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      Diana Zamaroni slid across the worn floors of her general store, Ned’s Shed and Sausage Shoppe. The lime green microfiber dusting shoes had her twisting and turning around the tables to Frankie Valley and The Four Seasons. She belted out the song to her gray-haired cat, Birdie, as he watched her from his spot near the cash register. She had just turned to make her final sweep when a fierce howling rent the air. Birdie jumped and hissed, running into the kitchen.

      Diana shook her dark head at the cat, making her long ponytail whip around her. “It's just the wind,” she shouted. “Get over it.” A crash of glass in the kitchen had her scurrying around the counter mumbling curse words at her skittish cat. “I swear if you've broken…”

      She came to a standstill as a body crashed against her stainless-steel island, the glass from the broken window twinkling on the floor.

      “What the…” she whispered. She darted over to the unconscious form and knelt, checking for vital signs, but found none. Putting a trembling hand to her mouth, she realized the stranger was dead. She reached for the phone in her pocket. A pale hand gripped her ankle, and she screamed, falling back on her butt.

      “No,” he whispered. “You run.”

      She stared in mounting horror as the realization pounded her brain. Not human, a vampire.

      “Run, please,” he croaked out.

      She crawled across the kitchen floor, reaching in the back of a cabinet for her grandmother’s silver teapot in case there were more. The vampire tried to sit up.

      “You stay away!” she shouted, jumping up to run toward the delivery door.  More howls rent the air along with the sound of claws scratching against her screened-in porch at the back of the building.

      “Run,” he whispered once again.

      It was too late. What was coming into her kitchen was not a rabid dog or even a coyote. It was a werewolf and he was after this vamp. She didn't think she could be more terrified until that moment. No escape through the door in the back. The werewolf blocked it. She doubted she'd make it to the front.

      She screamed when he lunged at her, scratching her arm. She grabbed a cast iron skillet from the stove and swatted at it. The beast barely flinched and once again made a grab for her. Diana dashed around the countertop, spying the candle lighter she used for igniting the pilot light of her ancient gas stove. She seized it as the werewolf yanked her ponytail, pulling her to him. Flicking off the safety, she lit the flame and raised her hand up and behind her, igniting the fur on his face. The wolf shrieked and let her go.

      Diana saw the bacon grease can atop the stove shelf. She grabbed it, throwing it on the advancing werewolf, then jabbed him with the lighter flame again and again.  He caught her wrist and squeezed, making her drop the lighter, but he released her with a scream of pain. The flames were licking through his fur. He retreated out the broken door, batting at the fire on his body.

      She turned in relief, only to trip over the vampire who had crawled to her. He was laying in front of her in a protective gesture, his fangs out, but he was obviously unconscious.

      Diana scooted around him. She needed help. She tried to locate her phone only to find it in pieces on the floor. “Well, hell,” she mumbled. She glanced at the vampire next to her. She had to save him. He had a lot of explaining to do.
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      “What did you do?” she asked as she took in his injuries. It didn't look good for him. There was a large hole in his side, but he had opened his eyes as she gently cleaned him with soap and water.

      “Silver kills,” he murmured.

      She glanced at the silver teapot she had dropped when the werewolf crash through.

      “No, side,” he said.

      She poked gently at the spot. “Oh, a bullet.”

      He nodded. “You need to go. He’ll be back.”

      “Well, I can't just leave you here like this to die, or whatever you guys do,” she said in a gruff voice, although that was what she really wanted to do.

      “Need blood,” he murmured.

      “Will deer or pig blood do?” Living in a paranormal community like Grafton, Illinois, she had all sorts of things a regular general store didn't have.

      “No. Human.”

      His voice was barely a whisper now. She knew he was fading fast. He was a stranger, but he had tried to warn her, to save her. She dashed over to the teapot and grabbed it. “Okay, but if you don't let go, I will shove this teapot in that hole, and you'll definitely die,” she snapped.

      He didn’t respond. She put her wrist up to his mouth. “Do it.” She turned her head away and squeezed her amber eyes shut, holding tightly to the teapot, waiting for the pain, but nothing happened.

      Opening her eyes, she realized he was unconscious again and too weak to help her. With a shaky sigh, she glanced up to the kitchen counter and grabbed a paring knife from the cutting boards. “You can do this, Diana.” She let out a whimper and sliced her wrist with the knife. Blood spurted out. “Oh God, I'm gonna die. I'm gonna die,” she chanted as she put her wrist up to his mouth, pulling on his chin to let the blood run down. Within seconds, his eyes popped open, and he greedily sucked the warm blood from her veins. It didn't hurt. She thought it would, but it was more like a gentle suckle.

      After a few more seconds, she tried to pull away. He grabbed her wrist in a firm grip. She yelped and whacked him in the face with the teapot. He released her. She tried to stand up, but she was woozy. He grabbed her arm again and she screamed, batting at him weakly. He simply lifted her wrist and licked her, sealing the wound.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, sliding to the floor next to him.

      “No, thank you,” he mumbled. “Give me a minute.” He closed his eyes again.

      Diana noted his voice was stronger. Before the blood, he couldn't have even pinched her wrist. She rubbed it absently as she studied him. Chiseled features, dark black hair with a hint of gray at his temples, and his body, what she could see through his shredded shirt, was large and muscled. His body shivered.

      “Are you cold?” she asked, then shook her head. He was a vampire. He was always cold.

      He ticked up one side of his mouth in a semblance of a grin. “No, are you?”

      “You shivered. And yes, I'm freezing.” She glanced at the thermostat and realized that wasn't the problem. The wintry December wind was blowing into what was left of her kitchen window.

      “I’m healing.” He explained. “Humans usually don’t like vampires, yet you helped me.”

      “Don't be ridiculous.” She shushed away his worry. “We aren't like that here. This is a small paranormal community, and we take care of each other I'm Diana by the way- Diana Zamaroni.”

      He nodded. “I know. I'm Killian Arroyo.”

      “You're one of the twins.” Her grandfather had talked of the birth of identical twin vamps several hundred years ago. The boys had been born within minutes of each other to the past leader of the paranormal council of the Midwest.

      “How do you know me?” she said, clutching the teapot to her chest. “Why are you here?”

      He raked his hand through his black hair, and the silver bullet popped from between his ribs and rolled toward her. She watched as the hole healed completely when she snatched the bullet up.

      “Keep it. I certainly don't want it.” He grimaced. “As to why I’m here, that’s a bit complicated, but I came to save you.”

      “Me? Why do I need saving?” Diana stood, clearing the bloody water and bowl.

      He sidestepped the question as he got to his feet. “Although we were twins, my brother, the elder, became leader when my parents were killed. He has always been wary of me. He covets my power.”

      “Power?”

      “I'm a day walker,” he said.

      She nodded. Vampires that could walk in the daylight were rare. “You said your parents were both killed?”

      “Yes.” He walked toward her.

      She felt the pull of desire. Weird.

      “My mother was human. She was easy to kill. My father, well, it took some cunning.”

      Diana was suddenly afraid. “You killed them?”

      “My brother killed my parents in order to be the leader of our region.”

      “And now he’s after you.”

      “I'm the only one able to challenge him, therefore I’m a threat. When I claim my mate, I will become leader.”

      Diana tried to absorb everything she had been told. Her eyes wandered into the store. It seemed ages ago she’d been dancing and carefree, content with her life.

      “And what does this have to do with me?” she asked, afraid she knew the answer.

      “You’re my mate. Royas knows I will confront him to save my mate.”
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      Diana stared at Killian's face in fascinated horror. His mate? Shaking her head, she tried to clear her mind, backing away from him.

      “Don't run,” he commanded.

      “I need space.” Mated to a dark haired, day walking, silver-eyed vampire? The thought terrified her.

      “How did this happen? I'm nobody.” Her voice cracked, but hell, she was panicked. I mean tonight was just too much- werewolves, dying intruders, and now her mate is a vampire leader she met ten minutes ago??

      Strong arms closed around her, and she struggled in earnest, pushing against his chest. She was no match for him, but she continued to fight. She felt his erection stir. “Oh my God, you're hard!”

      “Stop, you're going to injure yourself,” he said.  “I can’t help it. I’m not going to do anything about it. I would never hurt you.”

      “Because I'm your mate?”

      “Yes.”

      She stopped pushing, and his arms relaxed. She noticed he looked sexy as hell, even in his tattered clothes. Her body responded to the potent chemistry he exuded. Sensual thoughts ran through her head- fantasies of Killian taking her on the floor of her kitchen. Her nipples tightened painfully, a reaction that had nothing to do with the wind whipping through her cold kitchen, and everything to do with the man holding her.

      Killian noticed as well. “You are experiencing the first sexual pull from finding your mate. It will pass.”

      That comment snapped her back to attention, and she pushed out of his arms. Hands on hips, she found she was no longer aroused, but angry. “Are you telling me you did this to me? Why am I your mate?”

      He shrugged. “You just are. Your body, your soul, your mind knows it's true. We are drawn to each other.” His arms reached up to gently massage her shoulders. “I feel it, too.”

      Diana put some distance between them. She needed it.

      “I would normally court you,” he said, his voice low, seductive. “I would gently bring you to my bed. You would know the sensual touch of the man who will love you, take care of you, keep you safe forever. Unfortunately, there is no time. You need to believe me now.” He closed the distance between them, then cupped her cheek in one of his enormous hands, his intense eyes willing her to recognize the truth.

      Diana shivered with need as his hand ran down her neck. She should move away. The feel of his cool hand caressing her collarbone, as he ran his right index finger over and around to the special spot right between her throat and her shoulder was intoxicating.

      “Ah, Diana, how I would love to continue,” he kissed her softly on her forehead and stepped back. The spell was broken. “But now is not the time.”

      She stumbled against the kitchen counter, her face an expression of astonishment and embarrassment. She believed him. No one had ever made her feel so wanton with a simple touch. Whatever the reason, she was his mate.

      Killian was beside her in an instant. “Careful, my love.” Looking down at her footwear, he grimaced. “What in the hell are those?”

      Oh God she'd completely forgotten she was wearing dusting shoes! Leaning down, she stripped them off quickly, throwing them towards the sink. “It doesn't matter.”

      He caught one, examining it closely. “Ingenious!” He bashfully admitted, “I’m a bit of an inventor. Until my brother decided to assassinate me, I had led a rather quiet life.”

      Diana rubbed her forehead in consternation. “You talk like his betrayal doesn’t bother you.”

      “I know you're confused right now. This is a lot to take in. But you must know,” he said, his lips nuzzling her temple. “That you are mine, and I protect what is mine.”

      A soft flutter against her now bare feet had Diana jerking away. She marched across the room to grab her cat, forgetting lack of footwear until she stepped on glass.

      “Ow!” she cried, hopping on the other foot only to injure that as well. Birdie dashed back into the store.

      In a flash, Killian was at her side, pulling the glass out, licking the blood from her toes. Satisfied that she was healed, he stepped away. “I need to rest. I should be fully recovered in a few hours. You will stay here by my side.” He nodded arrogantly. “Where do you sleep?”

      Diana bristled. “Don't tell me what to do. I am my own person, even if I am your mate.” At his pointed look, she acquiesced. “My apartment is up the back stairs.”

      “I apologize for my bluntness,” he said humbly but with a twinkle in his eye. “I want you badly. Your scent, your blood, makes me…”

      Diana blushed, but changed the subject. “Where's Birdie?” She looked to find the cat had wandered back into the general store and was sitting at her favorite place near the cash register. Satisfied her cat was safe, she turned out the lights. Killian lifted her and started up the stairs. “What are we going to do about Royas?”

      “There's no sense worrying about it now. It’s dawn and he will have to sleep. I need to as well, to recover my full strength. Normally, I would simply confront him, kill him. But I have you now, so we run. Contact who you must and get the people out. I’ll figure it out from there, understand?” His look brooked no dissent.

      She nodded complacently as he sat her down upon entering her room.  “I mean it, Diana,” he commanded as he walked into the bathroom. “Stay here. Don't make me chase you down, there's no time.”

      “Are you sure about this?” she said. “Running doesn’t seem like the answer.”

      “We don't have a choice. I don't know who is with me and who's against me. I don't know how many he will be bringing. It's best to retreat for now.”

      She nodded and closed the door, then grabbed her slippers and ran down the stairs. Technically, she wasn't disobeying. She was walking to the edge of the square where the giant bell resided. It had been placed there years ago to warn everyone when danger was coming. She climbed the stairs and reached up as far as she could, grabbing the rope. She tugged with all her might, the familiar clang ringing loud and clear through the night. In a flash, vamps, witches, shifters, and humans were surrounding her.

      “Trouble?” Carlton Sparks, owner of the local hardware store, asked. She nodded and hurried to explain. She felt Killian’s gaze upon her, ready to pounce from the window, but he needn't have bothered. He may not know who his friends were, but she did.
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      “I told you to stay put,” Killian growled as she came back into the bedroom.

      “I won't stay put because you command it. Besides, I had to alert everyone.” Diana tried not to notice just how sexy he was lying there on her bed, fresh, clean, and smelling of man. He was also naked and hard as a rock.

      She turned away, began rifling through her dresser, grabbing her flannel pajamas and warm wooly socks. She headed into the bathroom. “You better get used to me telling you no,” she remarked over her shoulder. “I'm pretty independent.”

      With that, she slammed the door, locking it. Turning on the shower, she quickly divested herself of her clothes. She shrieked as a cool hand moved down her back.  “How the hell?” she started to ask but was silenced with his scorching kiss. In a flash, she was lifted into the shower, the warm water caressing her skin… or was that Killian?

      “We may not have much time, but I can give you this.” He kissed her neck and allowed the water to cascade over her hair, slushing around her shoulders. His fingers filtered through her long strands, and she sighed.

      “Hand me the shampoo,” he whispered. She did as he asked, feeling his fingers rubbing gently along her scalp, the bubbles cascading down her neck. The comforting smell of lavender vanilla soon filled her shower. “Rinse,” he said, turning her around and fitting her to him as he leaned her head back, cradling it in his large palm. She closed her eyes and gave in to the sensual indulgence.

      She felt his soapy hands on her warm breasts and her breath hitched. He molded them to his hands, sliding ever so gently across her body, down between her breasts, lingering along her stomach. She arched, wanting his touch on her most private parts.

      He chuckled at her need. “Not yet, sweet,” he murmured in her ear. “Soon.”

      She shivered as he continued to lather her legs and toes, coming back up to caress her bottom, kneading it, so close to where she wanted his touch, and then she was turned around and kissed feverishly. Diana could feel his erection against her. She wiggled, standing on tiptoe, trying to entice him.

      He smacked her bottom to still her movements, and she gasped. “Let me love you,” he whispered as he crouched down. “Let me show you how beautiful you are to me.” He moved his lips lower, and she practically fainted from the pure pleasure of his devilish tongue.

      “I'm sorry I could not court you the way you deserve.” He licked at her sensitive nub. “But you are mine, and I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.” He stood, once again taking her mouth, and she held onto him with fierce abandon.

      She sighed when he finally let her go.  “I know you only want to run because you found me,” she told him as he dried her off while applying little nips and kisses of pleasure. “But we can trust these people. I've known them all my life.”

      “We would be putting our lives and theirs on the line.” He picked her up, cradling her against his chest. “But that is for the evening to decide, and now is our time.” He carried her to the bed, sitting her gently down and crawled beside her.

      Diana watched as Killian’s eyes roamed over her body, claiming her with his possessive stare. When his gaze landed between her thighs, she moved her legs in sensual abandon, feeling her own arousal to his visual caress. If she had any doubt, it fled at that moment. Watching Killian's face turn from cool beauty to passionate lover was immensely arousing.

      Killian grasped her arms and clasped both hands above her head. “Do not move them,” he commanded. Her body was suffused in erotic heat as his fingers glided between her breasts, down her stomach, to her saturated folds.

      She moved her hips, needing more. “Please, Killian.” She reached for him, but he replaced her hands. He was torturing her, but she quieted, eager for his next sensual torment.

      “You are mine,” he uttered as he came on top of her.

      His kiss was warm, and yet his skin was cool to the touch. The erotic sensations caused by fire and ice on her body was more than Diana could handle. Her body tightened, ready to orgasm. He brought her back from the edge by pulling her hair. She writhed with pleasure and pain.

      “You will do as I say, come when I say,” he demanded, looking deeply into her eyes. When she nodded, he threaded his hands through her hair to bring her mouth to him once more. She could feel his cock probing, and she opened her legs wider, ready to receive him. “My mate, Diana. Tell me you believe.”

      “Yes, I believe. Please.”

      He shifted, every muscle in his body rippling with pent up need, “You will never be free of me, Diana. You will always be mine.”

      Killian buried himself within her with one powerful thrust. The heat from inside her body began to catch fire, making her release with a primal scream. She flexed her hips against his groin, grinding wildly against his rock-hard cock. Diana gasped as the ecstasy of her orgasm began building even higher. She urged him on, digging her heels into his ass and ignoring the bit of pain his faster movements caused.

      Her tight channel closed around him as he lifted her hips to embed himself even further within her.  Her back arched as a thousand jolts of electricity battered her body, centering on her core. Killian pumped faster and Diana turned her head, baring the vulnerable curve of her neck. His fangs sunk into her flesh with a sensual pain that sent her over the edge once again.

      She grasped his shoulders, her nails biting into his skin. The marks on his shoulder beckoned her and she found herself with the overwhelming urge to taste him as he tasted her.  She suckled at his wounds, finding him sweet and intoxicating. She pulled away slowly, savoring his essence, feeling his warm release flooding her womb as his blood ran down her throat.

      They fell back onto the pillows with a deep sigh of satisfaction. Killian rolled, keeping his cock embedded inside her until she was sprawled on top of his huge body. Diana could barely speak as she floated down from heaven. Killian held her lovingly, possessively, his hands comforting her as her breathing returned to normal. Still trembling in the aftermath of the most extraordinary experience of her life, she wished that she could find the words to express her thoughts.

      So much had happened in the past twenty-four hours, but still one question remained. Diana hated to ask, to break up their sensual moment, but time was of the essence. “Do we fight or run, Killian?”

      “If we run, we continue to run. If we fight, we may die.” Killian kissed her head and pulled the covers up around her. “The thought of you in peril, Diana…”

      “I know. This protectiveness is new for me as well. But I’ve always been a fighter. And we are better, stronger, together, aren’t we?”

      He touched her cheek lovingly. “You are sure about your people? This is what they want?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” She kissed his hand. “The danger is here now. There’s no way Royas will let them go unscathed. They didn’t turn you over to him immediately. They know they have no recourse.”

      “Then we fight.” Killian moved her to his side, tucking her within his embrace. “But now, we sleep. It will be all right. I'll see to it.”

      As Diana drifted off, she realized he would do everything to keep her and those she cared about safe, even at the risk of dying himself. But what he failed to understand was that she would do the same.
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      Diana came awake slowly with a gentle kiss from Killian on her brow.” It's time, love,” he whispered in her ear.

      She stretched, feeling more energized and positive, even stronger. If this was what Killian's love did for her, she was truly blessed. She sat up, flinging off the covers. But a bit of luck wouldn’t hurt. She darted into the bathroom to fish the silver bullet from her pocket. He quirked an arrogant eyebrow from the doorway.

      “It's my lucky charm.” She smiled and kissed him. “It brought me my love, my mate.”

      Shaking his head, he kissed her quickly. “You no longer doubt me. That’s good. My blood is powerful and will strengthen you if you find yourself in danger. Get dressed. The others are waiting.”

      She donned her clothes, braiding her hair. Gone was her passionate lover of this morning, Killian was all business now. She bounded down the stairs to the street, greeting the townspeople who were armed with what they could find, as the sun began to set.

      “We know Royas will be here soon. He will bring an entire contingency with him. Leave now if you wish to avoid the confrontation.”

      An old crone approached the group. “My coven and I have set a hex for protection around the perimeter of the town. It is as powerful as we could make it, only the most determined should be able to break it. This is our home and we will not be defeated!”

      Diana could feel the apprehension in Killian. “Thank you, but as I have told everyone- if I say retreat, run. Find your safe spots. Royas will not go down easily.”

      “No, brother, I will not.” A gravelly voice boomed across the town square. Before the assemblage could disburse, the skies were filled with winged creatures, their cries of battle mixing with the shrieks of surprise and pain as the townspeople were set upon by the rogue vampires and werewolves.

      “Retreat!” Killian shouted. His large body seemed to grow before their eyes as he pushed Diana behind him. “Show yourself, coward!”

      Diana put her hands to her ears as the fearful noise of battle rang out. She wanted desperately to close her eyes but was unable to look away as her friends and neighbors faced the onslaught of evil or ran into the trees.

      Killian nodded to her to follow the retreat as several vampires advanced on him. “Go!”

      She ran through the streets toward the forest, only turning back once when Killian’s angry cry rent the air. He had thrown himself into the fray as if he could kill them all.

      She continued to run through the streets as darkness descended. Abruptly, she was seized from behind. Diana screamed, then recognized the shadow of Killian. He grabbed her arm, heading for the meadow at the edge of town.

      “Stop! Where are we going?” Diana pulled away, digging in her heels.

      He turned, and the moonlight revealed the truth. It wasn’t Killian, no shock of gray at his temples. It was Royas. He increased his grip until Diana feared her arm would snap.

      “Let me go, please,” she whimpered.

      Royas laughed. “Pathetic. He has a whiney human as his mate. That is why he will never be the new leader. A new world order is due, and I will see it done.”

      “No, you will die on this day, brother.” Killian stepped from a side street.

      Royas pulled Diana against him. “Watch her die like our parents and know there is nothing you can do.”

      Diana wasn’t afraid. Killian would never let her die. “I will always remember how we met, my fiery Diana.”

      Memories of their encounter flashed through her mind. The window, the fire, taking of her blood, the silver bullet… She reached in her pocket as Royas’ hot breath descended upon her neck. With lightning speed, she shoved her arm up, tossing the silver bullet into the vampire’s open mouth.

      Royas stumbled, releasing Diana to clutch his throat. “What have you done?” He croaked out as he fell to his knees.

      Killian pulled Diana to his side. “My mate, a mere human, has killed you, brother. Your faction has been defeated. You should have spent more time on strategy than on strength. We didn’t retreat, we simply surrounded you. In your haste to get to me, you allowed my people to get away.”

      Royas clawed at his throat, blood pouring from the slashes he made. He screamed in agony, then fell silent, his body collapsing onto the cold earth.

      Killian lifted Diana to his chest and headed back toward town.

      “How did you know?” Diana whispered against his chest.

      “I sensed your fear, love. Our union heightens my senses,” he murmured. “Yours will as well, given time.”

      They came into view of the town square, where folks were tending to the injured. “I wish that I hadn’t brought the fight to your town. Perhaps one day, they will forgive me.”

      The cheers erupted as soon as they were spotted. The shifters and humans crowded around them, slapping Killian on the back, demanding to know how Royas was defeated.  Diana took it all in stride, but Killian seemed rather embarrassed at the attention.

      “You’ll get used to it,” she remarked as the folks dispersed.

      “To what?” Killian glanced at her as he healed an owl shifter’s arm with a bit of his blood.

      “Friends,” she said.

      Killian looked around at the remarkable people in this small community. “Yes, but only with you by my side.”

      Diana kissed his cheek. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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TWENTY YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    




      PRYCE

      I didn’t want to go on this dumb trip. I was too old for a little kids’ amusement park, so my parents let me bring my buddy Cameron along. They were so busy celebrating my little sister’s birthday, they pretty much let Cameron and me do whatever we wanted.

      We were bound and determined to find some fun—and probably mischief—at Sweetopia.

      It was corny, hokey, and juvenile, but there was some entertainment to be had for two teenage boys. While my sister got done up like a princess at the Sweetopia Salon, Cameron and I were banished to the pool. Two fifteen-year-old boys with no adult supervision? What could go wrong?

      “Yo, check out the girl in the pink and blue bikini over there by the waterslide.” Cameron waggled his thick, dark eyebrows at me before his gaze darted back over to some lounge chairs on the other side of the pool.

      It didn’t take long to spot the girl he was ogling. She was piling her long copper-colored hair into a bun on top of her head while someone—her older sister, perhaps?—slathered her freckled shoulders with sunscreen.

      “Holy shit, look at those tits.” I elbowed my best friend in the ribs, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her curvy figure.

      “She’s gotta be older than us, right? With a rack like that?”

      “Only one way to find out.” I sucked in a deep breath, puffed out my chest and started to march in her direction.

      “Wait!” Cameron called after me, hustling to catch up. “I saw her first. You can’t—”

      “Can’t what?” I laughed as he tried to grab my arm to stop my forward motion, then wrenched it away from him at just the right moment.

      He caught up, right on my heels. “What’re you gonna do?”

      I waited until we were only a few feet from the beautiful redhead, then I whipped around to face my best friend. “Sorry, man.” I smirked as I shoved him hard into the water.

      He squealed like a pig as he belly-flopped into the deep end of the pool. I squared my jaw and dove in after him, pretending to make a heroic rescue as he flailed about, splashing and screaming. A lifeguard perched on his stand at the end of the pool stood up and blew his whistle at us, but by that time, I had my arm around my friend and was swimming him to the side with strong, masterful strokes.

      “What the fuck was that about?” Cameron sputtered as he shook the water out of his hair like a wet dog.

      “Impressing the girl, duh,” I stated, looking up at the pool deck to see if she’d noticed us.

      She was standing there with a less-than-impressed snarl on her face. She turned to her sister—had to be her sister because they had the same copper hair and thick, curvy build—and they both laughed.

      I launched myself toward the ladder, racing up the steps so I could go over and talk to her, but by the time I reached her, she and her sister had joined the line for the water slide. Wasting no time, I grabbed Cameron and jogged toward the line.

      But when we got there, twenty people or so had filled in the space behind the girl in the blue and pink bikini and her sister.

      “Tough luck,” Cameron said. “She was supposed to be mine anyway.”
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PENNY

      Piper dragged me into the line for the roller coaster right behind Kyle and Liam. She’d been hot on Kyle’s heels all day, and I was getting tired of being the third wheel. I knew she was trying to get me interested in Liam, but just no. He smelled like a giant sweaty armpit and only seemed to know one-syllable words.

      I should have gone with our parents today instead of hanging out with my older sister. It was my younger brother’s first time at Sweetopia, and they were taking him on all the kiddie rides. So it was either that or hang with Piper, her crush and his best friend.

      We went to Sweetopia every summer over the Fourth of July, and every year it got worse.

      I was too old for princesses, and I practically got cavities from walking down the sweets-themed streets. Plus I wasn’t a roller coaster person. At all.

      This line wasn’t even moving. Maybe I’d gotten lucky, and the ride had broken down.

      I tapped my sister’s shoulder, interrupting her conversation with Kyle. “Piper, I need to use the restroom.”

      When she whipped around to face me, there was a vicious glare in her turquoise eyes. “You can go after the ride. It’s only like two minutes long, Penny. I’m sure you can hold it.”

      My nostrils flared as my hands flew to my hips. “But we’ve been in line for twenty minutes, and it’s not even moving.”

      Just then, the people in the row next to us started to move. A wide space opened up, and the people in front of us filled it, and then we followed, and it continued like a wave through the entire queue. I trudged forward, grateful we were finally moving when, suddenly, someone rammed right into me.

      “Hey!” I snarled, turning around to glare at the imbecile who had dared to annoy me. Recognition instantly dawned. It was the two idiotic boys who were showing off in the pool yesterday. The blond one pushed the dark-haired one in and pretended to rescue him. “Watch where you’re going!”

      “Sorry.” The blond one grinned at me, not looking the least bit sorry. His buddy elbowed him in the ribs, and they both snickered.

      I was usually pretty easy-going, but with my red hair came the legendary ginger temper—and the beast had already been poked by Piper and her stupid friends. “What is your problem?” I snarked in the boys’ general direction.

      “My friend thinks you’re hot,” the dark-haired boy piped up. The blond immediately punched him in the arm.

      The line moved again, so I turned to face the front, giving myself time to think and potentially wish away the blush that had spread across my cheeks. I’d wondered yesterday if they were showing off to get my attention, but I assumed they were interested in Piper, not me. She’s older and slimmer. Boys are drawn to her like moths to a flame. I’m shorter, fatter. I do have bigger boobs though.

      We stopped again, and I could feel their stares burning into my back. Then a tap on my shoulder.

      “Hey, I’m sorry for ramming into you,” the blond said with a soft twangy accent. “I’m Pryce, by the way. We saw you at the pool yesterday.”

      I spun around again. “Oh? I didn’t notice you,” I lied.

      My cheeks flushed again. Damn it.

      The line kept moving forward. We were getting closer to boarding. I watched the platform ahead as the train of cars, shaped like hard candies, zoomed in, jerking to a stop at a control panel, where a park employee in a candy-striped uniform was waiting for one group of riders to disembark and another to board before they rocketed off the platform through a dark tunnel.

      My heart raced. Butterflies did the fox trot in my stomach when I noticed each row had three seats.

      Three!

      There were four of us.

      Kyle, Liam, Piper and me.

      So now what?

      I looked back at the blond who had been trying to chat me up, the one whose friend claimed he thought I was hot. There were two of them, and one of me.

      Did that mean I would ride with them?

