Shelby's eye as I enter. Time seems to freeze. She looks up from her notes, and my pulse quickens. I can’t ignore her—her gaze carries warmth, but I also see the concern I dread. I’m almost positive she has doubts about me being just a mechanic who happens to be the new. But I’m counting on her not saying anything to Hawk.

She turns back to her work, and my heart sinks a bit. I exhale slowly, feeling determination build. Whatever’s happening with Hawk, I won’t let it threaten her or what I feel for her. I have to outmaneuver Hawk, bust this theft ring wide open–and protect us both in the process.

With purpose igniting in my chest, I start planning my next move, every fiber of my being aching to keep Shelby safe. I’ve found a reason to fight—one that matters more to me than I ever thought it would.

Chapter Four

Shelby

The whir of the air compressor has died down, leaving the garage wrapped in a low hum that captures the afternoon lull. In my tiny office, tucked away in the corner adjoining the bay area, I hunch over in front of my laptop working on an assignment for my online class. I balance my textbook on my lap, its pages filled with paragraph after paragraph on how to complete each assignment. My desk is an organized chaos – invoices, parts orders, and now, scattered textbooks and notebooks.

I rub my eyes, exhaustion settling in. Working into the evening at the garage followed by late nights studying. I’m falling behind, and the pressure thrums constantly beneath my skin. This quiet spell is my only chance to catch up.

Jannis pops her head in and steps inside. Seems like I’m seeing a lot more of her lately. Since Blake started work.

“Hey,” I say, trying to keep my face from telling her how unhappy I am to see her. “Anything up?”

“No, I just thought I’d check and see how the new guy is doing.”

“He’s doing great,” I say.

She smiles, seeming pleased. “He certainly looks like he can handle the job,” she comments, glancing out the window towards Blake.

“I’m sure he can,” I say, annoyed at the interruption and not especially liking her interest in Blake. “Is there anything else?”

“No, just checking.” She glanced over my desk. “What are you working on?”

“I was looking up statistics between calls,” I admit, hoping she won’t go squealing to Hawk.

“Statistics?” she repeats like I’m speaking a foreign language. “Sorry, I can’t help you. I’m terrible with numbers.”

I look up at her, locking eyes. “Didn’t you work in accounting before starting here?”

Jannis laughed self-consciously as if she’d been called out. “For a little while,” she says. ”Guess you know why I’m working here.”

“Right.”

“I’ll let you get back to your… um… whatever this is,” she says and turned, heading out but pausing in the doorway to stare in Blake’s direction.

She’s gone all of five seconds, when I hear footsteps echo from the bay. I glance up, a flicker of anticipation igniting in my chest. Blake stands in the doorway, leaning casually against the frame, wiping grease from his hands with a rag.

“What are you working on?” he asks, his voice a low rumble.

“Crime stats,” I sigh, tapping a page filled with charts. “Gotta finish this assignment on auto theft rates in the county. It’s… tedious.” My heart does a little flip. Damn, he’s distracting.

“Tell me about it,” Blake chuckles. “I can’t imagine how you’re coping, juggling that with a full-time job. You’re doing good, Shelby.”

“Thanks,” I say, warmth spreading through me. “Gotta do what I gotta do, right?” Working here isn’t just a job. It’s a means to make my way through college and build a better life for myself – a better future, even.

“Making any progress?” he asks, nodding toward my open book.

“Not really,” I admit, running a hand through my ponytail. “Can’t seem to find the specific stats I need for this section.”

Blake pauses, looking thoughtful. “Countywide auto thefts were up 12% last quarter, mostly concentrated in the northeast sector. Property crime overall is down, though – about 5%.”

I blink. “Wait… what? How do you know that?”

“You should check the local police department’s website for those kinds of details.”

I grab my phone, quickly searching the local PD’s website. He’s right. His numbers are spot on. Exactly right. “How’d you know… the numbers?”

“Saw it on the news, I guess,” he shrugs, a hint of a smirk playing on his lips. He glances over his shoulder, seeming uneasy about my questioning. “Gotta get back out there.”

“Hold on,” I say, still staring at my phone. “You remember all that from just a news report?”

He just grins, turning away and heading back into the bay area. “Got a good memory, I guess,” he calls over his shoulder.

“I’ll say!” I shout after him, but he’s already gone. I watch him through the window, noticing the way he moves with an easy grace that seems at odds with the grease stains on his overalls. He wipes down tools, his movements precise and efficient.

My mind races. How could he know those statistics off the top of his head? Just a news report? Doubtful. This feels like more than a good memory. It’s specific knowledge—the kind you gain from being involved, from seeing it firsthand.

I’m grateful for the help Blake has provided, but one question echoes in my mind:  Is Blake really just some random mechanic? Who is he, really?

Later I catch Jannis watching Blake from the break room doorway, and I wonder if she’s thinking the same thing.

But I have a sneaky feeling that’s the last thing she’s thinking… and I don’t like it one bit.

Chapter Five

Blake

I slide the window of my unmarked car halfway to let in fresh air, but I’m hit by the faint scent of oil drips and old asphalt. I’m parked a good distance from the garage, nestled under a small gathering of trees, but I have a clear view of everything. Hawks Automotive is quiet for now—no cars outside, no customers milling about. I peer through my binoculars momentarily. Only Hawk’s old rusty pickup parked outside. The street behind me buzzes with the early morning traffic, but I take a deep breath and remind myself why I’m here.

Pulling my cap lower over my eyes, I lean back in my seat and focus on the entrance of the garage. I’ve been parked for an hour, waiting for something, anything to happen. So far, nothing. I drum my fingers against the steering wheel, the restlessness building inside me. The cold cup of coffee has lost its charm, and I grimace before shoving it back into the holder, frustration gnawing at me as time drags on.

To break the monotony, I click the radio on and tap my fingers along with the beat. Just as I'm starting to lose myself in the music, the garage door creaks open. My heart races as I straighten up, watching a figure step outside. It’s Hawk—his dark silhouette sharply outlined against the bright backdrop of the day.

"Showtime," I mutter under my breath, my pulse quickening as I watch him climb into his old beat-up pickup truck and drive away.

After a moment’s hesitation, I slip out of the car, grab my bag, and head toward the garage. I quickly slip into the alley way to the side door I left unlocked the night before.

As I open the door and step inside, the door creaks loudly, a mix of anticipation and adrenaline tingling through me. The familiar smell of oil and grease hits me like a wave. I weave through the dim space, skillfully skirting around heavy equipment and old tires as shadows cling to me, pulling me toward the staff break area.

I go directly to the door marked ‘Private’. With a bit of effort, I jimmy it open and flick the light switch, illuminating an office that feels too lavish for a garage. The grand mahogany desk and oversized leather chairs give off an air of corporate elegance that feels out of place. My footsteps echo softly as I scan the room, searching for anything worth my time.

I pull a small camera from my bag and turn it on, watching as the tiny blue light flickers to life—reassuring, but I still feel the pressure. I quickly assess the room for a hiding spot and decide the bookcase packed with automotive manuals would work well. I slide the camera into a fake potted plant, ensuring it has a clear view.

I turn and give the place the once over. My heart races with excitement, but disappointment flickers when I find nothing interesting in the office—just paperwork and an organized mess. Nothing in plain sight. No evidence.

I give the desk a hasty glance before rifling through the drawers. All I find are mundane bills and stationery. "Squat…" I mutter under my breath, frustration mounting. I close the drawers with a heavy sigh, make sure everything is exactly as I found it, taking a moment to steady my racing mind.

Nothing out of place, I remind myself.

With one last careful glance around the office, I step out, locking the door behind me. I pause in the doorway of the staff break room, collecting myself before making my way back through the bay area and slipping back out into the morning sun.

I make my way out of the alley and start across the parking lot. I’m almost back to my car when suddenly a familiar voice cuts through the silence like a knife.

“Blake!”

I freeze, turning to see Shelby approaching, her laughter a bright contrast to the tension in the air. “What are you doing here so early?”

Relief washes over me, tempered by a flicker of anxiety. “Hey! Just hoping to catch Hawk. Thought I'd see if I could get a little loan before payday.”

Her expression darkens slightly, and I can’t tell if she believes me. “He’s never here this early,” she replies knowingly. “And if you plan on asking him for a loan, good luck with that!”

I force a casual smile, trying to keep my emotions in check. “Yeah, I figured as much, but I thought I’d give it a shot.”

She rummages through her bag, looking a little nervous, and for a brief moment, I panic thinking she might be searching for her phone to call Hawk. I can’t tell if she doubts me and feels she needs to alert the boss or is just looking for her keys.

Not sure where to take this, an idea pops into my mind. “Want to grab coffee?”

She hesitates for a second, sending a wave of panic through me. Have I overstepped? But then a smile breaks across her face. “Sure, I’d love that.”

I open the passenger door for her, my heart racing a bit faster. It feels good to escape the chaos of the garage, even if I know we’re treading into tricky territory. I’m feeling a definite spark of excitement at the thought of being in such close proximity to her.

Once inside the car, I drive us down the street to Daisy’s Cafe, a cozy little spot with a bright red sign boasting “Best Brew in Town.” I park and steal glances at Shelby as she takes in the surroundings, her excitement infectious. I can smell her shampoo and maybe a hint of perfume. It’s like fresh spring flowers and a hint of vanilla. It’s captivating–just like her.

“This is my favorite spot,” she says, glancing over at me. “I eat lunch here almost every day.”

That makes me smile. “I hope they’ve got good coffee then.”

"Good food equals good coffee, right?" she shrugs, a playful spark in her eyes.

Warmth spreads in my chest. “Guess we’ll find out.”

I get the car door for her and then hold the door for her to enter the cafe.

She laughs lightly. “You’re going to spoil me for other guys.”

I give her a firm stare. “I swear, I’ll never do that,” I shot back, keeping my tone light while an ominous weight settles in the back of my mind. I feel my possessiveness rear its determined head. There will be no other guys. She’s mine.

We find a booth in a semi-private corner, away from the busyness of the Saturday morning crowd. The waitress shuffles over like she’d rather be somewhere else and takes our order. I ask for to go cups in case we want to take them with us. The waitress writes it down, and then disappears into the hustle and bustle. The cozy atmosphere wraps around us, and I savor being alone with her and the closeness of having her sit right across from me.

“So, how’s that balancing act going?” I lean a little closer, genuinely interested.

Shelby sighs, her light demeanor shifting just slightly. “It’s tough. Student loans, bills… my apartment is a cozy little rat’s nest.” She shakes her head, biting her lip. “If anything happens to this job… I’ll be homeless.”

A tightness grips my chest at her words. “Hey, I’m sure it won’t come to that,” I reassure her, but even as I say it, I sound unsure.

She shrugs, vulnerability flickering in her eyes. “I really don’t know what I’ll do. Living paycheck to paycheck is exhausting as it is… and without any income, I’m done.”

I want to tell her I’d help, that I could take care of everything, but I know that’s not how life works. I can’t just make promises out of the blue. I don’t want to further arouse any suspicions she may have, but at the same time there’s no way in hell I’m letting her suffer because I have a job to do and it’s going to have fallout for everyone–including her. “I get it. But you’re doing your best, and that counts.”

She nods, clearly feeling the weight of our conversation. “What about you? Why work at the garage? You’ve got dreams too, right?”

The waitress brings our coffee, interrupting the conversation.

“What were you saying?” I ask when the waitress leaves, half-hoping Shelby will have forgotten her question.

No such luck.

“Your dreams?” she repeats. “Why did you take the job at the garage? What do you hope to do with your life?”

I hesitate, searching for the right words as I take a quick sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I guess I just stumbled into it. It’s a good way to make a bit of cash and also… I get to meet interesting people… like you,” I reply vaguely, avoiding the truth that looms ahead—that I’m here for a hidden purpose.

She tries to smile, but it’s more of a half-smile or a little smirk. “Thanks,” she says, but there’s a shadow of curiosity still clouding her expression. Her brows knit together. “But what about your future?”

I look into her eyes, finding an unexpected depth in her concern, and the warmth spreads again. “Honestly? I hope to find a better job in the not so distant future… and find someone to spend my future with.”

