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      To Silas and Zoey

      You two were our first official co-write

      We wouldn’t be here without you

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Take chances, make mistakes, get messy!

        MISS FRIZZLE, THE MAGIC SCHOOL BUS
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      Re-Max Advantage. That’s the first thing I see when I pull up in front of my parents’ house. The sign in the front yard has a sold sticker plastered across the front of it, and once that processes, my entire face goes numb.

      I graduated from college two months ago and moved in with my boyfriend, Lucas. We were supposed to go on a vacation together in Mykonos, but that all got shot to shit last night. My bags were packed, we weren’t arguing for once, I was excited to finally have a few days off from the shitty job I’ve been working at for the last four years in a diner near campus.

      And then he told me that instead of booking our vacation with the money I saved, he invested it in some bullshit coin pyramid. They promised him he’d make his money back tenfold before it was too late to actually book the vacation, but it turns out that it was all a scam. He lost all of it. And the fucked-up part is that this isn’t the first time he’s done something like this either, just never to this magnitude. I thought he was pushing a little too hard when I said I’d take care of it. He whined, complained, told me that it hurt his feelings that I didn’t think he was capable of handling the money.

      And I fucking fell for it, hook, line and sinker.

      I packed my shit up, loaded it in my car and took off the next day. He can figure out how to pay the rent by himself. Luckily, when we were moving off campus, his father agreed to put the house in his name and let us pay the rent because I didn’t qualify by myself, and Lucas certainly didn’t. I thought that after dating for so long, trying to make it work over and over with no genuine changes or future in sight that I’d feel bad. I thought I would miss him the moment I drove off campus, but I didn't. I don’t even feel angry either, I feel nothing but relief.

      But now I have this to deal with. I lean against the passenger side door of my car and fish my cell phone out of my purse. This is totally something my mom and stepfather would do. Mom has always flown by the seat of her pants, never actually knowing how things are going to work out until they somehow magically do. And Ted, her partner for the last five years or so, doesn’t ground her in any way. He’s just as unpredictable, which I think is good for her, but not for me at this moment.

      “Zoey, sweetie! How nice. Ted, come here! Zoey’s calling,” Mom yells into the phone loud enough that I have to pull the phone away from my ear and put her on speaker. There’s so much noise in the background, and I’m not sure if it sounds like she’s under water or being chased by a herd of elephants.

      “Mom?” I say with a huff. I should be more patient with her, but I’m frustrated and if there hadn’t still been a sign in the front yard, I could have accidentally walked in on whoever bought the place.

      “Yes! I’m here, Zoey. How are you? Guess where Ted and I are!” She sounds so happy, and not at all phased that they’ve apparently sold my childhood home without telling me. I’ve been here for mere minutes and I’m already regretting my knee-jerk reaction to come home.

      “Mom, I’m at the house. There’s a sign in the front yard and a random truck in the driveway. What’s going on?”

      “What house?” I can hear that she’s perplexed by her tone, and I know the exact look that’s gracing her face right now. I’ve had to be the adult for as long as I can remember, and really Ted was a blessing when he came into our lives because he keeps her occupied. Before him, I had no life because she was constantly meddling and finding reasons to keep me home. As much as Ted annoys me by interjecting his unwanted opinions in every situation, if it weren’t for him taking one for the team and marrying my mom, I probably wouldn’t have been able to go to college. She has a knack for making every situation about herself and manipulating anyone who disagrees with her.

      “Mom. Stop whatever you’re doing and listen to me, okay?” I snap, and then instantly feel guilt when I hear the soft hum leave her mouth, signifying that she doesn’t enjoy being reprimanded. “I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot going on right now and I was hoping I could come home for a few weeks until I can figure something out.”

      “What happened to Lucas? He’s such a nice boy,” my mother practically coos, and my stomach feels sick.

      “We broke up because he stole money from me and lost it in a scam,” I say it bluntly because I’m literally loitering in front of someone else’s house and I really need to get to the bottom of things quickly. “Where did you guys move, Mom?” I bite my bottom lip. I feel like I’m going to cry and it’s not over any one thing in particular, it’s just that everything is hitting me at once and I’m tired.

      “Honey, we sold the house so we could RV, travel, really enjoy our retirement,” she says sadly, and I realize I burst her bubble of excitement that she had for her new journey. “Is it really over with Lucas? Isn’t everything you’ve been through together enough to try to work it out? It could be a misunderstanding. You were together throughout college,” she reminds me and every point she notes makes me feel sicker because even if he showed up here with a bouquet of roses and all of the money he lost, I just don’t love him anymore. I’m not sure that I ever did. We started out as friends, and I think it just got pushed and molded into something that it never should have been.

      “No. It really isn’t. Listen, Mom, I’m not trying to be short with you. I’m really happy that you and Ted are happy, but I need to figure out what I’m going to do, at least for the next couple of nights. He blew all of my savings and I quit my job to come home,” I say with a sardonic chuckle before adding, “At least what I thought was still home.”

      “Okay, hold on. Ted! Come here!” she screams again, less bubbly and upbeat than before. Her voice lowers when she’s speaking to me again. “We’ll get this figured out, dear. Don’t you worry. I wish I could be there to give you a big hug.” I can hear the annoyance in her voice and that’s when I finally let a few tears fall, but quickly wipe them off my cheeks and take a deep breath. Whenever something like this happens, there’s always something good that comes of it, so I just need to remember that. I just need to get settled somewhere that I can start applying for jobs. I was supporting Lucas and myself before, so I’ll definitely be able to support myself. I just need to stop feeling sorry for myself.

      I hear the phone shuffle and there are definitely buttons being pushed until I realize that they have put me on speakerphone. “Zoeeeeyyyyy.” I can’t help but roll my eyes when I hear Ted’s voice. Even though I’ve been away at school for a lot of his relationship with my mom, whenever I did come home to visit, he horned in on anything I was doing or trying to talk to my mom about. I tried to ignore it at first, but eventually, I just stopped coming home for long periods of time. He’s abrasive, but from what I can tell, he treats her well. He doesn’t belittle her weird quirks and as far as I know, he hasn’t stolen all of her money and then offered to fuck her to ‘make up’. Lucas is lucky his balls aren’t in a sling, to be honest.

      “How are you dear? Guess where we are?” I snicker at the way he mirrored my mom’s exact question from earlier. They really are a good match, meddling ways and all.

      “It sounds like you’re somewhere busy. Is that wind or waves I hear?” I play into it because taking their joy away will not put me in any better of a situation.

      He’s halfway through telling me about the really cushy spot they’re camping near the outer banks in North Carolina when my mom interrupts him. “Bunny, we can tell her about that later. Zoey needs a place to stay for awhile. She’s at the house because we forgot to tell her about our plans.” I hold my hand over my mouth because I don’t want her to hear me laughing at the nickname she has for him, but it will never stop being funny to me.

      “You and my boy Luke are at the house?” Ted asks, and his voice booms because he’s learned that if he’s the loudest, he can dominate the conversation.

      “Shhh. Shhh. Don’t say that. They broke up. I’ll tell you about that later. Give Silas a call and see if she can stay with him for a couple weeks,” Mom says, and I can picture her patting his arm the way she always does when she shushes him, which is often. I process what she’s said and I feel my back straighten when I realize she’s mentioned Ted’s younger brother. I don’t really know him other than the few times I’ve seen him on holidays over the last few years. He’s a bachelor from what Ted and my mom have said. He was always standoffish with me, and I never approached him because his whole vibe is intimidating. He and Ted could not be further from each other in looks and personality. He’s tall with dark hair and looks like suits were made for him. He’s serious, quiet, and always appears to be a little grumpy.

      “No, you don’t have to do that.” The words rush out of my mouth because I don’t want to be a burden to anyone. Especially someone like Silas Barlow. He barely speaks to anyone for the few hours he’s around during family get-togethers, so I can’t imagine what it would be like renting a room from him. “I’ll figure it out, guys. Maybe I can find a cheap hotel for a few days until I can get a paycheck or two under my belt.” My voice is shaky and I’m not sure if it's because of everything I’ve been through in the last forty-eight hours, or if it’s because I’m afraid Silas will be my only option.

      “No, honey. We could pay for you to stay in a hotel, that’s not a problem. I just don’t feel safe with you living in a hotel by yourself. This is a scary world we’re living in, sweetie,” Mom chimes in.

      “It’s not a problem, Zoey. Really. I just sent him a text from my phone to give me a call. He never answers when I call him. Says I ramble too much and to write down everything I need to say and email him,” Ted says. His tone is jovial like he thinks Silas is kidding. I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing because even though I don’t know Silas at all, I know two things. He has a dry sense of humor, and when he tells Ted not to call him, he’s not joking.

      I sigh and walk around to the driver’s side of my car and slide back in. Letting my head fall back against the headrest, I listen to my mom and Ted shuffle around, pushing buttons and trying to figure out if they’ve actually sent Silas a text and if it’s gone through.

      “So what happened with Lucas? He was such a nice boy,” Ted asks bluntly, but with absolutely no malice in his voice.

      And that’s the only reason I don’t lose my last fuck I’ve been hanging onto and scream at him He’s not fucking nice.

      “Hunny. Shh. I’ll tell you later, dear,” Mom says and is only drowned out by Ted’s sounds of discontentment that he’s not getting the hot gossip about my failed relationship right now.

      A loud ringing noise interrupts the nightmare that I’m currently enmeshed in, and I realize that it’s Ted’s phone.

      “Silas?” Ted asks loudly, and then I hear some shuffling around.

      “Ted, be careful on those rocks. They’re slippery,” I hear Mom scold him and I guess by the loud intake of breath that follows, he’s ignoring her. I can’t help but smile at the visual it puts in my head.

      “It’s okay, Mom. I’m going to drive around and get something to eat and like ten coffees. Just call me back if you think he can help,” I tell her, because I don’t want to be the reason Ted falls into shark-infested water, or whatever is happening right now.

      “Theodore!” Mom calls, ignoring me for a moment and I can hear her power walking presumably toward Ted. “Okay, dear. I’ll call you back.” I stay on the line for a few seconds longer than necessary to listen to her try to get Ted off the rocks while he’s chattering on to Silas about the weather in North Carolina before I end the call and pull out of my neighborhood for the last time.
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      Si, it’s your brother. Ted. Call me, it’s an emergency.

      I stare down at the text and seriously ponder how my brother has gotten this far in life. My only brother, as in we have no other siblings. I don’t know how many times I’ve told him he doesn’t need to announce himself in a text. I love my older brother, but I’m almost positive Lana, our mother, dropped him on his head one too many times. The last time Ted told me there was an emergency, our mother was in the hospital and the board was staging a coup right from under our feet at Barlow Corp.

      I hear the ringtone trill in my ear repeatedly before finally a voice comes over the line, “Silas?” my brother questions as if my name and number aren’t in his phone.

      “Ted, what is going on? Is it Mom?” I question, trying to get to the root of the issue.

      There’s some shuffling around and just barely in earshot, I hear Melinda, my sister-in-law tell him to be careful and get off the rocks. I wince because whatever he’s doing is surely going to end up in disaster.

      “Silas, you have got to come out to North Carolina. It’s just beautiful and Melinda and I are having the best time. We pulled the RV into this cute little campsite right off the shore. Can you believe that? You don’t even have to lock your door.” It takes everything in me to not berate this man. It’s like ever since he’s retired, a whimsical spirit has emerged.

      My brother and I started Barlow Corp. together and have been working side by side until about six months ago when Ted told me he wanted to retire and asked if I wanted to buy him out. I was relieved because he caused more problems for me than he added value. He was always doing things half-assed and then blaming other people for his indiscretions. Obviously, I wasn’t going to allow anyone else to buy his shares and hold a controlling stake in the company, so I agreed. I currently hold a majority controlling interest but the remaining shares I split and put back on the market. The last thing I needed was another attempted coup on my person.

      He seems worse since when he met Melinda. It’s like every annoying trait he has amplified in a way I didn’t think was possible. He’s happy with her and of course I want to see my brother happy, but I could do without being dragged to mandatory family functions. Sitting through Thanksgiving and other such holidays with my brother’s family has me breaking out in hives.

      “Theodore, quite frankly I don’t give a fuck about North Carolina and can’t even begin to get into it with you about your lack of security in locking your door. What. Is. The. Emergency?” I cut him off harshly because he has a tendency to ramble, and this is the exact reason I tell him to write everything down and email me. He will continue on until being firmly put into place.

      “Hmm, no need to get snippy Si. I was just trying to share my retirement adventures with you. Now what did you say about Mom? Have you spoken to her?”

      I swear if he was in front of me right now, I would smack him across the back of the head regardless of him being the eldest.

      “No, I have not. Which is exactly why I asked if something was wrong because of your alleged emergency.” Clearly, nothing is wrong with Mom if he’s asking about her. He’s flighty, but when it comes to our mother, he’s always operating straight and narrow.

      “Well, you see brother… you know Mel and I sold the house and we’ve been RVing around, but we may have forgotten to tell Zoey.”

      Zoey. Young, pretty, sarcastic Zoey. My brother’s step-daughter. I can’t help but see her flash in my head with her golden-brown hair and green eyes. I had no business noticing her beauty when Ted and Melinda got married her senior year of high school, but over the last five years it gets harder and harder to ignore. Another reason why I try to limit my interactions with the family unit to the bare minimum. The less I see of her, the better.

      “How do you just forget to tell your wife’s daughter that you sold her childhood home and are off traipsing across the East Coast?” I question because while they both fly by the seat of their pants, I find it baffling that the house that Melinda said she refused to move out of when they got married because of that connection to Zoey, was sold and they uttered not a word to the girl. Woman. Girl. Fuck. I need to get it together. I’ve seen Melinda work her manipulative magic before, and I doubt it was a forgetful moment on her part.

      “It just slipped our minds. It’s fine, but we do have an issue now and we could use your help.”

      There’s a pause and my mind is cycling, trying to figure out where he is going with this. What could he possibly need from me?

      “Whoa, these rocks are slippery. I didn’t realize how far out I am. Okay, so Mel and I are enjoying our time together and can’t really have Zoey traveling with us. I haven’t worn clothes in the RV once and I don’t think she’d appreciate that.” He chuckles. Meanwhile, I shudder, thinking of my brother and his bare ass on every surface of the camper.

      I’m confused on why Zoey would need to be in the camper or traveling with them. She just graduated a few months ago. I remember it vividly because of the silver leaf party invitations Melinda and my mother sent out. My presence was requested, but I read between the lines of Lana Barlow's personal note and knew that no matter how old I was, if my ass was not at the graduation party for her step-granddaughter, she would never let me live it down. My mother’s ability to hold a grudge and wreak havoc on your life for any perceived slight is well known.

      “Ted, why would Zoey be traveling with you? Shouldn’t she be working?”

      “Well I don’t know all the details but she showed up at the house and saw the sold sign hanging out front. From what I could pick up listening to Mel talk to her is that she broke up with Lucas and moved out. I’m sure it will all get worked out, my boy Luke wouldn’t be stupid to let Zo get away. She’s a good girl.” I’m stuck between being irritated that I’m dealing with the fact an adult ran home to mommy because her boyfriend left the toilet seat up and slightly disgusted at thinking of Zoey as a good girl… for all the wrong reasons.

      “And that has to do with you or hell even me why? Also, I distinctly remember her planning some big graduation vacation and Mom had us give money toward that for her gift.” Why isn’t she in Mykonos, sipping a fruity drink with an umbrella? I leave the question unasked because frankly, I don’t want to speak out loud the image of Zoey on a beach, undeniably in a swimsuit that is barely decent.

      “Honestly Si, I don’t have the whole story but the girl is distraught. Can she please stay with you for a while? Mel and I will figure something else out. She was going to stay in a hotel. What kind of dad would it make me if I let her stay in a hotel? A terrible one. She’s family, Silas.” Oh, I see we’ve taken to using familial guilt to get our way.

      I don’t see an issue with her staying in a hotel for a few days. What twenty-two-year-old wouldn’t want to spend a few nights on her parent’s dime spending days by the pool and nights on twelve hundred thread Egyptian sheets?

      “I mean you’re not really her dad and she’s been out of the house for four years but I’m not going to be a dick about it. Fine, send her over. She can stay for a little while until you guys figure out what she is doing with her life. But she’s an adult and I’m not a babysitter. I’ll barely even be home.” And with those words, I seal my fate.

      “I knew you wouldn’t let me down brother. I’ll have Mel tell her the good news and she should be there soon. Family is everything, thank you for helping me look out for mine.” He didn’t need to get all emotional and sappy on me. I’m an asshole, but at the end of the day, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Ted or Mom. Barlows always and forever.

      “I suppose I should be here when she arrives. Have her show up between two and four this afternoon because I have a call to Tokyo at five.” And without waiting for a response I hang up.

      I’m not worried about him being offended, we’ve long gotten over that issue and I don’t have the time to listen to any more of his rambling currently. I have a houseguest arriving in a few brief hours and no time to call anyone for assistance. I keep my home clean and well-kept, so really, I just need to make sure there are linens in one of the guest rooms. I also need to make sure I keep my eyes and hands to myself.

      I don’t know how long Zoey is staying for, but I can only hope it’s a brief intermission in my life. Fighting my attraction to her has gotten harder over the years but it will test my restraint with having her here in my home. In one of my beds, rolling in my sheets. I can picture it and I know her unique apple scent is about to invade these walls and take root in my senses. Fuck, I am going to need to spend as much time outside of the house as possible.
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      If I ever see Lucas again, I’m going to knee him directly in the ball sack. Because of him, I’m on my way to my step-uncle’s house. Ted assured me that Silas is super excited to have a house guest, and I didn’t bother calling him a liar. He means well, and I feel like in Ted’s brain he probably thinks Silas is happy about this. I shouldn’t entertain it. I should just try to convince Mom and Ted to loan me some money to stay in a hotel until I can get on my feet. If I’m honest, I don’t really want to stay alone in a place I’ve never been before. Lucas might be a sucky boyfriend, but he was always around. I should suck it up and just do it, but after Mom’s tirade about how dangerous it is for a young woman to be living on her own with so many people coming and going, I’m afraid. But I’m not sure that living with Silas is a much better alternative.

      He’s never been flat out mean to me, but I get the distinct impression that he thinks I’m a brainless twit. He’s always on his phone, holding his finger up to shush Ted while we’re in the middle of holiday dinners. Mom told me not to worry, that he’ll barely be home for the next couple weeks and that she’ll feel much safer with me staying at his house than anywhere else. It’s not like we have any other family besides each other, so unfortunately, Salty Silas is my only option.

      I follow my GPS down the suburban street that leads to the upscale community where Silas lives. I tap my brakes when I see the heavy wrought-iron gate that is meant to keep anyone who doesn’t live in this specific development from entering. A young man with red curly hair steps out of the small box office. He has on a crisp white polo shirt and khaki pants.

      “Hi,” I eye his name tag before I continue, “Hi, Vernon. I’m here to visit Silas Barlow.” Ted told me there isn’t a code or anything, just to say his name and they would let me in.

      But nothing is ever that easy.

      Vernon laughs, a loud cackle that doesn’t match the pristine outfit he’s wearing. “Silas doesn’t allow visitors. What’s his house number?” He’s smiling at me, and I’m not sure he’s serious at first. He leans an elbow on my roof, bowing his tall, lean frame in order to look down into my car. His eyes rake over my thighs that are exposed by my bike shorts, and that’s when I snap.

      “My eyes are up here, Vernon.” He playfully grins at me, shrugging his shoulders as he meets my eyes. “I don’t know the address, but he’s expecting me.” I’m trying to sound assertive because everyone treats me like a fucking kid and talks over me all the time.

      But it doesn’t come across that way because Vernon grins, his white teeth flashing. “Are you a stripper?”

      “What? No! Why would you think that?” I huff, pressing the button to raise my window so it’s only open to a slight crack. “Silas is my uncle.”

      Vernon shakes his head, still smiling. “I’m not falling for that. Silas is a bear and I’m not getting reamed out again.”

      “Again?” I instantly regret asking when Vernon flails his arms toward the gate.

      “I hit the button too early one time and dinged his door and you’d think I punted his first-born child over the gate,” he says animatedly, huffing before resting his hands on his hips.

      I grimace for two reasons. Vernon is annoying and I’m going to have to see him at least twice a day on the days he’s manning the gate and the other reason is that I don’t doubt anything he’s saying. I bet Silas is a peach to deal with and is probably going to be a nightmare to live with.

      I get butterflies in my stomach at that sentence. Living with. I wouldn’t even say I was living with Lucas in that way. We were roommates, basically. He had his video games and his friends, and his side hustles, and I had work and school up until just a little while ago. It wasn’t the same thing as making a house a home together type of living situation. I shake off the thought. I shouldn’t be having these unprompted feelings about anyone, especially my step-uncle, who is annoyed that the entire world exists. I bet he bills his mother when she calls him. I smirk at the thought and when I’m finally out of my little daydream about what it would be like to live with Silas, I glance up and realize that Vernon is staring in my window again and his eyes are on my t-shirt.

      “Do you mind?” I hiss. “Please just buzz me through. I’ve had a bad couple of days and Silas is literally waiting for me. I was supposed to be on his doorstep fifteen minutes ago.” I wince because the fact that I’m late isn’t entirely Vernon’s fault. I did stop to get another iced coffee on the way in hopes it would help me get through the awkward first meeting with Silas. I wonder if he’ll even speak, or if he’ll just grunt and point to the dungeon he probably has for guests.

      “Okay, okay, but put your window down,” he huffs, like he’s finally given in and is going to let me through without any more trouble.