      “You okay, Red?” the dark-haired guy asked, his thick brows furrowing as his eyes raked up and down my body. “I’m Cameron, by the way. I wasn’t really drowning yesterday when this dumbass jumped in and pretended to save me. I can totally swim.”

      I suppressed a giggle. They were both kind of cute, but Pryce…he had these chocolate brown eyes that didn’t seem to go with the blond hair. They were intriguing. They tilted up at the corners, matching the slant of his prominent cheekbones and his sharply cut jaw. His hair was on the longer side, and he kept running his fingers through it. His skin was so tan, it was nearly bronze. And his arms were bigger around than mine. Which was saying something because mine were pretty thick.

      I hadn’t noticed that yesterday, probably because my sister said they were stupid immature boys, and we should ignore them.

      “How old are you guys?” I blurted out.

      Cameron puffed out his chest. “I’m fifteen. You?”

      “I’m fifteen and a half,” Pryce added. His accent did things to my insides.

      I giggled. “I’m fourteen and a half.”

      I didn’t miss the way Pryce’s eyes bugged out a bit. They probably thought I was older. Most people did—it was the boobs. Sometimes people thought I was the older sister, even though Piper was taller. She was seventeen.

      Maybe riding with them wouldn’t be half bad.
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PRYCE

      When we first got into the line for this coaster, all I could think about was how long the wait would be. Now, standing here with this gorgeous redhead with big tits and the most amazing eyes that looked like the ocean, I couldn’t believe the wait was almost over.

      I wanted to start the line all over again just to have more time to talk to her.

      “You never told us your name,” I blurted out.

      “It’s Penelope,” she said. “Penny for short.”

      Penny. Of course. Her hair was the same color as a penny. It was the perfect name for the perfect girl. Suddenly Sweetopia had gotten a whole lot sweeter.

      Penny’s sister turned around, grabbed her wrist and jerked her over to the side. Standing so close, it was impossible not to eavesdrop.

      “You can ride with Liam, and I’ll ride with Kyle,” the sister said in a bossy tone.

      “It’s three people in a row,” Penny snapped back.

      Ahead, the candy-striped park workers were grouping people by threes and having them stand in front of wooden gates, one for each car. They weren’t letting single riders or even two people.

      And then: “Groups of three. Get in your group of three before you reach the front of the line, or we’ll put you in groups,” he announced in a vaguely threatening way. His expression told me he was thoroughly peopled out for the day.

      The sister groaned, her nostrils flaring. She glanced back at the boys she was with, who were both bigger than Cameron and me, probably rising seniors, if I had to guess. We were sophomores.

      “She’s riding with us.” I stepped forward, giving her sister a confident smirk and crossing my arms over my chest so she knew I meant business.

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes.

      Penny’s beautiful, luscious lips spread into a smile. “Thank you. I did not want to ride with them,” she admitted.

      Next thing I knew, we were being directed to our gate. When our train arrived, Cameron and I did the chivalrous thing and let Penny sit between us. She leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Sorry in advance if I scream. I hate roller coasters.”

      “You do? Then why are you—”

      I shouldn’t question fate. Duh.

      “My sister didn’t give me a choice. My parents said I had to stay with her at all times.” She sighed.

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of you,” I promised, flashing her my most charming smile.

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I just might scream.”

      The car jerked forward. The worker in the control booth signaled other workers were checking the lap bars to make sure they were locked. They exchanged thumbs-up, and we shot off like a rocket into a black tunnel with pink and white lights, twisting and turning until we exited the other side, slowly cranking up a hill.

      Sweetopia lay spread before us, the people looking like tiny ants at such a great height. We slowly lurched forward until we tipped over the edge, soaring down the hill so fast, I thought we might fly off the tracks. It was exhilarating.

      And not just the roller coaster.

      The scream that pierced my ear faded away as a small, warm hand clutched at mine and didn’t let go.

      Even when we jerked to a stop at the platform approximately two minutes later.
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 PENNY

      Two days into this trip, I was ready to go home. My sister and her friends were obnoxious, and all my parents cared about was making sure our brother got to do all the stuff geared toward preschoolers.

      But then I met Pryce, and I never wanted to leave.

      As I was standing by our pile of suitcases lined up on the curb, ready to be loaded into our minivan, I heard my name from the walkway to the building where we had been staying all week. Goosebumps pricked my skin when I recognized the voice.

      My mother shot me a look that clearly communicated I was expected back soon. I smirked at her and headed toward where Pryce had ducked in between a bush and a pillar holding up the veranda over the patio.

      We’d spent the last three days together, and it was magical. I didn’t think this trip would have one moment of magic for me, but I was wrong. So wrong.

      Last night we’d shared our first kiss, and the tingles I felt made an encore performance as Pryce took my hand into his and wrapped my fingers around a tiny box.

      “What’s this?” I looked up into his dark eyes.

      He smiled, his eyes crinkling and making his sharp cheekbones even more prominent. “Just a little something to remember me by.”

      “Well, there’s no way I could forget you…not with you being my first kiss.”

      He was bouncing from foot to foot, clearly anxious for me to open my present. “C’mon, see what it is,” he urged me.

      I opened the box to reveal a silver chain with a tiny castle pendant. It looked like the Cotton Candy Castle, the centerpiece of Sweetopia. The tallest tower sparkled with a pink gemstone. A thrill rushed through me. “This is beautiful, Pryce!”

      “Do you want me to put it on you?” His voice trembled.

      I nodded, carefully lifting the necklace from its velvet nest. He took a deep breath as if to gather his concentration and took it from me. I lifted my hair off my neck and turned around so he could see where he was clasping it.

      He leaned down, and I felt his hot breath tickle my nape, sending a chill down my spine. He was so gentle as he fastened it and laid the chain to rest against my skin.

      I turned around to see his eyes had turned glassy. Mine followed suit. “It looks beautiful on you,” he assured me.

      I already knew he lived in Texas, and I lived in Maryland. We were worlds apart. It was doubtful I’d ever see him again.

      We had exchanged addresses though. And promised to be pen pals.

      My mother’s voice carried in that shrill way I hated, “Penelope Marie Taylor, it’s time to go!” Her voice always spawned an involuntary eyeroll.

      “Guess you have to go.” Pryce’s lips curled down. He took my hands into his. “Can I kiss you goodbye?”

      Any words I might want to say in parting were stuck in my throat, so I just nodded, hoping the tears filling my eyes would stay there instead of streaking down my cheeks. I closed my eyes and let his lips brush against mine, so softly, so tenderly, until they parted and his tongue tentatively slipped inside. His arms wrapped around me, squeezing me to his body.

      For a moment, the world stopped. We were just two teenagers who’d found our first loves and then had to say goodbye in the span of three days. Bittersweetopia.

      When my eyes opened, he was gone.
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PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    




      PENNY

      “I can’t believe I’m actually at Spicetopia!” I exclaimed, twirling in a circle on Main Street as Ben and Yvonne looked on, smiling.

      Yvonne took out her phone and snapped a picture. “I haven’t seen you this happy in a long time! See, I told you this trip would be good for you.”

      Ben leaned down and pressed a kiss to my cheek, his soft brown beard brushing against my skin. “You deserve this, babe, and so much more. I can’t wait to show you all the rides and other stuff.”

      “Other stuff?” I shot him a devious grin. “And what actually does this ‘other stuff’ entail?”

      “Only the dirtiest, naughtiest, kinkiest stuff you can think of,” Yvonne gushed. She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside a bar, which was set up to look like a garage. The neon sign hanging over the sleek chrome counter glowed with the words “Lube Express.”

      Ben stepped right up to the bar and ordered three cocktails, something called “Greased Lightning.” The female bartender, who had shockingly pink hair and was wearing a purple leather vest that created a stunning amount of cleavage, grinned as she got to work mixing our drinks.

      “This place is incredible.” I took in the auto-themed décor. Everything was chrome, neon and vinyl with black-and-white checkered accents. Some of the tables looked like classic cars, and you could sit inside them. I gestured toward a pink Cadillac. “That’s where I want to sit!”

      Ben tipped the bartender and balanced the tray holding three neon-green concoctions, then followed us over to the Cadillac booth. Yvonne slid in next me, her bare thigh pressing against mine. We were both wearing the tiniest of shorts, and the contrast of her dark skin against my pale was vivid and striking.

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that it’s this over the top.” I took a sip of my Greased Lightning. “We visited Sweetopia every year when I was a kid. Cy Sweet must have learned to dream big from that park.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s been shut down a while, right?” Yvonne leaned in, her volume rising over the music.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I think so. But it was pretty cool when I was little.” Pretty cool was an understatement. I loved visiting there with my family. My last trip started off slow—I was too old for it at that point—but I met someone. A boy. We had a fling, and it was one of my best memories growing up.

      Leaning his stocky frame back in the Cadillac booth, Ben scanned the map on his cell phone. “So, what do you guys want to hit first? The thing I love about this place is they don’t let in too many people, so the lines and waits are never that long.”

      “I should hope not as much as tickets cost!” Yvonne scoffed. She was already halfway through her cocktail, and we had pre-gamed back at our room. She was about to get wild, and I was here for it.

      Ben and Yvonne insisted on bringing me here after my precious pup Marlon crossed over the Rainbow Bridge. I’d been moping around for a good month, and then they surprised me with this trip to the Bahamas and specifically to visit Spicetopia, an adult theme park. They’d promised to show me a good time—as long as I would consider moving in with them and becoming exclusive.

      I’d been dating Ben and Yvonne for about six months. They were so thrilled they’d finally found their unicorn, and they were the nicest, most loving and open couple ever. Every minute I spent with them, I was pampered and spoiled. They treated me like a precious gem.

      But I wasn’t one hundred percent sold on moving in with them.

      On committing to them.

      Which is what they wanted.

      But perhaps this week in the Bahamas would help me see us together as a family. As a throuple. I’d never been part of a throuple before. I dated mostly men through college, not really embracing my bisexual side until I was in my mid-twenties. Now I was approaching thirty-five, and I’d had a few relationships with women.

      I just hadn’t found the one.

      But maybe that was because I was meant to find two, not one.

      “Why don’t we check out the Virtual Fantasy pavilion after this?” Yvonne suggested. She was a big-time gamer, so it didn’t surprise me she was drawn to that attraction.

      “Only if we can do the Wheel of Orgasms after that!” I laughed, glancing down at the map on Ben’s phone. There were so many cool attractions, it was hard to decide.

      “Time is going to fly this week,” Yvonne said as though she was reading my mind. “Are you both ready for this epic adventure?”

      That was one thing I loved about her. She was fearless, and she really knew how to pump others up. It was no surprise she was a kindergarten teacher—a kindergarten teacher with a wild side.

      That was how I met her. I taught across the hall from her.

      “Penny, you finished with your drink?” Ben eyed the glass in front of me, which only had some crushed ice at the bottom. I’d even eaten the pineapple and cherry garnish.

      “Yep, maybe one more for the road?”

      He grinned. “Coming right up!”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not really a roller coaster person,” I protested when we came to the Flying Dildo Coaster’s entrance.

      “This one is pretty tame,” Yvonne argued. “I don’t mind riding alone if you want to ride with Ben.”

      I looked up at the towering metal structure as the cars whizzed by in a blur. I only discovered their phallic shape when the next train slowly climbed to the peak of the first big hill. Just thinking about how that drop would make my stomach feel was enough to give me cold feet.

      “I’d really rather not,” I insisted, looking up at the track again. She said it was “pretty tame,” but there was a corkscrew! That didn’t seem tame to me.

      “Are you sure? I can stay down here with you if you don’t want to ride,” Ben offered.

      “No, no,” I waved them toward the entrance, “you two go ahead. I don’t mind staying down here and people watching.” There were dozens of folks walking past—literal eye candy. Some were dressed up; some were wearing revealing clothing. Some wore swimsuits, and others wore BDSM or fetish gear. I’d never seen such diversity, and the entire scene screamed “freedom” to me. People free to be who and what they were, with no shame, and no inhibitions.

      “If you’re absolutely positive.” Yvonne leaned down and stroked her fingers through my copper-colored hair, which I’d left down. The soft Bahamian breeze gently blew it around my shoulders.

      “Absolutely.”

      Ben smiled at his wife and offered her his arm. They entered the queue, heading toward the platform where they would board their own giant dildo and zip around the track. Maybe I could catch a picture of them flying down the big hill?

      I’d had two of those Greased Lightning drinks and a couple of Pink Lady shots. We passed by the entrance to the water park, but we decided we’d rather do that and the nude beach during the day and before drinking too much.

      Me on a nude beach! Could I be that brave?

      Observing all the diverse shapes, sizes, skin colors, and ethnicities of my fellow Spicetopia visitors made me feel brave. I was a voluptuous size eighteen, with 40DDD tits and thick thighs, but I seemed to fit right in. Everyone did. It was so refreshing!

      No matter what ended up happening in my relationship with Ben and Yvonne, I would always credit them with helping me learn to love myself, including my plus-size body. Bringing me to a place like this, where everyone is so openly flaunting everything they’ve got, it made me realize how far I’ve come.

      Spicetopia is so welcoming, I wish could just stay here. I wonder if they have any elementary schools around here…
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      PRYCE

      “So, what do you think?” My buddy Evan gestured to the island as the ferry made its approach. The sun was setting, silhouetting the palm trees at the entrance gates against bands of fiery scarlet and orange. And jutting up into the sky was a huge castle with turrets and towers.

      I was skeptical. “So Cy Sweet built this with the money he and his family made at Sweetopia?” I grabbed the railing as the ferry bounced against the dock.

      “Would you quit bringing up the business side of it? Geez, we’re here to have fun, Pryce. Not to analyze the architectural influences or try to determine how much revenue this place is bringing in. Or what the overhead might be.” Evan rolled his eyes as he gestured for me to exit the ferry ahead of him.

      “Well, I enjoy those things,” I reminded him.

      “You’re so damn serious! No wonder Dana left you.” He huffed in exasperation as we climbed down to the dock, then made our way to the Spicetopia entrance, which was all lit up in multicolored lights.

      “I already told you this trip is dumb. Who goes on a trip to celebrate a divorce? It’s a terrible fiscal—”

      “Shut up! If I hear ‘fiscal’ or ‘ROI’ or anything of that ilk come out of your mouth in the next three days, I swear to god, I’m going to cover you in chum and throw you overboard.” Evan chuckled at his colorful threat. “If you can’t have fun at Spicetopia, you’re hopeless, you know that?”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not celebrating my divorce. I just want to get laid and move on with my life. Then when I get back to Houston, I can start focusing on finding someone to start a family with.”

      “There you go trying to plan everything out again. Could you just relax and try to put your life plan on hold for three fucking days, bro?” He pushed me toward the gate, where we had to scan our rings that gave us access to the theme park, our hotel room, and any other amenities we wished to enjoy during our stay. “As soon as we get inside, we’re finding the nearest bar and getting you liquored up.”

      “Fine. Whatever you want to do.” I sighed as I scanned my ring and was greeted by a busty blonde Spicetopia employee.

      I’d always had a preference for redheads, but a blonde would do. Or a brunette.

      Beggars couldn’t be choosers. Dana had turned my world upside down, and now I had to find my footing again.

      And I’d find my footing as soon as I fucked my way out of this depression I’d been in ever since I signed the divorce papers.
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        * * *

      

      Evan and I ended up at the Hidden Treasures Casino, and I even made a little extra cash playing blackjack. We hit The Scream House, a dark ride with a macabre collection of gruesome scenes, and we checked out the towering and exquisitely detailed Rainbow Castle. As an architect, I found the structure and layout fascinating—could probably spend all day picking the architect’s brain. We made a reservation at the Fantasies Fulfilled restaurant at the top of the castle for dinner tomorrow night.

      Then we hopped aboard the Mythical Beasts Carousel—I rode the dragon—and it was relaxing, but, after that, we were both ready for something a little more heart-pumping. “So…how are you supposed to meet chicks here?” I asked Evan as we walked down the palm-lined path toward the next attraction.

      “There are several meet and greets,” he answered. “We just haven’t been at the right place at the right time yet. I figured we’d experience the rides tonight and focus on getting some action tomorrow night.”

      I loved roller coasters and rides as much as anyone, but I was hoping to be sinking into a tight, wet pussy tonight. It was already nine o’clock, the sun had set, and I hadn’t even met one woman yet. Sure, I’d waved or said hello to a few ladies who were in line near us, but no numbers were exchanged or anything. The website made it sound like we’d have hordes of sexy ladies all clamoring for our cocks. False advertising, maybe?

      “Oh, damn.” Evan’s head tilted slightly toward a pair of bronze-skinned beauties with waist-length dark hair. “Think they’re sisters?”

      The mention of “sisters” took me right back to my last trip to Sweetopia. I’d been thinking about it a lot since we were in basically the adult version of the kiddie park my family frequented when I was growing up. I’d met a pair of sisters there, and the younger sister and I had a three-day fling. When I closed my eyes, I could even see her, the memories painted vividly on the canvas of my mind.

      I looked over to where my buddy had gestured. Not exactly my type, but I couldn’t deny they were hot as fuck. “Yeah, maybe, why, you want to go say hi?”

      “After the roller coaster,” Evan said, looking up past the tree line.

      We came to a clearing, and above the trees, I saw a twisting metal track with cars zooming by. “Holy shit, are those—”

      “Yep, those are giant dildos, my friend.” Evan was beaming. Clearly, he wanted a ride. “C’mon, the wait’s not too long right now.”

      “So, no sisters for us?”

      “Look, I think they’re getting in line too.” He smirked as the girls tossed the drinks they’d been sipping and made their way toward the queue. His eyebrows waggled as he gestured for me to go first.

      I rushed toward the end of the line so we could be next to the bronze beauties, but when I whipped back around to say something to Evan, someone caught my eye at a railing farther down the sidewalk. It looked to be the ride exit.

      “What are you looking at, man?” Evan peered in the same direction, trying to figure out what had captured my attention.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Evan rolled his eyes. He didn’t like it when I deviated from the plan—which I understood because I didn’t like to deviate from the plan either. That was one of the main reasons he and I got along so well. It was just that my plans were usually of a professional nature, and his were generally of a social nature.

      I snaked through the line that had gathered since we joined the queue. When I looked over at the spot where I thought I’d seen someone I knew, no one was there. I blinked a few times, wondering if I’d just imagined it because I was thinking about her.

      Right. That was twenty years ago, after all.

      I didn’t even know what she looked like now.

      And she probably didn’t even remember me anyway.

      I turned around, thinking I should head back to the Flying Dildo line, when a flash of copper caught my eye again. A tall, curvy redhead was walking away from a food cart holding a snow cone, her pink tongue darting out to lick the turquoise flavoring on top.

      Penny? It couldn’t be, right?

      I rushed toward her, following her to the spot at the railing she’d occupied minutes before. As I got closer to her, taking in her beautiful voluptuous figure, long legs and flaming tresses, the less confident I was that it was actually my Penny. She was even more beautiful than I remembered—downright breathtaking, in fact.

      Well, what have you got to lose? I asked myself. She may not be Penny, but she is definitely your type, and didn’t you want to meet someone anyway?

      Her blue eyes blinked as she lifted her head, focusing on me. Her auburn brows drew together, but nothing resembling recognition flashed across her face.

      “Hi.” I smiled.

      “Um, hi.” She took another lick off the snow cone and then crunched down on the ice.

      “Is this your first time visiting?” I asked as her eyes darted back to mine.

      She looked flustered, a blush spreading across her creamy white cheeks. “Uh, yeah…”

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” Was it her? I couldn’t tell, but something drew me to her.

      “What?” Her brows pulled together again as two figures approached her from behind, a man and a woman. The woman slung her arms around Penny’s waist and squeezed her.

      “Oh my god, that was so awesome!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe you missed out!”

      She whipped around to face them, never answering my question. The short, squat, bearded man pulled her close to his body with the woman still attached on the other side, making a Penny sandwich—if it was, in fact, Penny.

      I was about to walk away when I heard the man say: “Okay, that was fun. Penny, you should pick the next ride.”
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      PENNY

      I was staring at this stranger who came up to me while I was waiting for Ben and Yvonne to get off the coaster. Something about him was familiar, but I couldn’t figure out what.

      He said something like, “You don’t remember me?” but, before I could respond, I was ambushed by my partners, with Yvonne slinging her arms around my waist, and Ben hugging me tight to his body, almost protectively, like he was afraid this man was hitting on me.

      “Okay, that was fun. Penny, you should pick the next ride!” Ben exclaimed, pulling me away from the man, who was still looking at me with dark eyes and bronze skin. He was wearing a hat, so I couldn’t see his hair, but those eyes, those sharp cheekbones…they did trigger something…

      And then it clicked.

      Pryce.

      Sweetopia.

      My first kiss.

      No, it couldn’t be him. Could it?

      When I turned back, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      My feet ached by the time we made it back to our room. The accommodations were lovely, everything upscale and luxurious. We had a king-sized bed and a spacious bathroom. Ben and Yvonne showered together, and then I took my turn.

      The bathroom was still steamy, so I left the door open while I ran water for a bath. I felt like soaking my tired feet, and there was a collection of Spicetopia-branded toiletries, including bubble bath. As the water filled the giant round jacuzzi tub, I stood at the vanity looking through the little travel-sized jewelry box I’d brought, pulling out a tiny pendant necklace of a castle with a pink gem at the top.

      Pryce had given it to me the last time I saw him. I was fourteen years old, and we’d spent three days making out like horny teenagers—we didn’t go all the way. But he was the first person to give me an orgasm.

      Just thinking of that night we’d gone behind the waterfall and grotto at the Sweetopia pool sent tingles down my spine. I could smell the chlorine in his hair, the scent of cotton candy lingering around us—it seemed to be piped in at Sweetopia. The feel of his nimble fingers as they explored every inch of my body. The sounds of his soft breath falling against my skin and his Texas twang as he told me what he wanted to do to me.

      I’d spent almost every night of my adolescence pondering what it would have been like to give myself to him, to make love with him—among other questions, like did he think about me still?

      We exchanged a couple of letters—this was before most kids had cell phones and before everyone used social media. By Christmas that year, I had a boyfriend—Jacob.

      For many years, I didn’t think of Pryce at all, and then a fleeting memory would pop into my head. It always brought a smile to my face, and I wondered what ever happened to him.

      Surely that man staring at me as I licked my snow cone outside the Flying Dildo Coaster was not Pryce. Shit, I couldn’t even remember his last name now. In my mind, he seemed to be more of a legend than a real person.

      “Everything okay?” Yvonne’s voice snapped me out of my reverie as she gingerly stepped into the still steamy bathroom.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, just filling up the bathtub.” I smiled at her as she made her way over to me.

      “What’s that?” She pointed to my hand, which was still holding the necklace.

      “Oh…” I looked down at the tiny pendant and smiled. “So…you’re going to think this is weird.”

      She reached out and stroked a finger down my cheek. “Try me?”

      I hesitated—not sure I wanted to share my memories of Pryce. I’d never told anyone, in fact. If I didn’t have this gift he gave me the day we said goodbye, I might have thought I made him up. Telling someone seemed to take some of the magic away.

      “Come on, beautiful. I know you have something going on in that big, brilliant mind of yours.” Yvonne grasped my face in her palms and leaned in, brushing her full, luscious lips against mine. An electric shock coursed through me. She always knew how to push my buttons.

      “Okay, fine, you’ll think I’m crazy, but whatever.” I took a deep breath, and she pulled back to look at me, curiosity shining in her chocolate-brown eyes. “So, when I was a kid, we went on family vacations to Sweetopia—”

      Her head tilted, brown corkscrew curls dangling to the side of her dark skin. “Yeah, you mentioned that earlier.”

      “The last time we visited there, I was fourteen. We were really there for my little brother, and my sister and I were basically left to our own devices. And I met a boy…”

      Yvonne’s eyes widened. “A boy! Sounds romantic!”

      I gave a wistful sigh. “It was. I’ve probably made it out to be so much better in my mind than it actually was, but we shared our first kiss on that trip, and he gave me this necklace when we parted ways. But I never saw him again…”

      “Aww, what a sweet story—pardon the pun.” She waggled her brows at me.

      “Tonight, when I was waiting for you and Ben to come off the roller coaster, I thought I saw him. But it was probably my imagination.”

      “You thought you saw the boy from Sweetopia—your first kiss?”

      I nodded. “Silly, right?”

      “Oh, my stars, that would be so amazing! Maybe you’ll run into him again. Why didn’t you talk to him?”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t really him,” I argued. “Sometimes I feel like I made the whole thing up, you know? It was so long ago, and I was so young. I should call my sister and see if she remembers him—”

      “If you did find him here, what would you want to do with him?” She blinked a few times.

      I stared at her. I wasn’t in a monogamous relationship with Ben and Yvonne, but that was what they wanted. That was why they’d brought me on this trip. They wanted me to see how wonderful it would be to be part of a throuple with them. In the meantime, I was free to explore and have other partners.

      So, could I admit I wanted to kiss Pryce again?

      “I’m not sure,” I lied, then laughed to cover it up, giving a little shrug. “I’m sure it’s all a figment of my overactive imagination and too many Greased Lightnings!”

      “And on that note,” she said, “I think you better get in that tub before it overflows, and then come to bed. We’re exhausted!”

      “Okay. I’ll be there soon.”

      She wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me in for another kiss. “Goodnight, beautiful.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, Kink Link…you guys in?” Ben looked up from his phone, his eyes darting between me and Yvonne.

      “And what kink do you want to explore, my love?” Yvonne questioned as she dabbed perfume on her pulse points. She was wearing a tiny pair of shorts and a cropped top that didn’t leave much to the imagination. Her dark skin glowed with the glittery lotion she’d applied earlier.

      I had chosen a pink babydoll dress with lace around the edges. Who said redheads can’t wear pink? Those people can kiss my ass.

      “Well, I wouldn’t mind playing exhibitionist,” he waggled his eyebrows at both of us, “but I also wouldn’t mind playing voyeur. I’m still pretty sore from yesterday. Guess I should have gotten in better shape before we came, huh?” He patted his thick midsection. He had somewhat of a dad bod but without the being a father part. He’d played football in college, though, and still had big muscles under the fluff that made my mouth water.

      “I think Penny should play exhibitionist, and we should play voyeur,” Yvonne suggested. She came up behind me and raked her fingers through my long copper-colored hair that almost reached my waist. “I’d love to see her get spanked by a Dom, wouldn’t you, babe?”

      Hmm, I did find the idea somewhat intriguing.

      I looked up at Ben for his opinion on the matter. “If that’s what you want, I will share you, Princess—” Princess Penny was his pet name for me, “—as long as you come home with us tonight. What do you say? I’m not sure I have the stamina to keep up with both of you nymphs today.”

      Yvonne laughed. “I’m not sure you have the stamina to keep up with one of us nymphs today!”

      We all chuckled as we headed out the door of our room and walked down the palm-lined path to the ferry that would take us to the park. It was another balmy, breezy day in the Bahamas. The sunrays glittering on the turquoise water looked postcard-worthy.

      It was nice to be in paradise. I fluffed out my pink dress, and then my hand flew to my neck, where my castle pendant sparkled in the sunshine.
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      PRYCE

      “Wow, it’s late. I didn’t mean to sleep so long,” Evan groaned when he looked at the clock on the nightstand next to his bed. He threw a pillow my way, which bounced right off my head.

      I was in my bed watching the stock market ticker scroll by. I also read an article on the resurgence of Greek Revival architecture. A revival revival, if you will. “What was that for?”

      “Why’d you let me sleep so late?” He scooted up in the bed, rubbing his eyes. The last few words were garbled due to a giant yawn.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize I’m supposed to be your human alarm clock.” I rolled my eyes. “What’s on the agenda today?”

      “Well, it’s our divorce trip. Yesterday we rode the rides. Today we could either drink ourselves silly, or we could try to get laid. I mean, we could try to do both, but the latter might be challenging with whiskey dick.”

      “Speak for yourself.” I chuckled. “I don’t suffer from that affliction.”

      “You must not be drinking as much as I do, then.” He threw back the sheet, and I was stunned to see he was sporting enormous morning wood.

      “Hey, ever hear of clothes?” I complained as I averted my eyes. It was mostly a joke, though, because I’d always considered myself to be a bit bi-curious. Maybe this trip would be a good time to explore that side of me. Not with Evan though. He was almost a brother to me.

      “You love it, don’t lie.” He stood next to my bed and swung his dick around and then grabbed his balls. “I’m gonna go shower.”

      “Good idea.” I pulled up the Spicetopia website on my phone. Getting laid was definitely at the top of my to-do list for today. I scanned the site to see where the best venue for making that happen might be. That was where I discovered “Kink Link.”

      By the time Evan got out of the shower, I had my own morning wood just from fantasizing about all the vast possibilities we could explore at the park today. I tried to cover it with the sheet and blanket when he walked back into the room with a towel wrapped around his waist.

      “So, what do you think?”

      “Two words,” I said, “Kink Link.”

      “Oh, yeah I was looking at that yesterday. That’s the place where you enter all your information into a computer, and it matches you with people who want to explore the same kink as you, right?”

      “That’s the one.” I winked. Thankfully his presence was making my stiffy go down. I swung my legs over the bed. “I’ll shower, and we can head out.”