When a smile finally breaks across her face, it hits me harder than I’d intended. An odd sweetness lingers in the air.

“I’m sure that someone will come along,” she says softly, sincerity sparkling in her voice.

“What does your future look like?”

"You already know,” she chuckles lightly. “Studying for my degree in Political Science.”

“Why that?”

Her eyes light up. “I like helping people. It’s a way to make a difference, you know?”

A mix of admiration and warmth surges through me. “That’s really important.”

“Thanks.” She looks down, her cheeks flushing slightly. “I guess it’s my passion.”

I shift in my seat, amazed by the connection we’re forging. Without thinking, I lean in closer, my heart pounding. The distance between us narrows, and I catch a hint of her strawberry lip gloss before our lips meet softly—a tentative brush that ignites something electric between us.

I can see the surprise in her eyes, and I know she feels it too.

Our lips meet and we share the best kiss I’ve ever experienced. She tastes just as I’d imagined–sweet and fresh like morning dew.

For a moment, the world outside fades, and it feels like just the two of us—two souls lost in a moment that feels right. But just as quickly as that warmth envelops me, reality crashes in.

Panic rises within me, and I pull back abruptly. “We should get back,” I say, my voice tight.

Shelby’s expression shifts, confusion clouding her bright eyes. “Okay…”

We take our coffees and head back to the car, silence hanging heavily between us, the earlier energy diminished by something far more serious. I open the car door for her again, but the lively connection we had feels dimmed, overshadowed by unspoken complexities.

Once I park, I linger a moment, unsure of what to say. Shelby offers a quick, tight smile, but it’s laced with uncertainty. “I need to grab something from my car,” she says, breaking the tension.

I notice she’s left her untouched coffee in the drink holder.

“Do you want help?” I offer instinctively, but she shakes her head.

“I can manage.”

As I watch Shelby walk away, something twists in my gut. Being undercover has its sacrifices, and today—a kiss with a woman who is a bright spot in my otherwise murky world—has driven that point home harder than ever. What have I gotten myself into?

As she heads toward her car, I lean against my vehicle, reflecting on the tightrope I’m walking. I’ve crossed a line, and I can’t afford to look back. I have to stay focused until this case is solved, then I’ll make it all up to Shelby.

If she’ll let me. Once she realizes what I’m really doing working at the garage, she may never want to see me again.

In that moment, my heart feels heavy, haunted by what-ifs and regrets. I rub the back of my neck, wishing I could shake off the complexity of it all. But I know there will be sacrifices to make, and this is only the beginning.

Chapter Six

Shelby

I hum along to the music playing through my earbuds. Taylor Swift’s “Lover”.  The familiar tune helps to break the monotony of my morning. I’ve been trying to catch up on work, but all I can think about is him. Blake. And that kiss. Wow, that kiss left me breathless and apparently did nothing for him.

I replay the memory of his lips on mine over and over in my head. The quick response of my body, the heat flashing through me, and that unmistakable clench between my legs. Mmmm.

A part of me wants to forget, but another part of me knows I never will.

Then I remember how he pulled away.

There’s something real between us. I know he must feel it. Maybe he’s coming off a bad breakup—or maybe he just doesn’t want to date a coworker.

Or maybe it’s just me.

Before I can spiral into that line of thought, he steps through the door from the staff break room, dressed in his overalls and ready to start work. My breath hitches at the sight of him. Even in dirty overalls he looks positively dreamy.

He catches me looking at him, but I’m not sure he reads anything into it.

I flash him my best attempt at a pleasant smile.

He gives me a chilly smirk and growls what almost sounds like "hello" as he heads to his bay in the outer garage.

He’s not up for conversation. Wonder what’s eating him. Lately it seems like he’s got something on his mind most of the time–and pity, I have a feeling it’s not me!

The smile shatters into nothingness as I watch him walk away. He’s giving me a cold brush off. There’s no warmth in his demeanor at all.

I start to turn back into the office but stop, pivoting on my heel to face him again. I snatch out my earbuds. “I hope you’re okay about… earlier,” I say, handing him the keys to the pickup truck in his bay. “You know, the coffee and everything, I mean.”

He takes the keys tentatively, almost as if he’s careful not to touch me. Something clearly weighs heavily on his mind. He looks confused and then nods. “Earlier? Oh, the coffee and catch-up, yeah, it was good.”

I’m not sure he really means it. He’s hard to read, and I wonder why he’s here when he could be anywhere he wants to be with his looks.

I put back in my earbuds as I pretend not to be looking at him.

He lifts the hood of the pickup truck, walks around and climbs in to try to start the engine. I watch him, unable to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach. I still can’t process the way Blake kissed me and then practically ghosted me afterwards.

***

A few hours later, we’re nearing lunchtime. I start tidying up my desk, sorting through the notes and pieces of paper I won’t need this afternoon. I toss some in the garage and stash the rest in the desk drawers—out of sight, out of mind. The happy feeling I had before my unexpected coffee with Blake has evaporated, replaced by a tight knot in my stomach.

Blake seemed distant and moody with me all morning. Gone is the witty banter we exchanged since he started working here. Now, whenever I engage him in conversation about a repair job or parts, he barely makes eye contact and low-growls his replies as if he’s struggling to form the words.

I feel silly thinking that someone like him could be interested in someone like me. I’m curvy and a bit nerdy, and I haven’t been kissed a lot. I have to admit I’m inexperienced, so maybe that kiss was awful, and he regrets it. It sure seems that way.

As if that isn’t bad enough, I received a text from my professor saying my recent assignments have been lacking in skill. Translation: I need to focus on my studies without distractions. Like Blake. Or I won’t pass the course.

I’m about to gather my bag and head out for something to eat when my phone buzzes.

My heart stutters. Not another text from my online, please!

I pull my phone from my back pocket and swipe at the screen. There’s no name on the text, and I don’t recognize the number.

I read it:

Hey, something’s going on. Cop cars are gathering outside. Looks like some kind of raid. Get out of there! Now!!!

What the hell–

I panic as I stuff my phone in my pocket, grabbing my jacket and nothing else. My first thought is to warn Blake. I turn and stare out the window that looks directly into his bay.

But he’s not there.

Where is he? What’s going on?

I bolt through the door, practically tripping. I’m about to go through the bay entrance but think better of it. I rush ahead and push through the side entrance and out into the sunlight. I take a minute to breathe and then I run, trying to get as far away from the garage as I can in a hurry.

But I don’t go too far. Once I’m across the street in the little park, I see myself on a bench and wait.

I have to see what’s going on.

Chapter Seven

Blake

I lean back in the driver’s seat of the squad car, hands gripped tight around the steering wheel. I sit facing Hawks Garage, waiting for all hell to break loose, and I can feel the weight of my thoughts pressing down. I didn’t intend for things to turn out this way, not with Shelby. Regret gnaws at me like a persistent itch I can’t scratch.

I glance at my watch, the glint catching in the dashboard light, and I wonder if she’s still at the garage. That would not be good. I hope she’s found a way to forgive me over the mess I created since I took this assignment. Shelby, with that friendly smile and bright energy, has a way of lighting up the dark spaces around her. I close my eyes for a moment, imagining her, hair pulled back in that tidy ponytail, fingers moving confidently across her laptop keyboard as she organizes the notes for her latest college assignment.

But I can’t shake this knot of anxiety. What will she think when she finds out I’ve been pretending? I didn’t want to hurt her, but here I am, trying to untangle my duty from my feelings for her. It’s a hell of a mess.

“Blake!” My partner, Sam, leans in through the passenger window, interrupting my thoughts. He’s got that serious look on his face, the one that usually means we’re on the verge of some chaos. “We’re watching the right guy. Hawk's rolling in.”

I swallow hard, a rush of focus washing over me. “Good. Let’s do this,” I respond, pushing thoughts of Shelby aside. As hard as that is to do, I have no choice. There’s no time for distraction now. We’ve got a job to do, and I can’t fail at this — not with the stakes so high.

We’ve gotten word of an illegal deal going down behind the garage and there could be weapons involved. It’s the kind of intel that makes your blood run cold, a reminder of the criminal underbelly that exists just beneath the surface. People don’t realize how tangled this town can be, and if Hawk is involved, I can’t afford to falter.

While I wait, I check my watch again. No matter how hard I try to focus, images of Shelby keep creeping in. I can’t deny the pull I feel toward her, yet it’s a volatile mix of sadness and hope. Hope that she can see beyond the deception, past this raid on her place of employment, a bust that will take down her boss and wipe out her job... and somehow find a way to forgive me.

A truck pulls up, rumbling into the lot, poised to take the road to the back lot on the other side of the garage, loaded with cars–all of them stolen. The driver spots the police cruisers and starts to pull back onto the street to gun it. But he’s not getting away that easily. More cruisers roll in and box him in.

My heart pumps with adrenaline as I exchange a quick glance with my fellow officer Sam. I rise from my seat, pulling my thoughts back to the task ahead.

“Wait for the signal,” I say, gathering my strength as we both crouch low, other officers are also stationed around the perimeter, the anticipation of what’s about to happen like electricity in the air.

There’s a suffocating stillness right before chaos, and I can feel it buzzing through my veins. This is it — everything I’ve been working toward, everything that’s kept me awake at night. “On my count,” I whisper, heart racing, breathing steady, “three, two…”

“Blake!” Sam’s voice cuts in like a knife.

I barely turn before it erupts. I signal, My adrenaline surges as I yell out, “Go, go, go!” and we storm the scene.

We head to the back lot to join the other officers who are stationed around the perimeter to close in on Hawks and his gang of thieves.

The moment we leap into action, the air explodes with the noise of chaos. Voices shout and hands fly as we move to secure the area, the heaviness of the night punctuated by urgency. It’s a flurry of movement, dodging startled faces that twist from confusion to fear.

I manage to steer clear of the fray, pushing into the truck just as Sam shouts about our targets breaking away. It’s quick, methodical. The suspects go down, and I’m met with the jarring sight of the truck’s contents — these aren’t just stolen cars, the trunks are piled high with illegal arms. Shock rushes through me, feeling the gravity of it settle in with an icy grip. Bobby Hawk was an even more serious criminal than we’d realized. A shudder wound through me about Shelby working for such a ruthless, dangerous man.

Once we secure the area, I catch a glimpse of Hawk. He spits out an accusation before I can even get an edge. “You think you’re hot stuff, Evergan?”

“Just doing my job, Hawk.” I shoot back, trying to hold the line between defensiveness and pride. “You make it too easy.”

As the dust settles, my heart's still racing, but I’m aware of a deeper tension brewing. We recover the cameras and an officer begins to run the footage on a laptop. We find recordings of clandestine meetings with shady car thieves and mysterious buyers as well as discovering Bobby Hawk’s hiding place for his paper trail. Hidden in plain sight. It seems the manuals don’t contain text on repairing automobiles but actually contain the paperwork detailing the thefts and monetary transactions.

My satisfaction is short-lived when I catch sight of someone familiar pushing her way through the crowd.

“Blake!” It’s Shelby, trying to make her way toward the fray. My stomach twists. She can’t be here. Not now.

“Get back!” I yell, rushing toward her, panic yanking at my insides. I’m more concerned about her getting mixed up in this than anything else. I only care about protecting her and keeping her safe.

She freezes, her eyes wide, betraying that mix of confusion and anger that’s become too familiar. “What’s going on?”

“Shelby, you shouldn’t be here.” I can hear the worry in my own voice, but she’s stubborn.

“You lied to me about who you are,” she says accusingly. “Why?”

“Because I’m undercover,” I told her, my eyes locking on hers as if seeking forgiveness. “I had to make sure you were far away from this bust. I had to protect you.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” The accusation hangs heavy between us. “Why didn’t you trust me enough…”

The guilt swells as I search for the right words but nothing feels enough. “Like I said, my first thought was to protect you… it’s complicated.”

“Complicated? No, it’s simple, Blake! We both know you lied to me!”

I feel the weight of her disappointment, like a crushing blow. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“For a cop, you sure don’t know much about trust,” she shoots back, pain and confusion embedded in her tone. I’m caught off guard as that familiar fire in her eyes blazes with an intensity I can’t ignore.