      I press the button, letting the window go all the way down. I assume maybe he has to give me a ticket or a pass or something because Ted told me that even though it’s a gated community and there is surveillance at all times, they still have police patrol for cars that don’t belong here. Instead of heading back to the booth to get my stuff, he leans in the car and smirks.

      “What will you give me if I let you through? I’d settle for seeing your tits. Are they real?” He blinks several times quickly like he’s trying to be cute. It’s when he slowly reaches out like he’s going to grab a handful of my left breast that I snap. I pop him right in the nose with the heel of my hand, causing it to start bleeding immediately.

      “Ow. You fucking bitch!” His scream is higher pitched than Ted’s that time Mom convinced him to let her wax his back.

      “Open the gate or I call your boss,” I nod my head toward the booth that has the company name painted on it in gold letters.

      “Why don’t you just call Silas since he’s your uncle,” Vernon whines and uses two fingers of the hand that isn’t holding his nose to make air quotes.

      I roll my eyes and hold up my phone, tapping the screen like I’m googling the security company Vernon has spent the past twenty minutes not actually working for. I’m absolutely not about to tell him I don’t have Silas’s number.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” My eyes snap up to see an angry Silas half out of his car on the opposite side of the gate. “I specifically told Ted to make sure you were punctual. Some of us have businesses to run, Zoey.” Unbelievable. I’m propositioned, ogled, and called a stripper by this smarmy little asshole and now I get to deal with Silas.

      I unbuckle my seatbelt and step out of the car, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’ve been trying to get past the wackadoodle here for the last twenty minutes, but he insisted on trying to grope me.”

      Silas’s eyes narrow on Vernon through the gate, and I’ve never seen anything more chilling. I took him for a cutthroat in the boardroom, but at this moment he looks like he wouldn’t mind cutting some actual throats. He’s really serious about being punctual, I guess.

      “Did you touch her?” Silas’s voice is calm, so cool my stomach twists like I might be in trouble for something. Like an idiot, Vernon turns away from me and shows Silas his bloody face and hands. “What the fuck happened to you?”

      “I punched him,” I say, jutting my chin out in defiance, because judging how this day has been going, I’m about to get a lecture on using my words instead of my fists.

      “For?” Silas says slowly and his eyes appraise me from feet to head so quickly that I almost missed it.

      “For telling me to flash him or he wouldn’t let me through the gate and for trying to grab my boob. Self-defense,” I say, raising an eyebrow at my step-uncle, challenging him to reprimand me. The thought stirs something inside me. He’s so tall, and the way he’s barely containing his anger right now has my skin prickling with goosebumps. I take a deep breath because I should not be looking at him in this way. He’s my uncle, step but whatever and he’s fucking forty. Damn near double my age. My sex life with Lucas was pretty mundane and never lasted more than a few minutes each time. I bet someone like Silas Barlow has never had a boring time in the bedroom.

      “That wasn’t exactly what happened. She’s been flirting with me and I jumped the gun,” Vernon flat out lies.

      “Liar,” I snap, and he flinches away from me. That right there gives me more satisfaction than anything.

      I hear Silas let out a low “hmmm” like he’s dissatisfied. I wasn’t expecting him to go to bat for me, or protect me, but I thought maybe he’d be able to see through Vernon’s bullshit long enough to overlook the fact that he thinks I’m a screw up. I thought maybe he’d reprimand him, threaten to have him fired if he didn’t stay away from me, but nope, not a word.

      “Open the gate and let her through,” Silas barks at Vernon and then levels me with a smoldering stare. “Follow my car, if you think you can handle it.” His tone is dry and demeaning and I’m just about to tell him where he can shove his car, but Vernon is leering at me again. If I leave now, my only option is a hotel room, with plenty of gremlins like Vernon lurking around.

      I bite my tongue, get in my car, and do as Silas said. I follow him through the community, winding all the way back to the first lot. I know he’s wealthy, but it makes me wonder if he developed this community or at least knows someone who did.

      Silas pulls into his garage and I wait for him to get out of his vehicle and guide me into the spot next to his. I don’t want to rock the boat anymore than I already have, so I’m letting him take the reins. He doesn’t say a word to me when I get out of the car, but instead walks toward the door that I assume leads into his house.

      “Um. Should I get my stuff now or… ?” I don’t know if he’s going to give me a tour or if I’m on my own to figure things out.

      Silas turns to look at me over his shoulder and this time his eyes rake over my body more slowly. I feel way more exposed than when that fuckhead at the gate was trying to cop a feel. This was all a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come. He clearly doesn’t want me here, and my body should not be responding to a simple look the way it is. I’ve never been this turned on, especially without being touched.

      “I’m not a fucking babysitter, Zoey. Do what you need to do. I have a call that I’m late for because you were playing footsie with the first guy that gave you attention since you ran away from your problems. What happened? Did your boyfriend forget to plan some elaborate celebration for your birthday? So you threw a fit and came running home to your mother and Ted?” His tone is so harsh, I’m taken aback. I get the whole grumpy persona, but this is personal. He really doesn’t like me. I’m not sure how he knew my birthday just passed because birthdays have never been a big thing for me. Mom wasn’t big on celebrating them, and Lucas wouldn’t have remembered if I had gone to the store with him and helped him pick out flowers and a card. But that’s none of Silas’s business.

      “It’s not what you think,” I start to say, but he waves me off before rubbing his hand through his thick, dark hair.

      “It’s not my business to be thinking about your personal life. You had a four-year vacation at that fancy school and now you’re struggling to figure out what to do. Your mother and Ted should have taught you to put money away, so you don’t end up in situations like this,” he says coolly, but the anger in him seems to have dissipated.

      I feel it on the tip of my tongue. I’m about to cut my nose off to spite myself and tell him that he’s wrong about everything. I stop myself because I realize how sad it is that my own boyfriend took all the money I had saved up and blew it behind my back. I don’t want Silas to have that information. He’ll just use it against me.

      “Come on. I don’t have all day. I’ll show you your room,” he says as I follow him through the expansive kitchen and into the living room. “You can wander around and find what you need in the rest of the house,” he says as we make our way to the stairs. I notice that while everything in the house looks expensive, there's barely anything in it. All white walls and bare surfaces. It looks like it was staged to show to potential buyers. It’s not homey at all. I don’t see one photo in any of the rooms that we pass by.

      He stops in front of a large bedroom with a bed, dresser and double closet. It has a nice window covered only by sheer white curtains.

      I look up at Silas as I enter the room and his eyes are on the bed for a brief moment before he shakes his head and narrows his eyes on me. “I’ll be in my study,” is all he says before he turns and walks out. I bite my lip nervously and flop back on the bed, making sure to keep my shoes off of the bright white comforter. I need to just shake everything off and get my head together. While I was waiting for the call from Mom, I applied for a job at a restaurant not far from here. It’s not what I want to be doing, but at least I know the job and it’ll be easy since everything else in my life isn’t. I close my eyes for a second, trying to prepare myself to get up and go haul my stuff up here. My phone buzzes over and over, and I don’t have to even look at it to know that Lucas must have realized that I wasn’t fucking around, that I was really leaving.

      I push off of the bed, pull my hair up into a ponytail and wrap the elastic band I had on my wrist around it. I’m in for a long couple of weeks, so I better make the best of it.
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      Zoey Harris is driving me insane. Her presence, her voice, her scent have invaded my home and my life. I found a strand of her hair on my suit three days ago and I felt the urge to burn the entire thing.

      For the two weeks she's been living with me, I've tried to spend the majority of my time working in my onsite office instead of from home. The evenings are quiet at home while she's at work, Ted mentioned that she got a 'nice job' at a cafe while she apartment hunts. I barely skimmed his email because the less I know about her, the less I think about her, and I need all the help I can get in curbing that.

      The nights are when it's the hardest to keep her out of my head and my dreams. I'll be in the den watching the latest true crime documentary when I hear her come in. Every night she tries to be quiet, but the mouth on that girl is loud and silent is not a mode she can activate.

      I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts from the vixen that is my step-niece when I notice the time. It's already ten-fifteen and the latest she's come in is nine-thirty. What fucking cafe is open past eight pm?

      Scenarios fly in and out of my head on what she could be doing or what may be happening to her. I swear if she comes in smelling like sex and cheap body spray and infects my home with that disgusting mixture, I’m taking her over my knee and spanking some sense into her.

      I stew for another five minutes before my thoughts consume me and I know I shouldn’t be so worried about Zoey and what she does but it’s like that rational part of my brain has gone on hiatus and the devil whispering in my ear is telling me that Zoey Harris is my business. Fuck it, this is my house and everything in it belongs to me. That’s the rationale I use for entering Zoey's room. I remind myself that this is the guest room and Zoey is a guest, so it’s perfectly acceptable for me to enter as I glance around the space she’s been occupying.

      I take a deep breath as my eyes sweep from left to right, noticing all the little things that make up Zoey. It’s not a pigsty but looking around, you can tell this room is lived in. She has little bottles of presumably perfume and lotion placed on the end table and there are a few articles of clothes on the end of her bed. At least the bed is made, granted it does not look crisp, but I know I can be particular in how things are done in my own regards. The blame lies with Lana on that one and it’s never been a habit I’ve been able to break.

      I grab one of the shirts and before I can help myself, I bring it up to my nose and inhale deeply. Zoey’s warm apple scent rushes through me and I realize what a mistake this was, but I can’t help but let the cotton linger close to my face. I’ve always loved the smell of apples and now I feel stuck between obsession and annoyance with the scent.

      Slowly I bring the shirt down and when I do, I see a logo with the words Flesh and Fiddle across the left breast. What the hell is Flesh and Fiddle? I pull my phone out of my pocket and do a quick search, and what I find has me seething. An upscale burlesque inspired bar. What the hell is she thinking? A cute little cafe this is not. She’s out of her fucking mind if she thinks she can work here while living with me. What would her mother and Ted say if they found out? I won’t stand for it.

      With that thought in mind, I leave her room and immediately head down the stairs to the garage. If I have to drag her out of there kicking and screaming, I will. I waste no time jumping into my black Audi R8, the first car I bought as a splurge purchase.

      Approaching the gate for Hillcrest Hills, I see the red hair of Vernon and immediately my annoyance starts battling with my anger. Dealing with Vernon is like dealing with fruit flies. Persistent and annoying and just when you think you’ve managed to pull ahead, they pop up out of nowhere… again. I slowly pull up to the booth and the attendant should just open the gate and let me out, but considering who it is, I know it will not be that easy.

      I’m proven right when he walks up to my car, and I take a deep breath before rolling down my window so I can calmly let Vernon know I’m in a hurry.

      “Hey there Silas, how ya doing? Where’s that pretty young thing of yours at?” he asks me with a smirk on his face while exaggeratingly looking in my backseat to my front.

      “Vernon, quit the bullshit. You know that Zoey is my brother's step-daughter and if you don’t quit eye-fucking her every time you see her, I’m going to pluck your eyes out with my cufflinks and hang them from your balls. Understood?” I forcefully cut my eyes to his face and watch as drops of sweat start beading on his temples. He’s trying hard to not show how my words have affected him, but his tells are all there. And he knows I mean every word I’ve just said.

      I don’t even let him say anything in response before I bark out, “I don’t have time for your ‘never matured past high school and I’m stuck working the security booth’ bullshit. Open the fucking gate and do your fucking job.”

      For once, Vernon uses some common sense and decides to not reply or cause me any more grief and walks back to his little white and gray booth to activate the gate and when I drive past, I turn and eye him with a scowl and watch as his eyes drop in deference.

      Entering the address for Flesh and Fiddle into my GPS shows it’ll be a twenty-minute drive, and that gives me too much time to think of all the things that can happen once I walk into the building. One side of me is intent on remaining calm and letting Zoey know she needs to come home and the other side… well the beast is beating against his cage ready to be let out. I feel the urge to cause chaos and destruction just brimming at the surface, ready to spill over the edge.

      The warring feelings battle back and forth the entire ride until I am pulling into the packed parking lot. The thought of men and women ogling Zoey has my jaw tightening until there’s a bite of pain traveling through me. That is until I think about them touching her and I see red, and I get out of my car and storm inside the building without paying an ounce of attention to my surroundings.

      As soon as I walk in and see the interior is a lavish black with gold accents everywhere, I stop to appreciate the architecture and design but my mouth opens on its own accord, “What idiot spent money and designed this place?”

      “That would be me. The idiot, as you so eloquently said. I spent the money and designed this place. Miss Monica Sinclair, and you are?” An older redhead is staring at me with one eyebrow raised and proper decorum has me feeling chastised because I know I’ve offended this woman. My tone and verbiage indicated this place as garish when truly it is not. All the crisp lines and expensive decor alone can attest to that, but I’m so blinded about my niece, I mean step-niece working here that the usual filter I have is misfiring.

      “You’ll have to excuse my poor form, Miss Sinclair. I’m Silas Barlow. I’ve been a bit under the weather lately and I’ve just found out that my brother’s step-daughter works here. Zoey Harris. If you are so inclined, would you be able to tell me where I could find her within your establishment?” I use my boardroom voice infusing all the professionalism I can into my tone to counteract the fact I called this woman an idiot just a few moments ago. It’s as if the last fifteen years in corporate America have disappeared and I’m behaving no better than Vernon.

      “Hmm, Mr. Barlow, I do employ your Zoey. But how do I know you come here with good intentions? What makes you different from any other man that acts in such a manner when it comes to a young woman? In good conscience, I’m afraid I will not be letting you in to see Miss Harris. You can call her and she can respond to her dear uncle as she sees fit.” And with that statement, Miss Monica Sinclair turns away from me and heads away from the front desk, and I am left speechless at the reprimand I’ve just been given.

      I linger for a few minutes, debating on how to approach getting behind the rope when an opportunity presents itself when the hostess is helping a couple and the security guard at the rope abruptly leaves with the sounds of a scuffle occurring in the interior room. I stride with purpose past the rope and enter into the bar. They scattered intimate tables throughout the floor with small booths lining the outside. A long bar is to my right and all the lights are dimmed and there is a scent in the air I can’t quite place. To the left is a stage… where I assume both the flesh and the fiddle occur. I hate to admit it, but this place is somewhere I could see myself at, in any other circumstance.

      I survey the room looking for Zoey and take two steps toward the scuffle that I see between a man and the bouncer and there are two women looking on. Neither of them are Zoey and one clearly works here because she’s wearing the same shirt that I found on the bed. I move toward the stage and I swear if she’s one of the girls on stage, I’m calling Mel and telling her just what her daughter got up to while she rides both my brother and the RV.

      “Shit!” I hear behind me and whip around and there’s my girl. Fuck, I mean Zoey. Her hair is down in loose waves, and she’s got on one of those damn shirts with high-waisted shorts and suspenders. All black shoes on her feet and bright red lips complete the look. She looks like a knockout, and that only causes my blood to boil even further.

      “Where have you been? It’s over an hour from when you usually get home and do you know the scenarios that played out in my head that I would then have to tell Mel and Ted about? Do you understand what kind of position you’ve put me in?”

      She scoffs, but the widening of her eyes gives it away that no, she hadn’t considered what I just said.

      “Look, I’m still a waitress. I just may have omitted a little bit about where, but I didn’t want them to worry. I typically only work during the day but three of the evening shift girls called out sick, so they offered me an evening spot. I could use the money.”

      “Money. Money. Money. Again this wouldn’t even be an issue if you had properly handled your finances while in school. We’re leaving right now and you will not be back. You are no longer employed here.” I firmly let her know before noticing the eyes of at least two men trailing up and down her backside, and I lose it. I don’t even give her time to respond before I grab her left wrist and pull her toward me, and she drops the empty tray she held in her right hand. I waste no time bending down slightly and throwing her over my shoulder and storming back toward the rope and archway leading back out to the waiting area.

      She’s kicking and pounding on my back, and I see security approaching, rightfully so before she waves them off, “He’s family. It’s fine, he just has anger issues because his dick hasn’t worked since he started using steroids in ‘82.”

      This lying little brat! I wasn’t even born in fucking 1982, let alone have I ever used steroids, and my fucking cock works just fine. I slam my hand against her ass hard enough to have her squeal in surprise before shutting the fuck up and I finish striding past everyone, looking at the spectacle that she’s caused.

      “You’re lucky I hauled you over my shoulder and out of there because if I had stayed for one more moment and had to be witness to the prepubescent looking ‘bros’ staring at your ass, I would have ended up being dragged out in a set of cuffs,” and with those words I throw her into the passenger seat of the Audi and slam the door before walking around and entering the car. It’s going to be a long drive home.
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      “Steroids?” Silas finally asks, but his eyes don’t deviate from the road. We’ve been driving in silence so tense that I feel like the car might combust. I’m spitting mad and if the way he’s white-knuckling the steering wheel is any indication, he is too. “That’s the best you could come up with to embarrass me?”

      “I wasn’t trying to embarrass you,” I lie, and I cross my arms over my chest and glare at his profile. I don’t care if he wants to call Mom and Ted to tattle on me. He’s been in a foul mood since he agreed to let me stay with him. Getting his little digs in about how unprepared I was after college. I was an idiot for trusting Lucas with more than fifty cents, and I think that’s why Silas’s accusations cut so deep. I shouldn’t have let it happen. No excuses and I have no one to blame except myself. I decide that throwing a fit like a toddler is exactly what he expects from me, so I do what needs to be done. “How else would you explain the small penis and mood swings?”

      I expect Silas to lash out, snap at me. I don’t expect him to level me with a heated stare. Mister calm, cool and collected doesn’t seem in character tonight. He looks like a man on the edge, ready to risk it all. I’m just not sure what he’s putting it on the line for, it’s unclear if he wants to take me out in the woods and bury me or if he wants to bend me over the hood of this Audi and bury himself inside me. My pussy clenches at the thought. I’ve had boyfriends before, but I’ve never met anyone like Silas. He’s so confident and sure of himself. The way he stormed into my workplace and hauled me out of there should have only made me feel anger, maybe some embarrassment. And it did until he slapped me on the ass. Something switched inside me at that exact moment, and a jolt of pleasure shot right to my clit, causing my pussy to convulse in need.

      “My dick isn’t small, but if it makes you feel better to say that, go right ahead,” he says in a forced tone that makes me realize I did get under his skin a little more than he wants to let on.

      “Oh, I will,” I say in a sing-song tone, and it has the desired effect. Silas’s handsome face is staring straight into mine, his eyes appraising me. I’ve seen him in those tight gray sweatpants he likes to wear inside the house while he paces around reading his newspaper. They’re fitted in all the right places, and I wouldn’t mind if he wore them every day. I bite my tongue and look away from him and out the window because my mind is going to crazy places right now. I was so close to getting back on my feet too. I almost had enough saved up between my regular pay, tips, and picking up extra shifts to pay first and last month's rent on a little place I found. I’ve been applying for better paying jobs, but it's been hard to schedule them without missing any shifts. I sigh because I’m frustrated. I’m going to have to go down to Flesh and Fiddle tomorrow and beg Miss Sinclair for my job back, and I doubt that’s going to go in my favor.

      Silas is back to giving me the silent treatment, and that’s making my mood even worse. “Why the hell did you storm in there and act like a fucking caveman? Since when do you care about what I’m doing as long as I’m not in your precious way?” He side-eyes me, but otherwise makes no sign that he’s going to acknowledge what went down tonight, so I keep going. “How did you even notice I wasn’t home? You haven’t paid me two minutes of attention since you showed me my room.”

      “I see everything, Zoey. And I don’t like lying. That establishment is closer to a strip club than a café. Hell, the only coffee they serve there is alcohol based.” He shifts his eyes away from the road long enough to purse his lips at me in a condescending way. This motherfucker really thinks he did something tonight.

      Oh, hell no.

      “So? There’s nothing wrong with strip clubs. I bet you’ve even been to a few back in your day,” I smile at him as prettily as I possibly can because this beast of a man in front of me is not like the boys at my college. If I’m going to win this… whatever the fuck this is we’re doing, I’m going to need to be strategic and press the one button I know he has. “You’ve made your point several times, Silas. I’m an adult, twenty-two, as you like to reiterate. I’m doing whatever I have to do to get out of your house as fast as I can so I can be responsible for myself. If I have to let some men ogle me, what’s the big deal? The tips are amazing.” I add the last part with a wiggle of my eyebrows just to see his reaction. I thought maybe he’d tell me to be quiet or just continue acting like he’s not at fault for anything that happened tonight.

      I don’t expect him to take a quick, hard right down a dark road that I’ve never been down before.

      “Where are we going?” I snap.

      “You think you’re so smart and worldly don’t you, Zoey?” His anger is hardly restrained as he pulls the car over and shifts into park. “What do you do if one of those assholes in there leering at you follows you out to your car? What then?”

      “Why do you care? You’re not a babysitter, remember?” I snap back at him, but it doesn’t come out nearly as harsh as I want it to. I’ve never had anyone look after me before. Especially not a man. I had to do everything in my relationship with Lucas. I was the one with the plans, the ideas, and he just tagged along. He would have never thought to worry about my safety, and he certainly never would have had enough balls to insist I leave with him. He was agreeable to a fault, and instead of arguing or talking about uncomfortable things, he would hide things from me instead. Silas Barlow doesn’t seem like the type of man who would know how to hide something if his life depended on it. It’s his way or no way and he has no problem saying so.

      “You’re my brother’s daughter, I…” he starts, and his tone has lost the anger as well because he’s smart enough to realize that the excuse he’s about to spew in my direction makes no fucking sense.