      “Let’s get a big breakfast first. I’m starving.”

      “We definitely need to fuel up. Hopefully we’ll be burning lots of calories today.”

      He flexed his biceps and grinned. “I like that plan!”
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        * * *

      

      I stood in front of the computer for a while, debating what my responses should be. Part of me thought a simple vanilla encounter—just me and a beautiful lady—fit the bill. Another part of me wanted to explore things I never could have done with my ex.

      I’m at Spicetopia—where Variety is the Spice of Life! I repeated in my head like a mantra, giving myself the courage to push the envelope. I put in my top two kinks as Domination and exhibitionism, then waited for it to spit out my results.

      I stared at the slip of paper that printed for a moment. Evan had already gotten his results and gone off to find his match. I must have stood there for a while because a Spicetopia staff member came up to me with a smile plastered on her face.

      “Good morning! Can I help you figure out the next step?” she asked.

      In other words: Come on, dumbass, you’re holding up the line. Let’s get you where you need to go.

      “Oh, sure. It says #82?”

      “That’s the room you should go to,” she explained. “Once you get there, there’s a short debriefing, and then the divider will part, and you’ll meet the person you’re matched with. You’ll have a few moments to talk about boundaries, establish a safe word, and basically make sure you’re on the same page. You’re in one of the exhibition rooms, so if you choose to make that part of your scene, one wall will turn transparent after you press the button, and then those in the voyeur hall can watch. Do you have any questions?”

      That seemed pretty clearcut. “Thanks, Marcy,” I said, looking at her name badge. “And where is Room #82?”

      She pointed down a hallway to my left. “Straight down that hall, Rooms 80-100.”

      After thanking her again, I made my way to the designated room. A mixture of emotions was flooding my body: excitement, apprehension, sudden shyness, which I wasn’t anticipating at all. I’d done some BDSM-type stuff with a girl I dated right out of college. I liked the dominant side of me—but my ex-wife did not. I wondered if it would come right out, or if it would have to be coaxed.

      When I got to the room, I scanned the barcode on my printout under the reader, and the door slid open like something on a spaceship. The room was small but comfortable, with a sofa, a spanking bench, and a cabinet of sorts that I assumed contained props, condoms, lube, etc. A screen opened in the wall, and a video explained exactly what Marcy had just told me but in more depth.

      I wondered what Evan was doing. He’d told me he was going to search for a partner interested in anal sex—that was what he was in the mood for, and his ex wouldn’t do that. We apparently both wanted to explore things we weren’t able to do in our previous relationships.

      Before I could ponder any further, the divider in front of me moved up into the ceiling, and a space opened up that mirrored mine and doubled the size of the room. On the small sofa across from me sat a woman.

      My heart rate sped up as I looked her up and down. She smiled and leaned forward, pressing her ample breasts together with her arms. She licked her lips and raked her eyes from my head to my toes. Then she stood up and approached me.

      It hit me all of the sudden that this was wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to do her.

      “Where’s the abort mission button?” I questioned, panic in my voice as I sprang to my feet. My eyes darted around the room as the woman’s lips curled down and her brows drew together.

      “What’s wrong?” She stroked her fingers down her body—which was gorgeous, really. She was conventionally beautiful. Long, dark hair. Full lips, hips and breasts. Her dark eyes looked like they held a million secrets.

      “I’m sorry, I just—it’s not you,” I stammered, “it’s me. I’m so sorry…”
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      PENNY

      I sat alone in the little room they directed me to after filling out the Kink Link questionnaire. Ben and Yvonne had moved to the voyeur’s hall. Before I left, Ben reached for my hand and then guided it to his pants. “I’m so hard thinking about you getting manhandled by someone,” he said. “I can’t wait to watch.”

      I laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

      Yvonne leaned in and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “You’ll do great. You’re sure want to do this, right?”

      My eyes darted between theirs, looking so eager and hopeful I’d agree. “Yeah, of course.”

      I hadn’t been with another man since I’d met them, which meant six months now. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t sometimes fantasize about someone other than Ben. And it wasn’t like I was exclusive to them—not yet, anyway. I could go out and date whoever I wanted. But I liked our dynamic and thought it was a good fit for me, especially for the stage of life I was in now, settled in my career and looking for routine and stability.

      I wanted to please them.

      I enjoyed pleasing my partners.

      Even more than I enjoyed receiving pleasure.

      I watched the instructional video, and at the end, the host reassured that it was always okay to stop the action. “Consent may be withdrawn at any time,” she explained. “Simply speak your safe word, and all action must stop immediately. Or, if speaking your safe word is not possible, there are emergency buttons on each wall, about a foot off the floor. They are located above the electrical outlets.”

      Hmm, good to know, I thought to myself.

      The hostess finished her spiel, and the panel between my room and the adjoining one slid up. A man stood there—about my height, with lean limbs covered in tattoos that contrasted with his pale skin. He wore a black leather vest and skin-tight jeans with a chain hanging from one of his belt loops.

      He eyed me up and down. “Hey, gorgeous.”

      I don’t know what happened to me. He wasn’t unattractive; he just—

      Wasn’t for me.

      My hands flew up to cover my gasp as I realized, in that moment, I didn’t want to fuck a random guy. I just had zero interest in it. Clutching the pendant around my neck, I shook my head, apologizing profusely to the man standing before me.

      “Hey, where are you going?” he called after me as I continued to back toward the door.

      I hit the red button, and it slid open. I was still muttering, “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me,” when I stumbled out of the door and literally ran right into a huge, hulking body.

      The impact sent me sprawling to the floor, my heart pounding, and confusion swirling in my head.

      When I looked up, a hazy figure was towering over me.
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        * * *

      

      “Penny?” He stepped back and lowered his hand to help me to my feet.

      Standing before me was the man who’d watched me eat a snow cone the night before. “Pryce?”

      His eyes immediately snapped to the castle pendant he’d given me years ago. “You still have it. It is you…” He shook his head like he couldn’t quite believe it himself.

      “Wh-what are you doing here?” I stammered.

      My heart felt like it might explode right out of my chest at any given moment, it was pounding so hard under my ribs. I could barely hear over the sound of blood rushing through my ears. Disoriented from the fall and the weird design of this building, I considered pinching myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

      He grinned at me, those dark eyes shining. “I came with a friend—we’re celebrating our divorces.”

      I looked at him, blinking several times. “You came to Spicetopia with someone you just divorced?”

      “Oh, no, we weren’t married to each other. We both got divorced—from different people.”

      I huffed, still not believing this was actually real. “I see; that makes sense.”

      “What about you? I thought I saw you last night, but I—” He couldn’t tear his eyes away from me. “You disappeared before I could really talk to you. I thought I—

      I said, “I thought I—”

      “—imagined you,” we both said together.

      “Can we talk more? Is that possible?” His head turned from side to side as he surveyed the space. “Can we go someplace else…to talk?”

      I glanced around too and was about to suggest figuring out a way to get outside when I remembered Ben and Yvonne. And, unsurprisingly, it was just about that time my phone buzzed.

      What would they think about me wanting to spend time alone with Pryce?

      And what would Pryce think about the fact I was here with a couple?

    

  







            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    




      PRYCE

      I couldn’t believe Penny was standing right in front of me. Even though it had been eons since I’d seen her—and I only knew her for a short amount of time—I’d never forgotten her. She drifted in and out of my fantasies like the moon on a cloudy night.

      I was about to see if I could find an empty room here in Kink Link to drag her into when her phone rang. She looked flustered, scrambling for her phone, her chest heaving with heavy breaths.

      “Hello?” she answered, those beautiful mounds rising and falling with each intake of air. I wanted to run my tongue between her cleavage so bad…

      Okay, and I felt bad for eavesdropping, but I also wanted to know who was calling her at Spicetopia. Was she here alone? She didn’t say.

      “I’m fine. Yeah, I just chickened out. Hey, listen, would you mind if I met up with you later?” Another pause. “Yeah, everything is good. I’d like to—” A giggle and a pink blush spread across her cheeks and freckled face. “Of course I will. I can take care of myself, you know.” Eyeroll. “Okay, fine. Yeah.”

      She slipped the phone back into the purse strapped across her body. “Sorry about that.”

      “No need to apologize. Everything good?”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Yep. Wanna go catch up?”

      “Yeah, we’ll grab a drink and see where things go.”

      This time, those beautiful turquoise eyes raked up and down my body. “Actually, I have a better idea.”

      I sure hoped it involved my lips on hers and my fingers exploring that beautiful body. If I thought she had decadent curves when she was fourteen, now she was a full-fledged goddess of curves.

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hall. My dick leapt to attention, pressing painfully into the zipper on my shorts.

      When my phone buzzed in my pocket, I had a feeling it was Evan, but I wasn’t about to distract Penny from finding us a place to fuck, if that was indeed her goal. She was definitely a lot more forward than I remembered her being, and I was here for it. I remembered Evan admonishing me to lighten up and have some fun—not be so serious all the time. Seemed there was a conspiracy aimed at getting me to do just that.

      Penny marched right up to a Spicetopia employee and flashed a smile. “Hi, is there a place here in the park where two people can go just to have some privacy?”

      “Sure.” The young woman grinned back and held out her iPad showing a park map. The cabanas at the beach are private. There are also booths at the Glory Hole, the Peep Show Theatre, and the Adult Emporium. I can call over and reserve a space for you, if you’d like.”

      She batted her long, thick fringe of eyelashes. “So, what’s closest to here? The Glory Hole?”

      “Yes. Just a moment.” She pressed a button on her iPad and then spoke into the headset she was wearing. “Private room for two. About ten minutes? Sure, of course. Yes. Thank you.” She pressed another button and then lifted her gaze to us. “You’re all set. Just tell them Daisy called ahead for you.”

      “Thank you so much!” Penny practically squealed, and then she took off down the hall like a streak of lightning. Only to get to the end of the corridor and have no idea how to get out. Another staff member saw our rush and opened an emergency exit for us, shooting us a knowing look.

      We walked down the lush path flanked by sweet-smelling tropical plants and bushes until we got to Main Street. From there, we just had to go a couple of buildings down toward the park entrance before The Glory Hole came into view. “I would’ve never thought I’d set foot in The Glory Hole.” I laughed as she turned toward me with a questioning “is this okay?” look.

      “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “Oh, hell no.” I held the door open and ushered her inside. We went straight up to the sleek granite desk. “We reserved a private room for two? Daisy sent us?”

      “Of course. Right this way.” The staff member, whose name was Tyrell, according to his name tag, opened a velvet rope and gestured for us to follow him. We went down a long hallway with doors on both sides. It almost looked like a hotel. Then we stopped in front of Room 17. When he swiped a key card on a pad, the door clicked open.

      “Enjoy,” he said, not a trace of judgment in his voice. He was likely used to hooking couples up with a space to, well, hook up.

      I let Penny enter first, and she immediately whipped around to face me, a sultry smile spreading her lips. “I can’t believe I’m standing here with you at Spicetopia.”

      I took two steps toward her and stroked a finger down her cheek. “Me either. I still don’t understand how we lost touch all those years ago.”

      “It’s not important now. It was a different time—no cell phones, no social media. It was much harder to stay in touch with people who lived far away.”

      “True…” I wrapped my arms around her. “There are so many things I’ve dreamed of doing to you. I’ve been dreaming about doing them for twenty years.”

      She spread her arms wide. “No need to dream—I’m here now. You can do anything you want to me.”

      “Anything?” I flashed her a wicked grin.

      “Anything.” Her lips curled into a smirk, and then she ran the tip of her tongue around them before her bottom lip tucked under her teeth.

      Just looking at her mouth made my cock strain against the front of my shorts, begging to burst out. I wanted to take my time with her, but I didn’t know if I could hold out. Desire coursed through me with such urgency, I felt like that same teen boy who nearly came in his pants the first time we made out.

      This whole time—all these years—I’d fantasized about what it would be like to slide into her pussy, how she would feel clenching around me, milking my cock. And I was finally going to find out.

      “Let’s start with a kiss,” I suggested. “I want to see if your lips are as magical as they were when we were kids.”

      “Mmm…sounds like a good place to begin.” Her eyes fluttered closed as I tilted my face toward her, first brushing my lips softly against hers, then running the tip of my tongue along the seam between hers. When she parted them, I tentatively delved inside as a moan traveled up from deep in her throat.

      My fingers tangled in her long, copper-colored tresses as she melted in my arms, giving herself over to the intensity of our kiss. Each breath she exhaled, I swallowed down, hungry for more—more of her lips, more of her luscious curves.

      She was wearing a skimpy little pink sundress, and I practically ripped it off her. At the last second, I stopped myself from tearing the fabric, remembering we had to walk out of here, and the only place nudity was allowed at Spicetopia was on the nude beach. After I dispatched the dress, she stood before me in a strapless satin bra and a matching thong that hugged her full hips and separated the two voluptuous hemispheres of her ass.

      I reached behind her and deftly unfastened the bra, letting it drop to the floor at our feet. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to be more beautiful than you were when we were younger,” I whispered in her ear as my hands cupped her breasts, kneading the soft flesh as she threw her head back, gasping at the sensation. “But here we are, and you are.”

      “When I got home from Sweetopia all those years ago, I regretted not giving you my virginity,” she admitted, her eyes hooded with lust as they raked over me, watching my fingers pinch and pull at her nipples. “I wish you would have fucked me, but I was scared—”

      “And I didn’t push the issue,” I added. “I wanted you to ask me. But it doesn’t matter now. I don’t care if you’ve been with a hundred men, this is your first time with me.”

      That time that had elapsed between when we met at Sweetopia and now was irrelevant. All that mattered was this moment, and I was finally going to find out what it felt like to be inside her.

      I pushed her down onto the chaise lounge, dropping to the floor and simultaneously spreading her knees wide at the same time. She looked down at me with a plea in her eyes.

      “Are you ready for me to taste you?” I asked the question she had already answered with the intense desire burning in her pupils.

      “Please, Pryce, fuck… I’m so wet…it’s dripping down my thighs.”

      I bent my head, inspecting her. A crown of silky red curls sat atop her soft, rounded mound, and below it were the sweetest pink lips I’d ever seen. I parted them with a finger, exposing her swollen nub, and I couldn’t stop my tongue from flicking it, sparking a shudder through her whole body. Her thighs clenched, and a moan hummed out of her mouth.

      Taking my time, I licked up her seam, circled her clit, and then licked back down as she squirmed. Reaching underneath her, I gripped her ass, one cheek in each hand, lifting her pussy to my mouth so I could eat it like a starved man. I had never tasted anything so delicious in my life.

      “You’re gonna make me come,” she gritted out between clenched teeth, and as soon as she got the words out, her eyes rolled back in her head, and her pussy gushed all over my face as she convulsed in my arms. It was the single hottest thing I had ever seen in my life, and I worried I might lose my battle to keep from coming in my pants. My cock throbbed and ached for her, my balls tight and heavy with cum I wanted to shoot deep inside her.

      I hoped I would be able to get her off at least one more time before finding my relief. This was an orgasm twenty years in the making, and I didn’t know if I could wait a second longer.
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      PENNY

      Watching Pryce wipe my juices off his chin, looking as satisfied as if he’d been the one who climaxed, I smiled. That boy who straddled the line between cocky and shy had grown into a man who was self-assured and masterfully skilled in the art of cunnilingus. If he was that talented with his tongue, I could only imagine his cock was every bit as talented.

      “Fuck, Pryce, that was—” I shook my head, my chest still heaving with short, gasping breaths. “I can’t even complete a fucking thought.” Bracing my hands on the chaise, I struggled to sit up. Cool air fanned against my inner thighs, highlighting the wetness that had gathered there.

      “I need you, Penny, fuck… You have me so hard.”

      “I wanna see.” I licked my lips as he sat back on his heels, his face still glistening from his feast. When we were younger and made out, I’d felt his erection pressing against me, but I’d never actually seen it or touched it. It felt massive then, and I remembered being scared to death of it.

      I wasn’t scared now, though.

      Until he unfastened his pants and the biggest cock I’d ever seen in my life unfurled from his boxers.  Okay, I still wasn’t nervous because it looked thick and mouthwatering, and I knew I’d feel so amazing being completely filled up by that massive tool.

      I leaned forward and fisted the thing—couldn’t get my fingers to meet my thumb. It pulsed in my hand as I squeezed, and Pryce’s head tipped back, a growl emanating from his throat. When I stroked up his shaft, a pearly bead of pre-cum oozed out the slit. My tongue darted out to taste his salty essence. Fuck, this was going to be fun. I couldn’t wait to watch him fall apart. He’d given me an orgasm with his fingers when I was fourteen, and it was high time I returned the favor.

      Just when I started to wrap my lips around the thing, he shoved me back against the chaise. “I’m sorry, that feels amazing, but I’m gonna blow my load, and I wanna do it inside you.”

      “Holy fuck, that’s the hottest sentence I’ve ever heard.” My voice was barely more than a breathy whisper.

      Just when I was about to spread my legs so he could guide himself inside, a speaker in our room crackled to life. I jumped so high, I nearly hit the ceiling, and Pryce sprang back as if he’d received an electric shock.

      “Pardon the interruption,” a smooth, deep voice said, and I couldn’t tell if it was human or robot at first, to be honest. “Your party is waiting for you at the front desk. They are concerned—can you please check in?” It had to be Tyrell at the front desk.

      “Party?” Pryce blinked, his nostrils flaring and chest heaving. He fisted his cock as though he couldn’t stand not to have pressure against it.

      “What party?” I asked, not sure if Tyrell could hear me.

      “They say their names are Ben and Yvonne?”

      Fuck.

      “Who’s that? What’s wrong?” Pryce scrambled to his feet, his stiff cock jutting up against his abs. Was that thing gonna go down on its own, or did we have one of those four-hour Viagra situations going on here?

      “Tell them I’ll be out in a few minutes,” I told Tyrell.

      “Thank you. Again, sorry for the interruption. They were concerned about your safety.”

      The look of confusion on Pryce’s face caused a stab of guilt to ricochet through me. “It’s…” I sighed. “It’s complicated.”

      He started to pull on his boxer briefs and shorts. “What do you mean, complicated? I thought you were free to…you know…”

      “I am,” I insisted. “I’m in an open relationship with a couple. I can do whatever I want; it’s just—”

      “You’re in a relationship?” The hurt in his eyes was unmistakable. “I thought—”

      “It’s not an exclusive relationship,” I explained. “I mean, it’s not yet… This trip was supposed to be—”

      “You lied to me.” He threw his shirt over his head and worked his thick, muscular arms through the holes. “Why did you come here with me if you’re in a relationship with a couple?”

      “Pryce, wait. We just reconnected; I don’t want to—”

      “I wish I’d never run into you,” he said, slipping on his sandals.

      And with that, he walked out the door, not even bothering to look back or say goodbye.

      My heart sank.

      There was nothing I could do except put my dress back on and go out to meet Ben and Yvonne.
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        * * *

      

      The walk to the front desk felt like the walk of shame. When I saw Ben and Yvonne’s relieved faces, guilt churned in my stomach again. Not that I had anything to feel guilty over—but I realized in that moment I couldn’t give them what they wanted.

      And that stung. Because I loved pleasing people, making people happy. I just couldn’t do it at my own expense.

      “Are you okay? Was the blond guy who just left the one you were with?” Yvonne blurted out as Ben pulled me into his arms, squeezing me so tight, my lungs nearly popped.

      “That was Pryce,” I confirmed, wiggling out of Ben’s embrace. “Can we go somewhere to talk?”

      Tyrell was obviously intrigued but was trying really hard to look like he wasn’t listening to our drama. I could only imagine the things he saw here on a daily basis.

      “Sure, of course.” Ben headed toward the door, looking over his head as he spoke, “We made reservations for lunch at the Stimulate Your Senses Restaurant across the way. We just got nervous when you didn’t answer your texts or a call, and—”

      Ben reached the front door of The Glory Hole as it swung open and a figure walked in. The two men collided with a thud, pushing Ben backwards into Yvonne and me. Petite Yvonne bounced off me and went flying into one of the velvet sofas in the lobby.

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry!” The man with a shiny bald head and tall, wiry build seemed panicked. He rushed over to Yvonne and picked her up. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to—”

      “I’m fine,” Yvonne insisted, smoothing her flowing tank top down over her shorts. “Are you okay? You look flustered.”

      “Sorry, my buddy was in here a few minutes ago, I think? I’ve been trying to reach him, and we had Life 360 turned on, but he just turned it off. This is the last place I had a location for him. Maybe you saw him here? He’s tall, blondish-brown hair, tan skin, scruff on his—”

      “Pryce?” I blurted out.

      “Yeah, that’s him. How’d you know?”

      “I’m Penny,” I introduced myself. “I upset him—that’s why he left. Hey, maybe you’d like to come to lunch with us? I can explain to all of you what happened?”

      “I’m Evan,” he said. “That’s kind of you, and I just happen to be starving. Pryce and I were supposed to head to lunch after the Kink Link, and I seemed to have lost track of him.”

      “He was with me, that’s why.” I shook my head, feeling embarrassed that we’d selfishly ruined so many people’s afternoons by acting like horny teens.

      “Let’s go have lunch,” Ben suggested, “and we can iron all this out.”

      I nodded, and this time, we all made it out the door without any major issues.
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      PRYCE

      As I was leaving The Glory Hole, my phone rang. Evan. No, I didn’t want to talk to him right now, and I didn’t want to see him either. I turned off my phone so he couldn’t track me down. I just needed to be alone right now.

      Did I ask Penny if she was seeing anyone?

      I couldn’t remember exactly, but shouldn’t she have volunteered that information? She said she was dating a couple? Did that mean she was bisexual?

      I walked down Main Street toward the entrance gates. I was thinking of just heading to the dock and taking the ferry back to the hotel, which was on a separate island from the theme park. But then the Peep Show Theatre caught my eye, and I decided to check it out. Some mindless entertainment might be just what the doctor ordered.

      The building reminded me of the famous Chinese Theatre in Hollywood with its plush red velvet lobby, elegant mosaic tile and ornate gold trim on everything. The murals in the back depicted various sexual acts, illustrated in a stunning Asian-inspired style. There looked to be five separate theaters. I paused at the small unstaffed desk to see where I should go.

      One theater was apparently a huge auditorium, but since it was daytime, nothing was going on in there. In the evenings, they staged burlesque shows, Chippendales-style male revues, and other erotic demonstrations and entertainment. The other four theaters were smaller, more like screening rooms. The first was for viewing classic porn clips; the second was for contemporary porn. The third one featured LGBTQ porn, and the fourth theater showed fetish porn.

      I slipped into the classic porn theater, not knowing what to expect. The clip playing when I sank into the soft velvet seat was from the 80s, from the music to the spandex to the Magnum PI-style ‘stache on the dude. It wasn’t really arousing—more amusing, to be honest.

      I even chuckled at the cheesy dialogue. It was a good distraction from what had just happened with Penny, but I needed to decide what to do about her.

      And me. I thought I was here for a couple good fucks, and then I was going back to Houston to find the girl of my dreams, so we could settle down and start a family.

      Was Penny that girl?

      Well, not if she was in a relationship with a couple…and not if she couldn’t be honest with me. Right?

      It had been twenty years, and I still thought about her regularly. And when I saw her today, my heart felt like it might explode out of my chest. Not only was she absolutely stunning, but I felt an immediate connection to her, like what we’d developed all those years ago was still there, perfectly preserved. Like we could just pick up where we’d left off as though two decades hadn’t passed.

      I remember thinking, I’m finally single again, and she’s single too. This is clearly meant to be. That thought rumbled through my mind the entire time we were walking from Kink Link to The Glory Hole. From everything she was saying and doing, it seemed like she was on the exact same page. And when we shared our second first kiss, my post-divorce and Spicetopia goals sort of flew out the window.

      That was why I was so shocked to hear she had traveled to Spicetopia with a couple. A couple!

      I blew out an exasperated breath. I didn’t give her much of a chance to explain.

      In my defense, most of the blood that was supposed to be flowing to my brain and making it work was trapped in my massive erection—which had finally subsided thanks to the gut-punch I received when I heard about her relationship. And this porn was definitely not resurrecting it!

      I didn’t give her a chance to explain, and I didn’t even get her number.

      I was a fucking dumbass. Now how was I going to just run into her again? I didn’t want to wait another twenty years—that was for sure.

      I wondered if there was a way to get a message to her, if someone at Guest Services could contact her on my behalf?

      I stood up, leaving the 80s porn behind to head over to Guest Services, which was next door. I’d see if they could track down a Penelope—

      Wait.

      Did I remember her last name?

      Did she even have the same last name she had at fourteen?

      Fuck!

      There was a massive fountain between the theater and Main Street of a voluptuous goddess with her legs spread and water erupting from between her thighs like she was squirting gallons of lady cum a second. All around her were smaller jets shooting into the air, and when I looked closer, I saw they were actually phallic. Very eye-catching.

      I sat down on one of the benches and took out my phone. After turning it on, I saw I’d missed three calls and four texts from Evan. I texted him back:

      Me: Hey, outside Guest Services. Sorry for going MIA.

      Evan: We still on for dinner tonight?

      Me: I’m not in a great mood, but I guess so.

      Evan: This place is world-renowned. Trust me, you don’t want to miss it.

      Me: Fine. I’ll see you there.
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      PENNY

      We all shuffled into the Stimulate Your Senses restaurant, and I was immediately taken in by the theming. It was designed to engage the senses, and it certainly lived up to the hype. Complex patterns and shading presented a feast for the eyes, while the textures of the walls, seating, fixtures and floors were unexpected and made you want to reach out and touch them. Pleasant and mildly erotic scents wafted in the air, while soothing music filtered into my ears with a beat that made me want to move.

      “Can we change our reservation from three people to four?” Ben asked the hostess, who was wearing a vibrant yellow vinyl jumpsuit. Her long black hair was pulled into a ponytail so sleek, it looked like a satin waterfall. Speaking of waterfalls, water features were built into the walls on either side of the space.

      “You’ll be seated in the Sound Room; is that okay?” she asked.

      “Sure, of course,” Ben agreed with a nod, then looked at all of us to confirm. I had no idea what that entailed, so I just went along with it.

      Next thing I knew, Ben was slipping a satin blindfold over my eyes and guiding me to a low cushion on the floor. As the darkness settled and my other senses adjusted, I found myself immersed in sounds that shifted like colors in a kaleidoscope. First it was jungle sounds with screeching birds and the purr of a tiger. Then it was ocean sounds: soothing waves crashing on a distant beach while seagulls squawked. Next it was rain dropping on a metal roof.

      “You can take the blindfolds off to look at the menu,” the server explained, “or to talk, or whatever, but we find they enhance the experience.” She left us alone to debate our meal choices, and we all sat there for several long moments, soaking up the exquisite sounds.

      I finished listening to the segment that put me in the middle of a full symphony orchestra as they performed. Then I tentatively raised my blindfold to find that the other three members of our party were all staring at me.

      “Thanks for joining us, Penny,” Yvonne teased me. “Care to fill us in on what’s going on?”

      I’d sort of explained to Yvonne how I’d met Pryce when we were kids, but I rehashed the story for Ben and Evan. Evan was smiling the whole time, apparently amused thinking of Pryce as a teen. That was when I realized Yvonne’s hand was on Evan’s knee, and every once in a while, they shared a look.

      Hmmm.

      “So, why did you abandon him in the room?” Ben asked. “Dude has to have a serious case of blue balls.”

      Evan and Yvonne both laughed. I rolled my eyes. “Because y’all interrupted us, that’s why. And when I explained to Pryce that I was here with a couple—guess I’d neglected to tell him earlier because we’d been so caught up in each other—he was pissed. He is the one who stormed out, so if he has blue balls, that’s on him.”

      “So, is he mad because you’re polyamorous or…?” Yvonne interjected.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to him, to explain. And then I didn’t get his number either.” I pushed out a long and heavy sigh just as the server returned with our drinks. This was good because I was craving a nice buzz. Could I just enjoy a liquid lunch and perhaps forget I ever ran into my long-lost first crush?

      “Sounds like you and Pryce need to talk things out,” Evan declared.

      I shot him a look that very clearly said “duh,” and he immediately put his blindfold back on. “Oh, she’s just teasing you,” Yvonne soothed him, stroking her hands down his back.

      Ben’s gaze shot toward her, narrowing. Then he turned to me. “So where does this leave us, Penny?”

      I stared at him for a moment, my mouth opening and closing like a fish.

      “Look, you need to be honest with us,” Yvonne said, leaning toward the table and pinning her eyes on me. “We’ve always been honest with you about what we want, but if it’s not what you want—”

      “I don’t think I’m ready to be committed to a couple,” I blurted out. A deep breath fanned out as the burden weighing me down seemed to lift. “I wanted to. I liked the idea of building something, of the security and the routine of it. And I do love you both—just not the way you want me to.”

      Ben slowly nodded and then looked at his wife, who was getting downright cozy with Evan at this point. “I was afraid you’d say that. Every time we seemed to be getting close…you seemed to pull away. I thought time alone with us might change that, but I guess not.”