I try to offer something, anything, “I just wanted to keep you safe, Shelby. We… we can figure this out.”

She shakes her head vehemently. “No. You don’t get to just brush this way with some nice words.” The emotions swirl between us like a raging storm.

“Shelby,” I begin, but my voice falters. There’s nothing I can say that will bridge this wide divide that’s opened between us.

And just like that, she turns away, storming off into the crowd that’s gathered, and I’m left with waves of frustration crashing in on me.

I’ve succeeded at getting Hawk, but I’ve lost the one person I care about the most.

Chapter Eight

Shelby

I couldn’t do anything after the raid but make my way home. My stomach knotted every time I thought of Blake, and the problem is I couldn’t stop thinking of him. I kept seeing the hurt look on his face, in his eyes, but I couldn’t tamp down the anger I felt at him for keeping this all a secret… for lying.

My phone dings.

Blake.

Damn, he’s the last person I want to hear from right now.

So I ignore him. For a moment it seems ironic that now I am the one ghosting him, but I don’t have the strength to care.

Exhausted, I finally crash on my bed and fall asleep thinking of Blake. I don’t know how long I sleep, but it’s not long. I lay there awake, staring into the dark at the ceiling–and still thinking of him.

I toss and turn the rest of the night until I finally can’t take anymore and get up to try to figure out what I’m going to do next.

I have to come up with a plan. Right now I have nothing. Less than nothing.

It starts to dawn on me how right I am.

I pace my small apartment, the creaky floorboards protesting beneath my footsteps. Wrapping my arms around myself, I try to shield my heart from the weight pressing down, the uncertainty that looms over me. Crumpled papers litter my dining table like discarded dreams, remnants of a life that felt so much more stable minutes ago. My laptop—my coursework—still trapped somewhere in Hawk’s garage after that police raid, weighs heavily on my mind. The thought of losing my job along with everything I’ve worked for twists my stomach into knots.

I move to the table, my fingers brushing against the remnants of my normal life—coffee rings and to-do lists. This was supposed to be my safe place, and now it feels like a cage. I pick up my phone, heart racing as I navigate to saved contacts. Hawks Automotive. I press dial and hold my breath, wishing for someone to pick up, to bring some clarity to this chaos.

Three rings pass, and then silence. “Come on…” I mutter, urgency and annoyance swirling within me. With a huff, I hang up, frustration replacing determination. I pull up the local police department’s number, hoping they might have answers. Maybe today won’t be a total disaster.

But just as I’m about to hit dial, there's a knock at my door. I freeze, annoyance creeping in once more. Who could that be? Probably an unwanted salesman or a nosy neighbor. I drop my phone on the table, irritation swelling inside me like a storm.

When I open the door, my breath catches. It’s Blake, standing there in his police uniform, looking more handsome and sorrowful than I’ve ever seen him. The uniform makes him seem even more attractive, which flips my heart uncomfortably.

“What are you doing here?” I try to keep my voice steady, but surprise and anger flood me. “You shouldn’t be here.” I don’t want to let him in—the mixed emotions he stirs up in me feel too heavy to bear.

I start to shut the door, but he blocks it with his foot, looking at me with that serious gaze I find hard to resist. “Shelby, wait.”

“What do you want, Blake?” My voice is taut with agitation.

He shifts his weight, a leather bag in his hands. “I’ve got your books and your laptop,” he says, his voice low and unexpectedly gentle.

I eye the bag, my irritation softening just a bit. “You brought them?” Relief washes over me, momentarily extinguishing my anger. “Why?”

“I wanted to make sure you had your things,” he says, stepping into my small space and placing the bag on the table. His presence fills the room, and I feel my pulse quickening. “I didn’t want you to lose anything more.”

“So why is it that you didn’t bother telling me the truth about who you really are?” I challenge, crossing my arms defensively, disappointment still burning.

Blake rubs the back of his neck, brow furrowing. “I messed up, Shelby. I should have told you. I just… I wanted to protect you.”

“Protect me?” I can’t keep the bitterness from my voice. “By lying?”

“I had to make sure you didn’t come into harm by knowing the truth,” he explains. “Hawk was… is a dangerous man. He’s involved in criminal activities we never imagined. He wouldn’t have hesitated to harm anyone to protect his precious cash flow… even you. I couldn’t let that happen.”

I notice his voice catch, and it makes me stare at him. I can feel my insides melting just a little. “I guess I understand that,” I admit, “and I appreciate it. But I still don’t appreciate the lies. Okay?”

He shrugs. “Fair enough.”

“Wait.” A thought occurs to me. “It was you.” My eyes meet his accusatory. “You texted me to get out before the raid.”

He nodded. “Guilty as charged,” he admitted. “I used my burner phone. I had to get you out of there. I told you I was always concerned with keeping you safe, Shelby.”

I take a deep breath, processing it all. I tell myself it shouldn’t make a difference.

But it does.

I don’t want him to see it, so I turn away from him. “I guess you’ll go now,” I say, the thought of him leaving filling me with an uncomfortable emptiness.

“Not if you don’t want me to,” he replies, his eyes locked on mine. “Is that really what you want?”

That’s the last thing I want, but I’m not about to say it. “Suit yourself.”

“Well, I thought I’d hang around for a while, and then we could go out for a bite to eat,” he says with a sigh. “We can talk and try to sort this out together. Sound okay?”

I look down, avoiding his gaze. “I guess so,” I say softly, but the anger flares up again. “But just so you know, I’m not interested in any kind of pity arrangement. I don’t want your sympathy.” The last thing I want is for him to feel sorry for me. I stare up at him, trying to stay grounded, anger mixing with the sadness bubbling beneath my surface. “You don’t get to come here looking all sincere and expect me to forgive and forget.”

“I’m not asking you to forgive me now,” he says, each word weighted with sincerity. “I hope you can eventually, but right now I just want you to understand. There was a lot going on, and it wasn’t personal.”

Wasn’t personal? It was very personal for me. And not just because I’d lost my only source of income. My defenses wavers as I run his words through my head. “And what if I can’t understand? What if I can’t get anywhere with my life now that I’ve lost my job?” I demand, frustration spiraling within me.

Something shifts in his eyes, genuine concern radiating from him. He turns slightly, as if recalibrating. “There must be another way, Shelby. You can’t give up. You’re worth more than that.”

“Easy for you to say.” I lean against the wall, feeling the weight of my circumstances crash over me again. “I have bills, a college degree I can’t pursue, and no job to pay for any of it. What am I supposed to do, Blake?”

He frowns, his mouth pressed into a thin line. “You don’t have to figure this out alone.” His voice is firm, insistent. “Move in with me. You can stay at my place until you get back on your feet. We’ll figure this out together.”

My heart races, skepticism wrestling with hope in my chest. “You’re serious? You think that’s an actual solution?”

“Yeah,” he replies, looking directly at me. “I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t mean it. I think we can make it work.”

“You lied to me about everything, Blake,” I point out, the memory of his deception chilling my warmth. “Can you really promise things are different now?”

“I promise,” he assures me, his voice earnest. “But I can’t guarantee you won’t feel frustrated anymore. Just… give me a chance. No more lies, not with you.”

I feel the war between distrust and a flicker of hope raging inside me. “Fine. But I’m only staying until I find a new job.”

Blake lets out a relieved chuckle, breaking the tense moment. “Deal.”

I try to swallow a smile, but my lips betray me. He’s so close. I just want him to hold me.

He takes a deep breath. “We can do this, Shelby.”

Looking into his eyes, I see genuine sincerity reflected back at me. In that moment, I realize he cares... and he feels for me exactly the way I feel about him.

Suddenly, the space between us feels charged. I step a little closer, breath catching. Despite the desperation of my situation, it’s not that that draws me towards him. I know what it is, and it’s something much deeper. A moment later, I lean in, pressing my lips against his, hungry and wild.

His hands find my waist and he pulls me into his arms, enveloping me in a warm hug, our kiss deepening and temporarily silencing the chaos of the world around us.

The world seems to stand still while we share a long, lingering kiss that has been held back for so long it just explodes. I don’t know how long the kiss lasts, but it’s a kiss I’ll never forget.

And this time he doesn’t pull away.

When our kiss finally breaks apart, our eyes lock, and I feel a glimmer of hope again, more than just for my studies...

Without a word and wanting more, I tug him closer, my body aching for his touch. Our lips meet again in a feverish kiss, melding together as if we were always meant to be one. Blake's hands slide up my back, pulling me closer still, and I moan into his mouth at the delicious friction. Heat pools between my thighs as I feel his hardness pressed against me, and I know I need more.

Slowly, we make our way to my bedroom, lips never breaking contact. My hands tremble with anticipation as I begin to undress him, starting with his shirt. Buttons pop open one by one, revealing the tautness of his chest beneath. His skin is warm under my fingertips, and each touch ignites a current racing through my veins. Blake reciprocates, his hands smoothly peeling away my layers until I stand before him—vulnerable yet empowered beneath his gaze, which holds nothing but adoration.

Our clothes create a trail across the bedroom, a testament to our desperate need to be close. The air between us thickens with desire as we reach the edge of the bed. I pause, breath heavy, eyes locked on Blake's. He understands the silent question in my eyes—the hesitation mixed with longing—and he nods reassuringly, the silent vow reflected in his gaze.

With tender care, he guides me down onto the soft sheets, our bodies entwined. The weight of his body atop mine feels both comforting and exhilarating. His lips find mine again, kissing deeply and passionately, while his hands explore the contours of my body. Each caress is a word in our silent conversation, and I reply with every shiver and sigh.

Blake’s kisses trail down my neck, pausing at the hollow of my throat where he plants soft kisses that make me gasp. His journey continues, moving over the rise of my breasts to the flat of my stomach. With each kiss, he stokes the fire within me until I feel like I’m burning up from the inside out.

Suddenly Blake stops planting kisses down my body and lifts his head. “You’re beautiful, Shelby. You know that, don’t you?”

I laugh. “I do,” I say, none too convincingly. But I can tell from the way he looks at me when he says it, he believes it. Right now that’s all that matters. If only I could see myself through his eyes, maybe I could fully believe it myself. I have a feeling that in time I will, and with that I feel empowered.

My fingers tangle in his hair, guiding him back to my lips. In a sudden burst of strength, he wraps me in his arms and I roll over with him, now hovering above him. My hips find a rhythm against his, grinding in a slow, deliberate rhythm that draws a deep groan from Blake's throat. His hands grip my hips, guiding my movements to meet his urgent thrusts. The sensation of being so completely connected, so utterly in sync with another, overwhelms me with a profound sense of intimacy and vulnerability.

I lean down to capture his lips once more, my movements growing more fervent as the heat between us builds into an inferno. Blake’s hands roam over my back, tracing my spine with a tenderness that contrasts with the fervor of our bodies colliding. Every touch, every kiss, is a promise silently repeated yet felt deeply.

I feel the world narrow down to the room, to the bed, to the man beneath me—a world where nothing else matters but the connection that pulses and thrives between us. Blake’s breaths become labored, his chest heaving against mine, our hearts pounding in unison.

Suddenly Blake rolls over on top of me and continues slamming into me while his lips and hands seem to be everywhere at once–all over my body.

As we near the brink together, I feel the tension coiling within me, the crescendo of our passion ready to break like an overwhelming wave. I press my forehead against Blake's, looking into his eyes as we move together in perfect harmony. Silent communication flows between us, an understanding that what we share is profound and transcendent.

Then the moment arrives with explosive intensity, waves of pleasure cascade through me, rippling outwards to envelop Blake as well. We cling to each other, riding out the aftershocks, breaths mingling, bodies pressed together.

As the world settles around us, I lie down beside Blake, snuggling close to him and feeling his warmth envelop me.

“Feel good?” he asks, breathless.

“Hmmm,” I hum softly, content. “I feel amazing. I’ve wanted this for so long.”

“We should have done this sooner,” he whispers, mouth brushing against my cheek.

“I don’t know,” I reply, turning to meet his lips. “I have a feeling the timing was just right.”

And with that, our lips meet again in a slow, smoldering kiss… which we both know will lead to so much more.