      “Step-daughter, and you barely know me. You think Ted is a moron and take every opportunity to let him and everyone who's around know it. Why would you care if I was laying on the sidewalk and letting every man in this town take a turn?” I say the last part because I’m testing a theory about Silas. There’s only two reasons I can think of that he would be concerned for me. One is that he doesn’t want to be held responsible if something bad does happen to me. But that falls flat. I’m an adult and he’s right, he’s not a babysitter. No one would hold him responsible and even if Mom and Ted tried to lay guilt on him, he doesn’t seem like the type to care.

      That’s it. All it takes is for me to see the look of absolute fury in Silas’s eyes to know why he’s so concerned. He’s attracted to me and territorial. He didn’t come here tonight because he was worried about me. He came here tonight because the thought of other men looking at me, touching me, set him off.

      “I don’t think Ted is a moron. He is a moron and you have no idea what I care about, Zoey,” Silas barks at me and I see his hand move, hovering like his instinct is to reach over and place it on my thigh. He pulls his hand back before he can act on it and I’m surprised, but also annoyed, at the amount of restraint this man has. I realize then that I want to feel his large, rough hands on me. I wouldn’t mind being bossed around by him if we were both naked. A million images run through my mind. What does he like? Is he vocal? Would he take control?

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I decide that I’m going to find out one way or another. Things are already awkward. He yelled at me, probably got me fired, and I’m assuming he’s going to want me out of his house as soon as possible.

      “Whatever you say, Uncle Silas,” I say, sweetening my tone and trying to keep my usual sarcastic wit at bay. I thought maybe he would chastise me for calling him that, but at least I would be able to gauge if his attraction to me is on the same level as mine to him. He surprises me though because he doesn’t say anything. He grabs my jaw so gently that I’m not even sure what his intention is until his mouth is on mine.

      I’ve never been kissed this way before. His mouth devours mine in a way that makes me think he’s trying to coax the very soul from my body. His hands are everywhere all at once it seems. His tongue snakes alongside my mouth and I sigh, leaning into him as his hands move from my hair down to my shoulders, pushing the suspenders off. I wrap my arms around his neck, drawing him closer. In this moment, he feels so much bigger than he even looks. His broad chest presses against mine and his hands feel massive as they explore the contour of my hips and outer thighs. He groans into my mouth when he has to pull back for air. My stomach seems to flip because I’m not sure if this is it, if he’ll come to his senses now that our mouths are parted. I open my mouth to say something, anything really, but he’s looking at me wild-eyed and he’s pulling my shirt up. His eyes only leave mine to bury his face in my cleavage.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs against my skin, and I tunnel my fingers through his dark locks when I feel his lips latch onto one of my hard nipples. He sucks hard and he tries to pull me closer, even though there’s a barrier between us. I rock against him, pressing my thighs together, trying to get some friction where I need it most.

      Despite it all, I want him inside me. I want to climb on his lap and ride his cock until he grabs my hips and holds himself deep inside of me when he comes.

      When he switches to the other nipple, I lose any composure I had when this started. “Oh my God, Silas…” I moan, trailing off and pressing my chest closer to his mouth and that expert tongue of his.

      And then… there’s nothing.

      A chill passes over my wet nipples as he pulls away, trying to cram himself on the other side of the car and as far away from me as possible. I’m left sitting there, practically panting for him with my tits exposed and my clothes all rumpled from the way he manhandled me.

      “What the fuck, Silas?” I pull my top down to cover myself and without a word, he shifts into drive but doesn’t pull off right away. He refuses to look at me or make eye contact, so I ask, “What are you waiting for?”

      “Seatbelt,” he says gruffly, and rage zips through my entire body at the audacity of this man. I angrily buckle it and turn to look out my window before I let myself slip and wrap it around his neck and choke him out for being such an inconsiderate asshole.

      “Drop me at a hotel. I’ll come by tomorrow to get my things,” I finally say after he makes it clear that we’re going to drive all the way home in utter silence. He doesn’t respond, because of course he doesn’t. I look up and realize that because he turned down that side road, he must have taken a back way and we’re already at the gate to his community.

      Fucking great. Vernon is just what I need tonight.

      “Why doesn’t he just open the gate, he knows your car,” I say mostly to myself, but Silas growls his agreement and presses the button to lower the window for Vernon.

      “Woah, you two look like you got caught in the middle of a hurricane,” he says grinning widely, but must read the room because his smile falls when Silas leans an arm out the window. As mad as I am at Silas right now, I’d cheer him on if he snapped Vernon in half. “Lover’s quarrel, I get it. We’ve all been there.”

      “Have you, though?” I snip, but quickly shut up when Silas’s hand reaches over to squeeze my thigh.

      “Open the gate or get your head stuck through it. Those are your choices, Vernon,” Silas snaps.

      “Alright, alright. Geez. The two of you are a match made in hell.” I watch as Vernon walks toward his little box and the gates open. Silas removes his hand from my leg and acts like it wasn’t there at all.

      “You’re not going to a hotel,” Silas finally speaks to me when we pull into his garage.

      “You’re not going to tell me what I can or can’t do,” I assure him.

      “It’s late. Go to bed. We’ll talk about it in the morning,” Silas remarks, his jaw tight with tension. Before I can respond, he’s out of the car and making his way inside the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    







            Silas

          

        

      

    

    
      My jaw is so tense I can feel my molars grinding and I have to get myself under control before I do something truly damaging. I walk into the house and leave Zoey behind in the garage because I cannot be in any sort of proximity to her right now. Not after what just happened in the car after I had to fucking carry her out of that damn bar. Wonderful, there goes my blood pressure rising again and I can feel a twitch in my left eye. I have to shake the hold that Zoey Harris has on me. I’m afraid if I don’t, nothing good will come of it.

      I don’t pause in the entryway to deposit my shoes or coat as I normally would and continue striding to the staircase. My bedroom is the only safe space in this house from the scents and sounds of her, and I need to be able to block her. I am just reaching my bedroom door and have my hand on the doorknob when I hear her footsteps finally in the garage, and I’m thankful that she understood my need to get some space between the two of us. I can hear the fridge open, good, I hope she’s fucking eating something. She’s lost some weight since she first got here and that makes me want to throttle her because while I’ve been essentially ignoring her, I have always made sure that Jude, the chef I have who drops off weekly meals and groceries, has left her notes.

      Entering my bedroom, I shake my head and start walking to my bathroom because I need to wash the filthy thoughts I’m having away and to melt the stress of my night away. I cross the expansive room, bypassing my king-sized bed and a quick flash passes my eyes of seeing Zoey laying in the rumpled black sheets. Wonderful, exactly what I need to be thinking about while I’m trying to will my dick to go down after that little stunt in the car.

      Walking into the bathroom, I stop and look at myself in the mirror while bracing my arms on the counter. I should feel disgust with myself, she’s fucking twenty-two and family and I have no business having these thoughts about Zoey. The disgust is there but faint and the need coursing through my veins is almost visible as I watch my arms strain with my restraint to not go grab the girl and devour her. And make no mistake, that’s exactly what would happen, I would devour her body and own her soul and there would be no her without me. I would consume her.

      Get your shit together, Silas. I tell mirror me before grimacing and turning around to rest against the counter. “Alexa, turn on the shower. Temp 4. Setting Long Day.” I don’t spend money frivolously, but I have never been more grateful for a smart shower set up than I am now. My preset Long Day will give me dual shower streams and the stones lining my shower floor will be heated and I’m hoping the tension will bleed out of me and wash down the drain.

      The shower starts and I have a few minutes to wait until stepping in, so I take a few deep breaths, trying to find my zen. The steam filling the bathroom provides a comfort to me and I start undressing, leaving my clothes in a pile on the floor, knowing that when I get out this very act will annoy me, but I can’t be bothered to pick them up at the moment.

      I walk into the infinity shower and immediately feel the heat pounding against my skin, slicing through the stress and self-loathing gathered in my shoulders and neck. This is exactly what I needed after the shit show of not only tonight but the last two weeks since she showed up on my doorstep. I could kill fucking Ted for pulling the family card right now. She has turned my routine upside down and the years I spent perfecting my cool, calm, and collected image are heading down the drain along with the water I am currently in.

      I hang my head under the stream of one shower head while the other beats against my back and this is as close to heaven as I can get these days. The water slices through my hair and down my face and I lean slightly forward, catching myself on the wall with my hands. I start thinking of my upcoming week, hoping that the pressure of business will distract me and cause my erection to subside on its own. Halfway through Tuesday’s agenda, I give up and I know I’m going to have to take care of this and release myself.

      I take my right hand off the wall and grip my aching cock with a punishing squeeze and tell myself to think about anything but Zoey. I try to picture models and actresses, different women I’ve dated in the past and have intimate knowledge of and nothing is sparking… until an image of Zoey in a tank top and jean shorts coming out of her room filters through my head. I remember it so vividly. It was about five days after she started staying here and I saw her dressed for comfort in my home and I remember thinking to myself how much vibrancy she gave to all the monochrome of my surroundings. I chastised myself, but here and now I let the image run wild.

      I’m stroking myself roughly from root to tip and allowing the heavy weight of my balls to beat against my thighs as I spread my feet further apart to give myself more balance. The images flip back and forth between her in that outfit and the scene from the car, causing all of my senses to be encapsulated. Everything is her, in her vivid reds and bright blues, smelling of apples and tasting like decadent sin on my tongue.

      I could have her against this very shower, pushed up against the wall with her legs wrapped around my waist or bent over, holding onto the bench seat as I piston in and out of her. Watching as her lower belly swells with me, my cock or my seed. Preferably both. Fuck, picturing the bulge poking out above her mound has my dick swelling even more and I can’t help but to grip tighter and stroke faster. She’d look so fucking beautiful dripping with my come out of all of her holes and I wouldn’t stop until root took hold in her womb, tying us together for the rest of our lives.

      See, this is exactly why the hell I need to get Zoey out of my head. A twenty-two-year-old has no business being knocked up and tied to a lecherous man like me.

      I let myself have this one fantasy before storing Zoey in a locked box within myself. I feel the need to come bubbling up from my sack and I take my left hand and push myself so I am no longer leaning and can tug on the heavy weight and roll both sides in my palm. Seeing her tits bounce and knowing exactly what her sweet little nipples look like before I put a baby in her has me groaning harshly and “Fucccccck.” I feel my come rushing out and painting the side of the shower and dropping onto the hot stones below. The water starts to cut through my release as I slow down on my stroking until my balls are empty and my cock is finally laying against my thigh.

      I take one deep breath and then lock up every illicit desire I have of Zoey Harris and finish my shower methodically. Tomorrow we will talk and by talk, I’ll tell her little smart ass she’s not going to a fucking hotel where I can’t keep an eye on her, and whatever caused the momentary lapse in judgement on both our parts can never be repeated. We need to act like it never happened and carry on with this living arrangement until she can get a proper place of her own.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve been avoiding any of the common areas in my home this morning because I’m not quite ready to see her and deal with the attitude Zoey is going to undoubtedly bestow on me. Her mouth is going to get her in trouble one day… possibly sooner rather than later. My stomach is reminding me I haven’t eaten yet today, and I head to the kitchen to see what Jude has stocked.

      I’ve just finished eating when the walking, talking proverbial pain in my ass strolls into the kitchen with a smirk on her face.

      “Oh whatever that is, it smells good. Did you cook for me?” she asks seemingly innocently, but it’s anything but.

      “No. There’s plenty of food in the fridge and I know you’ve spoken to Jude, so please help yourself to anything he stocks in here. I won’t have you starving yourself while under my roof.” My voice is sterner than I planned, but nonetheless I needed to make sure my point came across and set a firm boundary.

      “Aww Silas, you do care. Also, how do you know I don’t eat hmm? Paying just a little too much attention to what I do. While we’re on this topic, I’ve called and booked myself a room at the Hillcrest Inn for a week, so I’ll be out of your hair and this house in just a few hours.” The ease at which she flirts and teases me has my blood boiling and the box I have locked up inside threatening to burst. She’s fucking asking to be taken over my knee and her ass turned red until she’s a blubbering mess.

      I visibly exhale and watch as her eyes track each movement of my jawline before I inform her sharply, “I distinctly remember telling you that you will not be staying at a hotel. You will remain here and unless you want me to call your mother and pull her back to town from vacation, you will obey. While on this subject of things you will do, last night should never have happened. I apologize for the part I played in it, but you and I, we cannot do this. You are my niece, and I took advantage of you.”

      “We aren’t blood related Uncle Silas, so don’t get your panties in a twist. Didn’t it make you all hot knowing we were secretly doing something frowned upon? I know it did for me.” Her words have me seeing red and cause me to speak before thinking.

      “You’re so fucking young, Zoey. You have no idea what kind of things I’m into and I don’t expect you to have any understanding of how the real world or real relationships work. Quit baiting me. I know exactly what game you are trying to play, and I’ll have no part in it.” I leave the finality of my statement in the air before I purposely skirt around her to avoid contact as I storm out of the kitchen.
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            Zoey

          

        

      

    

    
      I just need to go back down to Flesh and Fiddle and explain what happened. It wasn’t my fault that Silas barged into my place of employment, dragging his knuckles like a fucking Neanderthal before he kidnapped me. I was kidnapped! Surely she’ll understand and offer me my job back.

      Ugh. I’m so fucking screwed. She’s not the type that would understand that. She would have stabbed him with a dinner fork, smoothed out her blazer and continued about her business while someone else mopped up his body.

      I practically rip my night shirt up and over my head in frustration as I stare down at my work shirt lying on my bed. I get my arms through and lift to put my head through the larger opening when my phone rings. I yank the tight fabric down over my bare breasts and fumble around on my unmade bed for my phone. I can only imagine who is calling this early in the morning. It’s a toss-up between Miss Sinclair’s dopey assistant calling to officially fire me and Mom letting me know that Silas tattled about my job and baiting him in the car last night. I’m leaning toward it being Flesh and Fiddle related because I’ve never given Mom and Ted any reason to think I’m a liar, and Silas knows I could tell them he initiated the kiss.

      I grumble as my hand finally connects with the hard plastic of my phone case under the pillow that somehow ended up in the middle of the bed. When I see the number, I immediately think it must be work related, because I don’t recognize it. I suppose they wouldn’t call from the main line to tell me to come pick up my final check.

      “H-hi,” I manage to get out. When I start to speak my voice cracks.

      I expect to hear the nasally voice of Miss Sinclair’s assistant, but instead it’s my ex-boyfriend Lucas, and he sounds like he’s crying.

      “Please don’t hang up! Zoey, please just listen to me. I know you’ve been avoiding my calls and—”

      And that’s exactly what I do. I avoid speaking to him and hang up the phone. I’m so flustered already, I don’t need him calling to ask me something asinine. He called me while I was at work back when we were together to ask me if I’d washed his favorite socks. The ones he likes to wear to play basketball with his friends. I should have known then that he needed to mature. My phone rings again, but I don’t pick up this time.

      I shove my pajama pants down my legs and kick them off just as the phone starts ringing again. I breathe in, trying to ignore it because I know if I let myself pick it up to silence it, I’m going to lose my temper and answer it. Lucas isn’t sturdy enough to handle what I’ll say if I answer right now. I grab my work shorts off the end of the bed and start to put them on. I’ve got one leg in and that damn phone rings again. Before I can stop myself, I lunge across my bed, leaving my shorts to dangle off of one of my ankles and press the green answer icon.

      “What, Lucas? What else could you possibly want from me?” I yell into the phone and there’s dead silence. “What? You HAVE my attention now. What is it that you want to say to me? Do you want to steal more of my hard-earned money? Do you want to lie to me some more?” All the stress and rage I’ve felt over the last couple of weeks with Silas is pouring out of me. Lucas is a fuckup, but this really isn’t about him. I’m attracted to my step-uncle who wants to play caveman one minute and then act like I don’t exist the next, and it’s really messing with my emotions.

      “Zo, I’m so sorry. I really thought that if I invested…” Lucas finally speaks, and he’s definitely sniffling.

      “Gambling with your little fuckboy friends is not investing!” I take in a deep breath and rock back on my knees. I feel like I’m less vulnerable in an upright position. “You can’t invest money that isn’t yours. You were supposed to book our trip with that money.” I feel the anger bubbling over in my words, and my hands are shaking. “I was finally going to get a stamp on my passport instead of taking care of everyone all the time. My mother finally has Ted to look after her, but I still had you to look after because you couldn’t do anything on your own!” I let it all out, not caring how loud I’m being because after last night there’s no way Silas wants to be anywhere near me. “I had to move in with a literal stranger because you not only spent the vacation money, but then you drained my savings to try to recoup that.”

      “Zoey, please stop yelling. You know it hurts me to hurt you,” Lucas’s voice is trembling, and my eyes widen at the actual audacity he has. I open my mouth to retort, but he continues, “Where are you? What stranger? What’s her name?”

      “His name is Silas,” I snap, but I don’t get to say anything else, because Lucas interrupts me.

      “You’re living with another man?” Lucas’s tone is much harder than it was before, and that makes me feel like the sniffling was all fake.

      “It’s none of your business. You fucked things up for me, and as usual, your dad rushed in to clean up your mess and pay your way. I’m cleaning up my own mess. Don’t fucking call me again,” I seethe into the phone. I take a deep breath, fully prepared to lay into him again because he’s yet to acknowledge that taking my money and doing anything with it without telling me was the problem, not the fact that he lost it. I don’t get the chance because a large masculine hand wrenches my phone out of my hand, and I topple over on the bed from the unexpected force.

      “Don’t call this fucking number again or I will find you and break every single one of your fingers,” Silas growls at Lucas, but he doesn’t wait for a response. He ends the call and tosses it on the bed next to me. He adjusts his glasses, and I can feel the heat of his eyes rake over my body. I feel completely naked even though I’m in panties and my work top.

      “Who was that?” Silas practically barks at me as he rolls up the sleeves on his button-down shirt, his eyes never wavering from mine.

      I pull my legs up so I’m not flashing him my panties and do my best to stay cool and calm, which isn’t easy considering I was just screaming at my ex-boyfriend.

      “Do you typically threaten bodily harm on people you don’t know?” I quip back. I want to get up and get my shorts or even my pajama pants, but I’ll be flashing him my bare ass if I do that. This feels different than last night. I was in control then, and Silas Barlow is definitely in control right now.

      “Don’t play games with me, Zoey.” He leans down, bracing his hands on the bed on either side of me, his face hovering inches away from mine. I feel like I could melt just from the heat radiating off of this man. My pussy clenches and I know my nipples are hard enough to be poking against the thin fabric of my shirt. “Who. Was. That?”

      “My ex-boyfriend,” I rasp out the words and squeeze my thighs together, trying to get some friction on my clit to ease the ache.

      “He stole money from you?” I feel my eyes widen, because I realize now that Silas heard more of the conversation than I originally thought. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Get out of my face and I will.” I glare up at him and I see a hint of a smirk twitch at his upper lip before he moves to stand upright. He’s still just as close, but he’s not hovering anymore.

      “I don’t really see how this is your…” I start, not really wanting to give him all of my personal issues that he’ll just use against me to say that I’m immature and unprepared.

      “You are my business. Now talk,” he growls, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I can’t even process what he’s just said to me because I’ve had it up to my eyeballs with his attitude. “You want to know? Fine. I was naïve and trusted Lucas to book a vacation for us because I was finally going to get a stamp on my passport to anywhere but Montana and instead he blew it gambling. And then he emptied my savings account, trying to make the money back that he lost.” I feel angry tears threatening to fall, but I blink them back because I will not humiliate myself any further. “Are you happy? You were proved right. I’m an unprepared screw up. Please leave so I can get dressed and go beg for my job back that you got me fired from so I can get out of your house.”

      “I told you that you’re not working there anymore.” Silas’s tone is final, and I realize he must be using his boardroom voice on me. I push up on my knees, letting him see my shirt, but his eyes immediately go to my black lacy thong. He drags his gaze up from the thin material covering my pussy to focus on the Flesh and Fiddle t-shirt. I expect him to bark out more orders, but I’m not prepared for him to grip the collar of my shirt with both hands and rip the fabric in one swoop.

      “What the fuck are you doing?!” I grab onto his shoulders, so I don’t fall over on the bed, but that just gives him more leverage to remove my shirt all the way. His eyes seer into my skin, taking in my pink-tipped breasts before moving back up to meet my gaze.

      “You’ll work for me.”

      “Like fuck I will, give me that.” I reach for my shredded top like an idiot because it’s not like it’s wearable any longer. I watch as Silas backs up, tucking my shirt into the pocket of his slacks, his eyes sweeping down my body with a heat that I’ve never seen in a man before.

      “Get dressed. We’re going to be late.” The husky tone in his voice makes my pussy clench with need. I remember how he felt last night, and no matter how angry he makes me or the fact that he’s technically family, I can’t forget.

      I don’t try to cover myself any longer. Instead, I stand up and walk toward the dresser I’ve tucked some of my nicer clothes in, giving him a view of my ass. If he wants to play games, I can play them too. I’ve done my best to stay out of his way and try to piece back the shreds of a life Lucas left me with. I call without looking over my shoulder in the sweetest voice I can muster, “Sure thing, Uncle Silas. Anything for you.”

      “Fuck,” Silas lets out a curse under his breath and quietly lets himself out of my room, clicking the door closed behind him.