      “It has nothing to do with you,” I said, wistfully staring off toward the front door, wondering where Pryce was and what he was feeling right now. “Running into Pryce, it really opened my eyes. I’m still curious about what’s out there, what could be waiting for me…who could be waiting for me. Whether it’s Pryce or someone—”

      “Oh, it’s Pryce,” Evan insisted, nodding and grinning, “don’t ask me how I know, but I just do. I feel it deep in here.” He patted his chest right over his heart. “And I have just the plan for getting you two back together again…”
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      PRYCE

      The Fantasies Fulfilled Restaurant at the top of Rainbow Castle was mindboggling. Just when I thought I’d noticed every tiny detail, something new and breathtaking caught my eye. As an architect, I likely saw details no one else would notice. I probably sat in my booth for several minutes, just taking it in, not even realizing Evan was running late.

      It was slightly disappointing to be waiting for my buddy to show up and not a beautiful woman. That was why I’d come to Spicetopia—to hook up and get my ex out of my mind. Instead, I’d stumbled upon the first girl I ever had feelings for, and I hadn’t been able to stop thinking of her since.

      I had it bad for her.

      It was probably good I walked out. It was much too soon to get into another relationship, right? Could I even be in a relationship with someone who was used to dating couples?

      “Pryce?” a soft feminine voice asked, and my head jerked up, expecting to see a server or Spicetopia staff. But there in all her glory stood Penny, resplendent in a gold sequined halter-top gown that accentuated her curvy figure and buxom breasts.

      My heart leapt into my throat. “Penny, what are you doing here?”

      “Evan told me I should meet you here…” She glanced around the restaurant. “This place is epic. Do you mind if I sit down?”

      I was so stunned to see her, that she was real and not some figment of my imagination, I stumbled over my words but nodded vigorously so she would grasp my meaning. I swallowed down a big gulp of water, trying to cool the flames of heat shooting through my body at her mere presence.

      “I hope you’re not disappointed to see me,” she began, her perfectly manicured fingers gliding over the menu.

      “You’re a helluva lot prettier than Evan,” I joked.

      Her face lit up at that. “He’s a nice guy. I ran into him when he was looking for you at The Glory Hole—after you—"

      “After I left,” I finished. I reached out and laid my hand over hers. “As soon as I stormed out, I realized I was wrong. When my ex and I fought, we both had the tendency to get so mad, we walked away. One day, she walked away and never came back. I should have learned she only did it to hurt and control me. She was manipulating me and trying to force me to come crawling to her. Yet I did the same thing to you.”

      “Did you want me to come crawling to you?” Her eyelashes fluttered as she searched my face for answers.

      “I think I did…” I let out a deep sigh. “I felt betrayed, even though I had no right to.”

      “Betrayed how?” Her head tilted, her long tresses falling gently over her smooth, round shoulder.

      “Because that couple you’re seeing has had you—had the pleasure of your company—for who knows how long. And I’ve been missing out.”

      She smiled, her eyes twinkling in the candlelight flickering from the bowl of floating votives sitting between us. “I always wondered what might have happened if we’d—”

      “I don’t think we’ll ever know,” I argued. “But my question now: are you in love with them?”

      She sighed. “I was in love with the idea of being part of something, something safe, something loving, something forever. But I don’t think I am in love with them—not the way they need me to be.” Her turquoise eyes found mine and she drilled in deep. “I want that with someone, but it’s not them—”

      “But you’re polyamorous?” I was struggling to understand where that left us. “And bisexual?”

      She shrugged. “I’m bisexual—that doesn’t mean I can’t commit,” she explained. “And as for whether or not I can be monogamous—I don’t know, to be honest. Is that a deal breaker?”

      I had been thinking about that. I wanted a chance with her—if polyamorous was who she was, then I would have to accept that. “It’s not a deal breaker,” I stated. “So what does that mean for you and me?”

      “I don’t know, Pryce.” She sighed. “We just reconnected, and there’s so much we have to catch up on. I don’t even know anything about your life, your goals, your—”

      I laid my hand over the top of hers. “I’m not asking you to have all that figured out right this minute.”

      Her auburn brows furrowed. “You’re not?”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Normally I like to have everything planned out—but see what that got me? My perfectly planned ten-year marriage just ended. Maybe it’s like Evan is always telling me, I need to take things day by day. See where they go.”

      She smiled, nodding. “I’m a kindergarten teacher—taking things day by day is right up my alley. So you’re not ready to—”

      “Commit?” I shook my head. “Not right this second…but ask me again tomorrow.” I lifted her hand to my lips and pressed a kiss to it. “You are so beautiful, after all—even more beautiful than you were when we were kids.”

      “Is that so?” She rolled her eyes, but a playful smirk appeared on her full, luscious lips.

      “That’s definitely so.” I nodded, enjoying the candlelight dancing in her eyes.

      She straightened her shoulders, her chin lifting. “So what do you want to do?”

      I leaned forward. “How many days are you here?”

      “Five more days,” she said, blinking.

      I took another sip of water. I’d have to extend my trip—I was really flying by the seat of my pants now. “I propose we spend the next five days figuring out the next steps…”

      She giggled, her lashes lowering and then rising again until her eyes met mine. “I think this restaurant is living up to its name.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, we strolled down Main Street as large crowds gathered for the nightly fireworks display in front of Rainbow Castle. I knew the evening show here was world-renowned, but I had some other fireworks in mind.

      “Where are we going?” Penny asked as she looped her arm through mine.

      “I have a feeling the beach will be deserted.” I glanced down at her walking in step beside me and gave her a wink.

      Her response was a grin. We took a stone path twinkling with tiny fairy lights and veered in the direction of Spicetopia’s famous Clothing Optional Beach. I was correct—not a soul in sight. Everyone was on Main Street waiting for the fireworks—or in the Dungeon or the casino.

      Moonlight painted silver streaks on the sand and the crests of the waves that rolled along the shore. I guided Penny to a soft, open patch just yards from the surf and pulled her into my arms. Our lips and tongues met like our bodies had known each other forever. And maybe they had. Maybe there were versions of Penny and Pryce who fell in love in some alternate reality that began twenty years ago, and now we were merging all versions into this one very real moment in time.

      And with that thought, fireworks erupted in the distance, and we both turned to see them bursting over the castle in gold, silver, green, purple and red. As her lips found mine again, and I pressed her tightly against my body, I had the distinct feeling we wouldn’t need five whole days to figure out our next steps.

      Five minutes was probably all it would take.

      Penny was destined to be mine that first time I saw her at Sweetopia twenty years ago. And if the way her body melted into mine was any indication, she knew it too.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      
        
        Read the Spicetopia series:

        https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07YKSRVHH
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      Hardin Reece was her best friend’s older brother—and Autumn had been in love with him for what seemed like forever. Theirs was a rocky relationship that held pain and regret. After one fateful encounter, Autumn had vowed never to see him again. That had worked well until her best friend needed help with her wedding. Autumn loved her best friend, but could she risk her heart?

      

      It had only taken one night of being an ass for Hardin Reece to regret his actions toward his sister’s best friend. But in his defense, he considered himself too old for the sweet girl. He’d also been too full of himself to realize what was staring straight at him—love. Unconditional love from a woman who had stolen his heart.

      

      Could a wedding give them the second chance they were both longing for?
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      “Autumn in the house, K Bug! Time to get our party on… Oh, sorry, I thought you were Katy.” Autumn stopped short at the sight of the big man standing just inside the sliding glass doors that led out to the expansive backyard with its Olympic-sized pool. A pool around which several guests milled, drinks in hand. Muffled music and the muted conversation drifted through, and Autumn grimaced. This wasn’t a pool party. It was one of Hardin Reece’s business get-togethers. She was going to kill her friend.

      “My sister is seeing to our guests. I had no idea she’d invited you.”

      “In other words, you don’t want me here.”

      Autumn had long ago mastered the art of keeping her facial expressions from revealing the hurt Hardin could cause by his tactless words. He spoke to her as if she couldn’t comprehend that his tone was less than friendly or that his words revealed his contempt for her. She could, and she did. And it hurt.

      But she’d never give him the satisfaction of knowing how his disapproval affected her. Just like she’d never let him know she loved him. Had loved him since he’d driven Katy to college. Autumn had found a roommate and life lifelong. It had taken more than an instant for the unrequited love she’d felt for Hardin to break her heart, but it had

      Putting on her best-practiced smile, she winked, feeling a slight start of satisfaction at the tightening of his jaw. “Don’t worry, sir, I promise to say excuse me if I do something low class like burp or fart in front of your fancy friends.”

      “You don’t have to say anything to prove your class—or lack thereof, Autumn, but let me make myself perfectly clear in a way that even you will understand...”

      She tilted her chin, refusing to show how intimidating she found him as he took a step toward her, his voice lowered contemptuously.

      “These are very important business associates, and I will make your life miserable if you embarrass me in any way.” His eyes flicked over her, and Autumn willed herself not to tremble at the fierceness of his expression. “You don’t belong here. These people are professionals, people with class and decency. You’re…” He stopped, as if sensing the rest of his words would be a bridge too far.

      Autumn swallowed around the knot in her throat. Even after all this time, he could hurt her like no one else. His opinion of her had taken a drastic turn when he’d discovered that instead of using her teaching degree, she’d chosen to take a job at a local dive joint where she worked as a bartender and, at least twice a day, danced on the bar to the delight of the usually all-male patrons. It was all very ‘Coyote Ugly’.

      She had learned that the best way to handle Hardin’s tight assed-ness was to pretend to be exactly what he thought of her.

      Hurt and anger pulsed through her, and she ground her teeth to keep from telling him exactly what he could do with his high-brow attitude. Pulling from years of practice, she smiled her best ‘I don’t give a shit’ smile. “Well, cowboy, I don’t think all of your friends are going to hate me if I’m not exactly in their league.” Her smile widened and she winked. “And the female ones will only hate me because they’re not me.”

      Slowly pulling the loose-fitting cover from her body, she thrilled at the helpless way his eyes followed her every move. He may not like her chosen station, but like every other man, he damn well wouldn’t mind parking there for a while.

      His hiss of indrawn breath soothed her anger a little. The helpless way his eyes devoured her curves gave her the strength to maintain her brittle smile. She was built. Stacked. Her body made for sinning—or so she’d been told by any number of men who had tried to get her into their bed. Or their trucks. Or even the back room at the High Noon Bar where she worked. Her curves were abundant and drew eyes wherever she went. The tiny hot pink bikini she’d worn just for this occasion, knowing it would irk the hell out of him, showed off her body to magnificent advantage.

      She’d die before she’d ever let him know how exposed she felt. Not just in this moment but every night that she had to don the tight shorts and bikini top that compromised her “uniform” at work. In her own mind, she felt she could stand to lose a few pounds. She wasn’t ashamed of her body, but she damn well didn’t like putting herself on display like a prize pony at a fair.

      Fortunately, her body allowed her to earn more in a couple of months than she would all semester teaching. And she needed the money. Her mother’s medical bills never stopped. Cancer didn’t take a break.

      “If you think you can tease me with your body, Autumn, you are sorely mistaken. I don’t go for low brow trailer park. I’m more Fifth Avenue, honey.”

      Like Trisha Harwood of Harwood Design. The owner of the firm Hardin’s business used to stage the houses his construction company redesigned and restored. After his father’s stroke several years ago had led to almost losing the ranch, Hardin had completely revamped the cattle operation by going organic and raising not only beef cattle, but also branching out into organic milk and vegetables. The operation was now a multi-million-dollar business with no signs of slowing down. Once recovered sufficiently, his father and mother had retired to Florida and came home only on rare occasions, preferring the sunshine and ocean waves to the mountain ranges and long days in the saddle.

      After such success, a normal man would rest on his laurels, but not Hardin. He’d always been interested in working with his hands and had won several awards for his designs. With the same dogged determination and focus he’d put into the ranch’s success; he’d soon morphed the construction company he’d started as a small-town repair business into a multi-million-dollar television series. His Everyday Elegance had picked up viewers every year and Katy had even mentioned something about a spin-off series.

      She’d also mentioned that the relationship between Hardin and Trisha seemed to be getting serious. It wasn’t something Autumn encouraged Katy to talk about. It hurt more than any harsh words Hardin could throw at her. As long as Hardin was single, she could live on her fantasies.

      Her best friend, Katy, was living up to every expectation the multi-faceted rancher slash businessman had for his little sister. She’d finished law school last year and had immediately received a placement with one of the biggest firms in Harrington, a town about an hour away. She still lived at the big house, of course, because Hardin willed it so.

      At thirty-five, he wasn’t old, but he had a world of experience that made him seem years ahead of Katy and herself. He was ruthless in his business dealings and had a reputation as a shark in the boardroom. The only person who ever received any warmth at all from him was Katy.

      And Trisha.

      Autumn drew in a quiet, quick reviving breath. His barb had hit her right in the heart. It was hard to keep her smile in place, and even harder to dredge up the snort past the hurt in her chest. But she did it. She’d had a lot of practice over the last couple of years in learning not to show how much she hurt to anyone except Katy. And she’d sworn her to silence.

      “Oh, please, old man, as if. I’m not into geriatric geezers, so you can get your Victorian panties out of wad on that score.”

      A look she couldn’t decipher passed briefly across his handsome features before he drew himself up to his full, formidable height, looking down his patrician nose at her. “Leave my house. Now. And don’t come back.”

      Autumn swallowed. She’d gone too far, but so had he. “Tell Katy I’ll be at the bar later if she wants to join me.”

      “Katy has other…priorities. I don’t know if she’ll have the time.”

      Time for you, Autumn finished the sentence in her head.

      She forced a carefree grin. “You can order me to leave, Hardin. You can tell me not to come back, because you own this place. All these bricks, expensive doo-dads and things. But you’ll never keep Katy away from me. She’s my friend. She sees me as worthy, even if I don’t quite live up to your standards of a worthwhile human being. And you’ll let her see me, unless you want her to hate you as much as I do.”

      Without waiting for his reply, she turned on her heel and left, gaining only a little satisfaction from the knowledge that he watched her all the way to the door.
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      Two years later…

      

      Autumn put a hand on her stomach and took a deep breath, trying to quell the nerves fluttering like butterflies there. From the back of the black SUV, her eyes scanned the familiar rolling pastures crisscrossed with white fences behind which milled several hundred head of prime USDA beef. Like the fences, the barns and sheds were meticulously maintained, their white paint gleaming in the afternoon sun.

      Nothing but the best for the Reece Family Farm.

      Hardin had changed the name from the Rocking R Ranch soon after his organic foods had skyrocketed in popularity, thinking the rebranding would impact the bottom line more favorably. As usual, he’d been right. But to Autumn, it would always be the Rocking R. The place where she’d been loved and accepted as part of the family—at least by Katy and her parents. Hardin had always treated her differently, mainly ignoring her when his parents had been in charge. After they’d retired to Florida, he’d no longer tried to hide his contempt for her. It had only worsened after she’d taken the job at the local bar.

      She’d tried to forget their last encounter and for the most part, had managed to keep it in the back of her mind. It snuck out occasionally, especially in her dreams when her defenses were down. She hadn’t stopped loving him and knew she never would, regardless of his callous treatment. Her head knew it was crazy, but her heart wasn’t interested in listening.

      Coming back to the ranch was the last thing she thought she’d ever be doing. When Katy had called to tell her she was getting married, she’d been ecstatic for her best friend. When she’d said the wedding was taking place on Valentine’s Day and asked Autumn to be her maid of honor, she’d agreed without hesitation. Yes, she’d see Hardin, she knew, but in whatever crowded venue Katy chose, Autumn told herself she would be able to admire him from afar without having to find herself close enough to be subjected to his scorn and contempt.

      She had no doubt that his feelings for her on that front had not changed. It didn’t matter that she’d had a respectable teaching job for the last two years or that she’d left as he asked and never returned.

      After crying all the way home on that eventful evening, she’d found her mother unresponsive. She’d followed the ambulance to the hospital and waited, alone, for what seemed like an eternity only to be told that her mother had suffered a stroke. She’d sat with her until the end, holding her frail hand and whispering that it was okay to go, she’d be fine. It was a sad lie but what her mother needed to hear. For so long, it had been just the two of them and Autumn knew she’d try to hold on for her only child. It had been the last act of love she’d been able to give her mother.

      She hadn’t even called Katy, knowing the other woman was busy with a big case, and had attended to her mother’s cremation the very next day. She was used to handling things alone. Life hadn’t given her much of a choice. This time, though, the hurt had been almost more than she could bear.

      There had been no time for tears. Those had come a few days later, when she’d packed up her few remaining belongings and left the small rental house she’d known as home and boarded a bus for a new life in a new city. Luckily, she’d managed to find a teaching job quickly and a nice apartment in a modest neighborhood. A week later, she’d opened her door to a frantic Katy. It had taken her over an hour to convince her friend that she was fine. She’d almost convinced herself.

      Even though she and Katy had kept in touch, she’d always found an excuse not to come back to Conrad. Katy hadn’t questioned her excuses, making the two-hour drive to Autumn’s apartment at least once a month. On the rare occasions she brought up her brother, Autumn quickly changed the subject.

      Except for the last time.  Katy had arrived without notice, beaming with news of a sudden marriage proposal from a fellow attorney at her firm with whom she’d fallen in love at first sight. With a big case looming that would require hours of work, the two had decided to marry quickly rather than wait until the case was set for trial. They were waiting for a date to be set by the court and expected a trial date within the next six months or so. This way, she’d said, they would have time to be married and have the honeymoon of their dreams before work had to begin on the case.

      She’d told Autumn that the wedding was going to be held at the ranch within the next few days—on Valentine’s Day, no less—and pleaded for Autumn’s help in planning the hasty event. Of course, Autumn had said yes. But now, with the prospect of actually seeing Hardin face-to-face again, she’d almost backed out. What would he say to her being in his home again? What could he say that wouldn’t hurt his sister?

      That was something he’d never do. He may despise Autumn, but he’d put up with her presence if it meant making Katy happy.

      When the vehicle came to a smooth stop, Autumn gave a slight start. The house hadn’t changed much. The huge one-story log home with its magnificent windows looked as well cared for as the rest of the buildings. Even in the weak early February Texas sun, the place sparkled like a newly minted coin. No doubt, cleaning crews had been busy in preparation for the extravaganza that would be Katy’s wedding.

      “We’re here, ma’am.”

      Autumn nodded at the driver, pressing her hand once more to the knot in her stomach as he came around to open her door. She only had to be here for five days, she reminded herself. It would be easy to avoid Hardin most of the day since he would either be filming his home improvement show or out with the cowboys working his ranch. At night, she’d simply retire to her room. Getting through dinner would be the only time she’d really have to deal with him for any real stretch of time. Hopefully, Katy and her fiancé would be sufficient buffers and she wouldn’t even have to speak to Hardin.

      It's only for a week, she reminded herself again as her feet touched the ground. She nodded politely as the driver set her case at her feet. She remained standing where she’d been deposited as he drove off toward one of the big barns.
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      “You’re finally here.”

      In spite of the bats tap-dancing in her stomach, Autumn grinned, opening her arms wide as Katy ran down the front steps, blond hair streaming behind her, straight into Autumn’s embrace. For Autumn, the feel of Katy’s strong hug was exactly what she needed to calm herself. For her best friend, she would put on a show better than any ever scripted for Hardin Reece. The big cowboy standing silently on the porch would never know that just the sight of him in his faded denim jeans, cowboy boots and checked blue flannel shirt that made his gray eyes look like a summer sky before a storm had stolen the very air from her lungs.

      “Hello, Autumn. Thanks for coming.”

      Autumn accepted the hug from the young, fresh-faced attorney that would soon be Katy’s husband. James Stanton was an up-and-coming attorney, on the same fast track at Katy. Sharing the same drive and views on criminal justice, the two would be a powerhouse couple someday soon, Autumn had no doubt.

      “Hi, James. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “I was beginning to think you were never going to get here,” Katy exclaimed, taking Autumn’s hand and leading her toward the porch. “Grab her bag, please, James.”

      Autumn allowed herself to be pulled along by Katy, swept up in her friend’s exuberance as usual.

      “Hardin, look, Autumn is here. Isn’t it wonderful to have her back after all this time?”

      The smile that had stretched Autumn’s lips at her friend’s effusive welcome faltered as she met Hardin’s eyes. He had changed only slightly in the last two years, his masculine features still incredibly attractive. A few more lines were carved in his face and some strands of gray peppered the dark hair at his temple. His gaze, as penetrating and fathomless as ever, fixed on her like a hawk watching its prey. Autumn forced herself to stand under his powerful look, her own eyes daring him. To do what, she wasn’t sure.

      “It’s nice to see you, Autumn. Welcome back.”

      Autumn blinked. Well, that certainly wasn’t the greeting she’d expected. Especially not in a tone that suggested he actually meant those words. Before she could find a response, Katy pulled her toward the door.

      “Come on, my friend, we have a million things to do.”

      “Katy, let her at least get settled first.”

      The admonition, coming from Hardin, was so unexpected that Autumn could only stop and stare at him. This time, the look in his eyes was unmistakable. And just like that, Autumn was her younger self, crushing on the big rancher with the confident swagger who exuded confidence like a stove gave off heat. Her palms were suddenly sweaty and breathing was something she had to consciously think about as they continued to lock gazes. For the first time in two long years, dormant emotions began to awaken inside of her.

      Dragging her eyes away from him, she turned back to Katy, dredging up a smile to cover the turbulent emotions the simple contact had caused. “Let me change and we’ll compare our lists.”

      “You’re a peach.”

      Katy chattered excitedly all the way upstairs. Instead of stopping at Katy’s room, she led them past her door and Autumn was surprised when they stopped at the room that had once belonged to Hardin. He’d taken over his parent’s larger suite when they’d retired to Florida. The one right across the hall.

      “Katy,” Autumn swallowed her many concerns, “I don’t need this much space. I’m only here for a few days. We can just share your room like we always used to do. It’ll be fun. Just like old times.” A thought struck her. “Unless James is…”

      “Oh, no.” Katy shook her head with a laugh. “Can you imagine what my very uptight brother would do? James is bunking in the den downstairs.” She grimaced. “You know how old-fashioned Hardin is about these things.”

      An image of Trisha Harwood’s slender body in Hardin’s arms flashed through her mind. She had wanted to ask Katy several times over the last two years about what had happened with Hardin and the older woman, but she’d been too afraid of the answer. For some reason, they hadn’t married, but she had no idea if their relationship remained…intimate.

      “Besides,” Katy continued, throwing open the door with a flourish and pulling Autumn inside, “Hardin insisted that you have your own space.”

      Luckily, James entered with her suitcase at that moment, saving her from being seen with her mouth hanging open.

      “Is that all you brought?” Katy exclaimed, her eyes on the small suitcase.

      Autumn laughed at the horror in her friend’s voice. She’d forgotten how many clothes the other woman had stuffed in her closet and her penchant for hitting the mall shops on a weekly basis.

      “I have everything I need for the few days I’m here. Classes start back from winter break the day after Valentine’s Day, so I’ll be leaving immediately after you and James take off for your luxurious honeymoon.”

      And I won’t be alone with Hardin.

      The couple was going to Bali for a month. Autumn was happy for her best friend, but she envied her all the same. It would be nice to be able to afford something so grand. She was currently saving for a trip to the Outer Banks. She’d always wanted to see the ocean and the wild horses that called the area home. It had been a dream to visit the tranquil spot since she’d found the ads in some magazines she’d read while waiting for her mother to finish her treatments.

      “It’s all so exciting.” Katy grabbed her fiancé’s arm, looking up at him with an adoring expression. “I can’t wait to become Mrs. James Stanton.”

      Again, a pang of envy shot through Autumn’s stomach, leaving a slight pang somewhere in the vicinity of her heart. She loved her friend dearly and shared in her happiness; yet she couldn’t help but want the same kind of love for herself.

      She’d tried to give her attention and her heart to someone else, dating not one, but two of her fellow teachers, but the spark had been missing and she’d quickly relegated both men to the friend zone. They were now happily married, and she was still eating her heart out on the one man she could never have.

      “Do you think I have time for a quick nap?”

      “Are you alright?” Quickly Katy’s exuberance turned to worry and the eyes she turned to Autumn were filled with genuine concern.

      Autumn felt guilt settle over her like a shroud. She’d allowed jealously to get the better of her. She smiled, letting go of the bitter emotion. There was no room for anything but love in her relationship with Katy. Her friend deserved every bit of good karma that had come her way and more. She had a heart of gold and had never been anything but loving and kind to Autumn.

      “I’m fine. Maybe I’ll just take a quick shower and refresh myself.”

      “If you need to rest…”

      Autumn could actually feel her friend’s disappointment. “No,” she interrupted, holding up a hand to stop Katy, “If I sleep now, I won’t be able to later. Besides,” she grinned brightly, determined to keep her own feelings out of her friend’s big event, “we have a lot to do before we get you two hitched. Just off the top of my head, I think the first thing we need to do is get the wedding cakes ordered or we’ll be having Twinkies at this shindig.”

      “And we have to find a caterer and someone to do the flowers. And a band and…” Katy clutched her fiancé’s arm, throwing Autumn a panicked look. “I don’t know why I thought this was possible. How will we ever pull it all together in just a few days?”

      “Just breathe,” Autumn soothed, squeezing Katy’s hand. “You know there’s nothing the ‘Diabolical Duo’ can’t accomplish if we set our minds to it.”

      Katy laughed, only a shadow of doubt remaining in her eyes. “I can’t believe Hardin used to call us that.”

      It certainly wasn’t the worst thing he’d called her, Autumn thought, as James led Katy from the room.
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      “Look, big brother, I know this isn’t what you signed up for, but I know that you and Autumn can do this.”

      The persuasive tone in Katy’s voice as Autumn walked into the dining room put her immediately on edge, completely abolishing any relief she’d felt after a long soak in the big tub in the adjoining bathroom that was almost as big as her entire apartment.

      “Here she is now.”

      Katy pulled Autumn toward Hardin, and Autumn’s trepidation grew.

      “What’s going on?” Her spine stiffened as she met Hardin’s gaze. If he’d already come up with a reason for her to leave, he was in for a surprise. This time she wasn’t just going to turn tail and run. She’d promised Katy she’d be there for her all the way through the wedding, and she wasn’t about to let her best friend down. She’d been let down enough in life and she wasn’t going to do that to the only real family she had left. Katy had been by her side through everything, and she deserved nothing less than Autumn’s full loyalty.

      “Tell Hardin that you’ll help him plan my…our…wedding, please.”

      She looked from the silent rancher to her friend, her brow creasing perplexedly. “But I’m already helping you plan your wedding.”

      “Well, you were,” Katy looked at James, “but we’ve just gotten a call from the office. It seems an opening has come up in the court’s docket. Our case is going to trial in three weeks.”

      James stepped forward with an apologetic look on his lean face. “I’m sorry, guys, but we’re going to need every minute for preparation. There’s so much to do,” he shrugged, “and we wouldn’t ask if we weren’t in a real bind.”

      Katy nodded. “We both know it’s a lot to ask, but we can’t just stop the wedding. The invitations have already gone out. Besides,” she grabbed James by the hand, “if we don’t do this now, there’s no telling how long we’ll have to wait.”

      Hardin took his sister’s hand. “No one is asking you to change your plans, Katy, but I worry about the extra pressure this is putting on you.”

      Katy grimaced. “I have to admit, I wasn’t ready for this particular curveball but,” she shrugged, “James and I talked, and we’ve agreed that we’ll just have to deal with it the best way we can given the circumstances. Besides,” Katy took Autumn’s hand and placed it in her brother’s, “we know that the two of you will make great choices and give us a wedding exactly like the one we would have chosen for ourselves. We know that because we know you both love us.”

      Immediately, the heat from Hardin’s big hand spread through Autumn’s body. The sensation caught her off guard and she could only stare blankly for a moment as she processed what she was being asked to do—and with whom.

      Her tongue swiped across suddenly dry lips as she looked up to gauge Hardin’s reaction. He didn’t look angry; rather, the gray eyes focused on her were clear but held a pensive look as if he, in turn, was trying to gauge her response.

      “So, will you do it?” Katy asked.

      “I’m game if you are.”

      Autumn’s breath caught at Hardin’s words and the way his hand tightened around hers. It was almost as if he were silently imploring her to say ‘yes’.

      “What about your…won’t you be at the production studio this week?” Autumn had banked on the shooting schedule for Everyday Elegance keeping him out of her path for the next few days while she helped Katy with the wedding plans.

      “Hardin hasn’t done that in over a year,” Katy waved a hand dismissively.

      “What? Why?” Autumn hadn’t kept up with the program simply because it was too hard to see Hardin, but she’d known how much the program meant to him. After all, the highly rated series had been his idea and he’d been the one to make it successful.

      “Because they found a younger, more handsome host,” Hardin said softly, with a tone that made Autumn immediately defensive on his behalf.

      “Maybe younger,” she snorted, then gasped, her eyes flying to his.

      The smile that tugged his hard lips deepened the flush on her cheeks.

      “Yeah, but the ratings are tanking,” Katy said gleefully. “Serves that skinny witch right.”

      “Katy,” Hardin growled, “I’ve asked you not to refer to Trisha in those terms, please.”

      “I don’t know how you can still defend her after…”

      “Katy, enough. Let’s go into dinner before cook throws everything out. Afterwards, we can sit down and make a plan about how we’re going to pull this wedding together without the bride and groom.”