Epilogue

Three Years Later

Blake kept his word. There were no more lies between us. Things have been wonderful. My life had always been hand to mouth before I met him, scraping to get by and taking whatever job I could find at the moment just to get by,  sometimes finding a side hustle… if I was lucky.

With Blake’s support, I have finished my studies and received my college degree. I’m proud of myself for staying in there and being the first in my family to go to college, but I don’t know if I’d have made it without Blake. Even if I had, it wouldn’t have been even half as meaningful as it is now

I turned down a job with the largest company in the state, partly because I want to make a real difference for others like me who are struggling. But mostly because it would mean moving across the state and away from Blake. I could never do that. He’s the love of my life–so that will never be an option.

Instead I took a job as community outreach rep for a small local charity, helping people and families who are struggling keep a roof over their heads while they eat and pay their other expenses.

Like I told Blake, I want to make a difference in people’s lives…

I have other big news. Blake and I are engaged. He asked me last Valentine’s Day, and I said yes without any hesitation. There was no reason to hesitate.I can’t wait to be Mrs. Blake Evergan.

We’re traveling back East early next spring to meet his family and begin planning our summer wedding. Shh, don’t tell Blake but I’ve already started. I’m looking through bridal magazines and doing online searches. I treat it like it’s a huge secret, but I suspect he already knows.

After all, he has made detective on the force recently… and you can’t get much past him.

Speaking of my guy, he truly is the best thing to happen to me in my life. I think I knew the day he came strutting into the garage that he was the one… we were meant to be together.

the end
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Cassidy Lake

Never saw this coming… but I’m not sure I’d change a thing. No, I am sure. I wouldn’t change a thing.

It was supposed to be the week of my transition from student life to the real world, the week I'd finally be able to showcase my skills and knowledge in a professional setting. At twenty-four, I was ready for it.

Finishing school was a great time to hit the job market, and I couldn't wait to put my new degree to use. I had been sending out resumes and answering ads all week, but nothing had panned out yet. That was all about to change.

Then, at the end of the week, I received a very intriguing email. It read: "We are looking for a highly qualified individual who is not afraid of hard work." An open mind, a sense of adventure, and a flexible schedule were mandatory. Top-notch office skills, a professional appearance, and a desire to please were also required. But what caught my attention most was the extra mention of ‘extraordinary pay for the right individual.’ I couldn't resist; I had to call and set up an appointment for that afternoon.

As I showered and dressed carefully, I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement. I wore my new lacy lingerie, my best knock-em-dead suit, and an air of confidence that I was sure would make a great impression. After all, I was ready to take on the world, and this new job seemed like the perfect opportunity to do just that.

I drove up to a beautifully appointed large house just outside of town, surrounded by a park-like setting with no neighbors in sight. As I got out of my car, a valet appeared, hand outstretched for my keys. Talk about service – and I was just a job applicant! I couldn't help but feel a little intimidated by the grandeur of it all, but I pushed forward, determined to make the best impression possible.

I was met at the door by a tuxedoed butler, who led me into a plush waiting room with all the comforts one could ask for. Within moments, a rather prim, well-dressed lady appeared, asking for my resume and a little background on my qualifications. I knew I had a lot to offer, so I was relaxed and poised when answering her questions.

“Hmmm,very nice. I like your qualifications.”

But just as I thought things were going smoothly, she dropped a bombshell. "This job will entail a fair amount of travel. We do ask that you pass a physical exam before we even consider the next round of interviews. Not to worry, we have a doctor right here on the premises as we have special...requirements."

At first, I was taken aback by this request, but the lady's words were laced with an air of confidence that put me at ease. I nodded in agreement, eager to take the next step.

Now, I was being led down a hall and into another waiting room, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness. The lady's instructions were straightforward: remove all my outer clothes, except for my bra and panties, and wear a gown provided by the staff. I did as I was told, then sat down to wait, leafing through a magazine to pass the time. A few moments later, a nurse in a starched white uniform entered, escorting me into the exam room.

I stood quietly as she measured my height and weight, then turned to get off the scale. She picked up the hem of the gown and lifted it up high, her gaze meeting mine with an unmistakable glint in her eye.

I felt a jolt of embarrassment mixed with curiosity as she spoke her next words: "The doctor will be right in. Have a seat on the edge of the table."

And just like that, I was at the mercy of the mysterious world that lay hidden behind the grand facade of this elegant mansion. What was about to unfold, I had no idea, but my heart was pounding with anticipation. It was both exhilarating and a bit scary…

But for some reason I found it irresistible.

The doctor breezed in, an older man, slightly balding but somewhat handsome with warm green eyes… and I would find out later cold hands. He sat down next to me, clipboard at the ready.

He smiled at me. "Well, Anni, you look perfectly healthy to me...we just need to make sure you are in great shape all around."

He reached behind me and untied my gown, easing it down in front. His stethoscope was cold on my skin as he listened to my heart and lungs.

I was embarrassed as I felt my nipples harden, and saw his smile. His hand grazed my nipples as he reached around to listen to the sounds from my back. His cool touch only made me respond more. I was super nervous, but I think I felt my pussy clench more than once.

"Wonderful." Now, just lie back."

As I turned to lie down, he took the gown from me. "You will not be needing that anymore... I will be testing your reactions to certain stimuli as well as completely checking you out today."

The air was cool as I relaxed into the exam table. He poked and prodded and listened. I found myself wishing he would use his hands more, those big, cold hands that sent shivers through me. I fought to get my mind off of that. Wishing this to be over, I looked around the room.

The room was in soft peach tones, and the music was very soft and relaxing. Despite the coolness of his touch, he had such soft-skilled hands. I wanted those hands all over my body.

And he would grant my wish without me even asking!

I felt him reach up, and undo the front hook of my bra, peeling back the cups. He caressed each one, moving his hands in circles, pinching my nipples between his fingers, sometimes hard, sometimes soft, always watching my reaction. I leaned into his cool touch, wanting more.

Against my will, I arched my back and moaned softly. I gasped as he reached down and took one stiff nipple into his mouth, gently biting it.

He next took both hands and tucked his thumbs under the band of my panties, sliding them down my hips. I offered no resistance to him, especially when he cupped my mound in his hand, and slipped a finger between my pussy lips.

"Very nice...nice reactions," he said under his breath, almost as if he was talking to himself.

“Now, slide all the way down to the bottom of the table, and put your legs in the stirrups..."

He adjusted a light between my legs, the warmth striking my sensitive pussy. The speculum was cold as it slid in. The nurse bustled by me, and discreetly placed soft restraints on my wrists and ankles, securing me to the exam table.

"Sandy here is going to take some pictures for our records..." he announced.

Sandy, a blonde with a pretty but somewhat pinched face, appeared to be a nurse, dressed in the same uniform as the older nurse from earlier. She took several pictures of me, tied to the table, with the speculum inserted.

The doctor then inserted a lubricated, gloved finger slowly into my virgin rosebud, caressing the outer edges, and stroking gently until I relaxed. A warm syringe followed the probing finger, and I felt a fair amount of warm fluid slide into my ass. Finally, that cold, hard speculum was removed, and I sighed deeply.

"She is going to prep you now for the next part..." he said as he got up to make some notes.

Sandy took out a pair of scissors and began clipping my long, lush pussy hairs away.

I felt powerless to resist her, even if I could have.

When she was satisfied, she covered my shorn cunt with a hot, wet towel. They let me lay there for several minutes this way, the heat soaking into my already hot snatch. I had never been shaved before, but I had heard all about it from other girls at school.

Just the thought of it made me hotter.

She came back over to me, and untied my hands, retying them over my head.

"Mr. Barrington does not like any body hair," she explained.

I had shaved that morning anyway, but went along with the program.

She worked hot lather into my waiting pussy, all the way back to my ass. As she let the lather soften my remaining hairs, Sandy worked quietly and efficiently, shaving all the hair off close to the skin, then wiping the excess lather off.

As a final step, she rubbed this wonderful lotion, rich and creamy, all over my naked pussy, all the way back to my ass, then up to my breasts. The lotion was warm and soothing.

My pussy was open and inviting Sandy to work more lotion in, and she obliged me by sliding her fingers between the lips, and deep within, then coming back out and massaging it deep all around. I ground my hips into her hands as best I could. I felt wonderful...relaxed...

The doctor picked up Sandy's camera and took several pictures of her at work on me.

Several fingers were inserted into my pussy, soon followed by a slender vibrator, which was turned on while it was being inserted and pulled back out. As I became aroused by this instrument, it was turned off and replaced by a larger, stronger vibrator. This was worked in and out, slowly.

As I started to enjoy it, it was replaced by a still larger one. "Okay, now this may feel uncomfortable, but we need to measure your capacity."

I felt a huge dong at the entrance to my pussy. As well lubricated as I was, it slid right in, nice and deep. It was left there for a moment for a picture and a measurement, then this was also stroked in and out slowly until I relaxed and it slid in and out easily. This process was repeated several times, each time with a larger dong. Finally, they found one that barely fit me. I groaned as they tried to work it into me, wincing at its forced entrance, feeling so completely full.

I was gently lifted by the hips, and had a cushion placed under my ass. Sandy urged me down further on the table, until my ass was several inches over the edge. She worked one slender lubricated finger in, caressing the delicate tissues until they cooperated with her. This wonderful finger was soon replaced by a thin vibrator. As soon as I relaxed to these new sensations, the doctor began moving it in and out, stopping several times to work more and more lubricant in. The size on this was increased several times as well until they were satisfied.

"Wonderful. We have our measurements, and you are in splendid shape. I am sure Mr. Barrington will be delighted with you," the doctor pronounced as Sandy wiped me clean.

I was told to put my bra and panties back on, and given a very short silk robe to wear. Sandy then took me to an alcove to wait for the next phase. After my exam, I could hardly imagine what was next.

I did not have long to wonder.

A slender, handsome young man came into the room, introduced himself as Max, and ushered me into a plush sitting room. He had me sit next to a huge desk. He placed the file folder he carried on the desk and left.

A short time later, a handsome gentleman with slightly graying hair and a crisp suit that could not hide his powerful, muscular build came in a few moments later. He hardly looked at me, but picked up a folder that the younger man had left on his desk with all the doctor's notes and my resume.

"What we require, Anni, is complete devotion, loyalty, and obedience. We need a combination of a secretary/personal assistant, as we are only borrowing Max. You will be responsible for carrying out all orders, completely, and fulfilling all needs. You certainly have the skills for it, both on your resume, and in the doctor's findings. Now, if $2,500 a week is satisfactory, I say we proceed with your orientation."

I looked at him with surprise in my eyes. I had the job? And the salary was tremendous. "Now, what did I have to do for this?"

"How well can you follow orders?" he asked, looking me straight in the eyes. As if he read my mind, he stood up, walked over to my chair, and helped me stand up.

"Untie that robe," he commanded. "Drop it on the floor....turn around...now, bend over from the waist. Hmmmm, yes... Very very nice..." he said as he led me into an inner office.

This one had a huge oak desk, completely cleared off, looking out over the grounds. He led me to the open French doors in full view of a group of employees on the patio, and moved behind me. I could feel his breath on my neck as he reached around, and cupped my breasts, pinching the nipples through the lace.

Still outdoors in front of anybody who cared to look our way, he unhooked my bra, sliding it from my shoulders, dropping it on the balcony, taking his time caressing my breasts, nuzzling my neck.

I found myself melting into his arms.

Next, he led me over to the desk, and positioned me so that my ass was barely on the edge, my legs were far apart, and I was leaning back on my arms. Taking a huge pair of scissors out of the drawer, he cut the sides of my panties, slowly peeling them off. He gently pushed me down flat onto the desk, supporting my legs with his shoulders.

I have had oral sex performed on me before, but nothing like this...he took his time, nibbling, sucking, and playing with my clit until I almost screamed with delight.

Next, he probed and explored my cunt with the same care, stroking slowly. He did all this quietly, not trying to arouse me. He was exploring, teasing me just the same. I was so wet and hot, and he could sense this. He would not permit me to cum, he was just testing me, checking my reactions.

He slid his hot mouth and tongue all the way down to my ass, and rimmed me, licking me all the way back up. Now, gently inserting a finger into this hole or that, he watched me intently the entire time.