      My new job is going to be very interesting.
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            Silas

          

        

      

    

    
      I can admit that bringing Zoey into the office and sticking her at the desk outside of my door is not my brightest idea. The goal was to keep distance and I’ve just shot that to hell. I can feel the anger still coursing through my veins from the admission in her bedroom about the get-rich-quick fuckboy she found herself entangled with. If I had known it was him on the phone and the extent of how he had fucked her over… well let’s just say the threat of breaking each and every finger he has would have seemed like I was asking him over for a beer.

      Realistically, I know I could have put her somewhere else in the building, but the thought of her being out of my sight causes a sense of panic. Not only does the stubborn fucking woman not listen, but clearly she’s easily swayed by pretty boys and pretty words, neither of which will be happening on my watch. She’s sure as fuck never allowed to step foot into Flesh and Fiddle again.

      I hear a knock on my door and Zoey calls out, “Hey Uncle Silas, can you maybe explain to me what I’m supposed to be doing?” I stalk to the door and yank it open, grabbing her wrist and pulling her inside.

      “Don’t fucking call me that. Jesus, that’s the last thing I need getting around the building.” I shut the door behind us because considering the mouth on this one, I never know what she’s gonna let loose.

      “Oh heaven forbid your employees find out you kidnapped and dragged your niece to work for you, and all the while you can't stop eye fucking her.” The saccharine voice she holds, along with the smirk on her face, has my head thumping, and I can feel a migraine approaching. What the hell did I do in life to deserve the karma that is Zoey Harris?

      “Zoey, you just graduated from college. I sincerely hope you can figure out what the fuck a receptionist does. Answer the phones, take messages, and leave me alone so I can figure out what exactly I am doing here. I know you think I have every minute detail of life planned out, but I don’t,” I utter before turning my back to her and walking back to my desk. I sit down and put my head in my hands, pinching the bridge of my nose because that headache is throbbing behind my eyes.

      Zoey sighs before I hear her footsteps approach. “Silas, you know before? When you said you had particular tastes? Just what did you mean?”

      I can’t handle this right now. “Just drop it, Zoey. I shouldn’t have said that to you, and I’m not telling you. It will do neither of us any good and it’s better if you forget about everything inappropriate that has happened between us.”

      “There is no way I can just forget. You don’t understand… I’ve never felt like that before. Lucas just kind of jackhammer—” I slam my hands down on my desk, interrupting her because I don’t want to think about some frat boy fucking her.

      “Zoey, if you don’t want me to lose my mind and go find dear old Lucas and burn his fingerprints off for touching you, then kindly… Shut. The. Fuck. Up.”

      “Okay, I won’t bring him up again, if you tell me what you’re into. Pretty please?” She’s pouting and fuck if it isn’t cute.

      “Considering I don’t think you are going to let this go, I will tell you.” I get up from my desk and move around until I’m leaning against the wood with my legs splayed just enough that if she stepped just a few more feet, she'd be directly between them.

      “My tastes run a little more peculiar than the vanilla two-pump sex you’ve had with the frat boy. My need to be in control in business extends over into the bedroom also, do you understand?” I pause and let her respond, “So like submissive stuff?”

      “No. I don’t practice within the lifestyle although I have plenty of friends that do. My college buddy Evander and his wife own a kink website and I’ve gone to get togethers at their home and met many people. I need to be the one calling the shots, the one making sure my partner reaches their orgasm… preferably before me.” I’m not ashamed of what I’m into, but I wait to see if this appeases her curiosity.

      “There’s something you’re holding back, what is it Uncle?” I can’t handle her calling me uncle anymore and I tug her toward me until her body is flush against mine and she can feel the bulge in my dress pants.

      “You’re a fucking siren. Constantly tempting men without even trying. My thing is breeding, and before you let your mind go wild, no, I don’t have any children and I’m not out here looking to have children. It’s more of a mental sexual thing. Indulging in the act, imagining it, setting the entire scenario. Coming deep into a pussy and watching myself leak out. It fucking turns me on like nothing else.” I finally divulge my sexual taste and I hope it’s enough to scare her away.

      “And if I said I still wanted to fuck you, Uncle Silas? I already know you want to fuck me. I can feel it.” I grab her face in my hand and bring it close to my own.

      “Any man looking at you would want to fuck you. You’re a knockout fully clothed and I’ve had the distinct pleasure of seeing you without clothes as well. But Zoey, we cannot do this. Not even once, it’s not something we could come back from.”

      Her eyes widen and she says, “I just want a taste. One taste. One kiss. Please?”

      I know I shouldn’t do it, but I concede and with my hand still wrapped around her jaw, I bring her face all the way until our lips meet. I mean to make this a brief kiss, but her tongue touches my lips and I lose control. I spin us and reach down and haul her up onto my desk with my hands on her thighs. I can feel the goosebumps peppering her skin and my pride swells, knowing I am the cause.

      Our tongues are fighting for dominance, but I can feel Zoey’s is more out of desperation. I don’t think she’s ever felt any passion before, and I vow right here and now to show her how it should feel. I let my hands wander up her sides, ghosting over the pulse points in her neck and then settling into her hair.

      I feel her legs wrap around my waist, trying to drive her center closer and before I can give her what she wants, there’s a knock at my office door that shakes the sense back into me and I pull back.

      “You got your taste, Siren and so did I. This will not happen again.” I pick her up off my desk and set her on her feet. I straighten my clothes and glance to make sure she’s decent before walking and opening the door.

      “Yes, Ms. Harris, that's what it means when I ask you to properly document it on my calendar. Ah Jerry, what brings you by?” I change courses and I can’t help but notice the slight hurt on her face before she just nods once and then moves past Jerry and closes the door behind her.
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      It’s been a few days since Silas and I almost had sex in his office. I’ve avoided him as much as someone can avoid their boss that likes to micromanage every little thing. I’m still irritated with him that he goes from hot to cold with me so fast. It’s a wonder I don’t have whiplash just from dealing with him. But as I stand in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, appraising the little black dress I haven’t worn since high school, I realize that Silas isn’t hot with anyone else. He’s just cold to everyone. I haven’t figured out why, what makes the man tick, but what I do know is that I get his blood boiling and that’s a really fun feeling. Silas might think that he’s in control right now, but that’s simply not the case. I run my fingers through my hair, I curled it, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. I guess we’ll see what Uncle Silas thinks.

      He’s in his study pretending to work like he does every Friday night. He’s allergic to fun, I’m almost certain of it. I grab the black clutch on my nightstand and slip on the stilettos that are way too high for me to wear outside of the house without falling and breaking my face. But they’re just right for the trek down the hall. I take a deep breath and walk down the long hallway, and knock on Silas’s study door.

      “Come in,” he barks, and I don’t know how someone could possibly be in a bad mood every waking hour of the day. I bet he’s scowling in his dreams, too.

      “Don’t act so happy to see me,” I say, walking all the way inside, making a show of turning around to shut the door. I put a lot of effort into this outfit, and he needs to get the full 360 view.

      “Where are you going dressed like that?” Silas is leaning back in his chair, his full attention on me.

      Good.

      “Out,” I practically chirp and I see his eyes narrow. He’s taking the bait, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt so powerful in my entire life.

      “Out where? With who?” His chair scrapes as he pushes it back away from his desk. He stays seated and folds his hands together, I suppose to keep from reaching out and throttling me. Just because he’s falling hook, line and sinker for my little ruse doesn’t mean that he doesn’t know what I’m doing. He’s a smart man, and the only thing clouding his judgment right now is the fact that he wants me more than he would ever care to admit.

      “With some friends,” I say sweetly, approaching his desk and my whole body warms with the way his eyes rake over every inch of my exposed skin. “But that’s not why I’m here. Tomorrow is my day off, and I just wanted to remind you that your meeting was moved from 10AM to a lunch meeting at Mezzanotte Lounge. I put it on your calendar, but you refuse to check that,” I say and then laugh lightly when he pulls his face up in distaste. Silas hates lunch meetings. He finds them phony, time-consuming, and pointless. As soon as the thought enters my head, I realize that I know more about Silas than I realized, or that he probably thinks I do.

      “You’re not going out dressed like that,” he says, and I can tell he’s forcing his tone to sound flat, unaffected, like he doesn’t actually care. He sucks at playing the protective uncle role.

      “I am, actually. This is my favorite dress. Lucas hated it, made him feel insecure because it’s an eye-catcher.” I do a full spin for effect. He’s teetering on the edge of either kicking me out or ravaging me, and either one of those things needs to happen for me to get any peace.

      “Boys are insecure. Men are protective. You’re not going out tonight,” he says coolly, leaning back in his chair.

      “You see, Silas, I absolutely am. When I worked at Flesh and Fiddle, I would never have been able to get a Friday night off. I wouldn’t have even wanted to. The tips were too good to pass up. But with my new job that you so graciously gave me and didn’t at all force on me, I have nights and weekends off. So really, everything that happens tonight is thanks to you.” I place my hands on his desk and lean forward, giving him an ample view of my cleavage.

      That gesture must have plucked his last strand of restraint because he stands up and sweeps everything, including a glass of whiskey and his laptop, onto the floor. I don’t think I even have time to squeal before he’s picked me up and pulled me over the glossy desk, situating me so that my legs dangle over the edge. My dress has ridden up, but I’m too focused on him to care that my panties are on full display. I thought he’d lose it, that he was going to be all over me like the other day in his office, but he’s just staring at me, his eyes wide with need and his chest moving raggedly with his accelerated breathing.

      Silas sits back down in his chair and moves up toward the desk. He cups his hand around my ankle, letting my high heel rest on his large thigh. “You might be able to play this game with the boys drooling over you, but you need to understand me right now, Zoey. I play for keeps.” I gasp when his hand slides up in a practiced motion, stopping at my knee. “If I lose control and take you, you’ll never be the same. I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked. I’m going to fill every one of your little holes until they’re dripping with my come.”

      “I knew what I was getting into tonight when I came in here.” I reach up and pull the straps of my dress down, letting it fall to expose my breasts to him. I reach up and pluck my nipple and then the other one. I watch his eyes taking in every inch of my skin and his fingers tighten, digging into my flesh. “I might not have as much experience as you, but I know what I like and what I want to try.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own, but instead I can hear the breathy neediness I have for this man.

      “I’m going to count to three, and if you don’t move to leave before then, you’re mine Zoey. I get you for the entire night,” Silas growls, and even though he’s giving me an out right now, the look in his eyes tells me that if I tried to run right now, he’s too far gone. This man needs to be inside me, and that thought alone turns me on more than I ever have been before.

      “One.” Silas lifts my leg, bringing my ankle to his mouth, pressing a rough kiss there.

      “Two,” Silas says, looking up at me with a devilish smile before he presses a kiss to the inside of my knee.

      “Three.” Silas shoves my dress further over my hips and kisses the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. I reach down and tunnel my hand through his hair, pulling him toward me. I need to feel his mouth on me. I need everything he’s willing to give me.

      “Times up, Siren. You’re mine.”
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      Temptation and sin wrapped in black satin. Mine to unwrap. Mine to own. Mine to breed. A kaleidoscope of images, positions, and places where I’m going to fuck Zoey, spill before my eyes. The warmth of her thighs under my hands causes more blood to rush to my cock.

      I ghost my mouth over her barely covered pussy and let the air escaping tease her as I say, “Should I put my mouth here? Hmmm. Or should I fuck you with my fingers? I could do neither and let you writhe chasing the air for an orgasm on my desk until you’re a filthy, soaking mess.”

      “Silas please, no. I need you, any part of you. Please touch me. I want to feel you,” she begs and the quivers in her thighs tell me just how turned on and desperate she truly is. I love when my playthings become desperate.

      I lean so close to her panties I can feel her wetness on the tip of my nose, and I breathe in deeply… fuck, she smells so good. She’ll smell even better once I get my come into her and can mark her. She poked the beast and now it’s time for her to come into the pen and play with the grown-ups.

      “You smell sinful, Siren. Tempting any man who gets too close. You came in here, meaning to tempt and tease me, but sweet girl, you've bitten off more than you can chew this time. Tonight, you’re all mine, and when daybreak comes, you will never be the same. You certainly won’t be walking the same.” I smirk as I let my words wash over her and she stares down at me, still between her legs until I lean back, “You look positively obscene like this. Show me my pussy, Siren. Show me my next meal.”

      She huffs and I can sense the snark rising in her and she can’t resist, “How many times have I told you that you can’t tell me what to do, Uncle Silas? Either you’re gonna eat and fuck me or I’ll have to get myself off and then go find someone else to get the job done. Pity the puddle I’ll leave on your desk will haunt you though.”

      She’s baiting me and while immediately anger rushes to the surface, I still myself and don’t fall victim to her little game. Two can play and instead, I smirk and unbutton my jeans.

      Her eyes are tracking every movement of my hands as I lower my zipper until she can see my dark gray boxer briefs and the slightly darker spot right where my cock has been leaking. I lean my head back and lower my eyes to slits as I palm myself before slipping the head just out of the opening and replying, “Well if you’re going to do all that then go on with yourself. I’m going to sit here and make myself come and then get back to work. Maybe I’ll go out by myself and find someone else to sink into.”

      Like a match and a trail of gasoline, Zoey explodes at my words. “I didn’t put up with all of your shit not to finally get to fuck you, Uncle.” She jumps off my desk and I watch as she shimmies out of her lacy black thong before reaching over and wrapping it around my dick.

      “Do you feel how wet my panties are while they touch you? Imagine how wet I will feel when you’re fucking me and owning me.” Her words and the wet fabric have me wanting to hurry this little game of tit-for-tat up.

      I haul her into my lap so she’s straddling me, and I notice the slight wince in her face as her thighs try to accommodate my body and the chair. I’m not a sadist, but a small part of me is enjoying the little bit of pain she is experiencing.

      With her dress wrapped around her middle, I grab hold of the fabric to use as leverage before I growl at her, “Fuck yourself on my lap then, Siren. I want to see your body rock back and forth, slicking my cock up. Show me you deserve me and my come inside you.”

      Her eyes widen, and I know everything that is happening right now is new to her. She’s not used to being talked to this way or being manhandled in the bedroom. The flush of her cheeks and the dilation of her eyes coupled with the rock of her hips tell me that everything I am saying and doing is fulfilling her. Her pace is steady as she slides her wet center back and forth over my cock, her panties, and my clothes. I can tell when my engorged head hits her clit each time by the biting of her lip, and I twine my hands in the fabric of her dress. She pauses when she feels the material tighten around her stomach and before she can even open her mouth to speak, I act. I use the leverage and begin pushing and pulling her body against my own at a furious pace, allowing her to chase the orgasm she so desperately needs but is still too timid to take. For all her bravado in life, her lack of experience in actually going for what she wants in the bedroom makes me irritated for her sake. If I only do one thing right by Zoey, it’s going to be showing her tonight that she comes first… always.

      “Don’t be afraid to chase what you want, Zoey. You feel that feeling low in your gut building, almost cramping. I want you to let go of everything in your head, and I want you to fucking come for me. Be a good girl for your uncle and let me see. I can’t fuck you until I see myself covered in you.” I speak in low, even tones so I don’t spook her.

      A few more strokes of her body over mine are all it takes before I watch as she finally comes undone and her wetness is evident even on my jeans. I don’t waste one more second before standing up from my chair and laying her back down on my desk. She lays there almost in a daze in her orgasmic high and watches as I grab the hem of my shirt pulling it over my head. Her eyes widen, taking in my chest and they trail over the sparse hair I have covering my pecs leading down my stomach. I wait until her green orbs reach my cock before I push my jeans down and remove both my underwear and hers from around me.

      I stroke myself from root to tip before I notch myself right at her entrance, just letting my throbbing dick beat its own heartbeat against her. I lean down, bracing my hands on either side of her and capture her mouth with my own, swallowing her pants.

      She squirms, “Please stop teasing me. I need you. I need to feel you. I want to feel your come in me, Uncle Silas.” Whatever restraint I had to drag out this teasing shatters and I snap my hips forward, sinking to the hilt inside Zoey. I give no pause for her to adjust to my size before I’m pistoning in and out of her, chasing my own high.

      “Hold on to the desk before I fuck us both right off it. Fuck, you feel so good. So warm and wet. Your pretty pussy is barely holding on, Siren. She’s stretched so tight around me. You’re going to feel me in you for days.” Her walls clamp down on me, even tighter with my words, and her whole body is flushed as she holds onto the edge of the wood.

      I drive myself further and further into her, hoping I can find purchase in her belly with each and every thrust. I reach down with my right hand and start plucking her clit, pinching and rolling it between my fingers because I need her to fucking come all over my cock.

      “I want you to soak your uncle’s dick now, Zoey. Let go and show me you deserve my come.”

      She’s shaking her head back and forth, “I can’t. It’s too much. Please.”

      I slap my hand straight down on her clit, shocking her and triggering her orgasm. I don’t think she’s coherent for a few moments and I keep thrusting and watch her lips try to swallow me, and I can feel my balls drawing up and my orgasm is on the edge.

      “Should I come in you and breed this sweet fucking pussy? Do you deserve it? I know I deserve it.” I groan loudly, just barely holding on.

      “Come in me, Silas. I need to feel it. Come deep inside your niece’s pussy and fuck your baby into me.” Her words are my undoing and I let my orgasm release and I continue my thrusts trying to get my come further inside her.

      I slow my thrusts finally until I pull all the way out and watch as her little hole gapes from being stretched so thinly over my shaft. Her lips are puffy and red from the abuse they’ve taken, and she looks gorgeous. Her chest is heaving, and her eyes are closed in contentment, and I stroke my hand down her face before picking her up and cradling her in my arms so I can walk out of the study and into my bedroom down the hall.

      “I shouldn’t want this. Want you. But I do. I want you to stay, Zoey. In my house and in my life. I know I only said one night, but I was foolish to think that I could walk away. You’re staying here… and in my bed.”

      “And if I don’t?” she replies with mirth, but I can tell by her body language she is simply toying with me. She likes to see me lose control.

      “Good girls who listen to their uncle get rewarded. Girls who don’t? Well, I don’t think you want to see what happens then, little siren.” With those last words, I lay her down in my dark sheets and admire the way her honey-brown hair is splayed across the pillows. I climb in and pull her into my arms and allow any remaining tension to run out of my body.

      I allow the sweet cadence of her breathing to lull me to sleep just as a siren’s call leads men to their destruction. I don’t know how this will all play out, but I’m not giving Zoey Harris up. I’ll go to battle if I have to.
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            Zoey

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, I’m at Silas’s office—my office too now, I guess. I mean, I’ll never let Silas know that he was right, but I really do like this job a lot better than Flesh and Fiddle. No one messes with me here because I’m the boss’s step-niece. I don’t think Silas could ever understand how much peace he’s given me just by being around and claiming me as his own. Even if publicly our relationship isn’t romantic, he still protects me, and I can’t recall a time when I’ve ever felt like I didn’t have to fight my own battles.

      “Did the boss man buy another company or something? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in such a good mood before,” an older man, probably around Silas’s age, says to me as he balances a cup of coffee in one hand and tries to collect a stack of papers out of the printer without dropping them.

      I feel my body warm but try to keep my expression neutral. I know exactly why Silas is in such a good mood, and it has absolutely nothing to do with any business merger. I’m actually surprised because of Silas’s rigid work ethic, but he’s been blowing off business dinners and cutting out of work early to spend time with me. I’d say that I feel guilty about it, but that would be a bold face lie. I want to be around him all the time, because even when we’re bickering, he makes me feel alive. He makes me feel desired, like I’m important and not being used just to take care of things he needs done. With Lucas, there always seemed to be some sort of catch. He’d be nice to me or pay attention to me because he wanted me to do something or pay for something. It’s never like that with Silas. It’s as if he craves my time and attention as much as he craves my body.

      I see Silas walk out of his office, phone up to his ear and a scowl on his face as he slams his office door shut. “Why didn’t you tell me I had to be there to smooth things over?” he barks into the phone and his eyes only soften a fraction when they meet mine. We were supposed to have dinner together tonight and the fact that he’s this upset over missing it has my heart fluttering in my chest and my lower belly pooling with hot heat. Silas isn’t a soft, romantic man, but he shows that he cares in other ways.

      “Fine. But I’m in and out, no bullshit, no small talk. Got it?” It’s not really a question because he doesn’t wait for an answer before ending the call. Silas beckons me with two fingers, the same two fingers that were deep inside me on my lunch break. I straighten the stack of papers on my desk that I’m leaving for tomorrow and grab my purse from under my desk.

      When I make it over to him, I see his fingers flex into a fist at his side, which makes me smirk because I know he wants to put his arm around me. He wants to grab a handful of my ass like he does when we’re alone. “Something wrong?” I ask quietly as we head out of the office without Silas giving anyone so much as a sideways glance.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you out to your car,” he says, and he’s tight lipped, like he’s barely holding back the anger I can see simmering below the surface. “I have a meeting I have to go to this evening, so I’m not going to be able to take you out like we planned.” When we make it out into the parking lot, I reach out and touch his arm, knowing I can comfort him and soothe some of the rage inside him. I pull my hand away, unsure if we could be seen, even though all the employees aren’t supposed to leave for at least another hour. He snaps his head to the side to look at me and reaches down to hold my hand tightly inside his, almost like he’s annoyed that I took my touch away from him.

      “It’s not a big deal. I have plenty of stuff to do at the house. I can make a late dinner for us and organize stu—”

      “It is a big deal. I don’t take promises lightly,” Silas tells me as we approach the car he let me borrow. Mine was such a junker, that even when I told him that I didn’t feel right taking one of his cars, he wouldn’t hear of it. He said he couldn’t concentrate, knowing I could be broken down on the side of the road somewhere. “I will make it up to you any way you wish when I get home tonight,” he tells me, taking me completely by surprise and dipping his head to give me a kiss. I start to pull away, my eyes darting around the parking lot, looking for anyone who might be watching us. Silas grabs me by the chin with a gentle firmness. “Don’t pull away from me, Siren. I’m not going to make it through the night without a taste of you.” The raw desperation in his voice would make anyone think he hadn’t touched me in a long time, but the reality is that he was balls deep inside me on my lunch break.