      Autumn trailed behind them as the four of them headed for the dining room. Her thoughts were scattered, as they usually were in Hardin’s commanding presence. For a brief moment, it had seemed as though he was signaling a new attitude towards her in his willingness to work with her on the wedding. Then he’d defended Trisha even though the other woman apparently deserted him when a better prospect for her budding career came along.

      Did Hardin still have feelings for Trisha? Was his own broken heart the reason he’d said yes to working with her to bring his sister’s wedding together? She knew he doted on Katy and his sister’s happiness meant everything to him.

      Whatever the reason, Autumn was glad she wouldn’t have to deal with the old Hardin—the one that despised her very existence. Hopefully, that Hardin wouldn’t reappear until she was back in Canton, where his opinion wouldn’t cut quite so deeply.
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      “Okay, so we know what we have.” Autumn checked the notebook she’d started last night after dinner. Katy and James had left earlier, after a hasty breakfast, amid repeated pleas to make their dream wedding happen.

      “The invitations have gone out. The venue has been picked.” Her pencil scratched through each item. The wedding would be held in the backyard, with the reception to follow. Hardin’s cook would prepare a bar-b-que feast and some of the ranch hands would set up the chairs and string the lights, transforming the beautiful garden into a fairy-tale place.

      “We need to get the flowers and the cake ordered.” She looked up at Hardin, trying to keep her expression neutral. “Which one do you want to do?”

      It hadn’t been as hard as she’d thought, being left alone with him. She wasn’t sure if he’d changed his attitude about her, or if he’d simply resigned himself to her presence for his sister’s sake.  Either way, it lessened her anxiety somewhat. She still found him to be the most attractive man she’d ever met, and her eyes lingered on him way to often. Her heart ached for the dream she’d kept there, knowing that even though he was being nicer to her, his feeling about her hadn’t changed. Her blood wasn’t blue enough. Her friendship with Katy was the only way she’d ever be a part of his life at all.

      “Both.”

      She looked up to meet his look with a questioning one of her own. Maybe she’d been wrong about his acceptance of her help. Her chin rose a notch. “You don’t think I’m capable of picking the right flowers or the right cake for Katy’s wedding?”

      Had he just been waiting for Katy to leave to show his true feelings?

      “I think you are capable of anything you put your mind to, honey.”

      Autumn swallowed against a dry throat. There was that tone in his voice again.

      “But you don’t want me…”

      His sudden bark of laughter stopped her words.

      “You have no idea what I want, honey.”

      The cryptic words kept her silent. She could only stare as he moved his booted feet from the desk to the floor.

      “I need your help, Autumn.” He leaned back in his chair. “My sister is important to both of us. We’re supposed to help each other plan her wedding, so that’s exactly what we’re going to do. You and I will pick the cake and the flowers…and anything else on that list of yours that needs doing, together.”

      She must be losing her mind. Maybe the clean air was playing tricks on her brain. What other explanation was there for thinking he meant something more with the way he said together? Deep inside, past the small part of her brain that was imploring her to be cautious, her body hummed with remembered feeling—the same pull she’d felt when she’d first met him so many years ago, when he’d become the center of her universe.

      But she wasn’t that naïve girl anymore.

      “Fine,” Autumn closed her notebook and clipped the pen onto it, “but let’s be clear from this point forward. I won’t let Katy down. She values my opinions, and she trusts my decisions.” Even if you don’t. “I won’t be bullied into accepting anything I don’t think she’d want.”

      “Fair enough. I get that you know my sister almost as well as I do, which makes my argument that we should do all of this together. No separating the list.”

      “Fine,” Autumn said again, willing her heartbeat to slow down. It was time to get out of this room.

      Hardin stood when she did, trying not to stare. She looked damned good in snug fitting jeans and a deep jade sweater that showed off her abundant curves and brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes. She looked young and fresh, and way too innocent for a man like him.

      The way he’d treated her in the past haunted him. More than once over the last two years, he’d wanted to tell her how sorry he was for being such an asshole. But he couldn’t do that without telling her why and he wasn’t ready to do that. Not just yet, anyway.

      And maybe he never would be. He’d been convinced that the younger Autumn had feelings for him. But he’d told himself that she was too young—and that her life choices made her unsuitable for a man in his position.

      Even now, he cringed at the thought. He’d certainly had a high opinion of himself, buying into the flattery of people he’d thought his friends. The laugh had been on him though. He’d been used to further careers and make money. The network and the people that had worked so hard to make him feel that privilege was his right, had moved onto the next shiny thing without so much as an apology. Even now, he burned with embarrassment at the realization of just how easily he’d been manipulated. How he’d allowed himself to be manipulated.

      All for some illusion of a life he’d thought he should want.

      If what he’d felt had been even a fraction of how he’d made Autumn feel, then he would never be able to gain her forgiveness.

      It didn’t matter now. Not once in the whole time she’d been gone had Autumn even cared enough to ask about him. He knew because after he’d learned of her mother’s death from Katy, he’d offered to make a place for Autumn if she wanted to come back home. At least she’d have her best friend. It was the only way he could assuage the guilt that ate at him. To her credit, Autumn had politely but firmly declined his offer and, heeding the last cruel words he’d said to her, had not returned to the ranch. Katy had traveled often to see her friend and believed Autumn when she’d said she wanted to make a new life away from the sad memories of her mother. It hadn’t surprised Hardin that she never told Katy of his cruelty to her. She wouldn’t do anything to hurt his sister. Only Hardin knew how much he’d contributed to her grief.

      He’d made so many mistakes where she was concerned.

      He walked around the desk, stopping within touching distance of her. He kept from reaching for her—barely—as her eyes lifted to trace his face in helpless fascination and a flush rose to color her pretty cheeks. His body’s response to her innocent reaction told him he was in trouble.

      “I owe you an apology, Autumn.”

      “I can’t imagine why.”

      She was no longer looking at him, her attention riveted to the notebook in her hand.

      “Yes, you can.” Ignoring every impulse, Hardin reached out to her. Placing one long finger beneath her chin, he lifted her face until her gaze met his. What he saw there both humbled and fascinated him. “I was unbearably mean to you.” He shook his head, his mind searching for the words he’d practiced so many times. “You didn’t deserve the way I treated you. I’m sorry. I had no idea what you were going through.”

      She stepped back, removing her face from his light hold. Hardin dropped his hand, staring at her down bent head. Her hair shone in the overhead light and, for a second, it was almost as if a glow settled around her. Why hadn’t he noticed how fragile she was?

      “Can you accept my apology?”

      “I…I honestly don’t know.” She shook her head. “I appreciate your making the effort, Hardin, but…”

      “But the hurt runs deep, even now,” he finished, wishing he could wipe the sadness from her face.

      “I’m not sure of my feelings for…about anything. I’m,” she shrugged, “still trying to figure my life out.”

      Hardin stared at her for a long moment, wondering if there was someone in her life who was helping her try to figure things out. He didn’t like the idea.

      “How about we get started on that list and you promise to at least think about it?”

      She nodded slowly. “That sounds like a plan.” Swinging away from him, she picked up her coat. The simple act put up a wall between them once more. He didn’t like the illusion of distance either.

      “Hardin?”

      He stilled in the act of slipping on his own jacket, his name on her lips creating an illusion of a different kind. “Yes?”

      “I appreciate the apology, and I will definitely think about it.”

      “Good,” Hardin grinned, suddenly feeling lighter than he had in a long while, “that’s all I can ask.” Going around her, he opened the door, ushering her out with a flourish.

      “How can one small town have so many flower shops?” Hardin didn’t try to hide the incredulity in his voice.

      Autumn laughed, feeling completely at ease in his company, a fact that had her feeling pretty incredulous as well. “You’ve lived here your whole life, Hardin. I can’t believe you never noticed how disproportionate the ratio of flower shops and law offices are to the town as a whole.” She stopped on the sidewalk facing him, pointing at the shops lining the Main Street. “There’s four of each inside the city limits and one more of each out near the interstate where the town meets the county line.”

      For a moment, Hardin looked flummoxed. A grin split his handsome face and he laughed out loud. “I can’t believe I never realized that before.”

      “Well, in your defense, you kept all of the flower shops on Main pretty busy at one time.”

      “Yeah, I was pretty full of myself, wasn’t I?”

      “Oh no,” Autumn blushed, “I didn’t mean it like that. You were so busy all the time with the projects you had going and there were so many people…”

      “So many women, you mean.” Hardin shook his head, knowing that he owed Autumn more than an apology. He owed her an explanation. “I was a cocky bastard. I was stupid enough to let myself be led around like a show pony by a bunch of people who fed me every cheesy compliment imaginable in order to keep me doing what they wanted—which made everyone around me very rich.”

      “You…you seemed to like it at the time.”

      “No,” Hardin drew a deep breath, the admission still hard after all the time that had passed, “I liked the adoration. It was new to me. I’d always worked hard to achieve what I believed my parents wanted—what I needed to keep doing to make sure my parents could retire in peace and that Katy could have the life she deserved. I hadn’t overseen the ranch long and then the new business took off…” He shrugged. “It made me feel good to have my efforts recognized and the constant flattery stroked my ego. Then the schedule got so busy that I had no time for the ranch. The network gave me an ultimatum.” He shrugged. “It’s a pretty humbling thing to realize that you’re replaceable.”

      “Surely you realize that you’re irreplaceable to the people who really love you.”

      People. Hardin wondered if she included herself in that description.

      He nodded. “It took a while, but I know that now. I’m just angry with myself for getting caught up in the hype.” He shrugged, a chagrined look on his handsome face. “You’d think an old man like me would be immune to such flattery.”

      Autumn put a hand on his arm and the hard muscles flexed beneath her palm. “Hardin, everyone wants to have their accomplishments acknowledged. I don’t know of anyone who, in the same position, wouldn’t enjoy being showered with compliments.” She gave a small laugh. “It’s human nature to seek acceptance from our peers and to want others to think we’re…special.”

      Hardin slipped his arm from beneath her palm, then flipped his hand over to capture hers. He leaned close when her eyes jumped to his at the intimate contact. “You are an incredible person, Autumn.”

      “No, I’m just ordinary,” she breathed quietly.

      “You are the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever met.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, instinctively noting its silky texture. “I’ve done nothing to earn such staunch support. As a matter of fact, I’ve stepped all over your feelings on numerous occasions. Yet you stand here trying to defend mine.”

      “I just think you’re being too hard on yourself.”

      “Well, there’s no fool like an old fool.”

      “Stop saying that,” Autumn scolded gently. “You’re not old.”

      One black brow rose. “I seem to remember you thought differently once.”

      A blush stole over Autumn’s cheeks and she ducked her head. She remembered exactly what she’d said to him and why she’d said it. “Then it’s my turn to apologize.” She met his gaze, her expression earnest. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was mean. I’m sorry.”

      “We’ve spent a lot of time hurting each other, haven’t we honey?”

      Autumn nodded, once again enthralled by the tone of his voice. It was almost as if he knew a secret…

      “Let’s not do that anymore, okay?”

      “Okay.” Autumn returned his smile with a shy one of her own.

      “So,” he turned, pulling her toward the white Lincoln Navigator he’d driven into town, “I don’t think any of us thought the timing of this through as to how hard it would be to get the flowers done for a wedding so close to Valentine’s Day.” He opened the door, still talking while she got inside. “The fact that it’s a holiday primarily built around sending flowers should have been something that stood out for immediate action so we could get ahead of the game, but,” he shrugged, “it’s another one of those important things that got lost in the bigger picture. So, since we’ve exhausted every flower shop in town, we’ll head out to the interstate and check the last one. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” He shut the door and walked around the vehicle. Slipping into the seat, he flicked the key and motor hummed to life with a soft purr. “At least we managed to find someone to do the cake on short notice.”

      “That’s only because you smiled at Aunt Biddy and turned her head with so many compliments,” Autumn said, referring to the portly gray-haired owner of Sweet Good’s Bakery. “A woman would do anything for you when you turn on that lethal charm of yours”.

      “Well, that’s certainly good know.”

      His phone rang at just that moment and Autumn turned her burning face toward the window. How could she have said such a thing? Her defenses had certainly dropped where he was concerned.

      “Sorry, honey, change of plans. I’m needed back at the ranch. One of the foals is coming early.”

      “I understand,” Autumn nodded, surprised at the relief flooding through her. She needed time away from him before she did something incredibly stupid, like allowing herself to believe the sexy note in his softly drawn words meant that he was actually enjoying being with her.
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      The next morning, they resumed their hunt for flowers. They drove with the windows down and Autumn felt a smile tug at the corners of her mouth as the wind whipped her hair. She should have tied it back, but she’d been too eager to get started. Too eager to spend time with Hardin.

      The stern talking to she’d given herself last night about the folly of letting her feelings overtake her common sense was forgotten in the brightness of the sunny morning and the smile on Hardin’s handsome face as he maneuvered the big vehicle with ease along the long stretch of highway that led out toward the interstate.

      He was in a good mood, more relaxed than Autumn had ever known him to be—at least in her presence. He talked about his new venture aimed at raising and training cutting horses and about how the mare that had cut their trip short yesterday had given birth to a beautiful foal. Both mother and baby were doing well. He’d even offered to take her to see the foal this evening after supper. Autumn wanted to believe that he wasn’t simply being a polite host but was enjoying her company. Maybe not as much as she was enjoying being with him, but still…

      “What are you going to name it?”

      Hardin glanced at Autumn, noting the way she tipped her head back, lifting her face to the sun streaming in through the windows. She looked relaxed, with her legs stretched out in front of her. The way her breasts pressed against the knit fabric of her pullover blouse had him in anything but a relaxed state. He’d been in a constant state of arousal since her arrival, yet he was content to simply be with her.

      For now.

      The feelings she created in him were so varied—contentment, arousal, need. He shifted slightly to ease the pressure behind his zipper.

      Need was his constant, gnawing companion.

      Her giggle as she fought the unwinnable war of trying to keep her hair out of her eyes made him smile. “We can roll up the windows and turn the air on low.” The temperature was slightly warm for February, but not quite warm enough for air conditioning. Still, if it was what she wanted…

      “Don’t you dare,” she laughed, pulling the windblown strands away from her face and holding them with one hand. “This feels wonderful.”

      Deep inside, Hardin felt an adolescent excitement and nervousness that he hadn’t felt since his first crush back in grade school. Damned if he wasn’t more excited at the prospect of picking out flowers with Autumn than he could remember being with anyone else. He’d spent time with a lot of women, doing the things his dates had wanted to do in hope of a reward at the end of the night. Granted, he’d only spent twenty-four short hours with Autumn, but she’d changed his perspective about how a relationship should be. He found that he enjoyed being with her. She knew when to talk, her questions about the ranch were intelligent and reflected genuine interest. She was energetic and focused when it came to giving Katy her dream wedding, in spite of the time crunch. Her sense of humor had been a real surprise. It was amazing that she could still find so much humor in everyday things when life had dealt her such a shitty hand.

      He found her incredible. He’d never met a woman that didn’t like to talk incessantly about herself or her own interests. Autumn put the interest of everyone over her own and rarely mentioned a personal request, even when pressed. She knew when to talk and when to just breathe deeply and allow the silence to settle around them.

      These things he was finding out about her made her even more damn tempting. And that was dangerous.

      “You didn’t answer me.”

      Her statement jarred Hardin back to the present. “About what?”

      “The name.” She sighed at his blank look. “The foal. What are you going to name it?”

      “Well, Miss Tangled Mane, I think I’ll leave that up to you.”

      “What?” Autumn sat up straight in the seat. “I don’t know anything about your horses or what you usually name one.”

      “You’ll know after tonight. I’m sure the right name will come to you.”

      Autumn bit her lip. It was silly to feel like this. Like he was giving her a big responsibility. It wasn’t like the name of one foal was going to have any impact on his ranch or his life. So why did the fact that he wanted her to name the foal seem so…personal?

      “Thank you. I’ll try to find the perfect moniker. But if you don’t like it, you have to let me know.”

      Hardin reached for her hand, entwining their fingers so that their palms touched. “Whatever you pick, I’ll like it, honey.”

      Could someone actually die from happiness? Autumn wondered, as Hardin pulled to a stop in front of the Yellow Daisy.

      She wished the trip had lasted longer.

      She wished so many things…

      Experience had taught her that wishes rarely came true.

      When he came around to open her door, she jumped down, rubbing her suddenly cold hand against her jeans-clad leg.

      “This place doesn’t look like much.”

      “Haven’t you ever heard the expression, ‘don’t judge a book by it’s cover’?” Autumn asked, taking the lead, and heading toward the door of the slightly delipidated building. A neon ‘open’ sign flashed in the window. Only one other car sat in the parking lot.

      “I feel like I’m in some kind of futuristic horror movie,” Hardin mumbled as the bell above the door jingled, announcing their arrival. “You know, the one where only two people are trying to survive some apocalyptic event.”

      “Wow,” Autumn breathed, stopping just a few feet inside the entrance, her smile returning as her eyes adjusted to the dim interior. “This is…”

      “Certainly not what I was expecting,” Hardin chimed in, surprisingly impressed at what he saw.

      “Well, that’s certainly good to hear, I think.”

      “It’s all good, honey.” Hardin turned slowly, attempting to look at everything the shop had to offer. It was no use. There was too much. “There’s plants in here that I’ve never seen before.” He reached out a hand to touch a particularly verdant one in a woven basket, the trumpet-shaped flowers colored with vibrant red and orange-yellow petals. “This one looks like fire.”

      “That’s because it’s a Flame Lily and you should really stop touching it. It can irritate the skin.”

      “I’m glad to see you remember what I taught you.” A jovial voice sounded from behind them.

      “Hello, Mona.” Autumn hugged the smaller woman, reveling in the familiar touch of the only other person besides her mother and Katy that actually gave two shits about her. “It’s so good to see you again.”

      “You two know each other?”

      “Mona Day, meet Hardin Reece.” Autumn met Hardin’s curious gaze. “Mona took pity on me back in the day and made a job for me here.”

      “Never pity, Autumn,” Mona shook her head. “You worked harder than anyone else.” She shook her head. “I still don’t know how you held down two jobs, maintained your grades and took care of your mom. You’re a wonder, kiddo. Always were.”

      Autumn could feel a blush stealing up her cheeks at Hardin’s intense stare. “I…we’re…” she stumbled, then found her equilibrium. “Hardin’s sister is getting married, and we are in charge of getting the flowers.”

      “Oh, congratulations. When’s the big day?”

      “Valentine’s Day,” Hardin replied, swiping his hand along his jean clad hip. The skin was beginning to turn slightly red.

      “You’re not serious.”

      His head whipped up at Mona’s short bark of laughter. Autumn spoke, cutting him off before he could respond.

      “We know it’s a lot to ask, especially since, like every other shop in town, you’re going to need all your inventory to get you through Valentine’s Day but,” Autumn shrugged, “you’re our last hope.”

      “You’re in the wedding, I assume?” Mona asked, eyeing Autumn speculatively.

      “I am,” she nodded, adding, “and the bride is my best friend.”

      “Well, then, let’s see what we’ve got.”
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      “How is this possible?” Autumn shook her head, her smile widening as the little horse galloped around its mother. “He was just born yesterday.” She looked over at Hardin who stood next to her, leaning on the corral post as he, too, watched the little foal frolic.

      “She, honey. It’s a filly,” Hardin grinned.

      Autumn smiled. “Well, no wonder she’s so advanced then.”

      Hardin nodded toward the tiny animal running in the empty paddock, keeping near her mother. “Foals can stand, walk and trot shortly after birth. They can gallop after about twenty-four hours.”

      “Well, I think this one is just smarter than any of the others. And she’s prettier, too.”

      Hardin watched Autumn. She was so absorbed in the little filly’s antics that he could observe her without being noticed. Not that every inch of her incredibly curvy body wasn’t already imprinted on his mind forever.

      In the last two years, she’d changed only slightly. Her sweet curves remained the same; however, there was a subtle difference in the way she carried herself. She no longer vibrated with youthful excitement or spoke with the enthusiasm of the very young. The rash actions of youth had completely disappeared.

      Yes, she’d aged, as had he. But she seemed…older somehow than Katy. As if the last two years had, in some strange way, been even longer for her.

      He assumed they had. She’d certainly been through more than most people his age had endured in their lifetime.

      The fine lines around her eyes crinkled as she continued to watch the exasperated mother nip a warning at the over exuberant foal. His eyes drifted down, taking in the lone dimple carved into her left cheek, down the long line of her throat, to the fullness of her breasts in the simple long-sleeved button-up blouse she wore with her jeans. He almost swallowed his tongue at the sight of her pebbled nipples poking against the thin material.

      Even as he fantasized about tasting her, he forced his eyes away from the tempting sight. For as long as he could remember, he’d been able to keep his distance from her—barley. To shut down his emotions where she was concerned. Now, just being around her created new and exciting emotions in him, emotions his body knew and craved more than ever before. His fingers itched to reach out and touch her. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath.

      Over the last two years, the memory of the way Autumn had looked at him that last day often came unbidden into his mind. She’d assessed him with an intensity unlike any woman he’d ever known.  He could still feel the caress of her eyes, like fingers touching his skin.

      That’s what he wanted now. Autumn in his arms, touching him. The two of them in his bed with nothing but time to explore one another.

      The sun had dipped beneath the mountain top and the cool February day had turned cold. Going inside meant an end to the day and their time together. Once in the house, he was sure Autumn would go to her room.

      But he couldn’t let her stay out any longer. Katy would kill him if he let her best friend and maid of honor get sick before her wedding.

      “It’s getting late, honey. I’d better get you inside before you turn into a popsicle.”

      “I hadn’t realized the temperature had changed so much.” Autumn turned at Hardin’s words, her hands automatically coming up to rub at her chilled arms. “I’d forgotten how quickly the weather can change in the evenings, even after a pretty mild day. I guess we should go in.”

      She sounded almost as reluctant as he was, and Hardin allowed himself to hope that she didn’t want to end their time together either.

      “Maybe we could fix a cup of hot chocolate and go over the wedding list one more time just to be sure we’ve covered everything. Katy and James will be here tomorrow afternoon in time for the rehearsal dinner.”

      “I can’t believe the wedding is day after tomorrow.”

      “My sister has always had a flair for the dramatic,” Hardin smiled. “Only Katy could expect to plan the perfect wedding in a week.”

      Autumn laughed. “And she’ll get it.” She walked ahead of Hardin into the house, the feel of the heat on her cool flesh raising goosebumps on her arms. “You’ve always made sure Katy’s dreams come true. This one’s no different. She’s very lucky to have you for a brother.”

      Hardin heard the wistfulness in Autumn’s voice and felt a now familiar tug in his chest. He’d taken a long, hard look at himself after he’d learned her story from Katy, and he hadn’t liked what he’d seen in himself.

      At first, his sister had adamantly refused to even discuss her friend. Later, after she’d learned that Autumn had left town after her mother’s funeral, she’d come to him, begging him to help her bring Autumn home. She’d told him why Autumn had taken the job at the bar rather than accepting a teaching position. He hadn’t known about her mother; about how sick the older woman was or the circumstances of Autumn’s life that had forced her into the decisions he’d so righteously derided.

      “She’s pretty lucky to have you for a friend.”

      Autumn hid her blush at the unexpected compliment by reaching into the cabinet for two mugs. Hardin poured milk into a pan and set it boil. She returned the milk to the refrigerator and, with nothing else to busy herself, leaned against the counter, watching.

      Even in the kitchen, doing something so ordinary as making hot chocolate, Hardin was more masculine than any man she’d ever met. Dressed in familiar Wrangler’s that hugged his long legs and firm backside, low-heeled boots, and a checked western-cut shirt, he looked every inch the working cowboy he purported to be. Autumn could almost forget about the huge bank account and vast holdings that had been accumulated through much of his own hard work and let herself believe that this moment was simply between a man and a woman of equal footing.

      “Katy has done much more for me than I’ve ever been able to do for her.”

      “Not everything of worth is about money.”

      Autumn watched as Hardin walked toward her, enjoying the way his body moved in perfect synchronicity, all smooth angles and brawny muscle.

      She snorted, taking the cup he offered. “Says the man with more than enough of it.”

      Hardin took a sip of the chocolate, barely tasting the sweet treat. He remained in front of Autumn, close enough to feel the prickly tension vibrating through her. When her tongue flicked out, swiping across her lips in a nervous gesture, he tightened his grip on the mug, concentrating on the heat against his palms.

      What he wanted was her, to feel the heat of her skin as his hands traced her soft curves.

      “Having money hasn’t kept me from having problems, honey.”

      “But it’s certainly padded the misery, hasn’t it? I mean,” Autumn set the cup aside and turned back to face Hardin, her stomach churning from his nearness, “take today for example. It’s almost Valentine’s Day. If I were getting married, there would be no flowers to be had anywhere. But you were able to offer double the normal price and bam, magically you get what you wanted.”

      Hardin leaned in, setting his own cup on the counter behind her. Her quietly indrawn hiss of breath kept him close. When her eyes widened at his nearness, his heartbeat sped up at the tell-tale sign of attraction. She wanted him. He was tired of fighting his own desires.

      “We got those flowers today because of you, honey.” He reached out, taking a strand of her hair between his fingers. A smile curled his lips when her breath stalled. “No amount of money would have gotten them if you hadn’t been there.” He stepped closer, letting his hands move to her shoulders. She trembled beneath his touch. “You seem to bring me luck. Maybe I should keep you around.”

      In spite of the heat rushing through her from Hardin’s touch and his knee-weakening nearness, she shook her head, an automatic denial springing from her lips.

      “You never wanted me around.”

      His hands tightened, drawing her eyes upward to meet his. That’s not true. I wanted you around too much, honey. I still do.”

      Autumn spent the eternity it took for his lips to meet hers looking into Hardin’s eyes. What she saw there was more than a reflection of her own need. For that moment, she felt as if Hardin truly saw her—and only her. The desire was palpable. A living, breathing thing pulsing between them. The force of her feelings left her weak. She surrendered willingly when he stepped closer, plastering his body to hers and pinning her backside against the counter. His arms closed around her and finally, his lips met hers.

      She was thankful for his support when the remaining strength in her legs disappeared. Her knees buckled and she sagged against him. A groan erupted from his throat and Autumn thrilled at his possessive growl. Her arms looped around his neck, her fingers tangling in his hair as she pulled him closer, giving herself to his possession.

      And possess her he did.

      His mouth claimed hers with a fierceness that should have frightened her yet, somehow, in Hardin’s arms, the rawness of his passion delighted her and she matched his fervor, allowing the desire she’d contained for so long to erupt. As his hands sought out her curves, hers learned the contours of his hard frame.

      “Baby, I’m hanging onto sanity by a single frayed thread. Please tell me now if you want me to stop.”

      Autumn shut out all the reasons she should put a stop to this. Instead, she murmured breathlessly, “Sanity is highly overrated.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Hardin groaned before dipping his head to take her mouth in a kiss that threatened to pull the heart from her chest. Autumn clung to him, her hands clutching his denim-clad hips. With one last erotic sweep of his tongue, he ended the breath-stealing kiss and pulled back. “Come upstairs with me, honey.”

      Autumn could only nod as her heart filled her throat. When he reached out his hand, she put hers into it, allowing the doubts that attempted to penetrate the sensual fog to disappear with the warmth of his touch.

      Darkness had fallen and Hardin flicked on the light as they entered his bedroom. The light had a bracing effect on the sensual haze that had shrouded them in the dimly lit kitchen downstairs. Up here, he’d see her curves. Doubts began to crowd in despite of her attempts to keep them at bay.

      She wasn’t his typical type. She was neither skinny nor swanky. She didn’t have protruding bones and a haughty look. But she was the woman who had loved him since she was a girl. She’d long ago come to terms with her curves and had embraced them as a part of her.

      His hand traced her jaw, bringing her eyes up to his. “What’s going through that pretty head of yours? Having second thoughts?”

      He stood close, surrounding her with his maleness. The warmth from his hand spiraled through her, pulling her closer to him like a puppet on a string. No matter what had happened between them in the past, she wanted him tonight. She wanted the memory of him and not just the dreams she’d woven to sustain her when she left this place and Hardin behind for what she’d knew would surely the very last time.

      When morning came—or maybe even after Katy was well on her honeymoon, he would probably regret his actions. Autumn believed he was simply caught up in the sentimental emotions surrounding his sister’s wedding and the fact that Autumn had come back into his life suddenly, almost without warning. And, once she left, she’d to back to living her own life, he would go on with his. This was a temporary thing. Oh, maybe he was trying to erase a regret or two. Maybe he felt a little lost and needed this connection tonight. Whatever it was, whatever had brought about this moment, she was going to take the opportunity to know what loving him—and being loved by him—could be. If only for this one night, she was going to pretend that Hardin loved her as much as she loved him. She was going to take everything he offered and give it back with her whole heart. Because that’s what he held.

      She pushed her doubts aside but answered him honestly.

      “I have more curves than the women you normally…date.” She flushed. “Not that this is a date.” She waved a finger between them. “Or that we’re dating.” His slow grin stopped her babbling. “You make me nervous.”

      Hardin stepped closer until only their respective clothing separated them. “Do you know what you make me?”

      Goosebumps rose on Autumn’s skin at the gravelly note in his voice and the sudden intensity of his gaze on her face. “What?”