"I am sorry to sound rushed, but we have a staff meeting in 5 minutes, and there are introductions to be made," he said as he handed me back my thin, silk robe.

I noticed with some horror that my dark nipples showed right through the thin fabric. I may as well have not worn a thing!

He had Max escort me to the meeting room after handing me a notebook and several pens. I was shown to a beautifully paneled meeting room with a huge, 24' table down the center, and big, overstuffed couches on two walls.

Max indicated I was to sit in a chair just to the left of the head of the table, right next to the window, and far from the doors.

The staff of secretaries, public relations officers, and business managers began to filter in, scarcely paying any attention to me. Conversation was quiet while we all waited for the boss to enter. I sat back and watched the meeting as it formed up. The attitudes became very formal as soon as my most recent interviewer entered.

I was startled, but I tried not to let it show.

I felt my pussy clench wildly. Damn, he had a powerful effect on me.

I was briefly introduced, and then the meeting got underway. He had two secretaries taking profuse notes... I could not understand why I was needed. I was startled to feel his hand under my robe, parting the flimsy garment right there in the meeting, only inches from his vice-president of marketing.

As I leaned back in my chair, he quietly untied my robe, and slipped a hand in to caress a tit, pinching its nipple. Just as quietly, he pulled the robe back into place, and let the meeting draw to its conclusion.

Nobody even looked our way, or paid his public display any attention. I was stunned to see how wet I was... and wondered what was next? Who was this man that I worked for?

"Max, take Anni to meet her new boss," my interviewer ordered. "Let's see how he likes our latest find."

My jaw must have hit the floor at that point. All that and I did not even know who I worked for...

I was escorted down several quiet hallways and a flight of stairs into a huge room, with several pool tables and strange pieces of furniture. Along the walls were several plush couches. This room was a large recreation area, with two gentlemen playing a game of eight ball on the table furthest from the door, quietly watching us enter the room.

Max pointed one of the men out, and whispered in my ear "That is your new boss" as he left my side.

Mr. Robert Barrington was only slightly older than the dapper man who did my last interview, with a bit more grey at the temples. He was about 6' tall, quite handsome, with electric blue eyes that followed my every move. Those eyes were trained on me now, caressing every curve of my body as I stood there nervously and waited for him to speak.

I shivered as I saw the power in those eyes, and read the message of lust. "Well, well. It seems the staff has picked a delightful assistant for me. They all tell me you have done very well with your auditions, even enjoying them. I like that, very much," he said with a quiet smile.

At his unspoken command, I untied my robe, and walked over to him. He reached down, and opened the thin garment, peeling it from my shoulders. As I stood before everyone totally naked, I started blushing.

He gazed at me admiringly. "You have pleased them. Now, are you ready to please me?"

I nodded my head slowly, unable to speak.

"Good. I think we will get along just fine. I have a lot to teach you."

He reached out and placed a cool hand under my right tit, lifting it slightly. His little finger extended up to graze the nipple. Guiding me by the tit, he eased me to the adjacent pool table and lifted me onto it. Placing my ass at the edge of the raised bumper, he gently pushed me back until I was laying flat with my ass elevated, and my legs were spread far apart and supported by two staffers.

Cool dry fingers caressed my sensitive, newly shaved cunt, and teased from my slit all the way back to my exposed asshole. Gently parting my pussy lips, the exploring fingers dipped just slightly inside, then went back to their caresses. My clit was stroked lightly, then was grabbed by a cool, hard object that squeezed it firmly.

At about the same time, a staffer came around near my head, and with a cool quiet manner, my nipples were teased erect, pulled up, and captured by firm nipple clamps. I moaned with delight as these clamps were twisted slightly.

Fingers, then a warm hard tongue were now exploring my pussy and ass. A huge, cool, ribbed vibrator was inserted and turned on, teasing me from the inside as the mouth at my clipped clit sucked away. I bucked my hips as the warmth of a first orgasm began to wash over me. The flood of juices was eagerly lapped up as the vibrator was withdrawn and the clips removed.

My boss's hungry mouth replaced the left nipple clamp, gently biting the sensitive tip. I felt the head of a huge cock at my pussy, teasing the engorged lips, then began to enter me. This man was huge, uncomfortably thick!

None of the young guys I had been with were ever this big. I wasn’t sure it’d fit, but I had passed the measuring process, so it should… but if it didn’t, I had a sneaky feeling he’d make it!

With some effort, he pushed, stretching my pussylips unbelievably as he rocked his hips toward me and shoved his giant cock in deeper and deeper.

When he was deeply inserted, his balls slapped my ass, and I felt the head of that monster cock hit the top of my uterus. Now I understood all the tests to see if I could handle this size! As he began deep stroking, my second orgasm began to build. He noticed this, and stopped, pulling out of me. Slapping my ass firmly, he commanded, "Not yet! I am not ready to come."

He lifted me from the pool table, and took me to one of the plush couches, urging me onto my knees. Ass high in the air, my face buried in the cushions, he spread my legs far apart, and caressed my clit with his fingers gently.

"This is the position I want you in when I tell you to take dictation. I want your ass in the air, legs far apart, and you on your hands and knees. You take this position on whatever furniture happens to be in the room."

I nodded my agreement. As I did so, his ginormous cock was again at my pussy, begging for entrance. He stroked several times very deep, then grabbed my hips and began stroking harder and faster. His hands slid down, pulling my pussy lips apart, caressing my clit. As his huge spurts of come started to fill my pussy, my own orgasm began to take over.

I moaned quietly as it built while he stroked and pumped his warm cum into me.

As he finished and slowed his strokes, I erupted with moans and whimpers as wave after wave of pleasure swept over me. Staying still inside me, holding me until it subsided, he commanded, "That is the last one you may have without my permission. I can tell you will have a lot to learn, Anni. This was just lesson one. I think you will do just fine, just fine indeed."

Slowly I nodded my head in agreement.

I was pretty much exhausted by now, and the young nurse, Sandy, from earlier came and took me to a room just down the hall. Inside there was a queen-sized bed with luxurious bedding and plush pillows. She had me lay down on the bed on my back.

“Comfy?” she asked, a knowing look in her eyes.

I nodded. “Very.”

“Good, good. Now let’s get you all cleaned up for your next session.”

When she said the last word, my heart fluttered and my pussy clenched like mad. In my wildest imagination, I could not imagine what the next session would be…

And that made it all the more exciting.

She went about cleaning me, wiping my neck and breasts with wipes that had a neutral smell, nothing I could identify. Maybe aloe. I wasn’t sure. But I was sure of one thing.

I felt myself responding… even to her light touch.

“Feel good?” she asked, looking into my eyes and smiling.

I wondered if she knew. But “Mmm,” was all I said as I tried not to stare back at her.

“Now I’ll wipe you up… down there,” she said without saying the word. I would have expected her to say something clinical. “It’ll be cool, but just bare with me.”

I only nodded.

If she only knew how much I wanted her to touch me… down there.

She took a couple of the larger wipes and started siping around my mound and then wiping me thoroughly, playing special attention to my puffy pussylips and slit, even wiping just inside.

The sensations she invoked made me shiver, but it wasn’t because the wipes were cold. Which they were. It was because it felt so good I knew if she kept it up, I’d come again right against her slender, skillful hand. I recalled her expert manipulations of my pussy from earlier, and I longed for her to do that again… only more.

But as quickly as it’d started it was over.

But my longing persisted.

And I tried not to think of it.

Sandy cleaned up the used wipes from a tray, tossing them in a small wastebasket. Then she put away the wipes in a small wall cabinet. She looked around the small room as if making certain everything was in its place.

I had a feeling Mr. Barrington liked everything just so. Everything… and everyone… in place. He seemed like the type, possessive and demanding.

And that thought sent ripples of pleasure through me.

After finishing the clean up, she opened a drawer and searched through for a bra my size. She handed it to me and told me to put it on. While I did that she opened another drawer and took out the skimpiest pair of panties I’d ever seen and gave those to me with the same instructions.

I closed the bra using the tiny clasp in the front and slipped quickly into the panties, pulling them up nice and snug. They were a tight fit for sure, but from what I could see they hugged my curves just right and looked damned sexy.

Before she left she gave me a warm drink that looked and tasted like milk but thicker and told me to make sure I drank every last drop.

I did as instructed.

“Good. Now get some rest.” She smiled, pleased, and took the glass away when she left.

She even turned out the light before closing the door behind her.

Almost immediately I felt drowsy. I decided to close my eyes for just a second or two and that was it. I felt so calm and relaxed that I felt almost as if I could not open my eyes without more effort than I was willing to exert in this pleasant state.

Sometimes later, I heard the door open with a slight creak and someone slipped in before it closed again.

Even though I was almost fully awake, just awake enough to know what was happening, I knew someone had drawn close.

I heard heavy footsteps, a couple of thuds, the rustling of fabric, and then silence.

The silence lasted for briefly until I felt the mattress sink beside as someone knelt close.

I felt a tingling sensation spread throughout my body as I sensed the person’s closeness, felt the heat radiating off their body. I could feel someone's hands on me. Big hands with a powerful grip. My mind raced to figure out who it was. I thought it might be the doctor, one of the other male employees… or even Max.

But I knew who I wanted it to be… who I hoped it would be…

Mr. Robert Barrington.

His fingers felt thick and manly… powerful. I felt a rush of anticipation as he slid his fingers beneath my bra and began to play with my nipple. He twisted and turned it gently between his fingers, sending waves of pleasure through my body. I couldn't help but let out a soft moan as he continued to caress me.

I felt his thick fingers brushing against the bra as he unfastened it and pulled it away, letting my breasts bounce freely. I heard him suck in his breath at the sight of them, and I fought the urge to open my eyes. I wanted to watch him, see what he did, but I still couldn't bring myself to muster the strength.

I felt his hot breath on my sensitive skin as he leaned in and licked my tits, and he began to suck one nipple while stroking and pinching the other one. It felt amazing, and I knew if he kept at it, I’d probably come. I could feel my pussy clenching, feel the wetness seeping, even a trickle on my bare thigh.

I knew my panties were soaked already… and I figured soon he’d know it too.

My anticipation grew as he pushed my panties to the side and exposed my clit. He tweaked and stroked my bud expertly, bringing me even closer to orgasm. Ohh, it felt so damned good, but if he kept this up an orgasm would be inevitable. I wouldn’t be able to hold back.

And I didn’t want to come. Not yet.

He slid his hands beneath the waistband of my panties and slowly pulled them off, revealing my pussy. I didn’t know if he could see my wetness in the darkness, but I knew he could feel it. I knew he could tell my panties were soaking wet. I felt like I should be embarrassed, but I wasn’t…

I listened as he put my wet panties to his face and inhaled deeply.

I even heard him toss them across the room.

Then I felt his hands on my thighs, sliding up and down my body, sending shivers down through me. He knelt down to kiss my inner thigh just below where my juices had trickled, and I could feel his hot breath on my skin.

The feel of his lips on my sensitive skin made me shudder with pleasure and excitement. I wanted him to do more.

Much more.

I worried he would stop–and that’s the last thing I wanted.

I could feel his fingers brushing up against my wet pussy, and I let out a silent little gasp as he slid two fingers deep inside me. He used his thumb to fondle my clit, and I again could feel myself getting closer and closer to orgasm.

I felt a rush of pleasure as he found my g-spot and began to massage it. I could feel myself dripping on his fingers, and I knew I was close. He pulled my knees apart and opened my legs wider, positioning himself between them. I could feel his hot breath on my pussy, and I knew what was coming next.

At least, I hoped I was right… I wasn’t sure how much longer I could wait!

He began to lick my clit with his tongue, and I let out a moan of pure pleasure. I could feel his fingers sliding in and out of me, and I knew I was on the brink of orgasm. He sucked on my clit harder, and I could feel my body tensing up as I reached the peak of pleasure.

I let out a little series of moans as I came, my body convulsing with waves of pleasure. When I came, he pulled back as if he were checking to make sure I was still asleep.

Satisfied since my eyes were still shut tight, he went back at it, continuing to lick and suck on my clit, prolonging my orgasm and sending me into a state of pure bliss. I couldn't believe what had just happened, but I knew I wanted more.