      I wrap my arms around him, trusting his judgment that it’s okay to be this intimate out in the open. Silas groans, kissing me so deeply that it feels like he’s trying to steal my breath for his own. His hands are anything but friendly as he slides them down my sides to take purchase on my hips, pulling me into his cock that is straining against his slacks.

      “Fuck, I want you,” he whispers when we part long enough to fill our lungs with air. “You better be ready for me tonight when I get home. I feel absolutely unhinged right now that these assholes are keeping me away from you.” Silas slides his hands up and I move my arms slightly, knowing he wants to get a discreet feel of my breasts. “Fuck. I bet my come is still dripping out of that pretty pussy, isn’t it?” His voice is absolutely feral.

      “You could check,” I tell him cheekily, but he frowns.

      “If I touch your pussy right now, baby, I’m going to fuck you on the hood of this car for everyone to see.” His tone tells me that he’s serious and that I better not push him. I’d be embarrassed to be the center of a scandal at his company, and I’d feel so guilty that he was in that position.

      I raise up on my tiptoes to kiss him softly, letting my hand rest on his cheek. “I’ll be soaking wet and waiting for you to come home to me,” I tell him sincerely.

      “Fuck,” he whispers, kissing me one more time before helping me into the driver’s side of the car and then turning around to head back toward the building. I get a little chuckle at how stiff he looks walking back, and I know he’s readjusting his cock, so no one sees the raging hard-on I just created.

      I push the button to start the car and check the rearview camera. I’m just about to shift into reverse when two hands slam on the driver’s side window. I let out a squeak because I’m surprised, but my heart lurches in my chest and then plummets to my stomach when I realize who it is.

      “Get out here and talk to me!” Lucas yells, banging his fist on the glass.

      “No! Go away. How did you find me here?” I shift the car in reverse.

      “That doesn’t matter,” he snaps, and even with the window up, I can hear his words clearly. “Was that your uncle? What the fuck is going on with you? Is he why you left me?” Lucas’s face is beet red, and I bite my lip because I was hoping he didn’t see what happened between Silas and me.

      “I left you because you stole all my money and then took absolutely no accountability for it. Get off my fucking car and leave me alone before I call the police and get a restraining order,” I yell at him. When his eyes widen at my threat and he takes a step back, I take the opportunity to back up and flee out of the parking lot. I could call Silas and he would have him scared shitless with just one phone call, but I hesitate and toss the phone into the passenger seat. Silas doesn’t want a naïve little girl who needs someone to take care of everything for her. He already does so much for me, and I don’t want to call and interrupt the important meeting he has this evening.

      I bite my lip as I mull over my options. I could go down to the police station and take care of it myself in the morning. I realize that my hands are shaking and decide that going home is the best thing to do. It’s not like Lucas will get one foot in the office doors without being questioned. He’ll be turned away immediately, and I’ll be safely within Silas’s gated community. I can calm down and formulate a plan without doing anything rash.
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      I’m walking in the door after a long day. It feels like it’s been a lifetime since I saw Zoey and it’s only been a few scant hours. Hardly a blip in time, but when it comes to her, if I don’t have her near me every second of the day, I feel myself become slightly unhinged.

      Unhealthy? Definitely.

      Will I stop? Of course not.

      The goddamn meeting that Marcus scheduled made for a late start home, and my annoyance is at an all-time high. I know that it worked out well because it gave Zoey time to work out, and she said she was going to make dinner.

      Furrowing my brows, I notice that the house is quiet. It hasn’t been this quiet since before she moved in and I’m wondering what the fuck is going on.

      Vernon was once again at the gate, but he gave me no indication anything was amiss. He just was his usual annoying, immature self. If he wasn’t so fucking good at his job and a fucking cousin to one of the founding families of Hillcrest, I would have had him fired by now.

      “Zoey? Everything okay?” I call out and walk further into the house. I’m halfway through the den when I hear a thud upstairs and then a screech.

      “Ow. Motherfucker. Goddamn, piece of shit fucking thing.” Such a colorful mouth on my girl.

      I toss my keys onto one of the entry tables and ascend the stairs to our bedroom.

      Our bedroom. Fuck me, I’m still not used to saying it. Hearing it. Believing it.

      But I fucking love it. I love having the little goddamn cock tease in my bed.

      Tied up. Spread out. At my mercy and stuffed full of my cock and my come.

      I feel myself harden beneath my slacks and I palm the front of them, trying to get my dick to calm the fuck down so I can figure out why my girl is cussing like a sailor. Unfortunately, it has the opposite effect and, like it has a mind of its own, he starts bobbing, thinking I’m about to rub one out.

      Like I’m a goddamn teenager all over again, I swear to fuck.

      “Hi!” she pops out of the doorway of what used to be her bedroom. I guess it still technically is as it holds a majority of her things, but she doesn’t sleep there. She sleeps in my bed, like she’s supposed to.

      “Is everything okay?” I inquire, while simply quirking a thick eyebrow up at her flushed face.

      “Huh? Oh yeah. It’s fine. How was your meeting?” She’s quick to change the subject but something is wrong. I can’t put my finger on what exactly, but I can taste her deceit in the air between us.

      “The meeting was useless, as I knew it would be. Now tell me what’s going on and don’t say nothing. I came home to quiet and then I hear you swearing up a storm, so pardon the fuck out of me for not believing everything is fine.” I say the last word with such distaste. I’m old enough and have been around the block enough to know that when a woman says it’s fine… it’s never fine.

      “It really is, though! I came home and ran like five miles on the treadmill and showered before I sat on the bed and fell asleep. I heard you calling up and woke up. You know how sometimes when you take those unsanctioned naps and wake up all disoriented and think you missed the bus for school? Yea, that was me just now.” I would believe her if she wasn’t trying so hard to convince the both of us.

      “So you took a nap, and it wasn’t in my bed? I’m going to have to punish you for that, little siren.” I reach out, stroking my fingers over the crook of her neck. Something is going on and I’ll get it out of her one way or another.

      Her green eyes widen, and her pupils are blown, and I know she’s picturing what kind of punishment is coming her way. Good, let her stew.

      “I’m going to order us something to eat, and I’ll shower before it gets here.” I lean down and press a kiss to her forehead before turning away, going down the hallway to the entryway of our room.

      “Crap! I was supposed to make dinner. I’m so sorry, Uncle Silas.” I immediately feel my cock harden at the honorific falling from her lips. That illicit feeling traveling throughout my entire body and lighting all my desires aflame.

      “Stop. Dinner can be ordered. I never expect you to cook for me. It’s simple for us to order. Mediterranean sound good or did you have something else in mind?” I give her the choice, already knowing she’ll just shake her head and agree with whatever I said. For someone so opinionated when it comes to food, she really doesn’t care and eats everything. I love that about her. I never have to worry about the food I bring home not being appeasing to her palate.

      “Sounds good. I’m going to fix my hair before it gets any worse. Ugh! I hate falling asleep with wet hair,” she pouts before stomping back into the room and grabbing her phone and then brushing past me to get to our bathroom.

      I take my time undressing and setting my watch and wallet on the tray atop one of my dressers. It’s a routine I never deviate from, and it allows me to switch from business me to home me. A distinction between the two is important now since I’m attempting to have more of a work/life balance. The process of moving through the motions allows the mind to hush and stop its incessant whirling. I’m learning to appreciate the small things that I so often took for granted before Zoey Harris bulldozed her way right into my house and my life.

      Pushing the bathroom door wide open, I see Zoey frantically trying to pick up her clothes and towels all over the bathroom floor before I lose my shit.

      Mission failed.

      “If you undressed and put everything in the hamper right away, then this wouldn’t be an issue. Do you just enjoy causing me to have a coronary?” I snap out, already irritated at the fact that her messy bathroom habits have transferred over to my area.

      “Nobody likes a know-it-all. I’m working on it, and I planned on cleaning up before you got home, but here we are. Take your damn shower and I’ll go fix my hair in the other bathroom.” She huffs before storming out, making sure to glare right at me while rolling her eyes.

      Still haven’t been able to fuck the sass out of her, but it’s not for lack of fucking trying.

      Entering my shower, I focus solely on letting the hot water envelop me until my tense body relaxes and I can wash away the day.

      I can’t help but feel like I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop, and it feels like the countdown for that is rapidly approaching.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was great as usual from the little unknown restaurant I frequent, and I’m glad I got to introduce Zoey to one of my best-kept secrets.

      I lean back on the couch, and she gets up, moving about the den and cleaning up. “What are you doing? Leave it. Just come sit with me.” I pat my leg, but she just shakes her head.

      “Nope! You and I both know it won’t get cleaned up, so let me take the five minutes to do it before your eye starts twitching like it did in the bathroom.” I hate that she’s not wrong, so I quietly lean up to help and she just shakes her head at me. Just what is she up to?

      Within what feels like a blink of an eye, she’s got everything put away into the kitchen and I watch as she walks towards me, swinging her goddamn hips, mesmerizing me.

      A goddamn living, breathing siren.

      She stops right between my legs and grins down at me from her position of power.

      I let her have her fun here and there, but when she opens her mouth and says, “Now that we’ve eaten dinner, it’s time for you to eat me out, Uncle Silas.” My body immediately snaps to attention, both at the command in her words but also the scenario that is already playing out like a highlight reel.

      I stand up, crowding her before I swing her ass up and throw her over my shoulder, just like that night at Flesh and Fiddle.

      “Silassssss!” she squeals, and I palm her ass beneath the silky lounge shorts she loves to wear and simultaneously tease me with.

      “Quiet, or I’ll shove something in your mouth to get you to shut up. You want to be little miss in charge, huh? As if eating this needy little cunt of yours isn’t always on my menu?” Traveling up the stairs and into the bedroom is a blur and I throw Zoey down on the bed and waste no time dragging her bottoms and the panties that barely cover her down her shapely legs and tossing them to the edge of the bed.

      “Are you just gonna leave me bottomless in a tank top like Winnie the Pooh?” she laughs, and I watch her tits bounce with each chuckle that leaves her. She’s a real funny girl until I reach up and grip both sides over the top of her breasts and yank hard. I can feel the tiny tears in the fabric, and it gives way just enough that I can shove the material under her tits and it’s like serving myself from a buffet.

      “I liked this top, and you just stretched it out. You owe me a new one,” she gripes, but there’s a grin on her face and she’s reaching up, dragging my own shirt off.

      “I’ll give you my card and you can buy however many you fucking want. Now lie back and let me see what’s mine.” I push her back down until her elbows catch her and she watches as I spread her legs, feasting my eyes on everything I can see.

      I run my hands up and down her legs as my vision eats up her flushed skin. Her belly caves in as she struggles to not let the weight of my stare get to her. Soon enough she’ll be begging, but I commend her for trying to resist.

      She’s so exposed and vulnerable right now and it’s one of my favorite positions to put her in. To prove to her that time and time again, I’m the right choice. The only choice.

      Dipping my head, I blow air across the quaking flesh, and I watch as her center contracts and eases while her hands are gripping the bedding in a death hold.

      No words are needed. Another time I would make her beg, but the intoxicating musky scent of her pussy is invading all my senses and I’m barely holding onto the last thread of restraint I have.

      I flatten my tongue and lick slowly from her slit to that hidden spot of bundled nerves that will make her arch up off this bed when tweaked just the right way.

      Her taste explodes on my tongue and it's something I never get tired of. It's better than any Michelin rated meal I've ever had. I lap and suck, gorging myself on her sweet cunt until she's a soppy mess.

      "Please. I need more. Give me more." Her words are choppy between her heaving breaths, but I take pity on her.

      I use the two fingers of my right hand and trace circles around her opening before watching them sink and disappear into her body. I work each digit against the other, stretching her open and making sure to graze that spot just within reach on her upper inner wall.

      Using my other hand, I pull her skin taut until her clit is unveiled and throbbing, beckoning me to suck it into my mouth. And I do. I latch onto the bundle of nerves, laving it with my tongue as I push and pull my fingers out of her slick center.

      "Come for me. I want to feel you soak my face," I murmur against her, letting the vibrations of my voice add to her sensations as I start stroking upward fast and harder. Her body locks up and I bite her gently before pulling out of her body.

      Her body aids in the removal as it pushes, and my face is in just the right spot so that when the first spurts of come leave her body, they squirt all over my face.

      What is only seconds feels like a solid minute as I'm baptized by my siren.

      Only when her body falls limply am I aware of my own throbbing cock and need to come myself. My dick is barely holding itself within the lounge pants I have on, and I remove them quickly. He bobs up and smacks me in the lower belly, letting me know it's time for us to get to work.

      Gripping the base, I rub the head through everything coating Zoey's lower body and it's like my brain short circuits.

      "Mmm. Are you going to tease both of us or are you going to fuck me with that big dick, Uncle?"

      Filthy little bitch.

      Her legs are still splayed, so with one forceful cant of my hips I impale her on my cock, causing both of us to groan as her walls grip me.

      Wrapping her legs around my waist makes it easier for me to reach up and grab hold of each of her breasts, using them for leverage.

      I start thrusting in and out, listening to the lewd sounds our bodies make as I connect my hips to her ass. Every smack causes little droplets of wetness to fling up and out.

      I can feel it coating my upper thighs and my abdomen.

      Without slowing my speed, I bend my head and pull one pert nipple in my mouth, twirling my tongue before giving one large suck.

      "I can't wait until the day your tits start leaking and I'm going to make it my mission to suck you dry, just like this pretty little cunt sucks my cock until he's spent," I grunt out and I can feel my pending orgasm on the verge and all it takes are the next words out of my mouth.

      "Gonna fuck my sweet little niece every goddamn day and stuff her full of my come until she's knocked up. Just fucking want to watch your belly bulge with my cock until you can't handle anymore."

      "Yes. Yes. Yes. Please come in me. I want to feel it always. I need it so much." One final thrust and I still my body with no more room to drive into her and I feel the hot spurts travel out of my body and into hers.

      I wait until there is nothing left in me before I slowly pull back.

      I bracket my hands on either side of Zoey's face before drawing her mouth to mine and inhaling all of her until there is no separation of where one ends and the other begins.

      "Holy shit," she breathes out, pulling back from the tangle of our tongues.

      "Shh. Let me see, beautiful girl."

      I’ve got Zoey’s legs spread obscenely open as I watch her puffy pussy slightly gaped from the rough sex we just had. Christ, I was not easy on her. The soft flesh of her mound is red from how viciously I used her body, chasing both of us up and down a range of ecstasy.

      “Look at you. My personal filthy little fuck doll. Your cunt is leaking, and I swear to god I’m about to stuff you full of something so no more of my come can leak out.” She moans at my words and her body quivers, and I know that they hit their intended target.

      “Oh, my little siren likes that idea, huh? You like being my filthy little plaything. Well, you know I’m never one to disappoint. Stay put. Don’t fucking move.” I move slightly off the bed and bend down to grab what I’m looking for before righting myself and moving back between my very own Elysium.

      Her greedy hole is fluttering and more of my come is starting to leak out as her muscles naturally push, and I can’t have that.

      I take the item in my hand and begin rubbing it up and down her slit, collecting everything that is her and I before slowly stuffing the scrap of fabric she calls panties into her cunt.

      I use my fingers to push it in gently until just the barest hint can be seen before her lips hide her center from view.

      “Wha-” I cut her off with a firm smack of my palm against her pussy and a glare in her direction. Before I can say anything else, I hear the doorbell ring. Who the fuck is ringing my goddamn doorbell?

      It’s got to be one of the neighbors since I didn’t hear my phone go off with an alert from the security gate. They can go the fuck away.

      But the ringing keeps happening incessantly, and now I’m about to be a fucking asshole.

      “You stay here spread like this while I go deal with this fucking shit. Don’t pull your little hot girl panties out. Don’t push them out either. Matter of fact, the only thing you can do while I’m gone is breathe. You understand me, Niece?” I growl out at her, already letting the anger color my tone.

      “Yes, Uncle Silas. I promise to be your good girl.” Her words temper my blood, but only marginally.

      I don’t bother putting anything on and instead take the stairs two at a time and stalk to the door, damn near ripping it from its hinges.

      “Who the fuck are you and why the fuck are you at my goddamn door?” I yell without really looking, and the soft gasp penetrates me when I see Ted and Melinda staring at me.

      Staring at my semi-hard dick covered in the sticky sheen of their daughter.

      Well, fuck me.

      There’s that other fucking shoe I was waiting for to drop.
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      The awkward silence might swallow me whole. In the time that I’ve known Silas, I’ve never seen him at a loss for words. He’s always telling people what to do and how to do it, but right now he’s standing in his living room with his arms crossed and looking at me like I’m supposed to know what to do. Thankfully, we’re dressed now, but that does little to comfort me with the way my mother is staring me down. Ted looks angry, but he also looks like he’s not sure what he’s angry about. I know him well enough to know that if my mother was suddenly fine with our situation, he would be too. That’s just how he is, a little lost puppy looking at her for guidance.

      “Don’t just stand there Zoey, what is going on here?” My mother paces back and forth in front of Silas’s coffee table, but she doesn’t give me enough time to answer her. She spins on her heel and points at Silas before saying, “You should be ashamed of yourself, you pervert.” My mouth falls open in horror that she would say something like that to him.

      “Mother!” I raise my voice and shift toward Silas, but he makes no move to pull me into his side like I was hoping he would. Instead, his eyes are trained on my mother, and I can only imagine what he’s thinking. She’s barged into his home and insulted him. I’m an adult, and she has no right to throw out those claims. “This is not what you think, I have—”

      “Oh, it’s not? You’re not having an intimate relationship with your uncle?” My mother’s prudish voice raises at least two octaves. “Did he pressure you, Zoey? I knew we shouldn’t have sent you here. It was like sending a lamb into the lion’s den. I can’t believe you would do something like this, Zoey. Did I not raise you better? Was I a bad mother? Are you doing this to punish me?

      Why are you trying to hurt me?” I roll my eyes because it took even less time for her to make this about her. No one can do anything without her making it about herself and trying to use it as ammunition to make them feel like shit when she’s mad. Ted annoys the fuck out of me, but he deserves a damn medal for living with her twenty-four-seven. She’s rambling now, damn near hysterical, and I do the only thing that’s worked since I was a child. I clap my hands together loudly, three times to get her attention. It’s either that or slap her, and I’m not sure Silas is ready for a knockdown drag-out slap fight between my mother and me.

      “Mom, you need to stop it. You’re working yourself up over nothing.” I cross the room to stand in front of her. “Who told you that something was going on between us?” I’m still confused on this part. I’m careful not to admit to anything, even though it’s clear what has been happening between us. I don’t know what she knows or if this is just one of her ploys to stir up drama. For all I know, she could have been bored on the RV trip with Ted and got it in her head to come here and make a scene.

      “Lucas did. He called me this afternoon to chat and told me that he saw you and Silas practically having sex on a car in the parking lot of Barlow Corp.” I’m sick with nausea when Ted chimes in, like he’s going to be rewarded for being the one to uncover the information. I glare at him. I knew Lucas was going to be a problem, but I thought it was of the stalking variety. I didn’t realize he was taking it as far as to call my mom and Ted.

      “Why did Lucas call you?” I feel like the air has been ripped clear out of my lungs and I’m lightheaded. This can’t be happening.

      “I still talk to him almost every day. We talk about fishing and golf, guy stuff,” Ted says, putting his hands in the pockets of his pleated khaki pants and puffing his chest out like he’s some kind of tough guy for liking those hobbies. “I’ve been encouraging him to try to make amends with you. He’s really a nice boy,” Ted says, not reading the room at all. “He says you won’t answer the phone for him, but I would have thought you would have gotten over everything by now.” Ted’s two cents are worthless, but he tosses them at me, anyway.

      “Gotten over everything?” I raise my voice, flailing my arms out and my mother shushes me like she wasn’t just screeching minutes ago. I lower my voice, but I still sound exasperated to my own ears. “He stole from me and lied about it. He was lazy and wanted me to take care of everything for him. No, thank you.” I look pointedly at Ted, letting him know that just because he skates through life ignoring everything that everyone says, and doing whatever he wants anyway, isn’t going to work this time. If they want Lucas around so badly, they can have him. I won’t come to any of their stupid themed parties or holiday gatherings. They’re not going to back me into a corner and try to make me do what they think is best for me. Silas is what’s best for me.

      “I got Zoey a new phone and phone number so he would be forced to leave her alone,” Silas clips, and I know he’s not volunteering this information to receive brownie points for helping me. He’s letting my mom and Ted know that he doesn’t want Lucas contacting me and he’ll do whatever is necessary to ensure that he does not have a viable way to do so. “How did he know that Zoey is working at my company?” Silas’s voice is cold, and I’m finding him unreadable.

      “Well, I told him, of course. The boy wanted to do something romantic, surprise her with roses and apologize for whatever might have happened between them.” Ted sways his shoulders, his hands still in his pockets. “Zoey has a tendency to overreact. I think she’s being too harsh on him.”

      “First of all, he didn’t have flowers. He banged on my car window and screamed at me,” I blurt out before I’m advancing on Ted. I can feel the blood pumping through me and my hands shaking from anger. “Second of all, it’s none of your business what happened between Lucas and me. It’s none of your concern what happens between Silas and me. You’ve done nothing but try to push your unsolicited advice on me since you met my mother and I’m sick of it.” He looks aghast, like I’ve just kicked him square in the teeth and it’s so satisfying.