      His hands moved to her hips, pulling her tightly against his lower body. Autumn’s eyes widened at the feel of his arousal against her belly. “Oh.”

      “Let me erase your fears, honey. I love your curves. I love looking at them. I love touching them.” His hands moved in caressing motions up and down her back. “I want to map them with my eyes and hands, to learn them so intimately they’re mapped into my brain.” He placed a kiss on her lips. “You once wore a tiny bikini that barely covered those luscious curves. I’ve never forgotten the picture you made, but I’m looking forward to seeing the real thing and not just in memory.”

      Autumn ducked her head, leaning her forehead against his chest. “I felt so exposed that day. I only wore that particular suit because I knew it would get under your skin.”

      “It certainly made an impression.” His hand lifted her chin once more. “But you were already under my skin. You have been for a long time.” His eyes drifted over her face. “I’m still too old for you, but I’ll be damned if I can give you up.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him, so that they touched from chest to thigh, and kissed her again. His tongue teased her, tasted her, savored her. His big, warm hands were infinitely tender, smoothing up and down her arms, then down to cover her breasts as desire deepened into fevered need.

      Autumn slid her arms around his neck, her body instinctively giving in to the urge to move against his in an age-old rhythm. Even though they were plastered together so close that not even light could get between them, she could never be close enough to his big, hard body. When he walked her backward toward the big four-poster bed that dominated the masculine room of tan and green, she clung to him, wanting everything he offered and wanting it right now.

      Hardin had often fantasized that they would be a perfect fit, but his imaginings had never prepared him for the reality of the perfection of the two of them together. The myriad possibilities of the ways in which he wanted to take her had him going out of his mind. He turned them, not letting go of her as he fell onto the bed, taking her with him.

      When he settled against her, he watched her eyes widen at the strength of his arousal. Briefly, he feared she would come to her senses and tell him this was a mistake. His every remaining sense prayed that she didn’t. When she smiled up at him, any doubts he had vanished. His head dipped, taking her mouth once more in a kiss designed to make her forget everything but the pleasure he promised.

      Breaking the kiss, he levered himself up, putting his weight on one elbow as he used his other hand to open her blouse. The buttons gave easily and he parted the fabric, bearing her to his gaze. The simple cotton bra she wore was sexier than the finest silk and lace. Her abundant flesh overflowed the cups, and he kissed the swell of one breast, then the other, ignoring the front clasp that would completely free her to his lips and hands. Through the thin barrier, he found her nipples with his lips, suckling until they peaked diamond hard. He raised his head to look at his work, thrilling at her breathless plea to do it again.

      Autumn’s breath came in short, fast bursts. Soft sounds beyond her physical control came from her as she tangled her hands in his hair, holding him to her. He tasted her again and again, pulling back every few seconds to watch her building pleasure—the same pleasure that coiled in his body like a volcano about to erupt. With lips and tongue, he traced the line of her neck before mapping her collarbone and shoulders. He reveled in her softness, the taste of her like a drug surging through his system until he wanted more and more.

      “You are so beautiful.”

      Autumn looked up at him, her body feeling both extremely weak yet incredibly vitalized at the same time. “You make me feel beautiful.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I like the way you touch me. The way you look at me.”

      Hardin groaned at her words, his lips and hands playing over her upper body, retracing his previous path. Before he could reach up to remove her blouse, she did it for him with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

      The last time Autumn had felt so exposed was the bikini incident he’d referenced earlier. She was vulnerable in a way she’d never experienced under the watch of his heated gaze. The silence was broken only by their ragged gasps for air. Her heart thundered in her chest as she drew her hands up his chest. Her fingers trembled as she began undoing the buttons of his shirt, the need to touch him, to pleasure him as he was doing to her driving her.

      She got his shirt opened at the same time he managed to open the clasp of her bra. The tremble in his own hands produced in her a sense of awe at the vulnerability he was showing with her. She sucked in her breath at the first touch of his mouth on her naked flesh, laving the nipple until the scrape of his tongue across the rigid peaks created a pleasure that bordered on pain.

      All of her life, Autumn had felt her breasts—her curves—too generous, but beneath Hardin’s expert hands and talented mouth, she felt absolutely perfect. When he moved his hips until his arousal nestled more firmly into the V of her thighs, she wondered how a person could stand so much pleasure? Then she wondered how she would continue to live without it.

      “Hardin…please…”

      “My thoughts exactly, honey,” he rasped, rising from the bed to quickly strip himself out of his jean. With equally efficient movements, he divested her of her remaining clothing, then rejoined her on the bed. When his hardness met her warm flesh, he groaned, swept into a storm of desire stronger than anything he’d ever felt.
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      Autumn fussed with the centerpiece on the bride’s table, then stilled her hands. Mona’s creations were perfect and there was nothing she could do to improve them. What she had was a terrible case of nerves, which was ironic considering that should be the bride’s territory.

      Straightening, she took a deep breath, attempting to quell the nerves that had beset her as soon as she’d awoken in Hardin’s bed, alone. The night with him had been beyond her wildest imaginings and he’d woken her in the early hours, making love to her once more then giving her the gentlest of kisses as he left to begin his day. It was almost noon and she had tried to keep herself busy with preparations for the rehearsal dinner. The big barn in which she now stood had been transformed into a magical place with multiple strands of clear lights giving the dim interior a fairy-tale mystic. Long tables covered in white cloths sported beautiful vases filled with deep pink and snow-white carnations surrounded by vibrant leatherleaf ferns and silver candlesticks holding white slender candles.

      Outside, in an area near the barn, several barbeque pits were watched over by cowboys who tended the sides of beef and pork being cooked to perfection under the supervision of the bunkhouse cook. The sides were already prepared and waiting in the huge ranch kitchen.

      The dinner wasn’t only for the wedding party but would also include any of the surrounding families and friends attending the wedding tomorrow. It was more of a celebration than a rehearsal dinner in the traditional sense. The wedding itself would be a simple affair, held outside tomorrow evening under the canopy of trees that lined the huge back yard. There, too, the preparations were made, the chairs set up and the arch through which the bride would pass covered with the same colorful flowers that decked the tables.

      The band would arrive and set up an hour before the vows were to take place and, after Katy and James were married and the cake eaten, dancing would continue as long as the last straggler remained.  Autumn knew the source of her unease. And it would only increase over the next twenty-four hours.

      She’d have to say goodbye…

      Why did it feel as though this time when she left, it would somehow hurt more than the last?

      Because she’d had a taste of what loving Hardin was really like.

      Dammit, she had to get a grip on herself. Her best friend was getting married in less than twenty-four hours and she had a job to do. Her personal worries would have to wait.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      Autumn looked up, started to find Hardin standing in the doorway. Her heart raced at the sight of his tall form. “They’re so chaotic, I think you’d be overpaying.” She frowned as he stepped closer. “You’re all dressed up?”

      “Yeah, I’m headed to the airport to pick up mom and dad.”

      “Oh, I guess I lost track of time.” Was he going to ask her to ride along? She’d been hoping for some time with him after last night. She took a few steps toward him. Maybe he wanted to spend some time with her too.

      “Hardin? Babe, you in here?”

      Autumn froze as the slender woman stepped inside. Time stood still as she walked with deliberate intent to Hardin, sliding her arm through his as she looked up at him with a possessive smile. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Trisha Harwood.

      Autumn’s stomach flipped and she felt suddenly ill. Hauling in a calming breath, she forced her feet to move. “I should get cleaned up myself. I expect Katy and James will be here soon.”

      “Katy is up at the house. She said James is filing some court documents and is coming down later.” Hardin’s hand stopped her as she went to walk past the couple. Trisha gave her a look of pure venom but it was the look in Hardin’s eyes that affected her. He almost looked…guilty. “I’ll be back soon. Then you and I can talk.”

      She moved away and his hand dropped to his side. Without the warmth of his touch, she was suddenly cold all over despite the sunshine outside. “I think we got everything out of our system last night. Besides,” she glanced meaningfully at Trisha who was doing her best to actually glue herself to Hardin, “it looks like you’re occupied.”

      “Autumn, I…”

      “Let’s go, darling. You’re going to be late and I want to see Margaret and David again. I just adore your parents.”

      Autumn told herself it was the bright sunshine that made her eyes water as she walked toward the house. It had nothing to do with the shattering of her dreams. She wiped angrily at the tears on her cheeks. In spite of her resolution not to do so, she’d allowed herself to fantasize about Hardin asking her to stay, even admitting that he had feelings for her.

      She was more than a fool. She’d really thought that last night meant something.

      It had, but only to her.

      “Dammit,” she cursed as she let herself in the kitchen door, “in spite of knowing better, she’d let herself dream. Even after all she’d been through, having learned the hard way that her reality and Hardin’s were not the same. They may exist in the same realm, but they would never inhabit the same space.

      He was high class. She was working class.

      She was a fool.

      The house was quiet, and Autumn wanted nothing more than to close herself in her room and have a good cry. Hardin had said Katy was home so she was probably waiting in her room. She took a moment to compose herself and paste a smile on her face before knocking once and letting herself in.

      “Autumn, I was just about to come looking for you. I’m really starting to freak out.”

      Autumn welcomed her friend’s hug, taking comfort from the small act. Katy had always been there for her. She owed it to her friend to put aside her own feelings and be there for her.

      “What do you mean?” She took Katy’s hands in hers, leading her to the bed to sit beside her. “You’ve got this. You’re about to be married to a fantastic guy who…” she cleared her throat and strengthened her wavering smile, “…loves you more than anything.”

      “I know. I know.” Katy squeezed her friend’s hand, feeling more settled by the minute. “It’s just been a tough week. James and I have been working non-stop on this case but in the back of my mind, I’ve been here, worrying about every detail of my wedding.” She shook her head, stopping Autumn when she would have spoken, “I know you and Hardin have done an excellent job of putting this all together. I’ve already seen how wonderful the back yard looks and I can’t wait for the rehearsal dinner. I’m sure it will be fabulous. But,” she shrugged, “I feel so guilty for leaving you with all of this. With Hardin. I know the two of you were never exactly…friendly.”

      Autumn wondered what her friend would think if she told her just how friendly they’d gotten last night?

      “It worked out fine.”

      “He hasn’t been mean to you, has he? He’s my brother and I love him, but I know he could be a little off-putting. And I know…he wasn’t exactly nice to you in the past, though he did seem regretful after I told him about your mom.”

      “Katy, stop,” Autumn wanted nothing more than to ease her friend’s mind. Well, except to stop talking about Hardin’s treatment of her. She wasn’t ready to share any part of her time with Hardin over the last few days, not even with her best friend. “Everything has been…is fine. Stop worrying about me.” She shrugged, putting on another smile. “I’m fine.”

      “Good.” Katy threw her arms around Autumn, hugging her fiercely before straightening away.  “Now, can I tell you a secret?”

      “Always.” Autumn nodded, feeling better now that she was with Katy and her mind was back on the mission at hand. She’d have enough time once she returned home to take out her pain and work through it. Then, she’d get on with her life. She’d done it once; she could do it again.

      “I’m terrified.”

      This time, Autumn’s brow furrowed and a look of concern clouded her eyes. “About what?”

      Katy’s deliberate shrug belied the expression in her eyes. “About the wedding. About James. About all of it.”

      “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “Oh, God no,” Katy laughed, dispelling Autumn’s fears. “I love James. I’m just worried I’ll do something stupid like fall flat on my face going down the aisle or do a face plant into the cake.”

      “Well,” Autumn leaned forward, “those are things you can stop worrying about. Your dad would never let you fall and James will keep you from diving head first into the cake.” She shook Katy’s shoulders lightly. “You’re letting your nerves get the best of you.”

      Just like she was doing.

      “You’re right.” Katy took a deep breath. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad I’m here, too.” In that moment, she actually meant it. “So, tell me something.”

      “What?” Katy laid back on the bed and patted the space at her side.

      Autumn stretched out next to her, their feet dangling over the side of the bed. How many times they had laid just this way, giggling over secrets and talking about boys.

      “Why the hurry?”

      Katy didn’t pretend she didn’t know what Autumn meant. “Because we knew we wanted to be married. And we knew that waiting would mean putting off being together.” She raised up on her elbow, propping her head on her hand. “Life always has something to throw at us. You know that better than anyone.” She smoothed her hair from her face. “We just weren’t willing to let all those things get in the way of our happiness.”

      Autumn mimicked her friend’s pose, her interest peaked. “But wouldn’t it have been easier for both of you to have waited until this case was finished?”

      “Maybe,” Katy nodded, “but that would be months from now, maybe even next year. And by then there would have been another case or another something needing to be done. It’s always going to be something. Life doesn’t allow you to finish one thing before starting another. So we decided that we could spend the next year or so of our life waiting on the perfect timing or we could reach out and take what we wanted, no matter how much work it would be.” Her face scrunched up as she searched for words to voice her thinking. “The timing may not be perfect and life can get sloppy, but if it’s a choice between living now or waiting to live, I’ll take the sloppy mess of living every time.”
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        * * *

      

      Autumn thought about those words as she watched the car carrying Katy and her new husband away from the ranch. Tin cans clinked on the asphalt drive and the white streamers tied to the fender fluttered as the car picked up speed.

      She cast a furtive glance at Hardin, noting how good he looked in his tux. Her eyes drifted to his parents. The older couple stood together; hands clasped. They’d been together since high school, according to Katy, and it looked as though their feelings for one another had only deepened over time. Her eyes went helplessly back to Hardin.

      She’d had her day in the sun, so-to-speak. Her fantasy night in Neverland. What she’d shared with Hardin had been more than she’d dared hope for. More than she’d even dreamed. She wished she could stay with him, spend her life showing him that she could make him as happy as loving him made her.

      It was just a whimsical dream, of course, and one she was going to have to get over. It wasn’t a dream that was going to come true. She’d told herself it was because of the differences in their social status or their ages—but the real reason was, Hardin simply didn’t love her. What had happened between them had been consensual. It had just meant more to her.

      She’d managed to keep her distance over the last twenty-four hours. It hadn’t been that hard. She’d been busy with her maid of honor duties and Hardin had been busy with his parents and his hosting duties. He’d sought her out once, knocking on her door late last night after everyone had gone to bed. She’d pretended to be asleep.

      She’d realized sometime during the early morning as she laid awake that her only lure for Hardin had been availability and convenience. It was a depressing thought but then, she’d been a very willing participant. He certainly hadn’t taken advantage of her.

      Another glance around revealed that the party was thinning out. Most of the ranchers were heading home. They had lives to get back to. And so did she. Autumn slipped up the steps and back inside the house. It was time to get back to reality.

      She hadn’t seen Trisha since yesterday in the barn, but she was sure the other woman was somewhere close. Like a bloodhound, she kept track of Hardin. Autumn huffed up the stairs to her room. She was probably in the back yard waiting to pounce on him like a dog on a bone.

      Pulling her case from the closet, she made quick work of packing the few things she’d brought, then changed hurriedly into a pair of jeans and a sweater. She told herself that she wasn’t being cowardly, sneaking away as if she’d stolen the family jewels. There were valid reasons for leaving now, like it was still early enough to call a car service and her duties here were done.

      Besides, she’d told Katy that she would be leaving right after she and James did. It was important that she get back home. There was school tomorrow. All she had to do was grab her makeup case from the bathroom and she’d be ready to go.

      “Going somewhere?”

      Autumn gasped, her hand flying to her chest. Hardin stood in her bedroom, arms crossed, a determined look on his handsome face.

      “I…I didn’t hear you knock.”

      “That’s because I didn’t.”

      “Oh,” she swallowed, as he continued to stand there, unmoving. “I was just going to head back.”

      “It’s still early. I thought you might want to dance.”

      Autumn licked dry lips. “I’m really not that good of a dancer.”

      “Little liar.” He moved forward silently, slowly. “I know a lot of cowboys who went into town just to watch you.”

      “Please don’t remind me of that,” she groaned, closing her eyes to cover her embarrassment.

      “Sorry, honey. Thinking about it still makes me damned jealous.”

      Her eyes flew open. “What?”

      “Hardin!” She shrieked as he pulled her into his arms, holding her against his body. She clutched the makeup bag, holding it between them like a shield. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to stop you from leaving me again.”

      Stilling, she looked up at him, stunned by the comment. Her heart stuttered then began a thunderous beat. “You…you asked me to leave last time.”

      “This time, I’m asking you to stay.”

      “Why?” She shook her head, still not willing to hope. “If it’s about the other night, you don’t owe me anything. It was just sex. We let our hormones get the best of us. It’s…”

      “Love.”

      She stared up at him. “What?”

      “It’s love, Autumn. I love you. I’ve been crazy about you for so long that I can’t remember a time when I didn’t love you.” He pulled the makeup case from her unresisting hands and threw it on the dresser, then closed his arms around her. “Why are you afraid to admit how you feel?”

      “Because I didn’t think you felt the same way.”

      “Well, I do. It’s taken me long enough to tell so, but if I have anything to say about it, I’ll keep telling you every day for the rest of our lives.”  He placed a hand under her chin, tilting her face up to his. “Are you going to tell me?”

      “What?” Autumn asked, lost in the look he was giving her.

      “Do you love me, honey?”  He looked positively tortured as he waited for her answer.

      “More than my life,” she whispered, wanting to take away his suffering.

      “Then don’t walk away from me, honey.” His eyes beseeched her. His arms held her tightly.

      Autumn looked at him and in his eyes she saw the offer of his love, his heart, his soul. It was the most tremendous gift she’d ever been offered. It was the perfect ending to every dream she’d ever had and the answer to all of her whispered prayers.

      Standing on tiptoes, she kissed him then, with all the hope she’d ever harbored in her heart and all the fears she’d felt there. And somewhere in that kiss, she felt her fears fade and her hopes grow.

      “Come across the hall, I’ve got something to show you.”  Grinning like a fool, Hardin took her hand.

      “Hardin,” Autumn protested with a soft giggle as she followed, “your parents and several of your neighbors are downstairs. What if...”

      “Get your mind out of the gutter, woman,” he grinned, throwing open his bedroom door. Autumn’s mouth opened in stunned amazement. The room was filled yellow daffodils.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day, honey.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes as Hardin closed his arms around her, pulling her back into his strong body so that her back rested against his chest. She could feel the steady thud of his heart and, when he rested his chin on top of her head, she sighed, knowing she could stay in that position forever.

      “I know you’re wondering why I didn’t get you roses, but Mona said the daffodils…”

      “Represent a new beginning,” she whispered, turning in his arms to look up at him.

      “That’s what I want for us, honey. I don’t want to forget the past, but I want to build a new future, with you.”

      “Oh, Hardin, I want that too.” She shook her head. “Did you…? No, you couldn’t have known.”

      “Known what?” Hardin questioned, dipping his head to take a quick nibble at her lips.

      “That’s the name I picked.”

      He drew back. “What name?”

      “For the foal.” She grinned. “I named her Daffodil.”

      “It’s perfect,” he grinned. “Now, come back downstairs and dance with me before I forget my good intentions and take you back to bed.”

      “Hardin!” Autumn buried her face in his broad chest, fighting the urge to tell him to do just that.

      She allowed him to lead her down the hall, then pulled back as an unhappy thought interrupted her euphoria. “What about Trisha?”

      Hardin stopped, keeping her hand tightly in his when she would have pulled away. “She’s gone and she won’t be coming back. I made that very plain on the trip to the airport.”

      So, that’s why he’d taken her along.

      Good.

      “I thought you and she…”

      “Never.” He heaved a sigh. “I know how I made it look back then, honey. I had to let you believe it. You kept throwing up my age and I wanted you so badly. I thought if you knew that, you’d laugh, so I used Trisha as a way to save my pride.” He shook his head. “There was never anything between us except business. I may have been blind where you were concerned, but I had her number from the beginning. She’s like those plants, the fire lily we saw at Mona’s shop, beautiful on the outside but toxic to the touch. She only wanted my money and my name to help make her famous.”

      Autumn touched his cheek, then lightly ran a finger across his lips, smiling at his low growl. “Well, I want your heart, your love and your children.”

      “Damn it, woman, the party will have to go on without us.” Hauling her over his shoulder, he strode back to his bedroom, closing the door with a booted heel.
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      They were married at the end of May, after school was finished. Autumn had wanted to move back to her apartment for the rest of the school year but Hardin had insisted on driving her every morning. He was waiting for her each day after class. She’d spent every night in his arms.

      The wedding was a simple affair, held in the same church where Katy and James had been married.

      Mona had provided the flowers, of course. Katy was her matron of honor. Hardin and Katy’s dad had insisted on walking his new daughter down the aisle. Hardin’s mother had cried as she embraced Autumn. She’d been welcomed with love by all and was no longer alone. She was part of a family again.

      “What are you thinking?”

      Autumn snuggled closer to her husband, still filled with the wonder of loving and being loved by him. All the years of wanting, of hurting, of loneliness had been erased. “That I’ve never been so happy.” She kissed his shoulder. “And that I’d like to make love with my husband again.”

      “Insatiable.” Hardin bent to kiss his wife, still awed that he could touch her, hold her, kiss her. It was a dream he’d kept to himself for so long.

      Music drifted up from the yard, where the remaining wedding guests still celebrated. Autumn sighed against her husband’s lips. “Are you complaining, Mister?”

      Hardin pulled the cover away, his eyes lingering on her abundant curves. “No ma’am. I’m more than happy to oblige.”
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      “Put that down, Callista,” my mother whispered. “You might break it.”

      I huffed, carefully setting the teacup back on the table. Scanning the yard sale, I wandered off while my mother and aunt spoke to the owner. I strolled around the tables, running my hand along some of the items. The sun glinted off something shiny about a foot away, drawing my attention. It was a large, antique jewelry box made of cherry wood with brass hinges and knobs. There was a floral design carved on the sides with onyx and mother of pearl inlaid for the petals.

      Shuffling to it, my pulse quickened. My breaths laboring, I inched the lid up, excitement surging through my veins. As if I knew exactly where to look, I pulled the bottom drawer out, setting it aside, and slipped my fingers behind. My nail caught a tiny dent in the wood, and my lungs shallowed, my eyelids rounding. Swallowing a knot in my throat, I bent over and squinted, trying to see what I was touching. This close, my nostrils filled with the musty dust, making me wince. Tipping my head, I scratched at the groove. The panel moved, and my heart skipped a beat.

      A second time, I checked both shoulders, assuring I was being ignored. I held the side of the large box with my free hand, trying to maneuver the piece of wood in the narrow gap. After a few attempts, it made a popping noise and slid away, allowing a gold bracelet to spill out.

      I froze, my insides stilling, anticipation trembling my muscles. Inhaling a jagged breath, I tucked my finger around it and pulled it forward. The sun caught the large ruby in the center of the brass cuff, momentarily blinding me. Blinking, I gawked at the jewelry, turning it every which way in my palm. Without even looking, I knew there would be a scuff on the inside near the edge. Filling my lungs with air, I slowly turned it over.

      My stomach plummeted, fear trickling into my core when I saw the mar. How did I know that?

      Rubbing my thumb on the blemish, dark pictures flickered in my brain, but wouldn’t form long enough for me to see or understand. I smelled candles burning, rain mixing with earth. Despite it being the middle of July in the suburbs of Gettysburg, a chill encircled me, making my breaths form clouds.

      My palm warmed with the weight of the bangle. Still shaking, I slid it onto my wrist, eyeing it. A giggle rumbled through my chest, tears welling. Emotions I’d never felt before consumed me with the highest of joys.

      I went over to a freestanding mirror and gazed at myself, holding my arm out to show off the cuff. Tilting my head, I tucked my long, black hair behind my ear, smoothing the curls. My turquoise eyes sparkled, my full lips spread wide in a grin. Though it was a little big, the antiqued gold complemented my dark skin. It felt good on my arm, as if it had been made just for me, and it belonged there.

      “Callista…”

      My mother’s trembling, soft voice broke through my thoughts. Lifting my gaze, I peered at her reflection in the mirror. She was standing behind me, her face gray, her eyes bulging.

      Furrowing my brows, I turned to face her. “What’s wrong?”

      She licked her lips, her whole body shaking as she pointed. “W-Where…d-did you find…that?”

      Glimpsing at the bracelet, I held it up, touching my other hand to it. Rolling a shoulder, I motioned to the jewelry box on the table. “I found it. Can I buy it?”

      Aunt Bennu strolled over, her expression one of bored annoyance. Opening her mouth to protest, she stumbled over her feet, matching my mother’s reaction. They both stood before me, faces masked with fear, gawking with opened mouths.

      “Oh, shit, Oni. Not again.”

      Narrowing my eyelids, I pulled the arm with the bracelet to my chest, hugging it. “What?” If they thought they were taking this from me, they were wrong. I didn’t throw tantrums often, but this is one instance I wasn’t taking no for an answer. This was my bracelet, and that was that!

      Tears streaked down Bennu’s face, making me realize this wasn’t about them telling me I couldn’t buy this.

      My mom held her palm out, wiggling her fingers. “Callista, let me hold it.”

      “Mom—”

      “Callista Kherrazi, now!”

      I reluctantly tugged it off and gave it to her. She closed her eyelids, her chest puffing out with a deep inhale. Swallowing, she turned it over and peeked through her lashes.

      “Oh, shit,” Bennu muttered again.

      My mom brushed her fingertips over the scratch, a whimper escaping her throat. Taking a broken breath, she handed it back with a forced smile. “It found you again.”

      “What?”

      Both hands covered her mouth and nose as she took deep breaths. Anxiously fidgeting with her hijab, she lifted her focus to the sky, squinting against the sun. Clearing her throat, she gently stroked the back of her knuckles along the side of my face, shaking her head.

      “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

      Dread eased into my blood, my eyelids thin slits of suspicion.

      “No matter what, you will always be beautiful, Callista.”

      “Mom—”

      She straightened her spine, letting a quick sob fall from her lips. Shaking her hands at her sides, her chin quivered as she closed her eyelids yet again. “Okay, my dear. Let’s get to the car and go home. We need to talk.”
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      My father stood in the window, his legs wide, his arms crossed, staring into the front yard. His expression was stoic since he calmed down from his violent outburst when he saw the bracelet.

      No! he’d screamed in a tone I’d never heard before. His dark skin turned purple, his nostrils flaring as foam flew from his mouth. He’d swiped his arms through the air, shaking his head adamantly, spouting off in Arabic. No, not again. Not this time. I won’t have it. Take the goddamn bracelet back where you found it.

      We can’t do that, Issam! my mother had argued.

      I mean it. I will not allow it this time.

      She’d grabbed him by the shoulders, tipping her head to gaze up at him. Crying, she’d whimpered, There’s no stopping it now.

      He’d looked over at me sitting on the couch, dumbfounded, and broke down, embracing my mother, sniveling. It had sent chills to my core, for I’d never seen my father as anything other than formidable. I had in an instant, slipped into chaotic panic.

      Two hours later, I was still frozen in the same position; cross legged in the center cushion, while Bennu sat on the floor by the fireplace, curled into a ball, chewing her nails, her unblinking eyes staring at me.

      I was numb, my fingers aching from gripping the bracelet so long. I didn’t know what to think, what to feel. At first, I laughed, thinking my entire family had lost their minds. Then I assumed I was in some kind of dream state that I couldn’t wake from.

      Lifting my lashes, Bennu was still ogling me, all her long, beautiful nails chewed to stumps. My father still hadn’t moved, appearing more like a statue every second that ticked away. Dragging my attention to the other side of the room, my mother jumped to her feet to race for the front door. Where was she going?

      Opening it, I know I should have been at least a little surprise to see someone there, but after everything they’d told me the last couple hours, it somehow seemed normal that she would know we had a visitor without them even knocking.

      A white woman, in her late twenties, stood on the stoop. Her light brown eyes instantly landed on mine, a soft smile spreading across her long, oval face. Her thick, light brown hair was braided down her back to her waist, a few stray strands frizzed around her temples.

      She was wearing a white, linen shirt that draped over a shoulder and a bohemian styled skirt that was made of patches of different cloths. Bangles of various sizes wrapped around one of the arms clutching a huge, leather book to her chest.

      “Callista,” she whispered, stepping inside without so much as a look of acknowledgement to my mother.

      I bounced back and forth between her approaching me and my mother shutting the door, wiping at her sniffling nose with a tissue. She had barely made eye contact with me all afternoon.

      The closer the woman got, the more I leaned into the cushions, pulling my chin to my chest to peer at her sideways. She was beaming and gazing at me as if she knew me.

      “Callista, my dear.” My mother’s voice quivered, her fingers wringing the tissue in front of her. Coughing, she motioned, her sight transfixed on the floor. “This is Rita Clarke.”

      “Oh, she knows who I am,” she gushed, dropping to her knees on the other side of the coffee table that separated us.

      “No, I don’t.”

      She winked and set the book down, pushing the magazines to the floor. “Yes, you do, you just don’t remember yet.” Setting an elbow on top of it, she wiggled her fingers. “Gimme your hand.”

      I glimpsed first at my mother, then Bennu who had ducked behind her knees, no longer looking at me. My father’s head was also bowed, but the rest of his stance had not moved. Returning to my mother, she was nodding, her eyes glistening with fresh tears.

      “Go on, dear.”