As I lay there, breathing hard but steady, I realized that I had never felt this kind of pleasure before.

And still I wanted more.

I knew I had to do something now.

And I opened my eyes.

I awakened, my eyes blinking to adjust to the dim light, to see the strong, handsome face of Mr. Barrington. I looked into his eyes and saw the same hunger and desire that I felt. I knew that this was just the beginning, and I couldn't wait to see what would happen next.

And then he did exactly what I wanted him to do…

His lips were  close to mine, and he leaned in and gave me a hard kiss on the mouth. He pushed his tongue between my lips, past my teeth, and began to explore my mouth, rubbing against my tongue. Our tongues fought a nice little battle as they entangled and we tasted each other. He had a taste of strong but pleasant mint and something even more seductive: Power.

I put my hands on his broad shoulders.

That’s when I realized he was naked too. I hadn’t even heard him undress.

When the kiss broke, he took me by my wrists and pushed my arms up over my head and tucked my hands between the bed pillows.

I felt his hard, wet tip brush my thigh, close to my twat, and I fought the urge to touch him again.

I wanted him inside me.

Now.

He tugged at my legs just below my knees and pulled my legs up and apart, sliding between them. His cockhead slid heavily along my thigh until his tip came to a stop between my legs. The head of his cock, wet and solid, pushed against my slit. I looked down and could barely make it out in the semi-darkness.

But it was HUGE! Just as BIG as I remembered from earlier.

King dong!

“Are you ready for this?” he asked, his voice rough with need.

I whimpered. “Yessss!” I hissed and braced myself for what I knew was coming.

“Good, ‘cause, sweetheart, I’m going to fuck your brains out!” he said loudly as if not giving a damn if anyone heard. He was the boss after all, and everyone answered to him.

Even me.

I felt my heart leap as those words fell from his lips, and thrust his hips forward, his monster cock pushing between my pussylips and rocketing into my tight, wet hole with a single shove into me.

I felt his size and girth stretch my pussy wide, so wide I wondered if given his size and the sheer force behind his thrusts, he would ravage my pussy until I screamed out in paralyzing pain. But the opposite happened, I felt an enormous amount of pleasure all at once and screamed out loudly at the overwhelming pleasure.

My heart thrummed with excitement as he sank as deep into me as he could, then he pulled back out almost all the way and slammed back into me with a force I’d never felt before. He plunged into me harder and deeper, gripping me firmly while still making my whole body shake.

“You want this, don’t you?” he asked, his lips just inches from mine.

“Yes, I want this,” I said. I also wanted him to claim my mouth with his, but he had his mind on other things.

And I must admit I’m glad he did!

“I’m glad you want this, Anni, because you have my permission to come.”

He rammed into me again and again, banging me harder than I’d ever been fucked in my life. He pounded me so hard the bed began to squeak and seemed to be coming apart. I felt helpless not being able to touch him, but I kept my hands where he had placed them and insteadI wrapped my legs around him and tried to pull him into me even deeper.

Soon the heated friction between us was humming with sweet pleasurable sensations and my breath caught hard in my throat as my orgasm spiraled within me and exploded again and again. My whole body shook as I was wracked over and over with waves of hot radiating pleasure.

He kept banging me, fucking me hard through my orgasm.

After a while, his breathing grew heavier until he was groaning and making grunting sounds. I felt him stiffen against me and suddenly he too climaxed, erupting as gush after hush of cum filled me again and again until it overflowed onto the bedding beneath us.

When our movements slowed, he rolled off of me and collapsed beside me.

“Was it good for you too?” he asked, his voice deep and breathless as he pulled me to him.

“Ye-eah, the best sex of my life,” I stuttered, still feeling the aftershocks of our lovemaking and seeing no reason to lie.

He chucked deeply as if it were coming from his chest. “Good because this is just the beginning.”

It sounded more like a warning than a promise, but after this…

Nothing was scaring me away!

I snuggled into my new boss as he held me tight, and his words sent my imagination soaring.

I had a feeling I was going to love working for him and under him.

Or whatever else he might require of me…

the end
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The Drive

The Ford rumbled into the gas station, the gravel spitting under the tires. Dust devils danced in the heat, mimicking the mood. He killed the engine. The silence, once broken, was now heavy like the oppressive heat.

The attendant came out of the small station, wiping his hands and squinting.

Lily watched the young man approach. Twenty, maybe. Lean, tan, with a smile that could melt ice. His uniform was clean, his hair neatly combed, a stark contrast to the grit that clung to everything else. She watched his hands as he expertly fitted the nozzle.

“Fill it,” he said, his voice a low growl, the kind that had weathered a thousand suns. He pulled out his wallet, worn leather softened by years of use.

She reached for a cigarette, her fingers trembling slightly as she lit it. The smoke tasted of desperation and boredom.

Leaning against the car, the attendant gazed out at the endless highway, his face a mask of indifference. He knew she was watching the kid. He always knew.

The kid finished pumping, wiped down the window with a practiced flourish, and gave her a smile that seemed to linger a fraction too long.

“Howdy ma’am, ma’am, vacationing?”

She nodded as she met his gaze, a flicker of something in her eyes – curiosity, perhaps, or a weary longing. She said nothing, just took another drag of her cigarette.

The attendant  returned to the driver’s side, collected his change.

Judd turned to her. “Ready, hon?”

He didn't look at the attendant. He didn't acknowledge the brief exchange. He acted as if nothing had occurred.

She ground out her cigarette in the ashtray. "Ready." She could hardly wait to get to their lux rental to stretch out and relax after the long drive.

He started the car, the engine coughing to life. As they pulled back onto the highway, the dust swirled behind them, obscuring the gas station, the boy, and the brief moment of sunlight that had broken through the monotony. The only thing left was the heat, the road, and the unspoken silence between them, stretched taut as a rusty guitar string about to snap.

The Arrival

The sun was low, sweating orange across the bone-white stucco. He killed the engine, the sedan sputtered like it was on its last gasp before silence settled, thick and heavy, over the dusty road out front. He got out, stretched, his back cracking like a dry branch. "This is it, then," he said, his voice roughened by the heat and the endless drive.

She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Judd, are you… are you sure this is it?”

“Come on, Lily, it’s not that bad.”

She wasn’t about to argue with him, knowing damned well it was an argument he would not let her win. It was worse than anything they could have imagined, but he would never admit it. She had a feeling it was right where he wanted to be.

She unfolded herself from the passenger seat, a wisp of linen clinging to her shoulders. Her face, usually softened by a perpetual hint of a smile, was tight, the lines etched deep around her eyes. "It's... quaint," she said, her voice barely a whisper, the word a delicate thread in the starkness of the landscape.

He didn't answer. He grabbed their duffel bags from the trunk, grunting with the effort. The little duplex sat nestled between two others, identical in its age and neglect. A narrow concrete path, cracked and weed-choked, led to their front door. Or doors, since there were two, one for each unit. The paint on the doors was chipped and peeling, the wood underneath stained a sickly yellow. The lock on theirs was rusty, a testament to salt spray and neglect. He jammed the key in, wrestling it until the tumblers finally gave way with a groan.

The air inside was stale, thick with the smell of mildew and something indefinably old. Dust motes danced in the meager light filtering through the grimy windows. He dropped the bags with a thud. The floorboards creaked under his weight, a mournful sound.

She stood in the doorway, her expression a mask of barely concealed dismay. The living room, if you could call it that, held a worn, lumpy sofa, its cushions stained and sagging. A rickety table, scarred with water rings, sat in the center of the room, a chipped ceramic lamp perched upon it, casting a weak, yellow glow. The small television, a relic from a bygone era, looked like it had survived a war, but just barely. The curtains, once a bright floral pattern, were faded and a bit frayed, somehow seemed appropriate.

He surveyed the room, his gaze sweeping over the scene with a detached appraisal. "Well," he said, his voice flat, devoid of any inflection. He moved to the nearest window and pushed it open with a shove. The air that rushed in carried the scent of salt and something else, something rotten and close to the shore. He breathed it deep.

She closed the door behind her, the sound echoing in the small, confined space. She set her purse down on the rickety table, carefully avoiding a large water stain. Her hands, usually quick and graceful, were now slow, almost hesitant.

"The brochure...it looked different," she said, her voice barely audible above the distant crash of waves.

He turned, leaned against the window frame, his arms crossed. The light caught the hard planes of his face, the set of his jaw. He looked at her, his eyes, the color of a stormy sea, narrowed. "They always do," he said, his voice devoid of warmth. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and lit one, the match flaring in the gloom. He inhaled deeply, the smoke curling around his head like a halo of defiance. He blew it out, a long plume of white against the deepening shadows.

"Come on," he said, his voice a gruff command. "Let's see where we sleep."

Lily gave the place one more long glance before following him. She could only hope it got better. Somehow she knew it wouldn’t, and she was afraid it would sum up their entire vacation.

But maybe this time would be different…

By the Shore

Lily swore if there was any excitement here in this sleepy little beach town she’d find it. Life at home was dreadful enough. No way could she let this be even worse.

She stared at the back of those sickly green swim trunks she hated and at an ass long since gone as flat as a fritter.

The sand was hot underfoot, the gritty wind whipping off the water. He stood at the railing of the pier, squinting at the grey, turbulent sea. She watched him, her face a mask of discontent.

“Judd?”

He grunted.

“Are you happy with… where we are?” she asked, easing into the question to avoid getting his temper flaring. “Vacationing here, I mean?”

He turned, his eyes scanning the drab coastline. “Needed a break. A change of scene.”

“From what? Exactly the same scene?” she asked, gesturing to the desolate beach. “There's nothing here.”

He shrugged. “Quiet. Peaceful.”

“Peaceful? It’s boring. We could have gone anywhere, David. Paris. Rome. Even the Caribbean.”

He shifted on his feet, his eyes hardening. “Needed to get away from the crowds. From the noise.”

She knew what he was talking about. The noise. The noise of the city, the noise of their lives. The noise of the arguments, the disappointments, the unspoken things that had built up over the years like sediment at the bottom of a river.

“So, why here?” she pressed, her voice tight. “This particular place? This…wasteland?”

A nearly deserted beach, with dingy sand and a smudged blue-gray sky overhead with a sun so bright it blazed into your soul. Just a couple of hours from home. And to think they could have hopped on a plane and been anywhere. Somewhere that smelled better and had little drinks with colorful umbrellas.

He stared out at the water, his jaw clenched. "Reminds me of the old days."

"The old days? What old days?" she asked, a sneer creeping onto her face. "The good old days when you had to work two jobs just to keep us afloat?"

He didn't respond. Just stared at the horizon. She could see the shadow of something in his eyes, a ghost of a younger man, hardened by life, but still clinging to something.

“I thought when you had your own contracting business, things would be different.”

“I thought you’d appreciate the…simplicity,” he said finally, his voice low. “No pressure. No expectations. Just…the sea.”

She looked out at the vast expanse of grey. It was a bleak kind of beauty, a starkness that mirrored the emptiness she sometimes felt.

"Simplicity," she repeated, the word tasting like ash in her mouth. “You think it’s simple to be here? To just exist? To fill our days with nothingness?”

He turned to her then, his face etched with a familiar weariness. "It's a way to be together, isn't it?"

She looked at him, at the lines around his eyes, at the salt-and-pepper in his hair. "Is it? Is this us together, or is this just two strangers who happen to be sharing a room for a week?"

He didn’t look at her. “Guess we’ll see.”

“Is that all you have to say?”

He didn't answer.

“I hope the weather gets better,” she said.

“It will. Just wait, you’ll see. When the sun comes out, this’ll be like a whole different place.”

She could only hope.

The wind picked up, and a spray of salt water hit her face. She stood there, shivering, the waves crashing in the distance, the gray sky mirroring the emptiness inside her. This wasn't the place she wanted to be. This wasn't the life she wanted. But she was with the man who was the love of her life.

Maybe he was right. After all, things could only get better.

Later That First day

Nothing had improved by mid-day. No excitement to be found. The most exciting thing going was lunch…

"The sun beat down on the sidewalk, baking the pavement beneath their feet. Judd squinted against the glare, his eyes fixed on the diner across the street. 'I could go for a burger,' he said, his voice low and rough.