      “Zoey, calm down. This isn’t how you want people to see you behaving,” Mom says, but I turn, pointing at her.

      “No! I will not calm down. You barged in here like a lunatic and now you’re going to start taking up for Ted.” I shake my head. “How many times did he get into my business when I would come home from school? Telling me where to work, what kind of car I should drive, what extracurricular activities I should be in? And if I pushed back, telling him thanks but no thanks, what did you do? Give me a guilt trip about how he’s just trying to help, and that I was being rude by not doing every fucking thing he blabbers on about. No one fucking cares what your stupid husband thinks, Mom and I’m not pretending anymore.” I feel angry tears start to form in the back of my eyes and I let out heavy breaths, trying to calm down. I realize that I’ve needed to get this off my chest for a long time. This has nothing to do with Silas, but more to do with being mentally scarred by the two of them and their mind games. I love my mother, but I’m done being her pawn.

      “Well, if that’s how you feel…” Mom starts, but Silas clears his throat. When I look at him, I see the anger swirling there and for the first time this evening, I realize that it’s directed at me, not at my mom or his brother.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that Lucas showed up at my office today?” His voice is hard, cold, like the Silas I met when I first arrived. He sounds nothing like the man who is so warm and comforting, making sure I have everything I need.

      “I didn’t want to burden you with it. I wasn’t sure if I should tell you. I showed up here with so many messes and I just—” I cut myself off because it sounds stupid even to myself. “I was going to go down to the police station in the morning to see if I could file for a restraining order.”

      I’m met with dead silence from all three people in the room, and all of their eyes are trained on me. I have a sinking feeling that the trust and loyalty Silas has shown me is now gone, and only then do the tears start falling.

      I don’t get to bask in the silence for long because now Ted is accusing my mom of making him look like a fool and forcing people to agree with him. She’s trying to talk over him and stomping her feet like a toddler. My eyes shift to Silas, and I muster up the courage to look him in the eye. He’s ready to blow, and I wish that I wasn’t who his anger is going to be aimed at.
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            Silas

          

        

      

    

    
      The fucking bickering and back and forth has caused not only a migraine to set in, but every last shred of sanity I had is officially gone.

      She lied.

      She fucking lied to me, and that’s the part I’m zeroing in on the most.

      Fuck Ted and definitely fuck Melinda.

      “Get. Out. Just get the fuck out of my house. You show up, unannounced I might add, and then have the gall to try to act like you have any say in what the fuck I do with my life. I am a goddamn adult and I’ve long been the adult in our life. So, Jack-and-Jill your ass back to your goddamn RV and leave.” I glare and cross my arms because I’m not fucking budging.

      I need them gone so I can try to get my head under control and piece together everything that has happened.

      I feel her hand on my arm before I see it, which isn’t surprising with the spots dotting my eyesight because of the pounding pressure.

      “Silas. I’m so sorry. I just-” she pauses, probably to gather some more emotion to infuse into her explanation, “I just thought if I brought it up and told you that you would be mad at me. I was worried about you flying off the handle and tracking him down. He’s like a cockroach and I don’t want you to do something in my name you can’t take back. Not for him, he’s literally nothing.” Her words sound explanatory, but my emotions are overloading everything right now.

      “I can’t fucking be around you right now. Just give me some space. I’m going to my study, and I just need time to process. Trust, Zoey. The most important thing to me and you know that. Lie by omission is still a lie. You want everyone to think you’re an adult. Mature. But what have you shown here? I just don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell me.” I stop speaking and just look at her crestfallen face.

      Ted and Melinda are oddly quiet just watching the scene play out, but when I narrow my eyes at them, my brother throws his hands up and turns, guiding Melinda back out the front door by the small of her back. It’s only after they are out of sight do I speak again.

      “It’s not your job to try and design how I respond to things or situations. I am a forty year old man and am quite capable of handling things without negative blowback that affects my business or profession. Christ, Zoey. Why didn’t you just fucking tell me?” I say no more and just turn from her and walk back through the house until I reach my office.

      Closing the door behind me, I lean against it and close my eyes. I take three deep breaths because I need to manage my rage when I really want to go find Lucas and beat his fucking ass.

      The gall of him to show up at her job and corner Zoey. Corner my woman. My place of business should be one of the safest places for Zoey. For women in general.

      With a driving force, I push off the wall and walk to my desk, and slide into my seat.

      Immediately, I start looking into the security of my building. Identifying all the weak points. Everything that allowed this little prick in and aggressively scribbling on the legal pad next to me all the issues I want rectified post haste.

      Too little too late for my siren, but I’ll be damned if I turn a blind eye and allow these weaknesses to continue. What about next time? What about for the next woman? I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to someone on my premises.

      I write until my wrist tires, and the pounding in my head is less pronounced. The tension lining my shoulders is enough to make Atlas drop the Earth.

      Swiveling around in my chair, I eye the bar cart I keep in the corner of this space. Mostly for show these days since I haven’t spent much time in here lately.

      Thoughts of Zoey swim before my eyes, but I’m not ready to deal with any of that right now. Besides, space is good for us. We’ve been utterly consumed by each other since she moved in and yet she still fucking lied to me. I can hear her footsteps above me, so she’s in her room. I guess she took my note of needing time to heart and is going to stay in there tonight.

      I hear the chair creak from the force of my hands squeezing and I lesson my hold before getting up to pour myself three fingers of scotch.

      I let the first sip hit my tastebuds and roll it around before finally swallowing the amber liquid, letting it burn a path straight down my chest until I feel it hit my stomach.

      I twirl the lowball glass, watching the alcohol swirl and cast patterns while I zone out, seeing but not. Glancing at the clock, I note the time, but time equates money and I have plenty of the latter, so I don’t give a fuck about the lateness of the hour.

      Sitting back down, I grab my phone and begin making calls to get people up out of bed and handling everything that needs to be done. I don’t give a fuck what it costs and if there’s any griping, then there will be ten more individuals salivating to take on the job.

      Cash rules everything around me.

      By the time I set my phone down from my last call, I feel smug.

      Things are in motion even now to get the building retrofitted according to my new safety specs and if any corners are cut, I’ll have their fucking heads on spikes lining the pathway to the building.

      Excessive? Yes, but I don’t give a fuck.

      I finally can feel myself relax a bit more as I lean further back in my chair and drain the rest of my drink.

      Just a few more solitary moments before I head upstairs and go to bed.

      I tell myself that tomorrow we’ll talk.

      Work through all this shit.

      But tonight is for reflection.

      She’s young and right now, every bit of the distance between our ages is showing.

      The utter fatigue of everything folds down on me and I know I need rest, so I get up and head upstairs to finally lay my body down.

      Passing by Zoey’s closed door, I pause, half tempted to knock. To open the door and peer in and say something. Anything.

      But instead, I just rest the palm of my hand against the dark stained wood for a beat before continuing on. If I break now, then words will be slung about that can’t be taken back. My anger is still simmering on low beneath the surface.

      Walking into my room is like a hurricane being slammed into me. The air smells like sex and the light scent of apples that is uniquely Zoey. Not to mention the sheets are rumpled.

      My mind instantly shifts back to the before.

      Before that goddamn ringing doorbell. I knew I should have just ignored it.

      I remember how she looked spread out against these very linens stuffed full of the little purple pan-

      My train of thought is cut off as said fucking panties are laying right there in the sheets at the end of the bed.

      She must have pulled them out when I called up the stairs to let her know her mother and Ted were here.

      I’m a sick bastard because I raise them to my face and bury my nose in them as I sit down.

      It’s fucking torturous to have the lacy material right in front of me. Cold as any warmth it held from being inside her is long gone but still sodden. Unbelievably so.

      I feel my tongue slip out of my mouth and trace the grooves, tasting her.

      I’m a goddamn masochist. That’s exactly what this is.

      She’s literally less than fifty feet away. Right down the hall. I should just fucking bust into the room, pick her up and carry her right fucking back here. I’m tempted so fucking tempted, but instead, I resist. Throwing myself back against the headboard and just fucking wallowing.

      The only thing I can’t refrain from doing is unlocking my cell phone. It takes me no time to pull up her contact and send a text.

      Goodnight little Siren. We’ll talk tomorrow. See you at work. I miss you already.

      Setting it aside in case she responds I grab ahold of my half-hard cock through the thin material of my pants to readjust myself, but all it succeeds in doing is instantly making me thicken seeing the purple fabric still in my hand and now hovering near my crotch.

      I’m a weak fucking man as I slide the cotton pants down past my ass and let my erection free.

      Wrapping her panties around the base not once but twice until it almost feels like they are going to strangle my dick. What I’m about to do is sordid and not one ounce of fuck in me cares.

      I let my fist squeeze the bottom before slowly working itself up and down my shaft, dragging the underwear with it. I can feel it over every ridge of my cock and when it gets right to the crown, and tickles my frenulum. My eyes roll back into my head as I continue to wage a war on myself, chasing my release when I should just go the fuck to sleep.

      My strokes get faster and stronger, and I can smell her sex in the air, urging me on as I reach down to cup my balls in my remaining grip.

      “Fuck me, little siren. You feel so goddamn good. This body was made just for me. Do you feel how deep I’m in you? I think we can get deeper, baby,” I groan out, picturing myself driving further into her body until I hit her cervix. With no warning, come spills out of me as the scene plays in my head of it splashing deep in her womb and implanting itself. Breeding her just like I fucking want.

      Opening my eyes, I see my seed covering my hand and scraps of lace that remain from the brutal fucking hand job I just gave myself.

      I don’t even bother cleaning up. Instead, I just use the edge of the top sheet and wipe my hands and thighs up. Scooting down and over to the opposite side of the bed, I check to see if Zoey responded to my message, but there is nothing.

      Sighing deeply, I sling it onto the nightstand before pulling the duvet up over me and slide my hands behind my head. I’m going to go old school and count fucking sheep until I pass out from sheer exhaustion.

      Tomorrow is a new goddamn day.
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      “The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round.” My mom takes a deep inhale and I cover my ears before she belts out, “ALL THROUGH THE TOWN!”

      “Jesus Christ, hunny, I can’t see with all the noise,” Ted bellows, hunching over the steering wheel of the RV, narrowing his eyes like it’s going to somehow qualify him to drive this thing.

      I glance out the window and watch drivers swerving around us and then laying on the gas. One guy flips off Ted, who is blissfully unaware that going at least ten miles under the posted speed limit makes him a hazard on the highway. I hear my mother start what is clearly going to be the third argument she and Ted have had since I’ve been on this hell hot box on wheels and I try to figure out if hurling myself out into oncoming traffic might be a better fate than however this little field trip is going to end. I decide against it because I’d probably just get really bad road rash and have to listen to my mother tell the paramedics that she knew I was going to be a problem when I didn’t clean my room that one time in fifth grade. I can hear her now telling them how my bad behavior escalated to fucking her husband’s brother.

      My heart lurches in my throat when I think of Silas and how angry he was. I know why he was upset. I shouldn’t have kept the Lucas situation from him, and in hindsight, I realize that, but in the moment, it felt like it would make me seem juvenile to him, and that’s the last thing I wanted. I wanted to be mature, handle it myself, like someone his age would have done. Instead, my mommy and step-daddy came barging in and treated me like I can’t make decisions on my own. I left everything he let me use while I was at his house, including the keys to his car and the cellphone. I’m still smarting from the rage I saw in Silas last night. I understand why he yelled at my mom and Ted. Coming with them on this little trip is the last thing I wanted to do, but I realize how much drama I bring into Silas’s life. I tried to do the mature thing and take care of my psycho ex by myself, and instead I hurt Silas, or at the very least made him angry. He said he needed space, and I felt like I had no choice but to leave and give him the time he needs. I force myself to take deep, silent breaths and focus on the angry motorists still flying around Ted to keep the tears from threatening to fall. I can’t cry. I won’t cry. Except maybe if Mom starts singing again. I really did get attached to Silas so quickly and unexpectedly. I’ve never had a connection with someone like that before, so full on, intense. It feels like I’ve got a knife stabbed into my chest, and there’s no sign of relief.

      “Oh, Ted, you’ve been such a grump since we left your boar of a brother’s house,” my mother pouts, crossing her arms and shifting in her seat to show him how annoyed she is. “It’s been a stressful twenty-four hours, and I wanted to lighten the mood.” She pauses, and for half a beat I think we all might just bask in this awkward silence until one of us, hopefully me, expires. My prayers are dashed when she juts her chin toward him, but doesn’t change her posture otherwise, to say in that mousy, almost girlish voice she uses just for him, “Remember what our therapist said? A respectful, supportive partner would have joined in instead of making me feel like an old fool. You know, Theodore, I expected more from you. Especially after finding out what Silas did to our daughter.”

      Oh, kill me now. I was a willing and eager participant in everything that man did to me.

      No sooner does the thought enter my mind, that I jerk in my seat behind my mother’s when the RV sways into everyone’s lane but ours. The way my fingers are gripping the back of her seat tells me that even though I regretted getting on this damn thing the moment I sat down, and my mother started trying to make my relationship with Silas all about her, that I’m not to the point of traffic surfing quite yet.

      Ted begins honking his horn. “Where did you learn to drive, you hellhound!” Ted screams as a man in a red Mercedes convertible sails up next to us. The guy looks pissed and flips us off as he speeds by, giving Ted a wide berth.

      “Are you seeing this, Zoey?” Mom turns in her seat to appraise me. “He’s all worked up because of what Lucas told him about you and—” she gulps for nothing more than dramatic effect. “Your uncle.”

      I choose to ignore her calling Silas my uncle, and instead I get up out of my seat and pace down the walkway a few steps before turning and walking back up to face my mother. She wants an argument, so I’ll give her one.

      “He’s not my uncle, and you know that. You’re just trying to make this whole thing sound way worse than it actually is,” I say in a stern tone, pointing a finger at her to let her know I’m not going to be gaslit and guilt-tripped into this little fictitious tragedy she’s trying to star in right now. “Silas has treated me better than anyone ever has, and I won’t let you make him out to be some cradle-robbing villain. He opened his home to me, made sure I was safe, and even got me a better job because he cares about me. He got me a new phone and phone number…” I trail off for a second, tapping Ted on the shoulder so he knows I’m speaking to him. “You know why I had to change my number? Your bestie Lucas was harassing me because I didn’t want to take him back after he stole all my money.” Ted huffs and at first, I think it’s because I’m calling him out for intertwining himself with whatever goofy ass mess my ex-boyfriend is trying to make for me, but then I realize that he’s not even listening to me when he taps clumsily on the GPS device mounted on the dash.

      “Melinda! Did you turn off my GPS?” I clamp my mouth shut because the gasp my mother lets out at her beloved husband using her government name has me preparing for fight number four.

      “Yes, I absolutely did. If I have to hear that woman yell out directions every thirty seconds, I would have rather just stayed home!”

      “I told you before, it’s a computer, Melinda.” That second name drop can’t be a coincidence. Ted is purposely trying to push her buttons and I’m not mad about it.

      “Yeah, that’s what you said.” Mom’s tone is clipped, like she’s warring with herself on whether she wants to have the last word or give him the silent treatment.

      “Turn it back on. I think our exit is coming up soon,” Ted says, the RV swaying as he takes one hand off the wheel in order to pluck the square box down and hold it out for Mom to presumably take.

      She crosses her arms again and looks out the passenger window. I can only see her profile, but I know her well enough that her eyes are closed, her lips are pursed, and her chin is tipped up in defiance.

      “Melinda, take the damn thing before I run this thing off the side of the road,” he says, swerving over into the middle lane. I close my eyes and say a quick prayer when I hear the chorus of horns honking around us.

      “Don’t you tell me what to do!” Mom turns to face him, her hands on her thighs, in a stance that says she’s ready to fight him. I expect him to yell back at her, but he doesn’t. Instead, he holds one hand protectively over the gearshift. I appraise them inquisitively, but it all clicks when Mom gets up, her hands on her hips, fanning over the pleated pastel pink trousers that match the embroidered sweatshirt she’s wearing.

      “I ripped the gearshift ONE TIME, Theodore. Don’t act like I do it every time we fight,” Mom says, completely exasperated. There has to be more to the story, because there’s no way even she is hotheaded enough to try to change gears while he’s driving out of spite.

      My eyes bug out and I feel my mouth fall open when Ted says, “We were on the highway, Melinda, and we went into a ditch!”

      “Don’t be dramatic!” she yells, turning toward me, clearly prepared to stomp toward the back of the RV. I don’t know why this is the particular moment that I have a mental break, but her, of all people, telling anyone else not to be dramatic has me laughing hysterically to the point I have to sit down on the bench seat behind Ted’s chair.

      “What is so funny, Zoey?” Mom huffs because as much as she likes to pretend to be clueless, she knows exactly why I’m laughing. “You think it’s funny how your stepfather is speaking to me? Is this how you allowed Silas to treat you?” Her guilt trip doesn’t affect me at all, but I sober at the mention of Silas. If I had acted a quarter of the way she’s been on this trip, he would have pulled over on the side of the road and had me over his knee. I feel a stirring low in my belly at the thought and then the mental image of my mother over Ted’s knee douses that so quickly and I’m suddenly thinking I was rash about not being ready to dive head-on into traffic.

      “Why would you put us in a position like this with your father’s brother, of all people?” In pure Mom fashion, she chooses to call Ted my father, when she knows he’s never been more than the man who married her after I was already out of the house. Before I can respond, she’s already starting in on poor Ted again, and he’s still guarding the gearshift with his life. “Why didn’t you defend me to your brother, Ted? You just let him talk to me like I’m some sort of—”

      “You are some sort of something,” Ted mumbles under his breath, and I have to jut my arm out to prevent Mom from running up there after him. She will flip this RV on its roof just to be the last one talking.

      “Enough! Both of you have acted like children this entire—” I start, but I’m cut off by Ted swerving, purposely this time, three lanes over to take an exit. Both Mom and I scream at the same time, and I hate the fact that I sound just like her. She gets flung over into the seat I was initially sitting on and I grab onto the back of Ted’s chair to steady myself.

      “Almost missed it. No one can drive these days. Everyone is panicky. Not me. I have steady hands,” Ted says calmly, lifting his arm to show me one shaky hand. It’s like he sincerely does not realize that he is the only problem on the road today. I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re on the news right now via helicopter.

      Mom moans, still flung haphazardly in the seat with her face pressed against the window like some sort of rag doll. I reach over and pull her to sit upright. She looks dazed, but otherwise okay.

      “Are you okay? Did you break anything?” I ask, but before she can answer, Ted is yapping.

      “Bet her mouth isn’t broken,” he snarks.

      “Just drive, will you?” I glare at the back of his head. Even though he can’t see it, I hope he can feel me staring holes into his skull.

      “No need to backseat drive, Zoey. We’re almost to our destination,” Ted grumbles, but his voice is far away, kind of spacey, and I realize that he’s focused on pulling down an access road. I see the lake come into view as well. We pass dozens of parking spaces, and I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been jolted into a wall on this little trip, but Ted adds one more when he suddenly slams on the brake and roughly shifts the RV into reverse.

      “What are you doing?” I rush up to the front of the RV and plop down in the passenger seat. I’m not sure if Mom is still standing at this point, but it’s every woman for herself.

      “I’m backing into a spot,” Ted tells me, looking me dead in the eye, his tone showing no sign of joking. Because that’s what this has to be, right? The man can’t drive straight on a clearly marked wide lane highway, but he’s going to back this mammoth of a vehicle in between two cars, and I’m not supposed to be alarmed?

      “My brother rubbed off on you in the worst way, young lady,” Ted tells me, pressing his lips into a thin, disapproving line. “He likes to act like I’m incompetent, too. He’s always been jealous of me and how my mind works. I see things in a way that he could never fathom. He’s rigid, black and white, his way or the highway.”

      “That’s right, honey. You think outside the box and he’s not capable of doing that,” Mom chimes in from somewhere in the back of the RV like she’s Ted’s biggest fan and she hasn’t spent the entire drive bickering with him over literally nothing. I turn so I can bounce my eyes between the two Looney Tunes that are my only companions. Mom is humming, looking in a compact mirror and checking her lipstick, because I guess she’s planning on making a big impression at the lake.

      “Now I need complete silence,” Ted says, straightening his back and gripping the steering wheel like a scared teenager who’s on their first behind-the-wheel driving lesson. He eases off the brake only to realize that he’s angled incorrectly. I watch this man shift into drive, pull forward into an empty spot with no other cars around, only to shift back into reverse with the clear intention of parking between the two much smaller vehicles.

      “Why don’t we just stay in this spot? It’s a great spot,” I say quickly, but I know I’m fighting a losing battle when he lets his foot off the brake and starts easing back.

      “Silas would never have the skill to do this. He’d take the easy way out. Fast and sloppy,” Ted mumbles under his breath.

      I hold on to the oh shit bar and close my eyes because nothing good is going to come of this and the only thing left to do is hunker down and pray he misses at least one of the vehicles.

      A sensor in the RV starts beeping, and it’s no surprise to me that Mom starts screeching at Ted and he ignores both of them and continues to roll back, right into the small red car on the left side of the RV.