      I was filled with unease. Making the tiniest of moves to do so, I stopped, retreated, and gazed at the fair skinned woman. Her smile broadening, she was shaking with energy. Taking a sharp inhale, I slid my fingers across her palm.

      A loud click rang in my ears as pictures flashed before my eyes, and I gasped. Sadness, love, peace, and comfort attacked from different angles, creating a whirlwind of confusion in my soul. A sensation of being shocked by one of those hand buzzers shot through me and I snatched away, shaking my wrist.

      Rita’s eyes twinkled as she settled on the floor. “She knows me. She’s already starting to wake up.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your abilities, of course. The veil is thinning, and your spirit is waking. You’ve been reading people for a couple months now, haven’t you?”

      I scoffed, fanning my hands to my side. “Reading people? What are you talking about?”

      Wriggling her fingers by her temple, she squinted. “You know, hearing thoughts or seeing other people’s memories.”

      Growing irritated with everyone’s absurdities, I sneered. “So, you’re saying I’m psychic?”

      Snickering, she rubbed her palm over the leather book. “You are many things, Callista. Your abilities range from clairvoyance to clairempathy, telepathy to telekinesis…” She sighed, shaking her head. “There is no limit to you, darling. You are everything.”

      I scoffed, crossing my arms. Was this some kind of joke they were all in on? Who was this lady? And what was the point of this mockery?

      “So, I can read minds, now, too? Can I fly, as well?”

      Her humor faltered. Rising to her knees, she stretched across the table, touching my cheek, but I snatched my head away. Why did everyone keep doing that?

      Huffing, she sat back down, slapping her palms on the table. “Right. Let’s get started.”

      Opening the book, she turned to the first page. It was a photo album, filled with pictures, drawings, and documents. Craning my neck, I peered at what she was examining. It was a line drawing of a man, kind of like the ones in my history book.

      She dragged the tip of a finger over it, grinning. Running her palm along the page, she revealed another image at the bottom and my heart turned to stone.

      My legs unfolded, my feet thudding to the floor. A breath caught in my throat, I bent forward to get a better view, turning the book so I wasn’t seeing it upside down. My sight traced over each line and curve, adrenaline pumping through my veins.

      “I know her,” I whispered. I’d dreamed about her many times throughout my entire life.

      “Of course, you do, my dear,” my mother whispered, sitting next to me. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and gave a squeeze. “That’s you.”

      I bristled, blinking and gawking. “What?”

      Rita heaved a sigh, turning the book back to her. “This is you, Callista, in 1432.”

      “This isn’t funny!” I shrieked, tears threatening my eyes. I shrugged my mother away and bolted to my feet. All afternoon, I’d listened to her, my father, and my aunt go on and on about destiny and transcending time, not fully understanding what they were building up to.

      This? This is what they were hinting at? Reincarnation? They were crazy. Every last one of them. They’d lost their minds.

      “Your name was Isabelle Beauchamp. You were the beloved niece to Richard Beauchamp, the 13th Earl of Warwick.”

      “No,” I wheezed, shaking my head, my locks flailing around my shoulders.

      “And this was the love of your life,” she added, as if I hadn’t spoken, pointing to the picture at the top.

      “I refuse to let this happen again,” my father boomed out of nowhere, his voice resonating off the walls. He stomped toward us, fury twisting his face. “You stop this now, Rita. Make it stop now.”

      She threw her head back to stare up at him. “There’s nothing I can do, Issam. This is her contract, she signed it at the beginning of time, she has to follow through.”

      “It’s bullshit,” he screamed, pacing like an enraged bull, his hands fisted at his sides. “He’s going to break her heart. He’s going to scar her. He will destroy her like he always does. I won’t let him hurt my little girl. Not this time. No!”

      Tuning them out while they argued, I sank to my knees, sliding the album toward me. My fear and astonishment were waning to something else, something deeper I’d never felt. I flipped through the pages, seeing faces I recognized, but didn’t know from where.

      I hesitated on a picture that looked as if it was taken in the 1960’s. It was a group photo, with around twenty people. My sight landed on a chubby woman with short, black hair, the side of her face mangled and scarred. My hand trembling, I touched my cheek.

      “This is me,” I breathed, my insides cold and hollow.

      The arguing ceased, all eyes on me. Rita leaned forward, tucking my hair behind my ear.

      “Yes, it is.”

      My chin quivered, heartache consuming me. Clenching my eyelids, my brain was assaulted with visions of terror, agony, screams, wails. I covered my face, choking on a sob.

      “What happened to me?” I shrieked, the flesh of my cheek feeling as if it were on fire. I kept dabbing at it, expecting to find it shredded, but it was smooth, soft, healthy skin.

      Cupping my chin, Rita forced me to look at her. Gazing sympathetically, her brows arched. “I’m sorry, darling. There’s nothing we can do to stop it. It is your path, your burden to bear for the man you love.”

      “I’m only twelve!” I screamed, slapping her away.

      “It’s been set in motion since time began. You will meet him, you will love him, and…” She gulped, bowing her chin.

      “What?” I was panting, sweat sheening my face. “And what?”

      “He will only love you for a little while. Then he will leave you brokenhearted and scarred. You will watch him love another, never more than someone to fall back on when he needs you.”

      Shaking my head, I pushed her away and scrambled to my feet. Weeping, I waved my hands in the air. So infuriated with their stupid game, I didn’t even care that I was raising my voice to adults and disrespecting them.

      “This is bullshit,” I cried, hot tears spilling down my face. “You’re all crazy and you’re being mean, telling me all these lies. This stuff isn’t real, this isn’t real life. This is all a joke, and I want it to stop now!”

      My mother covered her face and quietly sobbed. Rita rose from the floor, trying to comfort me, but I shoved her away.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “Darling, I know this sounds crazy, but it’s true. Deep down inside, you know it is. You feel it, you remember. If you would just calm down—”

      “Calm down?” I shrieked at the top of my lungs. “You want me to calm down when everyone is telling me I am some reincarnated lady from the fourteen hundreds who gets sliced up by the man she loves, and he’s coming for me again? Are you nuts?”

      “It’s not like that, Callista. There’s more to the story. He isn’t the one who causes the scars. He—”

      I squeezed my eyelids, my fists pressing into my temples. “Shut up!” My voice scratched my throat, I yelled so loud. I ripped the bracelet from my wrist and threw it at the floor near Rita. “Take the stupid thing, I don’t want it anymore. Ever since I found it, everyone’s lost their damn mind. Just take it, your stupid book,” I hissed, slamming it closed, picking it up, and throwing it at her. “Get out,” I grumbled, my tone hoarse. “Leave me alone.”

      I ran down the hallway to my room. Slamming the door, I locked it and threw myself to my bed, burying my face in the pillow and wailing. Laying on my stomach, I flipped the pillow over my head, pressed my mouth into the mattress, and screamed at the top of my lungs.
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      Sitting at the table in the center of the room, an altar in the corner covered in flickering candles, my heart was thudding rapidly. My sight roamed over the voluptuous fortune teller, adding adrenaline to my anxiety. She looked to be about five foot seven with dark, toffee skin. Thick curves were flaunted with her outfit that consisted of a black, crocheted halter top, and burgundy linen skirts low on her hips to expose a deep navel on a chubby belly.

      Turquoise eyes surrounded by thick lashes and eyeliner that pointed up to the outside of dark, perfectly manicured eyebrows gazed at me intently. A scarf the same color as her skirt trimmed in gold tassels wrapped around her head, across her face, and over her shoulders, concealing her features from the bridge of her nose down. Other than her amazing eyes and a single, dark brown lock of curly hair that peeked out behind the tassels, I had no idea what she looked like, yet I was immediately drawn to her, my breath caught in my chest. Her ample breasts rose with a deep inhale, her long, slender fingers splaying over the table.

      “Mr. Niemann,” she purred, sending prickles down my spine.

      I shook my head, trying to knock thoughts back into my brain. Though the only light came from the flames, the room was illuminated well from the mirrors and the white background. Their heat seemed to absorb me while I was transfixed on this woman’s secret face.

      “Your hand, Mr. Niemann.”

      I blinked, yanking my attention back to hers. Swallowing the knot in my throat, I hesitantly laid it next to the crystal ball, the palm up.

      “Please, concentrate on your wants and desires and why you have come to see me tonight.”

      Nope. Wasn’t happening. My head was completely blank. All I was envisioning were nipples, tits, dark, shiny flesh, and thick, luscious curves.

      “Focus,” she snapped.

      I huffed with an exasperated groan. I hadn’t wanted to come here at all, but my friend’s girlfriend had insisted. She believed in all this shit, I didn’t. Now that I was here, the only thing my brain was acknowledging was Madam Razi, her supple body, and what that veil hid.

      She carefully picked up my hand to set it in her palm. Electricity shot through me, lurching my heart painfully. My mouth ran dry, my muscles tightening. The air thickened, making it difficult to breathe. Rushing wind filled my ears, every nerve in my body tingling with fire.

      With her other hand, she delicately traced the tip of a nail across the lines in my palm. I choked on an inhale, my cock stirring and my fingers twitching.

      “You’re a fighter,” she whispered.

      “Boxer—”

      She held a palm up and closed her eyes. “No answers, please. I don’t want you interfering with what Spirit tells me.”

      My jaw clamping, my flesh tingled when she brought that long fingernail back to me.

      “You’ve always fought, Mr. Niemann. Every life cycle, you come in with trials to conquer. Your spirit is constantly battling.”

      Now she was suggesting past lives? Really? Was this something she actually thought I would believe?

      A hardness darkened her pools. “You dream often of another place, no?”

      She was reaching now. Who didn’t? I had yet to meet a person who didn’t fantasize about being somewhere else in this world.

      She huffed, tipping her head. “Of a village in medieval times.”

      My eyelids rounded, my blood flow slowing. Okay, interest piqued.

      “Of knights and tragic endings with jousting.” She shook her head, clucking her teeth. “Valiant attempt, sir. Sadly, you lost the girl and paid for it with your life.”

      Beads of sweat popped up on my skin, making me cold and clammy. How did she know this? How could she possibly know about my recurring dream since I was a child? I never told anyone.

      Her nail made a circular motion and then dragged across the heel of my palm, sending a shudder of delight down my spine. My emotions were being toyed with; drawing me in with her obscurity, intriguing me, turning me on, sending fear to my core, and then pulling my arousal back to the surface. I was getting overwhelmed very quickly.

      Her eyelids low, her lashes seemed to curl at the edges. “You needn’t worry about your fatal conquest, Mr. Niemann. You didn’t fail that day, you were cheated.”

      I swallowed against the knot that was forming again. I wanted her to shut up, but the sound of her voice was far too stimulating. It was tantalizing, yet strong, not too high pitched but pleasantly lower than most women. Still, she oozed femininity and sex appeal.

      Her nail continued to draw faint lines, breaking me out in goosebumps. I may not have ever been to a psychic before, but I could tell she was no longer reading my palm with her gentle touch. She was touching me because she wanted to.

      She raked down the center of my palm to the tip of my middle finger. The tingling sensation was powerful, feeling as if my soul pulled out with that swipe of her nail. I gulped, staring at her without blinking.

      “The woman you died for helped him defeat you. She betrayed you, I’m afraid to say.”

      I choked on a gasp, snatching my hand from her. How the fuck did she know my dream? I stumbled to my feet, nearly knocking the chair over, my insides quaking. I was breathing heavily, my body now covered in sweat.

      Madam Razi leisurely rose to her feet and went to the altar. “Mr. Niemann.”

      A hand on the knob to leave, my brain told me to ignore her and run, yet my feet halted. Licking my lips, I dared to peer over my shoulder.

      “About a shade darker than my skin.”

      I glowered with confusion. “What?”

      Her irises glowed in the dim light, mesmerizing me once more. I stopped breathing to watch her float toward me, wide hips jutting side to side in the most provocative manner. Every time I blinked, she seemed to simply manifest closer until suddenly, she was inches from me, her head tilted back to gaze up at me.

      My lungs ached, needing air, but I couldn’t, for the breath I needed was in those lips obscured beneath that veil. I was frozen between wanting to stare at her forever and resisting the urge to reach out and touch her, just to make sure she was real.

      In a low, sultry tone, she whispered, “My nipples. They are a shade darker than the skin on my belly you can’t stop looking at.”

      My insides fell to the floor, along with my jaw. My eyelids wide with shock, all I could do was blink with horror.

      Her hand came toward me as if in slow motion. I tried to lean away but slammed into the door with a thud. She placed her palm on my chest, over my heart, and closed her eyes.

      My pulse was wildly frantic with fear and excitement. It was pulsating in my now dried up veins, pounding in my ears. Did I want her to back the fuck up and get her spooky hand off me, or did I want her to touch the rest of me? My brain was so jumbled!

      “You seek beauty of flesh rather than beauty of heart. Your beloved betrayed you because she had no soul. You loved her body and her wealth.” Both brows rose, and she lifted her chin to the side slightly, her eyelids still closed. “You are a hasty lover, Mr. Niemann. You fall in love too easily, before you know her heart.”

      Her lashes fluttered to reveal smoldering eyes. I had never seen someone with irises the same turquoise as the ocean, with skin the color of toffee. My gut clenched, desire tickling my nerves.

      “But you are also a very thorough lover, very powerful and aggressive.”

      Shit, if she kept looking at me like that, she’d find out firsthand. I was seconds from hiking those skirts, bending her over that table, and proving how powerful a lover I could be.

      “But you do not connect with the energy.”

      Energy? She wanted energy? When my hips slammed into that rounded ass, she would feel some goddamn energy.

      “Every life cycle, you meet your soulmate,” she continued, her tone turning dismal. “And you break her heart.”

      Another tremble rumble through my body, this one full of remorse and shame.

      She closed her eyelids yet again to concentrate. “You use her energy to better yourself but never choose her.”

      Abruptly, she choked on a yelp, snatching her hand away. Clutched to her chest, she was panting heavily with wide eyes. Shaking her head, she quickly stumbled backward. Her voice quivering, she hissed, “Get out.”

      A cold wave crashed over me, my muscles so tight with apprehension, I couldn’t move for fear of shattering my bones. What the hell happened? What did she see?

      She charged toward me, shoving me aside and swinging the door open. She grabbed my shoulder and bicep and shoved me through it, startling me with her strength. “Get the fuck out of my goddamn house and don’t you ever come back!” The heels of both palms smacked on my pecs, and she grunted, using all her weight to shove me away. “Out!”

      I fell into the wall the same time she slammed the door in my face, locking it. My mouth agape with shock, I was frozen. What the hell was going on? Anger engulfing me, my teeth gritted as I stormed out of the house. I needed to get drunk.
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      I was sitting cross legged on the floor in the corner of my altar room. The back of my wrists on my knees, my spine straight, my breathing slow and regulated, I listened to the Tibetan bowls playing from my cellphone while I meditated.

      Feeling the tickle in my muladhara, the corner of my mouth twitched with relief. For weeks, my balance had been off. Ever since Quinn Niemann popped up out of nowhere, I’d been off kilter. The root chakra being the foundation of security and stability, it was no wonder I was plagued with anxiety lately. It felt good that I was finally bringing it back inline.

      Without warning, my anahata began spinning out of control. I coughed, choking on the inhale that broke me out of my meditation. The energy emitting from my heart chakra stole my breath. I pressed a palm to my chest, unfolding my legs. Another jagged inhale had me leaning into the wall, clenching my eyelids. It almost felt like an instant panic attack, but it wasn’t scary…it was exhilarating.

      My belly fluttered, a wave of heat rolling over me, covering me in a sheen of perspiration. Scrambling to my feet, I hurried to the table and stabbed the button on the screen of the phone to silence. A knot forming in my throat, my hand trembled as it hovered, waiting with bated breath for it to ring.

      The screen lit up with Quinn Niemann flashing. Though I didn’t know his number and had never created a contact for him, I wasn’t surprised to see the identification. It had been a different lifetime when the paranormal got under my skin.

      Glimpsing at Goddess’s altar, I swallowed against the constriction. Licking my lips, I picked up the phone, went to the sofa, and slowly sank to the cushion, answering the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Uh, y-yeah. Uh, M-Madam…Razi?”

      “Yes.”

      A moment of silence. “He-Hey. This is…my name is Quinn. Niemann. I had a reading with you a few weeks ago? I don’t know if you remember.”

      “I do.”

      My heart was thudding into my ribs, my mind racing a mile a minute. What the hell did he want?

      He cleared his throat and coughed. “Oh, okay.”

      More silence.

      “Is there something I can do for you?”

      He snickered and then coughed, covering it up. Despite myself, I grinned, recognizing that mischief chuckle. It tugged at my heartstrings, filling me with excitement and sadness. My soul missed his. Our reunion this cycle had been delayed, so we were years behind schedule. I had successfully avoided him thus far, praying I had managed to dodge the bullet for once.

      Did I love him? So damn much. There were times my body ached physically without his connection. It was sometimes debilitating living with his absence.

      Was I ready to start our patterns over so my heart could be shredded apart by him, yet again? Not a chance.

      When I first saw him a few weeks ago, I was immediately drawn to him, but because he was gorgeous. Dirty blond hair that fell around a thick neck, just barely brushing the tops of wide shoulders, bulging biceps and thick forearms, hard body that didn’t narrow at the waist. His light brown eyes shining with determination, a long, thin nose that had a slight bump from being broken, squared jaw with a tiny cleft, and thin, wide lips that seemed permanently set in a scowl.

      Out of all his cycles, this had to be the most attractive. My twin flame looked damn good as a blond.

      I had been so goddamn sure that I broke the cycle this lifetime, I never picked up his energy. Even when I was reading him, seeing the jousting and the betrayal of his lover, I didn’t put the puzzle pieces together. He wasn’t the first person I’d tuned into over the years from the medieval era, I merely assumed he was another random stranger.

      It wasn’t until I tapped into his anahata, I realized who he was. When I felt his heart chakra, I knew. It filled me with horror, anger, love, hope, and disappointment. My soul wanted and needed this man. My body and ego wanted him to go away and leave me the hell alone.

      “So, I’ve been thinking about that night, and I have a question.”

      I pressed myself into the corner of the sofa, pulling a pillow to my chest. Tipping my head, I zoned my sight on the flickering candles at the altar until everything blurred together. “What’s that?”

      “Uh, ahem. Why did you kick me out?”

      My eyelids closed, my brain making up curse words that didn’t exist. “I overreacted. I apologize.”

      “But.” He sighed and I could hear him moving around. “You saw something when you…when you touched me.” His tone dropped significantly, going from casual to husky.

      I tingled, feeling his emotions. He was aroused. My body reacted accordingly, revealing that it needed him, too. My ego was all alone on that perch now, wanting to send him away.

      “I was seeing the jousting match,” I lied. “It startled me.”

      “So, because of a jousting match, you physically threw me out of your house. You’re awfully strong, you know that?”

      I chuckled and smirked. “I do know that. From what I felt, you’re pretty strong, yourself.”

      He paused. “Felt?”

      My belly twirled, my pulse quickening. “When…my hand was on your chest.”

      “Oh,” he sighed. “You mean, when you actually touched me.”

      “Yes,” I whispered, staring at the palm. If I concentrated, I could almost feel his hard muscles. Out of all his physical forms, this was his most fit.

      “I thought you were talking about that spiritual junk you do.”

      Bristling, the mood shifted to annoyance. “I don’t appreciate your mockery.”

      “No, I didn’t mean…I mean, I don’t believe, but if that’s your thing, then cool.”

      I forced myself to relax, laying on my side and propping the pillow from my lap under my head. “You should open your mind. You’ll be surprised what you learn.”

      He chuckled, but not in a disrespectful manner, so I didn’t get offended.

      “What are you so determined to not believe?”

      “I dunno. Past lives? Ghosts? Magic? It just doesn’t make sense to me. Christ, Razi. I have a hard enough time dealing with the shit I can see and touch every day, and you want me to accept shit I can’t?”

      And here we go. Was this going to be another wasted lifespan where he refused to believe anything I told him? Perhaps I would get a reprieve, after all. If he didn’t want to accept the truth, fine. I could live the rest of my life without him.

      Alone. Missing him. Hurting because my soul was in two different locations.

      Goddammit.

      “Sometimes it’s easier to let go and accept the unknown than it is to constantly try to rationalize things. When you’re always busy trying to justify things, it spends your energy. Haven’t you ever heard the term, ‘go with the flow?’”

      He inhaled deeply. “For now, let’s just agree to disagree.”

      I couldn’t help but replay the words, for now in my head. That indicated he expected future conversations. I couldn’t allow that. In fact, I should put an end to this conversation.

      “You are very beautiful.”

      My mouth clamped, my insides jolting. “What?”

      “Uh…”

      He was grumbling, making me wonder if he meant to admit that out loud.

      “I…well, you are.”

      “How can you say that when you don’t know what I look like?”

      “I don’t need to know. I saw your eyes.” He paused and when he spoke again, his voice was raspy. “I saw your body.”

      My eyelids rounded. Wait…what? He liked my body? He never accepted me being overweight before. This was new. “You like my body, Mr. Niemann?” I whispered.

      “Yes, and call me Quinn.”

      I smirked, rolling to my back to stare at the ceiling. “That’s different. Usually, you like the trim blondes with the flawless figures.”

      “How can you make that assumption when you don’t know me?”

      It was my turn to be flustered. “Just guessing. Am I wrong?”

      “No. Well, maybe, because let me tell you, when you made that comment about me being an aggressive lover, my first instinct was to show you.”

      My breath caught, my body trembled, and my voice shook when I spoke. “Is that so?”

      There was a sudden quietness on his end. Could he hear my excitement?

      He shuffled around, as if he switched ears. “I will admit that I believe you can read my mind,” he muttered, his tone deep and closer to the phone. “How else would you have known I was thinking about your nipples?”

      My eyelids fluttered closed, and my thighs quivered. “It wasn’t hard to figure that out. You wouldn’t take your eyes off my tits.”

      “How could I? Jesus, they looked amazing.”

      I was beginning to pant, my skin heating with arousal. “Thank you.”

      He grumbled. “Oh my god. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be saying these things to you. I don’t even know if you’re married, or what. This is disrespectful.”

      “I’m…not married. No husband, no boyfriend. Just…me,” I lied to him again.

      He hesitated before pushing out a huh.

      “What about you? Is there a Mrs. Niemann who would get upset to hear you hitting on a stranger?”

      “Nope. Haven’t really had time for relationships the last couple years. Been busy with training.”

      “Right,” I breathed, dragging the word out. “Your comeback. I read about that in the papers.”

      “Are you checking up on me, Razi?”

      My lips curled into a grin. Now that I knew who my twin flame was this life cycle, I had spent a couple hours researching Quinn Niemann. I didn’t spend too much time reading up on him, because I didn’t want to get attached. I didn’t want him this time!

      One single life of peace, was that too much to ask? After everything I’d endured, was it really selfish to spend one life making sure I was happy, for once?

      I shrugged, attempting to sound indifferent when I responded. “I just happened to recognize your name in the paper one day. No big deal. How did you get my number, by the way?”

      A soft chuckle rewarded me. I always loved his laugh. It was such an odd trait for someone to take from one life to the next, but I wouldn’t complain. He had a wonderful laugh. It was husky yet friendly, almost carefree.

      “Busted. I got it from your Facebook page.”

      “Hm. Just who is checking out who?”

      I could sense the smirk in his voice. “It seems like that’s pretty much what I do with you, check you out.”

      “What exactly are you looking at?”

      His phone moved around. The next time he talked, it was clear I was now on speaker. He heaved a sigh and said, “Well, let’s see. Let me bring up your page again.”

      I bit my bottom lip, my cheeks starting to hurt from grinning.

      “Okay, good example. There’s a picture of you wearing a white skirt and matching halter top. Your back is to the camera, but you’re kind of looking over your shoulder, so I can see your nose up. You’re looking down, so your lashes are curled up. Your hair is blowing in the wind.”

      My mother took that photo last summer at the lake.

      His tone yet again grew husky with arousal. “I see your curvy waist. Your skirt is low on your hips. Its blowing in the air, too, so an entire leg is exposed all the way to your thigh. You’ve got gorgeous legs, Razi.”

      I pulled in a jagged breath, falling into a trance at his words.

      “Your dark skin looks amazing against the white of your outfit. I like how it shines when the light hits it. You look so smooth.”

      I gulped, staring at the ceiling. The more he spoke, the more turned on I became.

      “Right now, I’m paying special attention to your round ass, wishing I knew what it looked like.”

      My heart and lungs seized, my eyes practically bulging.

      “Holy shit, this is a fantastic picture, Razi. It’s making me think things.”

      “Like what?” I heard my voice quietly squeak.

      He huffed and the phone moved around. “No, that’s going too far,” he answered, his tone no longer echoing which meant I was no longer on speaker.

      “Tell me,” I urged.

      He was quiet for a minute, making me think he wouldn’t answer. When he did, he sent me into a fervor of lust.

      “It makes me want to press myself between those cheeks and feel how soft they are.”

      Unable to stop myself, I moaned, sagging into the sofa.

      “Oh, my god, that sounded sexy,” he wheezed. “Now I’m really fantasizing about it, wondering if you’d moan like that when I touched you.”

      “Yes.”

      Almost a full, ten seconds passed. “You would?”

      I swallowed a breath, too afraid to reply.

      “I know for a fact, I would make some moans of my own if you touched me.”

      I was shaking. “Yeah?”

      He whispered, “If I was there, would you let me touch you, Razi?”

      “Yes!”

      He grunted. “Would I find you wet?”

      “Yes,” I panted, my nipples tightening.

      “Are you sure? Find out.”

      Not even second guessing what we were doing, I tucked my hand into my panties and cooed.

      “Damn, you sound sexy. How wet are you?”

      My lips parted and two fingers pushed inside. My hips reared up, my eyelids clenching. “Oh, very.”

      “I bet. I’m so hard right now. God, I just want to bury myself inside you.”

      “Mm, Quinn.” I whimpered, my fingers circling my clit.

      “You still touching yourself?” He was panting.

      “Yes.”

      He groaned. “I’m touching myself, too, pretending like you’re sitting on my lap, riding me.”

      I purred, my jaw falling open. “Mm.”

      “You were right, you know,” he grunted. “I am an aggressive lover and very thorough. When I fuck, I fuck hard, and I don’t stop until neither one of us can handle it anymore.”

      My head was rolling on the pillow. Biting my bottom lip, I arched, speeding up my strokes.

      “I can hear you, Razi.” He huffed, his breathing labored. “I hear you moaning. You’re driving me crazy. I can even hear your fingers. Jesus, you really are wet.”

      “Mm, ah…”

      “Let me hear you cum. I have to hear you cum.”

      Gritting my teeth, I pushed into my clit harder. My muscles tightened, my hips bucking wildly.

      “Are you close? I’m about to cum, Razi.”

      “Yes, yes.”

      A finger shoved inside, stroking my g-spot. Recalling making love to him in different lives, remembering the feel of him inside me, the intensity of his eyes as he stared at me during our climax, hearing him calling out my name, I erupted into an orgasm. Throwing my head back, I cried out, bouncing my hips on the sofa over and over.

      “Shit!” He was gasping for air, and I could hear his fist pumping quickly. “Oh, my god, don’t stop moaning. You sound so amazing. Oh, oh, shit!” He growled, stretching the word out. “Ah, I’m still cumming. Oh, damn.”

      I slowed my motions and fell into the cushions, listening to him as his orgasm dragged out. “Oh, wow,” I whispered.

      “Say my name, Razi.”

      “Quinn.”

      “Fuck! Ah!” His throaty growl almost sounded painful as he broke through his peak and let go.

      I held my breath, listening to his regulate. Several moments passed before I heard a muted curse on his end. “I can’t believe we just did that. I…dammit.”

      I gradually withdrew from my panties, wiping my hand on the front of my nightgown. Pouting, I batted my lashes against my emotions, overwhelmed with remorse.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, barely above a whisper.

      “You’re sorry? I started this. I only meant to ask you a few questions about that night, I never…Hell, I don’t know what got into me. I’ve never done this before. Not with someone I didn’t know, at least.”

      I almost scoffed. He did know me, though, and his soul recognized me. That’s why he felt comfortable enough to do what we did. How the hell could I tell him that, however? Did I even want to try? Opening that can of worms would seal our fates this cycle. I still had a chance to push him away and live a few decades in peace. We would meet up in the next life and start our pattern all over again.

      “Qui—”

      “Razi, I am so sorry. I mean, goddamn, that was amazing, but…if I made you feel awkward in any way, I apologize. That was not my intention when I called you tonight.”

      Pulling in a broken breath, I saw my opportunity and took it. Like always, he was taking responsibility for both of our lustful actions. “This was inappropriate, Mr. Niemann. Yes, it was nice, but it shouldn’t have happened. Please don’t call me again.”

      I hung up and dropped the phone to my aching chest. Covering my face, I whimpered, tears burning my eyelids.

      “Please, Goddess,” I wept to the empty room. “One life. Give me one life where I don’t have to worry about this. Please!”
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      My pulse was still racing with adrenaline. I had won my first match back in the professional world, and it felt damn good! He had been a good fighter, too. I had much more to lose than he did, however, which gave me the edge, driving me to a TKO in the sixth round.

      I finished washing and turned off the water. Grabbing the towel and wrapping it around my waist, I exited the showers to see Tony leaning against the lockers with a smug grin. I walked past him with a chuckle. “You’re looking mighty proud of yourself right now.”