Lily's eyes sparkled with amusement as she fell into step beside him. “You always say that. When was the last time you had a salad?”

Judd snorted. “When I was a kid.”

Lily's smile faltered for a moment, a glimpse of something else beneath the surface. “I thought you'd be sick of diner food by now.”

“What's wrong with diner food?” Judd's tone was defensive.

Lily shrugged. “Nothing. I just thought you might want to try that new French place that just opened up.”

Judd raised an eyebrow. “You mean the one on 5th Street?”

Lily nodded. “That's the one.”

Judd's expression turned skeptical. “It's too fancy for me.”

Lily's eyes met his, a spark of challenge in them. “Maybe it's too fancy for you, but it's not too fancy for everyone.”

For a moment, the only sound was the hum of the city, and the beat of their footsteps on the sidewalk. Then Judd shrugged, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Alright, fine. The French place it is.”

As they crossed the street, Lily shot him a look of triumph, but Judd just chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

That Evening

The gin and tonic sat sweating on the small, round table. The ice was melting fast in the semi-tropical heat.  He watched the water bead and drip.  Just like the sweat on her brow.

“Going to turn in already?” he asked.  His voice was low, gravelly from too much sun and too much strong coffee.  He squinted across the small balcony, the setting sun painting the water a bloody gold.

She smoothed the linen skirt over her knees.  Her hand trembled slightly.  “Just…tired, Judd.”

He took a long swallow of his drink.  The ice scraped against his teeth.  He didn't say anything for a moment, just watched the boats bobbing in the harbor.  The air smelled of salt and bougainvillea.

“Tired of what?” he finally asked, his voice flat.  “We’ve been here three days.  Slept twelve hours each night, I’d wager.  Haven’t done a goddamn thing except drink and stare at the sea.”

She looked away, her eyes the color of the evening sky just after twilight.  “The sun…it’s been strong.”

He snorted, a short, sharp sound.  “The sun’s always strong.  You’re from Boston, for Christ’s sake.  Should be used to a little sunshine.”

She sighed.  A small, fragile sound, easily lost in the clinking of the glasses and the distant laughter from the taverna below.  “It’s not the sun, Judd.”

He pushed his chair back, the legs scraping against the stone tiles.  He stood and walked to the railing, looking out at the water.  The fishing boats were starting to turn on their navigation lights.

“Then what is it, Lil?”  He didn't look at her.  He rarely did.  He was used to looking out, seeing the horizon, the endless possibilities.  She was…different.  She was an enclosed garden.

She hesitated.  “It’s just…I…I like the quiet.  The early morning.  Before things get…loud.”

He turned, finally looking at her.  Her face was pale, the fine lines around her eyes more pronounced in the fading light.  He saw the fear there, the worry he'd seen flicker in her face since they’d arrived.

“Loud?” he echoed.  He took a step closer, his shadow falling over her.  “What's so loud, Alice?  This is paradise.  No one to bother us.  Just the sun, the sea…and each other.”

She swallowed hard, her throat moving convulsively.  She wouldn't meet his gaze.

“I… I’m just not used to…” she started, then stopped.  “I’m just tired, Judd.  Please.”

He studied her face for a long moment, his own expression unreadable.  He knew something was wrong.  He always knew.  But he was too old to push.  Too tired to pry.

He shrugged.  “Alright.  Go on.  I’ll finish the drink.  Then I’ll come in.”

He turned back to the sea, the salty wind catching his thinning hair.  He watched the lights of the boats grow brighter, the waves whispering secrets to the shore.  He knew he’d be alone for a while longer.  Alone with the questions that the sea always seemed to ask, and the answers he could never quite grasp.  And the quiet.  He knew about the quiet.  It was the loudest thing of all.

Next Morning

The coffee was strong, black, and bitter. He took a long swallow, the porcelain cool against his lip. She sat across from him, the morning sun already catching the blonde highlights in her hair. The air in the apartment was thick with the scent of salt and something floral, probably from her.

“Well,” Judd said, his voice a low rumble, like distant thunder. “What are we doing today?”

Lily looked up from her magazine, a thin smile playing on her lips. “You know. Nothing much. Reading. Maybe the pool later.”

He grunted, the sound a short, dismissive bark. “The pool. Always the pool.” He ran a hand across his stubbled jaw. “I was thinking I’d head down to the wharf. See the boats come in. Watch them haul the nets.”

She sighed softly, a sound like a gentle breeze through the palm trees outside. “Sounds…smelly.”

He didn't say anything. Just stared out the window at the turquoise water, the sun already glinting off the crests of the small waves. He knew what she was thinking. She liked the soft life, the sun, the cocktails, the comfortable chairs. He understood it, hell, he appreciated it. But he needed something else. Something raw. Something that smelled of the sea and the work.

“You could come,” he said, his voice softer now, almost a question.

She paused, considering. The magazine lay open in her lap. Her fingers traced the smooth, glossy paper. “Maybe later,” she said. “After I get some sun.”

He nodded. “Alright.” He finished his coffee. Set the cup down. The silence hung between them, heavy and unspoken. The scent of the sea and the sun was a promise, a challenge. He stood up.

“I’ll go get some air,” he said.

She didn't look up. “Have fun,” she said. Her voice was light, almost a whisper.

He turned and walked to the door. The sunlight was blinding as he stepped outside. He could already smell the sea, the fish, the promise of the day. He knew where he was going. He knew what he would do. He just wasn't sure if she would ever truly understand.

By the Pool

The sun was hot, a white furnace in the cloudless sky. She lay sprawled on a chaise lounge, a book propped open on her chest, the pages barely disturbed. The pool water shimmered, an impossibly bright blue that made her eyes ache. She pretended to read, but her gaze drifted, always drifting, to the young man with the net.

He moved with an easy grace, a practiced rhythm. His tan was deep, almost bronze, and the way his wet hair clung to his forehead made her throat tighten. He was young, maybe twenty-two, with a cocky tilt to his jaw and a smile that promised trouble. He moved like he knew it too, confidentiality wearing a skin tight red mens’ bikini swimsuit.

He finally approached her, the skimmer dripping water. “Anything I can get for you, ma’am?” His voice was low, a slight drawl.

She lowered the book just enough to peek at him over the top. “Just the leaves, thank you.”

He chuckled, a short, disarming sound. “Hard to keep the leaves out. Especially with that breeze. You here alone today?”

She smoothed a hand across her linen dress, then rearranged a stray lock of hair. “My husband’s off chasing history. I prefer… the present.”

He leaned against the pool’s edge, the sun glinting off the wet skin of his arm. “History’s got its place. But the present… that’s where it gets interesting.” He held her gaze, a flicker of something else – challenge, amusement, and something else that made her breath catch.

“You married long?” he asked, his voice casual, almost offhand.

“Long enough,” she replied, her smile almost imperceptible. She flipped a page in her book, a gesture meant to appear casual, but she knew he saw through it. She could feel his eyes on her, the way they tracked the movement of her hand, the way they lingered on her face.

“Rough day for history?” he asked, jerking his head towards the empty chairs around her.

“Depends on the day,” she said, finally abandoning the pretense of reading. "Some days are more eventful than others.” She closed the book and set it aside. “You ever get tired of cleaning the pool?”

He grinned, a flash of white teeth against his tanned face. "Nah. Keeps things interesting." He let his eyes roam over her again, slow and appraising. “Especially on days like these."

She gave him a sober stare. “Really?”

“Sure thing.”

The silence that followed was heavy, charged with unspoken things. The sun beat down, the water rippled, and she could feel her heart beating a little faster. She looked out over the pool. Her eyes focused on him. There were worse ways to spend an afternoon.

She leaned back and tried not to stare… or at least not get caught.

She wondered if Judd was still at the pier. She was sure he was. Judd was like a big kid when it came to fishing and boats. He’d be there for hours.

Back at the Duplex

The rental unit was cool and dim after the blinding heat outside. She waited for him by the door and took a second to study the identical door next to theirs. Hmmm, she wondered if anyone would be renting that unit. Maybe they’d arrive later in the week.

Or maybe others had gotten wise to the brochure and found somewhere else to stay.

Before she could waste any more time thinking about it, he arrived.

She put the key in the worn lock, jiggled it when it didn’t turn and finally got the door open.

She led him into the darkened space, feeling the sudden rush of coolness. Maybe the only redeeming quality it possessed, she mused.

He looked around but did not comment.

He stood there, shirtless and glistening with sweat, his muscles defined and taut. His eyes were dark pools of desire, his voice low and husky. “You sure about this?”

“Shh,” she whispered, placing a finger to his lips. “He might come back any minute.” She could feel her pulse racing in her wrists, in the hollow of her neck. Maybe this was madness, she thought, with a guy so young as Paulo. But she’d gone this far. There was no turning back now. And besides, she knew her husband. When Judd got to the pier he’d lose all track of time.

A thought occurred to her. “I haven’t asked your name.”

“Paulo,” he answered simply.

She smiled. “I like it. Suits you. I’m Lily.”

He gave her a shaky smile. “Very nice.”

With shaking fingers, she undid the buttons on her cover-up, revealing her sexy, curvy body clad in her best skin-tight red bikini. He stared hungrily as it pooled around her ankles, leaving her naked except for her bikini top and bottom. Heat bloomed across her cheeks as he took in her body, every curve on full display. At the sight of her, the desire in his eyes burned brighter.

“You’re beautiful,” he breathed, as if he couldn’t believe his luck.

She smiled wryly. “I’ve been called many things, including pretty, but never that.”

He stepped forward then, closing the distance between them in two long strides. His hands cupped her face, calloused from hours spent in chlorinated water but gentle nonetheless. He tilted her chin upwards and their lips met in a searing kiss that left them both gasping for air. His tongue danced with hers, exploring every crevice and corner of her mouth as if he were mapping every part of her being. Her arms wound themselves around his neck of their own accord, pulling him even closer. God, it had been so long since she had felt this alive...

He broke the kiss, trailing feather-light kisses down her jawline, along her collarbone, and lower still. His hands slid down to her hips, fingertips lightly grazing the fabric of her bikini bottom. She arched into his touch, moaning softly as he teased her through the lace. Heat pooled between her thighs, and she could feel herself becoming slick with anticipation.

“Tell me what you want,” he growled against her ear, sending shivers down her spine.

“I... I want you,” she gasped, unable to form any other words.

That seemed to be all the invitation he needed. He hooked his fingers into the sides of her bikini bottom and tugged them down in one swift motion, discarding them on the floor without a second thought. Her cheeks burned an even brighter shade of crimson, but any remaining shreds of modesty were forgotten as he dropped to his knees before her.

His tongue danced over her swollen folds, teasing and tasting every inch of her. She cried out, her back arching off the wall as he zeroed in on her most sensitive spot. “God yes!” she moaned, clutching at his hair for dear life as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. “Don’t stop...”

He looked up at her then, eyes burning with lust for her and something wild, almost primal. “I’m not done with you yet,” he purred before standing up again.

His hands trailed down her back, fingers skimming over the thin fabric of her bikini top, causing goosebumps to erupt on her skin. He broke the kiss, trailing a line of feather-light kisses down her jawline, then lower, until he reached her bikini top. With a growl of frustration, he tugged at the clasp, and it gave way under his impatient fingers. Her breasts spilled free, heavy and aching for his touch.

He groaned low in his throat, as if he’d been starved for the sight of her body. And perhaps he had been, she thought dizzily. They’d been dancing around each other since they met at the pool; the tension between them had become nearly unbearable. It was a wonder they hadn’t combusted on the spot before now.

Suddenly, as if he no longer had any worries in the world, Paulo lunged at her, pushed her back against the small makeshift kitchen countertop and there was no stopping him from getting exactly what he wanted.

Not that she wanted to…

Hot With Paulo

Paulo didn't waste a second and his lips were on Lily's instantly. He pushed her against the kitchen counter and pressed his body to hers. Lily could feel his pulsing erection on her stomach, calling to her. Her hands tugged at his swimsuit, trying to get it off as fast as she could.