      “Damn it. I almost had it,” Ted breathes out the words like he just lost a game of Tetris instead of totaling a stranger’s vehicle for no valid reason. He shifts into drive and begins pulling forward. What a clusterfuck, but at least it’s over. I let out a long, harsh breath and the whoosh of air that leaves my mouth blows the stray hair that has fallen out of my ponytail. I thought maybe coming with Mom and Ted would give Silas and I a little bit of space and I’d be able to think more clearly, figure out how to make things right. Instead, it just made me miss Silas with a vigor that I didn’t think was possible. I’ve fallen for him in a way I didn’t think I was capable of, and I hate that being on this trip is what it took to push me into the headspace to accept that. I already knew I loved him, but I didn’t realize how completely attached I am to him. I don’t want to be away from him, not even for another minute. I doubt he feels the same way, but I need to find out. I need to see if there’s any way that he can understand why I didn’t tell him about the drama with Lucas.

      I’m shaken out of the thoughts about Silas when I feel the RV start rolling backward again.

      “Ted, no!” I exclaim, but it’s too late. The bumper of the RV is crunching into the front end of the sleek black pickup truck that is parked to the right of where Ted was trying to squeeze in.

      “Look what you made me do,” Ted huffs, banging his hands on the steering wheel and giving me the most incredulous look. “I told you I needed silence.”

      “Yeah, I’m definitely the problem here. You should just leave me here, really,” I say sarcastically, but it goes over his head, and he only shakes his head like I’ve disappointed him.

      “Aw, hunny,” Mom says to Ted, walking up to kiss him on the cheek. I watch as she admires the lipstick print she left on his skin. She looks at me, hand on her cocked hip. “He needs silence when he drives.” Her tone is condescending, and I’ve had it up to my eyeballs with both of them and this stupid RV.

      “What he needs is to have his license revoked,” I tell her, reaching for the door handle, fully prepared to get out and start walking to anywhere that isn’t here. I pause only when I hear a faint buzzing sound that only stops for a few seconds before starting. “What is that?” I ask, but it’s clear that it’s a phone, and whoever is calling is persistent, hanging up and calling back as soon as they get her voicemail. I crane my neck, trying to ascertain where her phone might be tucked.

      Mom turns dramatically, taking a few purposeful steps to fish her phone out of her bag. She makes a disgusted face before ending the call and then looking at me. “It’s your uncle. If he thinks after the way he spoke to me that I would ever let him near you again, he’s—” She looks shocked when I interrupt her.

      “He’s my boyfriend, not my uncle, and—” I’m the one who’s cut off when two fire trucks come screeching into the parking lot and box the RV in. Clearly someone has called and reported not one but two accidents. I turn around in my seat and flop my head back against the smooth leather.

      This day feels like it’s been a whole fucking year.
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      The mid-morning meetings are dragging on and if I have to listen to Kareen drone on yet again about the newest marketing plan on this acquisition, I’m going to shove my black and platinum Montblanc fountain pen straight into my orbital socket.

      Waking up this morning was full of conflicting emotions. I’m still so goddamn disappointed in Zoey and how she didn’t trust me to tell me about Lucas. The other part of me just felt despair at it being the first time I’ve woken up without her body wrapped around my own and her honey-colored hair suffocating me.

      I left the house quickly this morning, but I saw her car still in the carport, so I know she hadn’t left for work yet. I had every intention of getting all my meetings out of the way by noon, so we could both take half days and hash this shit out. But glancing at the clock tells me that by the time we wrap up here, I’ll already be behind by at least a quarter of an hour.

      I let my team lead this meeting and just mindlessly tune in, offering input here and there as needed. Guiding them when they get slightly off target of what I want. What I expect.

      Another thirty minutes fly by and I’m itching to walk out of this boardroom and snatch up my little siren.

      Food. Talk. Fuck.

      I’m the goddamn CEO and I don’t know why I just don’t walk the fuck out right now. Isn’t that the whole benefit of owning your own business?

      Unfortunately, my need for control causes me to hold everything in my clutches.

      “Kareen.” I cut her off.

      “Yes, Mr. Barlow?”

      “Do you plan on taking up everyone’s time today, or are you going to let anyone else speak? I’m sure we all have things to do, and I’ve heard the same things come out of your mouth at least three times. Do you love the sound of your own voice so much that you feel the need to dominate the conversation or…?” I trail off and an affronted look befalls her face.

      “I—uh,” she stutters, as if she was about to defend herself but got cold feet.

      “Harsh much, Silas,” Marcus, my right-hand man for all intents and purposes, says to me. Harsh? I was firm, but nothing I said was a lie, and I held my tone in a completely professional manner. Just because he’s got a little crush on one of my marketing execs doesn’t mean shit.

      “Anyone else have anything of substance to add to this meeting, or are we just sucking up money today? Just want to know where payroll should be coded today because time is money.” And now I’m being an asshole and I blame the fact that I have unresolved issues. I need to go handle my shit and it needs to be now. Before I alienate anymore of my team.

      Standing up, I signal that this meeting is over and leave the room first. Walking swiftly to the elevators to go up one floor to where the executive offices are held. Why did I even have the boardroom here on the second floor? I think it was fucking Ted’s input on the plans when we had the building designed.

      My fucking brother. His name sets just a flame of anger to spark, and I have to quickly squash it.

      This ride feels like an eternity before the doors open and I quicken my strides to get to Zoey’s desk.

      Stopping at the mahogany L-shaped desk that sits twenty feet away from my office has my mouth pulling down into a frown. She’s not here.

      Glancing left and right, I observe the area to see if she’s making her way from the restrooms or one of the break rooms, but nothing is of note.

      Rounding around until I’m standing at her chair, I notice that her computer isn’t even turned on. While not unheard of, it is unusual. I’m always griping at her to lock her screen when she leaves her desk at any time, so I highly doubt she took security measures this time.

      Where the fuck is she?

      Entering my office, I grab my keys before heading down to reception. I need to see if she even checked in for today. Did she blow off work? Shit, I need to figure out what is going on.

      “Serena, did you see Zoey today?” I ask my main front desk receptionist.

      “You know what Mr. Barlow; I don’t recall seeing her come in today. I guess she could have skirted by, but it’s unusual. Usually, we chat a few minutes about the latest episode of one of our reality shows.”

      I watch as Serena checks the ID logs to pinpoint if Zoey swiped her ID at any point today and after thirty seconds, she just glances up at me and shrugs.

      “I don’t see her. Do you want to check with HR to see if she called in? I mean, I don’t know why she wouldn’t let you know if she was sick, or something came up? Oh. My. God. Mr. Barlow, do you think she’s okay? What if she got in a car accident? What if she fell and hit her head somewhere? I wish we could track her phone!” I wasn’t fucking panicking until she uttered all those scenarios in my head. Thank you very fucking much, Ms. Miller.

      And now I want to put a goddamn tracker on her as well. To be revisited once I find her.

      “Cancel anything I have on my calendar for me, will you? I’m going to head to the house and I’m sure she’s there and just sick. Thank you.” I don’t wait for a response as I bypass others in the lobby trying to get my attention to say hello and head to the garage.

      The same fucking garage Lucas was in.

      The only thing distracting me is the fact there are two crews here refitting the entire parking area with high-visibility lighting and installing a state-of-the-art camera surveillance system to be monitored twenty-four-seven by a third party I employed.

      My Audi is tearing through downtown and by the grace of the gods, I’m not pulled over for my extreme speed. I keep trying to call Zoey’s phone, but it just keeps ringing every time until her automated message picks up. I leave messages and keep trying over and over.

      Pulling up to the gate, the key fob on my dash immediately alerts the gate to open and I wave my hand up at the attendant. It’s only by the shock of red hair as I drive past that I know it’s yet again Vernon manning the booth.

      The streets blur together until finally I’m pulling into the circular driveway and throwing my car into park. The carport still shows Zoey’s car, so she’s fucking here and the fucking impudence of her to fucking worry me like this.

      If she wanted to stay the fuck home and pout like a child, she should have at least called into work. This is the real world.

      Storming inside, I holler, “Zoey Harris. You have a job. At a professional business. If you want to be a no-call no-show because you are having personal issues, then your level of immaturity has finally won out.” Only silence answers me. What the fuck is she doing? The silent treatment is what I expect from a moody teenager, not a college graduate.

      I make my way up the stairs to her room and notice the door is still closed. Pressing my ear to it, I listen for anything and again I’m met with nothing. No rustle of material. No creaking of furniture. Complete stillness.

      Turning the knob, I push and the door swings wide open.

      Empty.

      There is no Zoey here.

      Where the fuck is she?

      I try calling her again and hear the soft vibrations coming from the bed.

      Moving the duvet around, I hear a thud as the device hits the floor and slides inches and bumps against my shoe.

      Well, here’s the goddamn phone and no wonder she’s not fucking answering it. But the real question is, where is she?

      Looking around the room, nothing seems amiss, so wherever she is, she left on her own.

      No phone. No car. What the fuck was she thinking and who the fuck is she with?

      I’ll kill him, and then I’m going to tie her ass up.

      Quickly, I pull out my phone and call down to Vernon. I hate dealing with him, but I’ll do anything for my little siren, and he better prove useful.

      “Hillcrest Heights, go for Vernon.” He’s smacking gum and my jaw tightens at his lack of manners.

      “Cut the shit. I know you have all of the homeowner numbers programmed into that phone and you know who the fuck is calling. Have you seen Zoey?”

      “Zoey? Like Zoey Deschanel? I mean, just at that one party my cousin went to. I was his plus one and her tits were great to look at, but she definitely is like a Hollywood six at best.” The gum smacking continues, and I can’t even address his utter disrespect toward another woman.

      “No, you wish version of Shaun White. You know exactly who Zoey is. You see her every day leaving for work and coming home. She’s listed under my home. Has her own fob key. Did you fucking see her leave today?” I growl out.

      “Oh. You mean Zoey, your niece. Nope. Ain’t seen her coming or going today. You should really keep a better eye on your family, Mr. Barlow. You always seem to not know where any of them are.” I can hear the little smirk in his voice, and I feel my eyes narrow.

      “Vernon, worry less about what the hell I have going on before I call up your uncle and let him know just what you have been up to when you’re off shift. I hear Mr. Henderson has an idea of what’s been going on and you know he’s one of your families’ oldest friends.” It pays to know the whisperings of things going around. The rich women in this neighborhood gossip more than a telenovela.

      “I-uh well. I don’t know what you’re even talking about. Sir.” Oh, sir now. Hit the nail on the head.

      “Vernon, if you see Zoey, just make sure to contact me immediately. Understand?”

      “Yep, totally understand, but I don’t know. I don’t think she’s coming back.” He says it so nonchalantly that the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      “Just what the fuck is that supposed to mean? I thought you said you hadn’t seen her.” What the fuck does this half sharpened colored pencil know?

      “You asked if I had seen her coming or going today, and I told you I hadn’t. She left yesterday.”

      “For fuck’s sake Vernon! Goddamn it. Don’t fucking quote semantics at me. Clearly, you knew I was fucking looking for her and for a damn good reason. When the fuck did you see her?”

      “Last night. She left with the Donny and Marie Osmond look-a-likes. They were weird and in that big ass RV that I swear Donny didn’t know how to drive properly. I didn’t check them in, but I was on shift when they left, and I saw her arguing with Marie.” Instantly I know he means my brother and Melinda and I hate how accurate he is by calling them that. They do look like two fucking preppy siblings.

      “So, we’re just gonna forget about the Mrs. Henderson thing next time you talk to my uncle, right?” I hang up and don’t bother to answer. The squirrely little fucker can sweat.

      I call Ted and the line keeps ringing until I hear, “Hiya you’ve reached Ted AND MEL oh yes and Mel and me can’t come to the phone right now. We’re probably driving the RV and grooving to some sick tunes. We’ll catch you later, you cool kids.”

      Every last intelligent brain cell I have suddenly is leeched out. Again, I question how the fuck we are related?

      I don’t bother leaving a message and hang up just so I can call back.

      I dial five times before I finally hear the click and some static before, “Yes? This is Melinda Harris-Barlow. How can we help you?”

      “Christ Melinda. Cut the shit. It’s Silas and I know my number is in that cell phone. Why the hell did it take five times for you guys to answer the phone?”

      I hear Ted in the background griping, “Hey! Don’t you talk to my wife like that. I’m still the big brother here and I’ll kick your ass, Si.” I roll my eyes and then promptly stop. Zoey rubbed off on me more than I know.

      “Where is Zoey? Let me talk to her. Why the fuck is she with you?” I bombard them with questions.

      “She’s not a fucking child. You had no right to take her, Melinda.” I carry on before Mel cuts me off.

      “Excuse you? She will always be my child, regardless of her age. And no one took her. She came with us willingly, crying, I might add. So maybe you need a little time-out to think about how your actions and words hurt people. Your brashness and quick to anger responses are a problem. Have you considered yoga?”

      “Have I fucking considered yoga? No Melinda, I haven’t fucking considered it. Thank you so much for the unwanted suggestion. Now where the fuck are you? I want your goddamn location and I want it now. I’m coming to get Zoey. She doesn’t belong with you. She fucking belongs with me. She belongs to me.” I swear the ditzy act by my brother’s wife is arduous.

      “Well, I never!” Melinda says incredulously.

      “I don’t give a fuck if you and my brother tap dance across Niagara Falls wearing zebra print onesies. I’m coming for my woman. Now give me the fucking location.”

      “Arbor Ridge! We’re just outside of Arbor Ridge! Get me the hell out of here. I can’t stay another minute on this deathtrap on four wheels.” I hear my siren’s voice finally. It’s faint but loud enough to carry enough for me to pick up her words and location.

      “Don’t you fucking leave, Ted. I’ll see you three soon.” I hang up before another word can be uttered.

      I don’t even bother changing and I leave the house and get back into my car and begin the drive to claim what’s mine.

      Come Hell or high water.
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      “Can I get your statement, miss?” I’m sitting on a curb in the parking lot where Tornado Ted took out two of the six cars here today. The firemen left as soon as they realized whoever called exaggerated the severity of the accident. So now I have a park ranger in my face holding a clipboard and clicking his pen like it makes him feel cool.

      It’s pretty bad when someone makes me miss Vernon.

      “I mean, it’s pretty obvious, he backed over those two cars. The owners are screaming, the tow trucks are here,” I peer up at his name tag. “Doug, with all due respect, why do you need a statement when it’s clearly going to be handled by insurance companies? No park amenities were damaged.” He’s staring at my legs and clicking his pen and I have the overwhelming urge to jump up and deck him. It’s not his fault. I mean, yes, he’s being really annoying, but the way I’m feeling has way more to do with Silas than anything that’s happened in the last couple hours.

      “Anything that happens on this property is my job to know, so if you don’t mind…” he speaks curtly this time, and I’ve had just about enough out of him.

      “I do mind. I wasn’t driving and you’re not a police officer, so get out of my face.” I stand up and start to walk away from him, but pause when he starts blabbering.

      “The old guy is saying it was your fault because you were distracting him while he was trying to drive.”

      I spin around to give him the most incredulous look I can muster. “Of course he is. That’s what Ted does. Clearly, I held a gun to his head, made him swerve off the highway doing a whopping forty-two miles an hour.” I hold my hands out as if to say you’re gonna love this, buddy. “And then, even though there are a hundred fucking open spaces with no vehicles in them, I forced him to try to park between those two cars. He didn’t want to. He tried to stop me, but I gave him no choice,” I say dryly. “Are you actually writing that down?” I cross my arms and when he looks up at me, confused, I realize that I need to stop before I get strip searched for a gun I made up. I start walking away, but he follows me.

      “So, you’re taking full responsibility for this?” Doug asks, but I start walking more quickly, realizing that this whole day is fucked and the only thing I can do is go back to the RV and try to swipe Mom’s phone. Maybe I can get ahold of Silas and see if he’s on his way.

      “No, I’m not, and you’re an idiot and they should take your badge,” I tell Doug, who is right on my heels. I turn around, tired of him trying to command this interaction. When Silas does it, I find it hot, but this guy makes me want to headbutt him, and I’m suddenly wondering if Mom was right about Silas rubbing off on me.

      “Ma’am, you need to cooperate with me. I have the authority—” I cut him off.

      “You do not have the authority to do anything, Deputy Dipshit. Now get away from me before I pummel your ass right here in this parking lot.”

      “I’m a Ranger, not a Deputy…” I feel my eyes grow wide at the absolute insanity of this guy.

      “You’re right. You are. My deepest apologies. Now, will you please leave me alone?” It’s a rhetorical question, but as I move to turn away from him again, he reaches out and puts his hand on my shoulder. Two things happen at one time. I react, swinging and knocking his handy dandy clipboard out of his hand, and I hear an engine gunning, like someone is trying to get our attention. I look up, and to my relief and shock, I see Silas heading straight for us. Doug is on the ground, gathering the things that fell to the ground and when he begins to stand up, he comes eye to eye with Silas’s grill.

      Doug screams, clutching his sacred clipboard, and I bite my lip because I’m not sure how to react to Silas. He looks so devastatingly handsome, even though he’s scowling as he gets out of his car and slams the door. He stalks around the front of the car and glares down at my new friend Doug.

      “I don’t care what you’re doing or who you work for, if I ever catch you touching her again, I will wrap you in a tarp, tie cinderblocks around your body and personally watch you sink to the bottom of that fucking lake. Run along or lose your life. You have three seconds.”

      Doug doesn’t need all three. He’s already power walking away from us as fast as his cargo shorts and hiking boots will take him.

      “Zoey, get away from that maniac,” Mom yells from over by the RV where she’s supervising everything the tow truck driver is doing to the cars Ted totaled. “Ted, did you see how he drove in here? He almost hit that poor man.”

      I wheel around, fully prepared to stomp over and gag and hogtie my mother so I can maybe have two minutes of peace without her incessant babbling. “Baby,” I hear Silas say just before he whirls me around to face him and pulls me into his arms. He squeezes me so tight to his chest that I can feel how much this man has missed me.

      “I’m so sorry for—” I start, but he squeezes me tighter to him, cutting me off and burying his face into the side of my neck, breathing me in.

      “No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten so angry. I was so fucking scared when I realized you were gone,” he says, pulling away, only to tip my head back so he can look at my face.

      “I thought you wanted me to leave when you said to get out of your house. I should have told you that Lucas showed up, but I didn’t want you to think I was immature, or I couldn’t handle things on my own…” I only stop talking when he shakes his head.

      “I meant Ted and Melinda. I was mad, but I’d never want you to leave. That’s our home, not mine. And I know she’s your mother, but she just gets under my skin.” His fingers bite into my skin a little too roughly and I snicker at the fact that he’s probably imagining strangling her.

      “Don’t you dare try to woo my daughter after the way you treated me,” Mom yells, never daring to walk toward us. Her choice of words has me cringing and laughing as I go boneless in Silas’s arms. We’re okay, we have each other and the relief I feel in that notion has me wrapping my arms around his neck and letting him pick me up so I can wrap my legs around his waist. I don’t care about our fight, or the fact that Ted is apparently trying to blame his three-vehicle pileup on me, or even the fact that my mother will probably give me the silent treatment after this. She’ll claim I’m only with Silas to ruin her life, but I don’t care what she tries to make about her anymore. All I care about is this man who is holding me like he never wants to lose me again, not even for a second.

      Silas’s hands slide to my ass, holding me to him and he kisses me so deeply and roughly. You’d think we’d been separated for years, but I sink into it, letting him take control. He only pulls back to let me breathe and for him to say, “I love you, Zoey. I love you fully, with everything I am and everything that I’ll ever be.” One of his hands moves from my ass to tangle in my hair and his eyes flicker from my eyes to my lips several times like he’s trying to decide if he wants to elaborate or kiss me again. “You’re coming home with me and we’re going to make up. First, I’m going to make you come with my fingers, then I’m going to make you come with my mouth, and then—” he groans, tightening his fingers in my hair and I can feel how barely restrained he is.

      “I love you, too. I love you so much. I don’t ever want us to be apart again, not even for a little while,” I tell him urgently, brushing my lips against his so softly in a ghost of a kiss.

      “You’ll never be away from me again. I will make damn sure of that,” Silas promises.

      “Zoey! I raised you better than to let some old man grope you in a parking lot!” My mother’s voice is like a cold vat of water pouring directly on our steamy little moment. Silas lets me slide to the ground and before I know what’s happening, he’s intertwining our fingers and dragging me over to stand in front of my mother.

      “You don’t get to say anything to her anymore unless it’s positive, you got me?” Silas barks and Mom feigns like she’s fearful, holding a hand over her chest as if to say her heart is racing. “Oh, don’t start. You’re the reason why Zoey and I get along so well. She’s mature for her age because she’s had to look after your eccentric ass her whole life. You will not say another harmful, degrading word to her in my presence. Do. You. Understand. Me?” Silas punctuates each word with a finger, pointing at my mother’s face, making her blink in surprise. I don’t think anyone in all of her years has ever put her in her place and it’s sure a sight to see. “Speak,” he demands.

      “Ted, do you hear this?” Instead of acknowledging what he’s said to her, she chooses to call Ted to her defense. “Your brother...”

      “That’s fine, call him over here. I’ll tell him about himself too.” Mom’s jaw drops at Silas’s words, and her eyes narrow when he wraps an arm around me. I don’t say anything because I don’t have to, and it feels really good to finally have someone looking out for my best interests.

      “What are your intentions with my daughter?” Her voice is no longer shrill, but deeper. It’s her real voice, the one she rarely lets anyone hear.

      “I’m going to marry her and she’s going to have my children,” Silas says without missing a beat. “I’m going to continue to love her, care for her, and make sure she has every little thing that she wants. She’s mine. She’s been mine since you sent her to live with me. You can like it or not, I don’t give a shit either way, but that’s what’s happening.”

      “What is going on over here?” Ted walks over once the tow truck starts pulling out of the lot.

      “You need to get a muzzle for your wife, or I’m going to get one for her.” Ted’s eyes bounce between my mom and Silas, and I’m wondering how long it will take for him to blame this conversation on me, too.

      “Well, I never!” Mom shouts, and she’s in pouting mode again, stomping to the passenger side of the RV, fully prepared to give everyone the silent treatment.

      “You always and that’s the damn problem,” Silas has the last word before the door slams behind her.

      “Geez, now she’s going to be mad at me. Great job, brother,” Ted complains, sulking as he walks back to the driver’s side.

      “What happened to—” Silas starts, finally noticing the crunched-up car on Mom’s side of the RV. I guess a different tow company is coming for that one. “You know what, I don’t need my blood pressure shooting up any more than it already has today. I don’t want to know.”

      “You’re right, you probably don’t want to know,” I laugh for the first time today. I lean into him as we walk back to his car, just needing to be as close to him as I possibly can be right now. When he opens the door to let me slide in, I push up on my tiptoes and give him a searing kiss. “Are we going to start the part about making those babies as soon as we get home?”

      “I’m not going to make it out of this parking lot without getting inside you,” he growls, deepening the kiss. I don’t care where he takes me or how much of a growly grump he is on the way there. All that matters is that I have him, and he loves me as much as I love him. I know that with Silas I can be my real self and he’ll help me grow into who I want to become. I know I’m safe with him, and that means more to me than he’ll ever know. Our future is unknown, but it’s bright and I can’t wait to see where it takes us.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






SILAS

        

      

    

    




      TWO YEARS LATER

      Layers of fucking champagne colored tulle spill over my forearms as long tan legs dig into the top of my ass, urging me on, trying to meet me thrust for thrust.

      “C’mon old man. Shoot your load in me before someone walks in. I want to walk down the aisle feeling you drip down my thighs and stand before Father Carlton in all my sinful, debauched glory.” Filthy little siren knows exactly what her words do to me, and I pick up speed fucking my not-so-blushing bride against the wall in my dressing room for lack of a better word.

      Reaching up, I grip Zoey’s little smart-ass mouth and force my tongue into it as we battle for dominance. All this fucking fabric is in my way, but the feel of her soft silky walls gripping me tightly tell me that she’s just about to come.

      “Come for me, Mrs. Barlow. Soak my tuxedo so everyone knows it’s me who makes your pretty little pussy pur-”

      “Silas. Let’s have a little talk before the ceremo—oh my god! Can you two not be having intercourse right now? Zoey! I expect better of you. Your hair. Your makeup. Your dress!” And here comes my fucking brother’s wife. Or my mother-in-law, I suppose. Fucking Melinda.

      Zoey’s cunt clamps down on me at the same time and as her orgasm washes over her, it triggers my own, regardless of the shrill voice just chirping at me.

      The slam of the door lets me know she tucked tail and left while I empty my balls in her pristine fucking daughter.

      I feel her silent laughter as I hold her to me, keeping her plugged with my semi-hard cock. I’ve been working on knocking her up for years, but we finally decided for her to cease her birth control about six months ago. The fucking primal urge to fuck her at every given moment I can has overwhelmed me since.

      Lowering her until her legs reach the ground, I feel myself slip out of her and I instantly want to slide back in. Fuck this wedding. It’s a useless convention in my book, but I’ll give my wife anything she fucking wants, and she wants a wedding. We’ve been married for a year-and-a-half already. I didn’t ask. I slid my ring on her finger and hours later we were before a chaplain, saying I do. It worked for us because no fucking way was I waiting the goddamn eighteen months it was going to take to get a spot at Zoey’s dream venue.

      So, we fucking compromised. More like I fucking demanded, and she fought me on it to be a pain in my goddamn ass even though every time I called her my wife had desire pouring out of her.

      “Your mom is like a fruit fly. She just keeps popping up… everywhere. All the time. I can’t even fuck my wife in private anymore. I don’t mind someone watching me plow your tight little body, but I’ve got to draw the line at Melinda.” I rant on while I tuck myself back into my trousers and start adjusting. I can feel more than see the wetness covering them, and a smug feeling settles over me.

      “I think you’ll survive, Silas. I know I certainly feel much better now. No more jitters. Almost thought I was going to have to pull a runaway bride here for a minute.” She’s grinning at me to let me know she’s joking, but I snatch her by the throat with one hand and grip her waist with the other.

      “Let’s hurry this shit up. The quicker we go through this ceremony, the quicker I can fuck you. Stuff my cock so far up in you and plant my baby. It’s happening today, I just fucking feel it.” I’m manifesting the fuck out of this, and I don’t care how much of a sap it might make me seem.

      Zoey’s face is turned away from me as she fixes her dress, but I notice a slight trembling in her hands, “You better go see what my mom wants. I’m going to head back to my room and touch up my makeup. See you in,” she pauses before pulling back my sleeve to look at my watch, “twenty minutes. Shit, that’s cutting it close. Love you. Bye.” And then she rushes out in a flash of tantalizing skin wrapped in chiffon and chased by the scent of our sex and apples.

      Striding out, I see Melinda, my brother, and great. Our mother.

      “Mother.” I greet her as she stops berating Ted and gives me air kisses. I don’t know why she acts so pretentious, but it’s truly exhausting sometimes.

      “Darling. You look ravishing. Our Zoey is a lucky girl but you, my son, are one that has gotten the best gift. Our girl is breathtaking and oh, the grandchildren you will give me. I just can’t wait.”

      I hear Melinda scoff before mumbling, “It’ll be my grandchildren, too. You can’t monopolize them already.”

      You know what? I don’t have time for this shit. This fucking family dynamic is going to send me straight into a tailspin. I’m not even looking forward to trying to explain it to my children one day.

      “Why can’t you be more like your brother? Honestly, you are out here traipsing around in a van with your wife. You never visit and barely call. At least with your brother I know where he is and I can rest easily at night, Theodore.” Lana Barlow strikes again with her guilt-tripping. Fucking glad it’s not aimed at me.

      “If you all will excuse me, I need to go get married. If you three want to stand out here doing the Hokey Pokey by all means, please do. But I’ve got the love of my life about to walk down the aisle and I’m not fucking missing it for anything.” I leave them behind and let their bickering fade away as I move into the venue and go to shake Father Carlton’s hand.

      “You ready, son?” Am I ready? Sir, I’ve been ready, but I hold back my tongue. I don’t need any bad juju from smarting off to a man of the cloth. I don’t believe in religion, but I respect this man.

      The rows of chairs are filled with people we know, and some that Zoey loves. I could give two shits besides her.

      My little social butterfly has countless friends and has filled the area with them alongside my closest colleagues and acquaintances. Even fucking Vernon is here. Zoey and he have established this strange kind of friendship that I truly don’t understand, but it works for them. It doesn’t hurt that his uncle is an off-shoot branch of the St. James’ and recently inquired about investing in the expansion of Barlow Corp.

      A hush befalls the crowd as the first notes of the wedding march begin to play and I turn and watch as my wife comes into view. It doesn’t matter that I just saw her. Seeing her here at the end of the aisle, watching as she slowly starts walking toward me fills me with a possessiveness, I frequently try to keep a mild rein on.

      “Hi,” she murmurs to me as she finally comes to a stop.

      “Wife.” I nod before dragging her to me and planting a kiss on her lips that causes the Father to clear his throat.

      “Well, a little out of sequence, but let’s carry on. Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…” The voice and everything fades away as I focus on Zoey.

      She’s glowing and I don’t know if it’s the lights in here or the happiness radiating off of her because this is her dream wedding, and I gave it to her. Me.

      Her mouth moves and I watch her lips form an O and all I can think about is sinking my cock into it. I never claimed to be a pious man.

      I know it’s my turn when she stares at me expectantly.

      “I do.” And I don’t wait for the next part. There’s no need.

      Cupping her face in both hands, I claim her in front of everyone here and her gasp lets me know that she secretly loves it.

      “Well, this was just lovely. Everyone. Everyone. Please meet us in the St. James’ ballroom for the reception.” I hear Melinda speaking to everyone as if this is her show, but I let it slide.

      Fuck the reception. I’m about to sink my balls into my goddamn wife… again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fuck this reception. Why the fuck did I even agree to come here? We’ve been here for almost two hours now and this is not what I fucking had in mind. But the pouty little look on her face had me acquiescing in no time.

      “Are you going to sulk here?” my wife asks coyly when she sidles up next to me.

      “I’m not sulking. I’m simply watching you enjoy yourself here until I can take you back home and fuck the consciousness out of you,” I say matter-of-factly.

      I feel her reach into the pocket of my jacket and then she pulls her hand out, “Left you a little present. Bye, husband.” She twirls away and I reach down to see what the hell she is talking about.

      I finger the wet lace and am instantly transported back to the night two years ago. Different color and a different time, but reminiscent all the same.

      I pick up my drink and finish it before slamming it back down and getting up from the table.

      I move to where Zoey is dancing around on the floor in front of me, surrounded by friends and family, and quickly snatch her up.

      “Silas!” she giggles, and I love the way it sounds.

      “Goodnight, everyone. Stay as fucking long as you want, but I’m taking my wife. Don’t expect to hear from us for a good ten days.” I call out behind me as I bridal carry her out to the limo I’ve had idling all night.

      I feel her fingers linked at the back of my neck, stroking the skin and playing with the ends of my hair.

      The ride home feels like forever, but I hold Zoey in my lap and just reflect on everything we’ve been through since that phone call telling me she needed a place to stay and my brother finagling an invitation for her into my house.

      Getting out of the limousine finally, once the driver pulls up the driveway, I maneuver both of us toward the door.

      “You can put me down. I am capable of walking. You almost took my head off trying to get out.”

      “Quiet woman. I’m fucking carrying you over the threshold, and then I’m putting my baby right here.” I hold her to my left side so I can rub my palm over her stomach. She just looks up at me through her eyelashes and smiles. That fucking sweet smile of hers.

      “Take me to bed.” With fucking pleasure, I carry us both up the stairs and into our bedroom.

      Setting her down gently, I turn her so her back is facing me and painstakingly start undoing all the ties and whatever other bullshit is holding this dress up on her body. It looks like a damn torture device.

      Ten minutes later, I have both of us fully divested of all our clothing and I lay her down and just fucking take my time to look at her. To really see her. My beautiful wife. Mine.

      “I’d love to tell you I’m about to make love to you. Soft and sensual. But I’ll do that later. If I don’t fuck you right now, I’m going to lose it. You’ve been teasing me all night.” I settle myself between her thighs and run my hands up and down her body. I’m already hard as a rock and if I don’t feel warm walls encasing my cock soon, I might die. That’s a bit dramatic, but it certainly feels like it.

      With as much restraint as I can muster, I slowly part her slit with the head of my dick and sink into her willing body.

      Everything.

      She is my everything.

      Once I’m buried to the hilt, I glance back up from watching her body part for mine and look into her eyes. So much damn love is shining from them, I can barely stand it.

      I don’t deserve her, but I’ll spend every day of my life trying to make myself worthy.

      “I love you. Now hold on baby, cause I’m going to pump so much come in you, we’ll be having multiples in nine months.” Her eyes widen and I start thrusting in and out, watching as our bodies move together.

      “Fuck, your cunt is so goddamn tight. Look at your little hole stretched so obscenely for my cock. My greedy. Little. Fucking. Siren.” I drive further at each point, trying to damn near crawl myself into her body.

      “Oh, fuck.” She’s pinching and rolling her nipples between her fingers, and I reach down with one hand to offer assistance on her sweet little pleasure button.

      “You gonna come for me? Come all over your uncle’s hard cock as it pounds a baby deep into your womb. This is mine. All of it and I’m going to keep you full of come and babies, niece.” I bellow out, letting our little game bleed into this night. Forbidden but oh so fucking tempting and it always makes us come that much harder.

      “Daddy. I’m gonna come all over Daddy’s dick. I’m pregnant! So, you’ve just been upgraded to Daddy. I’ve been waiting all day to tell you.” Shock and awe must fill my face as my hips still and my eyes shoot from her face to her belly.

      Pregnant.

      Fuck me, she’s got my baby in here.

      “You—how long have you known?” I have to control myself until I hear her answer.

      “Today. Just a few hours before the wedding. I wasn’t feeling well, and everyone thought it was nerves, but that didn’t sit right with me, so I took a test. I wanted to wait to tell you until we got home. I wanted you to find out here. Where we’ll bring our baby home.” I want to be upset that she didn’t tell me right away, but her reasoning makes my heart thump faster.

      “A baby. My baby.”

      “Yes, you proverbial caveman. Your baby. Our baby. Now you know and I love you, but if you don’t let me finish… well, I’ll just have to do the job myself.”

      Pulling back, I thrust back in, effectively shutting her up as I chase my orgasm for an entirely different reason.

      Getting back into rhythm, I stroke circles around her clit and her body is coiling so tightly that all it takes is one shift of my body slightly downwards. The head of my cock scrapes against her g-spot and she’s coming, setting off my own orgasm as I grab her hips and hold her into place. I dump every last drop into her pussy before collapsing on top of her. Taking care to brace most of my weight on my arms now.

      “Are you going to get up, or are we just sleeping like this tonight?” I hear her say distantly, but my mind is still stuck on the fact she’s pregnant.

      “Just like this. If I keep you plugged, maybe we’ll have twins,” I say absently.

      A bark of laughter shakes both of our bodies as she says, “That’s not how it works, babe.”

      The fuck it isn’t. I’ve seen those articles before about twins and eggs being released and fertilized independently weeks apart. Rare but not impossible.

      “I’ll give you anything and everything you want, Zoey Barlow. You and this baby and all the ones that come after it. Thank you.”

      “So can I call you Uncle Daddy?” I swear to fuck I’m putting a ball gag in her Christmas stocking this year.

      “Christ woman. You drive me crazy, but fuck me if I don’t love every insane moment of life with you.” I roll us so she’s laying on my chest and my cock is still buried in her.

      “I love you too. Now let me rest. It’s hard work carrying around your big-headed baby.”

      Shaking my head, I press a kiss to her forehead and let her rest.

      Who fucking knew we’d end up here? No one.

      But I’m fucking happy we did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fu*kboys in Flannel

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Bennett: Are you coming over? Yes or no?

      

      

      

      

      

      Direct. To the point. But acts like he’s still giving me a choice. Very much Bennett’s style.

      I stare at the text from my next door neighbor for a moment. I’m fully aware that he knows I opened it, but replying will only give him a chance to talk me into doing something I’m not up for. He and his best friends are throwing one of their infamous parties tonight. No parents. Copious amounts of alcohol. All centered around the five most notorious guys in Hollow Hill. Outsiders call them the Ravens, because that’s the name their fathers went by when they were young. They followed in their fathers’ footsteps and went to Hollow Hill Prep, the most prestigious all-male academy around. I’m not really sure why they were called the Ravens, other than the fact that they were, and still are to this day, a tight-knit group and no one crosses them. There are all sorts of rumors about them and the things they’ve done, and those legends have carried over to their sons. But it’s like they’ve said, if they’d done half of the shit people said they have, they’d be dead by now.

      Bennett and Mason Slade are half-brothers, but to people who don’t know them, they’re practically twins. They're the youngest of the Ravens, having just graduated a few months ago like I did. They’ve lived next door to my Uncle Rhett since before I can even remember. The Ravens would be gone the entire school year, but when they’d come home for the summer, they wreaked havoc on our tiny mountain town. I went to Hollow Hill High. It’s where everyone else in Hollow Hill goes to school, and it’s a lot nicer than the schools down the mountain. The kids who live up on Violent Peak are either homeschooled or they travel down to Hollow Hill High every day.

      After my mother died, I had to move in with my uncle, and to be honest, I’ve never quite felt like I fit in here. He’s not a warm and welcoming man, but he’s always looked out for me. I just never felt like I fit in with his other children. His son, Grey, wasn’t thrilled that another female would be invading his household. His twin daughters Haley and Harlow were sort of in their own little world that no one else was really included in. Emerson was the one who eased my nerves. I have no idea where my father is, and at eighteen, I don’t really care to find out. He’s missed out on all the important things in my life, and I can’t really imagine a good enough excuse for me to forgive that.

      The Ravens are treated like royalty because of their old money, power, and their violent nature. But it was when Uncle Rhett and Mr. Slade started Hollow Hill Construction, that they became richer than God. The luxurious cabinesque mansions they construct have made them two of the three wealthiest men on the mountain. Tanner is the oldest Raven at twenty-two and his brother Remington is twenty, the same age as Grey. Tanner and Remington’s father joined Uncle Rhett and Mr. Slade and helped double the size of the company both in value and production.

      The Ravens can have any woman on this mountain that they want, and probably elsewhere too. And trust me, they’ve all had their fair share. That’s why when I got tipsy last weekend and kissed both Bennett and Mason, I didn’t think it would be a big deal to them. It had been an entire year since Grey warned me to stay away from them, and I certainly wasn’t the only girl they were with that night. For a simple kiss to cause this much chaos is insane to me. I don’t know why they’re so hell bent on talking about it. Hollow Hill is a small place, and all of the Ravens have run through the same girls. How is this any different? I don’t have it in me to deal with a huge blow up, so I’ve been avoiding everyone that I can since that night.

      I’ve had a crush on the Slade brothers since before I even knew what crushes were. And it was never an indecisive matter where I liked Bennett one summer and then Mason the next. I’ve always wanted both of them equally, despite how different they are. I’d never tell them that, though. It would complicate things, and I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of bowing down for them like everyone else does. From an outsider’s glance, they look and act nearly identical. They’re tall, both have a lean swimmer’s build, dark messy hair, and a cocky smile that should be considered lethal. But Bennett’s eyes are more green than blue, and Mason’s are as clear blue as the waterfall at the Violent Peak. Bennett is quiet, a listener, unless he’s backing Mason up. Then he's been known to knock someone on their ass. Mason is quick to use his fists, while Bennett likes to fuck with his prey's mind before he ends them. The Ravens have enough money in their trust funds to buy anything or anyone they want. But still, it's rare to see them without those beat up flannels and ratty baseball hats.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mason: Come. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Demanding Prick. That's Mason.

      I roll my eyes, noting one more difference between the Slade brothers. Bennett has a wider vocabulary range.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not feeling well. Gonna skip this one.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s not a whole lie. I really do feel nauseous. I let my emotions get away from me and I fucked up royally. I know they’ve talked, told each other that I took it upon myself to kiss both of them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bennett: We can come get you. If that’s what you want?

      

      

      

      

      

      It isn’t a question. I know Bennett well enough to know when he's pretending to be nice to get me where he wants me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mason: Bullshit. Come. Or we’ll come get you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mason doesn’t pretend about anything.

      I flop back on my bed, my forearm covering my face and a deep sigh leaving my lungs. That’s the thing. It’s always we with them. ‘We’ll come get you’, ‘Come hang out with us.’ And yet they can’t fathom the idea that I want both of them. I’ve hidden my feelings because having any of the Ravens on their bad side isn’t something anyone wants to do. They have their own set of morals, their own code that all of them follow. Outside rules don't matter. Nothing is off-limits for the Ravens. They get what they want at any cost.

      But last weekend, after hiding my feelings for what seems like an eternity, I caved and lowered my inhibitions. It started with Bennett. He was hovering over me while I was playing flip cup, pressing into me from behind like he sometimes does when he’s trying to make me nervous. I’d promptly turned around, grabbed him by one of his chiseled cheekbones, and planted my lips against his. And I’m not talking a peck on the lips when you’re tipsy and out with friends. I’m talking about the type of kiss that snatches your soul and curls your toes. After I realized what I’d done and with whom, I pushed away from him and bolted out of the room. I found myself in the backyard and was preparing to stomp back to my house and wallow in my stupidity when I was scooped up by a strong hand, causing a scream to escape from my throat. I remember staring into his eyes as he covered my mouth with his large palm. Mason didn’t get a chance to find out why I was about to walk the mile back to my house or why I was distraught. I tugged his fingers from my lips and doubled down on my bad decision-making. I pulled his mouth down to mine and took my fill of his full lips.

      I thought for sure Mason would have pushed me away, immediately called Grey and told him what I’d done. But instead, he pulled me closer and deepened the kiss, his large palm sliding down my back before resting on my ass. It was his fingers digging into my flesh that jolted me back to reality.

      I pulled away from him and ran as fast as I could toward Uncle Rhett's cabin. Mason must not have wanted to catch me that badly, because I made it all the way back to the house and locked myself inside before I heard boots clomping on the front porch. I realized that I hadn't outrun him when I heard a second set of footsteps and Mason and Bennett's bickering voices.

      I slid down to the floor and closed my eyes, waiting for them to leave. I’ve avoided them ever since–I've ignored every text, hidden in my room every time they’ve come over to see Grey. Bennett has been cordial in his texts, telling me they just want to talk to me. Mason has point-blank said I need to choose between them. How is that even fair? They fuck the entire female population of Hollow Hill with no strings attached, but I can’t kiss more than one guy without them getting their panties in a twist.

      I bite my lip and look at the texts again. I need to face this head on. I'm confused about what we should do, not about how I feel. There may not be a way to solve this, but I have to at least try.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      I jump up and shove open the heavy wooden doors of my closet and look for something to wear. If they want to play this game, they’d do well to remember that I’m the only one who can anticipate their every move. If they want to burn Hollow Hill to the ground by making me choose which one of them gets to ruin my life. I’ll bring the fucking matches.
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