But Paulo had other ideas. He didn’t want to rush things, it seemed, because he took her hands in his and held them, pushing her arms up and back as she leaned against the counter and he pushed his face closer to hers. He kissed her hard while he squeezed her nipple between his fingers. When the kiss broke, he pulled back to admire her tits once more, just long enough for her to see his muscles flex, his arm muscles almost as thick as her legs. With those muscles and his tight six-pack, Lily knew he must be a very active person. He was the pool guy, after all, she reminded herself, wondering how often he got up to exactly what they were about to do with other women vacationing by the shore.

She didn’t have time to think about that though, because Paulo leaned in again, nuzzling the side of her neck, trailing kisses there while he made his way down to her breasts. His mouth found one nipple, teasing it into a hard peak with his tongue and lips. She arched her back, unable to stifle a moan that echoed around the quiet room. He looked up at her through hooded lids, a wicked grin playing on his lips as he moved to lavish attention on her other breast. She leaned her head back, her hands tangled in his hair, urging him onward.

“Tha-that feels so good,” she said, punctuated with a sharp moan that was almost a whimper.

While he tongued her tits, he smashed them together with his fingers like he was kneading dough. He pinched her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers, making her squeal for more. Just when she thought she could take no more, he came back up and kissed her on the mouth again, circling his tongue around her mouth before pushing between her teeth and battling against her tongue as he explored her.

Lily reached down and felt his shaft through his bathing suit. The thin material didn’t leave much to the imagination. He was rock hard, pulsing against her hand and huge. She felt her desire suddenly spike, and she needed that humongous cock buried deep inside her.

Lily squeezed his cock through his trunks, wanting to alert him to the urgency she felt. He pulled back and stood in front of her… waiting…

She got to her knees, pulling at his trunks. She peeled down until his long, thick meat sprang free. She felt like she was unwrapping an unexpected gift. His cock stood straight out, throbbing and bouncing up and down with heavy and powerful. She grasped him with both her hands and Paulo moaned at her touch as she squeezed him firmly. “Damn, you’re so fucking big!” she exclaimed, then reached back with one hand and pushed her hair back.

Suddenly Paulo broke away and finished pushing his trunks down, kicking them so hard they landed across the room just inside the bedroom door. Afterward, he leaned back in, shoving his monster cock in her face.

“Taste it.”

“Huh?” Lily asked.

“Go ahead and taste,” he said, his eyes locked on hers. “Take me in your mouth!”

She kissed his tip, flicking it with her tongue, just to tease him a little. Paulo tugged at her hair, wanting her to take him. She opened her mouth wide as her eyes looked into his, and she knew she couldn’t play around anymore. She had to take him… or at least give it her best try.

She leaned in and took his wide, thick cockhead between her lips, tasting the salty-sweet pre-cum at the tip. Paulo groaned and grunted loudly as she bobbed her head up and down, taking every inch of him into her mouth and throat until she almost gagged.

“Stroke me,” he told her, “while you suck me off.”

Lily gripped the base of his cock and stroked up and down and he rocked his hips, forcing his ginormous cock deeper into her mouth and throat. His grip on her hair tightened as his breathing grew heavier. He wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. Soon his cum would be bubbling out the corners of her mouth and dribbling down her chin. She could hardly wait to taste his load. She wanted it, all of it. Every damned drop. She picked up her speed, sucking him harder and harder. He began to make grunting noises.

She braced for it…

But Paulo pulled out suddenly and she waited for the eruption of cum to hit her in the face and chest. He closed his eyes and slowly stroked his massive member as he fought to bring himself back from the brink of losing it.

“That was fucking close,” he swore. “You a damned good cocksucker. Now get up off your knees, turn around and put your palms against the edge of the counter.”

Getting to her feet, Lily smiled at the order and faced away from Paulo. She bent over the kitchen counter and placed her hands out in front of her. Her stomach and breasts were pressed against the cold surface and her skin pimpled with goosebumps.

Paulo’s hand slipped around her waist, wrapping around her as he started to play with her tits, squeezing and pinching them.

He leaned his cheek against hers. “It’s been a while since I fucked someone as hot as you,” he whispered.

“Then don’t hold back,” she urged him on. “Go ahead and do it. Fuck me good. Take me anyway you want me!”

He put his hands on her hips, grasping her hard and holding on tight. He thrust his hips hard and shoved into her. At first, her pussy put up some resistance. She’d never had anything inside her, not even a cock, this huge. But he worked at it, refusing to give up until he started to push into her, inch by inch until he bucked his hips suddenly and shoved all the way in.

Her eyes were stretched wide. She’d never had a man that deep inside her before. Her heart pounded, but once her body got used to his monster cock she started to relax into it.

Until he eased back a bit and shoved back in, pounding her hard. He slammed into her again and again as she leaned into the countertop for support.

“Damn, you’re so tight,” he said, sounding pleased.

“Keep at it!” she begged. “Don’t stop fucking me!”

Paulo’s hand moved from her back to her shoulder, using it for leverage, he forced his cock into her even deeper.

This was so damned intense. She felt like she might faint. Her eyes began to roll into the back of her head. “I-I’m gonna cum!”

“Let’s come together, Lily,” he said.

With that, they both found their release at the same time, humping and bucking as she shoved back against him, wanting it all… wanting it rough and deep.

They were lost in the moment, totally losing control, swept up in what was happening between them. Paulo unloaded inside her, draining his balls with quick, deep fucks until he was totally spent.

When they were finished, she thought they’d both collapse on the linoleum.

But Paulo had other ideas. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the bedroom. There, he fucked her mission-style until they came again, both of them nearly screaming. Their loud noises made her worry the people next door might hear. But she reminded herself that she hadn’t seen anyone next door. Maybe no one was staying there.

Afterward, they lay together on the bed panting and fighting to catch their breaths. Lily didn’t know how long they lay that way, but not long because as soon as Paulo’s breathing slowed, he was up. “Nice fuck,” he smiled, pulling on his trunks.

She looked up at him lazily and didn’t say anything, but he was right. He was one of the best young studs she’d had.

He strapped on his sandals, gave her a quick kiss and he was off.

She closed her eyes, prepared to lay there for a while. Then she noticed dusk darkening the window and she knew Judd would be back soon. With that thought in mind, she got to her feet, cleaned herself up in the cramped bathroom and dressed in a simple, thin cotton dress and nothing else.

Judd would want her ready for him later. No use complicating things with underwear.

Not Exactly a Narrow Escape

Paulo was barely out the door when Judd returned… almost as if he’d been milling about outside… watching…

The sun had dipped low, throwing long shadows across the terrace of their rented villa. The salty tang of the sea clung to the air, mingling with the faint scent of bougainvillea and the lingering smoke from his cigarette. He sat in one of the wicker chairs by the little table, his elbows on his thighs, staring at nothing in particular. His shirt was open at the collar, sleeves rolled up carelessly past his elbows. He looked as though he’d been carved out of something hard and unyielding, like driftwood left too long in the sun.

She came out from inside, her sandals slapping lightly against the tiles. She wore a white dress that caught the light just so when she moved. Her hair was still damp from her swim earlier, curling slightly at her shoulders. She carried a glass of something pale and cold, condensation already slicking its sides.

“Damn those people next door do like to stare!” he complained.

Lily’s heart thudded against her chest. “There are people staying  next door?”

“Guess so. A young couple, man and woman

“Guess they came while I was at the pool,” LIly said, her mind racing. “Maybe we could introduce ourselves later.”

“Not if they’re going be staring like that.”

"So…how was it?" she asked, changing the subject, as she sat down across from him.

He didn’t look up right away. He picked at a loose thread along the fly of his shorts instead, then finally shrugged. "Same as always."

"Catch anything?"

"Nah." He rubbed at his jawline where stubble had started to grow coarse. "Couple of kids were out there trying their luck with some old rods. Typical teenagers. They didn’t have a lick of sense between the two of them.One hooked a rock and thought he’d got himself a marlin." He gave a short laugh, but she wondered if he was making shit up.

She sipped her drink slowly, watching him over the rim of her glass. "You’re not much for teaching these days," she said.

"Not my job to teach 'em," he said gruffly. "They’ll figure it out or they won’t."

She nodded faintly and leaned back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other. The hem of her dress shifted higher on her thigh. For a moment neither of them spoke. Only the distant murmur of waves and the occasional cry of a gull filled the silence between them.

Finally, he broke it. "How was your afternoon?"

"It was fine," she said lightly, almost too casually. She sounded tired, she realized, like a woman who’d just been laid.

"You stay by the pool?"

"I did."

He squinted at her then, as if trying to see through whatever veil she might have drawn over herself in that moment. "Was anyone there?”

She smiled faintly but didn’t answer right away. Instead, she swirled what was left in her glass and looked down into it as though searching for answers in its depths.

“Anyone… interesting?”

“Just  the pool boy."

"Was he interested?" he pressed.

"He was," she admitted after a beat.

"And?"

Her smile widened just enough to be noticeable but not enough to give anything away. "And nothing."

"You bring him back here?" His voice was low now, rougher than before.

"No." It wasn’t entirely a lie since Paulo had actually followed her.

"You do things with him?"

She met his gaze then, steady and unwavering despite the sharpness in his tone. "I’ll tell you later," she said softly.

"You can tell me now." He stood abruptly, pushing his chair back noisily against the tiles. He turned toward the small bar set up near the sliding doors that led back inside. "Tell me while I make myself a damn drink. Pretending to be sightseeing is hard work. I’m fucking parched!”

She didn’t say anything right away as he poured a generous measure of bourbon into his glass, the amber liquid catching the dim light from the patio lanterns. The silence stretched between them, taut and electrified, as he stirred the drink with deliberate movements, his back to her.

Finally, her voice broke the quiet, soft but edged with something that made his pulse quicken. "He followed me."

That made him pause, the stirrer clinking against the rim of his glass. Slowly, he turned to face her again. She was leaning back in her chair now, one leg crossed over the other, her bare foot dangling lazily in a way that seemed almost calculated—like she knew exactly how much of his attention she commanded with every small movement.

"Followed you?" he echoed, his brow furrowing.

"From the pool," she clarified, swirling her own drink again before taking a slow sip. Her lips lingered on the edge of the glass, and when she set it down, they glistened faintly under the patio lights. "He saw me leaving and decided to… tag along."

“Back here to this palatial villa?”

She nodded. She could see the excitement in his eyes. He wouldn't stop at that, and she didn’t want him too. That was half the excitement. Well, almost.

"And you let him?" His voice was quieter now but no less intense.

Her smile returned—a little sharper this time, teasing at the edges. "I didn’t tell him to stop."

The air between them felt heavy now, probably charged with something he couldn’t quite name but could definitely feel. She could see it in the glances that passed between them. Probably excitement. He took a slow step toward her, then another, until he was standing close enough to see the way her pupils dilated as she looked up at him.

"Did he…" He hesitated for just a fraction of a second before continuing. "Was he any good?"

She tilted her head slightly, considering him with an expression that was equal parts playful and serious. "Not as good as you," she murmured. They never were, but that was a part of the game. Despite everything she loved Judd. They could never match up. Not really. They couldn’t cause the feelings in her to rise and spill out the way Judd did. No one could, and both she and Judd knew it would always be that way.

It seemed as if something primal surged through him at those words—an intoxicating mix of possessiveness. He reached out then, cupping her face in one hand and tilting it up toward him. Her breath hitched softly as his thumb brushed along her jawline.

"Damn right," he rasped before lowering his mouth to hers.

The kiss was fierce and unrelenting from the start—a clash of heat and hunger that left no room for hesitation. Her hands found their way to his chest first, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as though anchoring herself against him. But then they were moving again, sliding up to tangle in his hair while she kissed him back just as fervently.

When they finally broke apart for air, their foreheads pressed together for a moment, their breaths mingling in the warm night air.

"I’ll prove you right later," he promised in a low growl that sent a shiver racing down her spine.

Her lips curved into a wicked smile against his cheek before she pulled back slightly to meet his gaze once more. "I’m holding you to it.”

“You’ll tell me everything he did to you.’

“Every last thing,” she promised, her eyes on his.”While you make love to me…”

He grinned. “I wouldn’t have it any other way!”

the end
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