      “I am. We’ve both worked very hard these last two years and you made it all come together tonight. People are going to be talking about you. The comeback man,” he added, waving a hand in the air while staring at the ceiling.

      “Don’t get too cocky, Tony. We got a long ways to go, yet.”

      “Psh. You got this. I saw it in your eyes tonight. You got it back.”

      “Hopefully.”

      “I got a surprise for you. C’mon.”

      Following him to the back of the locker room where the sauna was located, he opened the door and ushered me inside. There was a table set up in the center with an overweight woman standing next to it, wearing a white shirt and white pants, her dark hair pulled into a tight bun. She was setting up a tray of oils on a table next to the bed.

      “Enjoy,” he said with a wink. “Call me tomorrow.”

      I flashed a grin and heaved a sigh of relief. I needed this! Since I couldn’t fuck this tension away, a massage was the perfect solution.

      My feet pattering across the cement floor, I hopped on the table, waiting for the woman to acknowledge me.

      Her chin bowed, she muttered, “Please lie down, and I will begin.”

      I started to make the move to do so, but froze, something about her voice prickling at my nerves. Squinting, I bent forward, trying to see her face. Just as I did, however, she knelt with her back to me and dug around her duffle bag.

      Placing my face through the padded opening, I set my arms straight at my sides and exhaled loudly. When her hands fell to my shoulders, her fingers deftly working the muscles, I sank into a state of bliss. Instantly, a guttural moan slipped from my mouth. The more she massaged, the slower her movements became, as if she were exploring my body. I almost got the sense she was enjoying this as much as I was. Her hands gradually worked their way to the base of my spine where most of my tension was located.

      My eyelids clenched, and I hissed on my teeth, feeling the pinch when my muscles rejected the pressure at first.

      “Shh,” she coaxed.

      She lightened her touch to a gentle caress and my eyes snatched open. I had had the privilege of many, many massages over the years, and this was not typical. This was more intimate than professional. I started to resist and tried to roll over, but her gentle hands pressed me back down.

      “Sir, please. Relax. You are far too tense.”

      Her hands went to my feet and leisurely worked their way up. Again, my muscles tried to protest, and my left leg lurched painfully. She let go until the spasm passed and I stilled. Her nails were on the back of my ankle, dragging up the curve of my calf. Goosebumps broke out across my flesh, and I shuddered.

      She added more oil to her hands, rubbing them together to heat the liquid. When she touched me again, it was just above my knee, her fingers kneading the inside of my thigh. The towel draped over my ass lifted and my eyelids opened once more. I stared at the cement floor and held my breath, waiting to see what she was about to do. She was approaching the off-limits area.

      This time, I didn’t try to resist her. She was stirring the blood in my veins, making my cock slowly stiffen. The towel was removed, and my heart seized. This was not normal. Still, I didn’t stop her. She felt too damn good.

      Her palms were on my ass, squeezing and fondling. To my surprise, it melted the pain in my lower back, my sciatic nerve feeling relief for the first time in months. I sank into the padded vinyl with a groan, my eyelids closing.

      The towel draped over my head, and she whispered, “Turn over, please.”

      So lost in the moment of complete relaxation, I didn’t hesitate. Flipping, I settled back down only to hear a sharp gasp catch in her throat.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, realizing I was exposed and aroused.

      I reached for the towel to cover myself, but she grabbed my wrist.

      “No!” she shrieked. “Don’t take it off.”

      The soft cotton of a cloth draped over my erection. Unease crept into my gut, and I frowned. I was definitely not trusting this whole massage. One minute, she acted professional, the next, she didn’t, and when I picked up on this, she was trying to be professional again. I was getting mixed signals. Something was off. I was going to kill Tony for this! After…I enjoyed it.

      I heard her pump more oil into her hands and felt her palms on my torso, firmly rubbing back and forth. Her magical touch had me slipping back into the fog quickly, ignoring the discomfort.

      She worked the muscles on my sides, moving up to my shoulders and down my arms, a fingernail grazing my palm. For a second time, I shuddered with goosebumps. She was pulling me back and forth between relaxation and eroticism, and I couldn’t tell if I was appalled or relieved each time my cock twitched.

      “You fought hard tonight, Mr. Niemann,” she whispered, her tone unsteady.

      My insides froze, my muscles tensing right back up. I blinked beneath the towel, seeing the lights shining on the ceiling through the material. An overwhelming sensation of déjà vu bombarded me.

      Her nails raked down my torso, over my hip, to my thigh, drawing a shallow inhale from me. I held it with anticipation, refusing to exhale. The back of her knuckles brushed the side of my scrotum and my cock jumped with delight.

      A knot in my throat, I snatched the towel from my face and sat up on an elbow to glare at the woman. The words to order her to get the fuck away from me were on the tip of my tongue, but I was dazed. A fist came out of nowhere and knocked the wind out of me when I saw those turquoise eyes staring at me with wonder.

      Those eyes! Those eyes that had haunted me for weeks, were staring at me once again. There was a mixture of confusion, fear, and arousal in them, mirroring my feelings.

      Her palm settled on my thigh, just below my hip. With her apprehension, I felt her tremble, felt her fingers graze my groin. Her palm ran up and down my torso as she slowly inched closer with glossy irises.

      What was going on? After hanging up on me last week, why was she here?

      A tranquility bordering euphoria settled over me and I smiled faintly, not even caring about how that phone call ended. Her chin bowed to conceal her face, so my finger hooked beneath it, lifting.

      “Stop it,” she muttered. “This was a mistake, I shouldn’t have come here.”

      My brows creased together as anxiety brewed my gut. Swinging my legs over the edge of the table, I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her nearer. She fought against me, her chin locked on her chest.

      “Stop it,” she urged frantically.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      My legs locked around her, trapping her against the table. She began to panic and thrash, whimpering. Burying my hands in her hair at her temples, I tugged and forced her to stare at me.

      I gasped, and she froze, tears brimming her turquoise pools. Across her left temple was a scar that curved around her high cheekbone, along her pudgy cheek to the outside of her mouth where it turned and stopped just above her chin. My blood ran cold, my heart lodged in my throat. I let go and she staggered backward, revealing another garish scar down the side of her throat to her collarbone.

      My gut curdled, my breath frozen in my lungs as I ogled the deep, purple lines.

      Her chin quivered, hatred flashing in her eyes. A tear slid down the damaged cheek while she whimpered, “Are you happy now? Go ahead, stare. Get an eyeful.”

      I couldn’t speak, I could only blink with horror. What in the hell happened to her?

      She backed away, shaking her head, trying not to cry. “Just as I thought. You never change.”

      Spinning on the heels of her sneakers, they squeaked on the damp, cement floors as she ran from the room, the door of the locker room slamming.

      Hastily hopping from the table to pace, my hands ran through my hair. I felt sick, like whatever had happened to her, had happened to me. That sorrow consumed me, that dread, that…tragedy. Shades of red blurred my vision, my muscles clamping my bones like a vise. In a desperate ploy to release the tension, I grabbed the edge of her masseuse bed and flipped it, knocking the tray of oils to the floor in my haste.

      Stomping from the steam room, I returned to the showers, needing cold water to calm me down. I didn’t know what happened to her, but I would find out, and if it had been done intentionally with malicious intent, I would track that motherfucker down and rip his goddamn jugular out with my bare hands.
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      I pulled my vehicle into the driveway and shut off the ignition. Propping my elbow to the window, my thumb wedged under my chin while my finger rubbed back and forth on my bottom lip. Razi’s house looked different in the daylight. Normal, almost. Still out of place, but normal.

      There was a small, pudgy kid in the yard, playing with a doll. She had thick ringlets in a long ponytail with dark skin and a round face. Her head was bobbing side to side as she talked to the black doll with the blue dress.

      My eyelids narrowed. She couldn’t be Razi’s daughter. She looked about ten years old, and there was no way the gypsy was older than twenty-five. Little sister, maybe? If so, who all lived here? It wasn’t that large of a house.

      I exited my SUV and closed the door, staring at the little girl. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I tried to settle my nerves by clearing my throat to get her attention.

      Her back to me and the street, she didn’t notice.

      Creeping closer, my throat cleared a second time. Still, no reaction. I walked up to her and crouched. Her mouth was moving, but she wasn’t saying anything.

      Tracing her profile with my vision, I smiled. She had a round face with a pointy chin, a short, wide nose, and insanely long, curly lashes for a little girl. I wondered if she had turquoise eyes, as well.

      When I tapped her on the shoulder, she cringed and started screaming oddly, curling into herself. I fell back, my heart skipping a painful beat. Choking on an inhale, my palms caught me when I landed on the ground.

      The front door flew open, and Razi ran outside, her dark skin gray. She flashed a heated gaze and dropped to her knees in front of the girl. Cupping her cheek with one hand, the other brushed the bangs off her face.

      The girl locked her sight with Razi and stopped making that strange noise. She let go of her face and began rapidly making hand motions.

      Sign language. The little girl was deaf.

      She nodded and “spoke” back to her quickly. Razi kissed her cheek and gestured some more. The girl picked up her doll and ran in the house, her ponytail bouncing behind her.

      Shifting her weight to drape an elbow on her prominent knee and face me, her thick thighs spread. Angry, her thin brows knitted, and her eyelids narrowed to slits.

      I couldn’t help but ogle the curve of her thighs and crotch in her squatted position, my desire heating my blood with the images my brain painted; what did she look like without clothes, how would it feel if she were kneeling over me like that, would she scream my name like she did on the phone that night?

      Then my vision lifted, following the scars on her face and down the side of her throat, a weight pressing into my chest. The arousal doused with fury, my teeth grinding.

      “You didn’t get enough of me the other day?” she snapped, gracefully rising.

      I stumbled to my feet, clapping the dirt off my palms. “What are you talking about?”

      She crossed her arms, her breasts pushing up to expose her deep cleavage over the low collar of her white tee shirt. I allowed myself to rake my sight over those supple curves, down her rounded belly, to the black shorts that hugged her wide hips low, exposing her thick thighs for my hungry view. The small gap of flesh between her shirt and shorts reveal light, faded stretch marks.

      “You needed to ogle the freak a little more? Came back to get another eyesight?”

      Glaring, resentment surged through me. “Don’t fucking say that.”

      A brow arched. “Ashamed of your own truth, Mr. Niemann?”

      “No, I’m talking about you. Don’t call yourself a freak.”

      Her anger switched to suspicion, her eyelids widening slightly. “It’s what I am. It’s true. I’m fat and I’m scarred, and I read palms. Freak. Would you call a cat by a different name because it had no whiskers?”

      I closed the distance between us, my nostrils flaring. Pointing at the ground, I hissed, “Knock it off, Razi! Don’t ever let me hear you refer to yourself that way again.”

      Jutting her chin with an audible inhale, she gulped and averted her gaze to the street. “What are you doing here?”

      Tossing my thumb over my shoulder, I replied, “You left in such a rush the other night, you didn’t take your stuff. I brought it to you.”

      She gazed past me to my vehicle, her bottom lip puckered. She shifted her weight and bowed her chin, kicking her bare toes in the grass. “Thank you.”

      I went to my truck and opened the cargo door. She followed and bent over to grab her duffle bag. Dragging it out, she slung it over her shoulder.

      “Uh, ahem.” I coughed, avoiding her stare. “I’m…I’m afraid some of your bottles…broke. Sorry about that.”

      She cast a sideways glance. “Broke? How did that happen?”

      I rolled a shoulder and thumbed my nose. “It just happened. I’ll pay to replace them.”

      Sucking her teeth, she reached for the table.

      “I got it,” I snapped, shooing her away.

      “It’s fine. I don’t need your hel—”

      “Razi, move.”

      She pouted and stepped away. I tugged the folded table out and closed the door to my Equinox. We stood in her driveway for almost a full minute, staring at one another. Lifting my brows, I coughed and nodded toward the house.

      “You wanna take this stuff inside?”

      She jumped, pressing her fingers to her marred temple. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

      In silence, we traversed the walkway to the short porch, the neon “open” sign cut off. Stepping through the door had a different vibe than it had a few weeks earlier. Even though it had felt comforting to me that night, I still felt a heaviness in the living room. Today, with the setting sun spilling through the opened windows, it had a very light and airy atmosphere. I had the same sense as walking into a warm embrace when visiting my grandmother as a child.

      I smiled, scanning the surroundings with a different perspective. Full of light and without all the incense burning, it looked eccentric, but cozy.

      She turned down the hallway but opened a door on the left this time. Following her inside, I gazed at the bedroom. The walls were painted a dark burgundy, mauve silk with tiny roses draped over the window and hanging from the ceiling. The floors were hardwood, covered with a single, large rug of burgundy, golds, creams, and pinks.

      Nothing matched in the room, and all the furniture was large and dark, making it appear smaller than it probably was. Still, it had a comfortable vibe about it that gave a hint of peace.

      She set the duffle bag on the floor in the far corner past the dresser. When she bent over to do so, I tipped my head to the side and happily eyed her round ass, thrilled that the hem of the shorts lifted to show the crease at the bottom of her cheeks. Thick, dimply thighs that touched almost to her knees, I was getting hard, envisioning them clutching my waist.

      I cleared my throat and stiffened my spine, jerking my attention away just as she stood up and reached for her table, leaning it on the wall under the window. Hesitating only a moment, she turned around to face me.

      Having never been in this situation before, I pocketed my hands and held her gaze, unsure what to say to her right now. The corner of my mouth curled, the sound of her orgasming on the phone taking center stage in my thoughts.

      A door slammed somewhere else in the house, so I leaned back to peer down the hallway. I could hear the little girl moving about but couldn’t see her.

      “Sorry I scared your sister earlier. I…I didn’t know she…was deaf.”

      Her expression hardened, her hands on her hips. “How could you? Deaf people don’t wear signs, you know. And it’s not a physical trait, say, like being overweight, or scars across your face.”

      Irritated she kept bringing that up, I sneered and curled my lip. “Why don’t you save that hostility for someone who gives a shit about those goddamn scars? You want sympathy from me, you can forget about it.”

      Blanching, her throat constricted.

      Huffing and rolling my eyes, I waved a hand and quickly added, “I mean, yeah, I’m sorry for whatever happened because I’m sure it hurt like hell, but I’m not going to coddle you because of it.” Slapping that hand to my chest, my brows lifted. “I ain’t that person, Razi. You are still a very capable person. Just like your sister. She’s deaf, not broken.”

      Her chin lifted slightly, her lashes lowering while she shifted from one foot to the other. Clearing her throat, she fidgeted with the button on her shorts. “She’s my daughter.”

      I gawked, trailing my focus down her and back up. “Did you have her when you were twelve?” I heard my voice ask, regretting it instantly.

      She snorted, the corner of her thick lips curling into a hint of a smile. Excitement tickled my nerves, desperate to know what she looked like with a grin. It dropped, however, before giving me that satisfaction.

      “I was young.”

      “How old are you?”

      She leered, arching a brow. “How old are you?”

      Pulling at my nape, I chuckled. “Technically, or legally?”

      She turned her chin away a bit. “I didn’t know this was a trick question.”

      “Technically, I am twenty-eight. Legally, I’m six.”

      Her brows lifted, a cloud settling over her features. “Leap year baby.”

      My head bobbed a bit, my focus fixated on the patterns of the rug. “Yeah, that’s why I was here back in February. Two thousand sixteen is a leap year, and my friend’s lady wanted me to have a reading because she believes in all this shi…Ahem.” I straightened my stance and coughed. “She said it was special.”

      “It is special, Mr. Niemann.”

      Her tone was off, almost frightened. I thought I saw the hint of a tremble, but she composed herself quickly.

      “Quinn.”

      “Hm?”

      I scratched at my temple and stared at her mischievously. “After the other night,” I began, my voice husky with arousal as I dropped my focus to her full lips. “I think you can call me Quinn.”

      She bit down on her bottom lip and dropped her gaze to my jeans. “Yeah, I apologize about that,” she whispered. “I-I have never done that. I still don’t know what came over me.”

      A gasp caught in her throat when she must have seen the bulge grow. Her cheeks flushed, her chest rising and falling with her labored breathing. “Yeah,” she whispered, her eyes glossing as she tipped her head. “Sorry.”

      “Please don’t apologize. I’m not sorry. You were fantastic, Razi.”

      “Are we talking about the phone call, or the massage?”

      “Both.”

      “Callista.” She slapped a palm over her forehead and squeezed her eyelids, gulping and licking her lips. “My real name is Callista Kherrazi. Razi comes from my last name.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. I felt proud that I was able to affect her this way. When she opened her eyelids to stare at me again, I brazenly reached inside my jeans to readjust my throbbing cock straining against the back of the zipper.

      She pulled in a jagged breath, covering the left side of her face with her palm. “It was wrong, Quinn. I shouldn’t have been there.”

      “Are we talking about the phone call still, or the gym?”

      “Gym?”

      “Well, I’m quite happy you did. See, after I box, there are only two things that can calm me down and release that pent-up adrenaline. A good massage or a great orgasm. One out of two ain’t bad.”

      She covered her face and shook her head, giggling shyly. When she dropped her hands, I saw her smile and felt the floor fall out from beneath me. When she was grinning, her chubby cheeks puffed out, almost making the scar disappear and look more like a dimple. She was quite beautiful.

      I shifted my weight and stared at the armoire next to me. “What were you doing there to begin with?”

      “I am a masseuse during the day. Your friend didn’t know he was hiring me. It was purely a coincidence.”

      “Masseuse by day, spooky ass fortune teller at night?”

      Her grin was more arrogant this time, the confidence she oozed that night surfacing. “If you meant to say ‘accurate,’ then yes.”

      Wanting to change the subject, I asked, “What’s your daughter’s name?”

      As if by habit, she made an “L” with her fingers, made a fist with the first two fingers held together and lifted, dropped those two fingers over her thumb, and then formed a fist with her thumb straight at the side. “Luna.”

      I shot a half grin, trying to copy what she just did, but failed. “Luna. That suits her. Very pretty.”

      “Thank you,” she muttered sheepishly.

      “Do you mind if I ask where her father is?”

      “Why?” she snapped, wide eyes locking on mine.

      My lids cut, not liking her frantic response. Getting just as defensive, I snapped, “Because we made one another cum on the phone a few days ago, and I want to make sure there’s not a husband I need to knock out and get rid of.”

      Her cheeks darkened with a blush, her gaze once more dropping to my jeans. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      Flustered, her hand ran through her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “No…I already told you on the phone, no husband. No boyfriend. No father,” she added sternly with a firm stare.

      I couldn’t help the relief at her statement. Grinning coyly, I said, “That’s good to hear.”

      She scowled. “And why is that so good?”

      I openly raked my vision down her and brought my focus back to hers. In a low tone, I muttered, “I like to know when I cum in someone’s mouth, I’m the only one they’re swallowing.”

      Her nipples hardened, the tee shirt straining across them. She sighed, her eyelids heavy with lust. The sound of Luna somewhere else in the house was the only reason I wasn’t throwing her to the bed and stripping those clothes from her body. My cock hardened again with the images.

      Resentment clouded her features and she glared. “I turn you on?” Her tone was almost accusing.

      “Very much.”

      She scoffed and strutted toward me. Tilting her head back, she cupped her palm over the bulge and rubbed it. I ground my teeth together and grunted, my blood boiling with desire.

      “You want to fuck me, Quinn?”

      My eyes rolled when she squeezed, adding pressure. My hand shot out, gripping the edge of the armoire for support when my muscles shook, and I thrust toward her. “Fuck yes,” I groaned.

      “Why? For hundreds of years, you’ve chased after the most beautiful women. Flawless, thin, stunning. Now you want to fuck a fat, ugly freak?”

      She snatched her hand off and tried to walk away. “This is ridiculous. Now that you’ve seen me, it’s all a waste of time.”

      Lashing out, I grabbed her throat and gently, yet forcefully, flung her into the armoire, pinning her with my weight. She choked on a yelp, her elbows bent so her palms faced me on either side of her head.

      Slowly leaning in, my sight searched her features as I hissed, “I already told you not to say that again. And if your daughter wasn’t here, I would have you bent over, showing you how badly I want you and just how wrong your little assumption is. Those scars mean nothing, and I will lick every inch of this body you think I’m turned off by.”

      She was panting, her fingers curling around my shoulder. “Why? What changed this life?”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Callista. This past life bullshit you talk about, I don’t believe in. The only thing I know is the second I saw you, I wanted you. Every. Fucking. Pound.”

      Her expression softened, her lips parting. She searched my face, her pools shimmering beneath those thick lashes. Even though she wasn’t wearing liner this time, they were so dark, she appeared as if she was.

      I pressed her hand to my bulge, forcing her to squeeze. An inhale caught her throat and I grunted, gritting my teeth. For a moment, I was lost to the sensations of how wonderful her touch felt. My lids fluttering closed, I groaned, rubbing her harder against me. After a few seconds, she was doing it on her own, so my palm slapped to the door over her shoulder.

      “Fuck, yes,” I wheezed, my jaw falling with another grunt.

      She purred, growing assertive.

      “You feel that? That’s because I want you. And I’m going to have you, Callista,” I whispered, lowering my face so it was inches from hers.

      Her breathing ceased, the color draining from her round cheeks.

      “When the time is right, I will have you.”

      Her sight fell to my lips and her chin jutted like she would kiss me. Abruptly stepping backward to remove her hand from my crotch before I lost control of my lust, I dropped a quick kiss to her palm, holding her stare. There was no way I could taste her lips right now. I couldn’t allow that kiss to happen without having the rest of her.

      “I’ll see you soon,” I muttered. Leaving the bedroom, I strolled down the hallway and exited the house. Opening the door to my vehicle, I saw her step out on her porch.

      “Quinn?”

      I gazed back at her, purposely ignoring her scars. “Yeah?”

      She wrapped an arm around the post and stared at her other hand tracing lines on the railing. “When’s your next fight?”

      My brows furrowed with confusion. “Saturday.”

      Reluctantly raising her focus to mine, she squeaked, “If…ahem. If you need any help afterward, releasing that tension, I think I can help you with that.”

      Excitement erupted in my gut, making my cock throb. A sly grin curled my mouth, my eyes staring at her hungrily. “I’ll see you Saturday night, Callista.”

      Her chin lifted, along with her brows. “Very well. Good luck.”

      Pivoting on her heels, she scampered back inside and closed the door.

      I stood there for a while, watching the house, wondering what she was doing in there. Wondering what her story was. What happened to her face? Where was Luna’s father? Why was she so skittish at the mention of him? What was she going to taste like? How was it going to feel when I had her sit on my face with those luscious thighs around me?

      I climbed behind the wheel, started the engine, and backed out of the driveway. This was going to be the longest week of my life.
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      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, as if electricity was surging through my blood. My breath caught, and I craned my neck to peer through the darkness at the main section of the house. Quinn was here.

      I traipsed through the kitchen, across the hallway, to the front door. I smoothed my hair, tucking it behind my ears, pulled my shoulders back, and filled my lungs with air. Clenching my eyes for a second to settle the nerves that were starting to shake, I opened the door just as his black Equinox pulled into my driveway.

      My heart was thudding painfully in my ribs, my stomach swirling. When he opened the door and the interior of the vehicle lit up, I gasped, my soul turning over with elation. I stared at his shaggy, dark blond hair that fell past his ears. His face was oval, widening slightly at the jaw to give a chiseled appearance. His nose was long and crooked from being broken. Light brown eyes caught my gaze, filled with tension and apprehension.

      Muscles hard as steel, his figure was wide and did not narrow at the waist; he was uniform all the way down his thighs that stretched the denim of his jeans. He had a thick neck that had a bulging vein on the right side, his shoulders swaying with his movements that were borderline conceited. He was just over six feet tall, his head tipped back to peer down his nose while he glanced in my direction. And when his sight landed on mine, there was an overly arrogant glint that told me he knew exactly how good looking he was and had no problems flaunting his attractiveness.

      My knees weakened, my belly fluttering. He’d never been this fucking gorgeous before. My eyelids grew heavy, and I sighed, awestruck with his appearance.

      “Let me guess.” Slamming the door, he shoved his keys in his pocket and slowly strolled up the walkway. Holding his palms out, he wiggled his fingers and mocked, “Your spirits told you I was coming?”

      Rolling my eyes, I crossed my arms and heaved a sigh. “Ya know, it’s one thing to not believe, Quinn. It’s another to be a disrespecting jackass.”

      He frowned, his steps faltering. Combing fingers through his hair, he gazed off down the street. “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “Accepted.”

      I spun around, my skirts flaring as I reentered my home. I heard him right behind me, shutting the door. He locked it and I grinned. Always so guarded, some things never changed. I went straight to my room where I already had my massage table set up.

      He stood just inside the door, staring at it. His head tipped to the side, his focus shifted to the bed while he blinked rapidly. “Huh. A massage. I was hoping you would opt for the other kind of release.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little soon for us to be sleeping together?”

      Coughing, he scratched behind his ear and scrunched the side of his face. “I mean, if you’re telling the truth, then no. Six hundred years is kinda long to be playing hard to get.”

      A giggle tickled my chest, my fist covering my mouth. “In every life, I knew you at least a year before giving in.”

      “A year, huh?”

      “Mm hm. For the jousting era, it was ten years.”

      He twisted his mouth to the side and clucked his tongue, shaking his head. “Naw, that ain’t happening. How do we speed this up?” he asked, whirling a finger in the air.

      Butterflies tickled my belly and a tremor undulated down my spine. I crept toward him, holding his gaze while slowly tugging his shirt over his head, dropping it to the floor. Placing my palms on his chest, I closed my eyes, linking our souls.

      His heart sped up, his heat thickening as it enveloped me. Flashes of images throughout time flickered in my brain of the lives we’d shared. My breathing quickened with love and sadness. So many times, we almost got it right, only to lose everything in the end. Would this cycle be different?

      Opening my eyelids, I found him staring at me intently, his nostrils flaring, and his jaw clenched. I slid my hands to the side, so my fingers spanned out beneath his arms, my thumbs brushing over his nipples. They hardened, and he took a sharp inhale through his nose. My touch dragged down the rippling muscles of his torso to unfasten his jeans. His eyelids rounded slightly, and his chin jutted with another deep, nasally inhale.

      He finally broke our stare to search my face, concentrating on my scars. I lowered my lashes. I knew they bothered him, they always had. He never admitted it, but I suspected they were what kept him from committing to me fully, always seeking out someone more beautiful and flawless.

      When the tip of his finger traced the one along my cheekbone, my muscles seized, and I was paralyzed. Ice rolled through my veins, my hands ceasing before I could push his jeans down. Gradually, my attention returned to his, breathless.

      He’d never touched them. It felt…strange to me. My scars were always painfully obvious but discussing them was taboo.

      When his touch reached the end, he rotated his wrist and cupped my jaw, his thumb caressing it.

      My lashes fluttered, my body trembling as tears burned the back of my eyes. Having them acknowledged in such a tender manner was something I had never experienced, and I was overwhelmed with emotions. I couldn’t explain the sensation as anything other than validation.

      Placing my palm over his hand to hold it there, I leaned into it, a sob rising to my chest, rumbling faintly.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispered, continuing to touch them. “I don’t know what happened, but you are beautiful.”

      A gasp choked me, my eyelids snapping open. Gawking, my jaw fell. Tears spilled down my cheeks, my heart crashing against my ribs.

      He brought his focus to mine. Inch by inch, he bowed his head and claimed my lips. I gasped again, for it felt like my soul literally exploded inside my flesh. It was painful at first, a million needles prickling my skin as it fought to be released from the shell of my earthly body.

      He yanked away but didn’t move his hand from my scars. Panic glowed in his eyes as he stared at me in horror. “What the fuck was that?”

      He felt it, too?

      “I-I…I don’t know,” I rasped. I had never felt something like that before, but it had both of us vibrating, perspiration already glistening our skin.

      He fisted his hand in my hair at my nape and jerked me back, crushing our lips with a low growl. I yelped, flinging my arms around his neck. His tongue forced its way past my teeth, tasting mine while he tore at my clothes.

      The massage forgotten, we staggered to my bed as I pushed my skirt down and kicked it to the side. While he was working his jeans off, I tried to pull my shirt over my head, but he was reluctant to break the kiss, so I caught the tip of my nose with a pinch. His mouth was on mine instantly before I could even get it all the way off.

      I scrambled backward onto the mattress, Quinn right on top of me. He put his hands under my arms, picked me up a little, and tossed me further on the bed. He crawled between my legs on his knees and stopped to stare down at me. They wrapped around him, my feet tucking behind his thighs. His sight raked over my body, devouring me without touching.

      His palm filled with a breast, his thumb grazing the nipple, and I moaned with pleasure. Squeezing, he pushed it up while his other hand gripped the base of his long cock. He stared into my eyes, and he let go of my breast to circle my clit with his thumb.

      I purred, flexing my hips closer. My legs locked around him, I gyrated, my breaths growing shorter. His thumb sped up with more pressure, and I gasped with a hard buck, nearly knocking him from his knees. Clenching my eyelids, I pushed my head into the mattress and moaned, the release barreling toward me already.

      His circles stopped, but he didn’t remove his thumb. I squinted to look at him, panting heavily. He was pumping his fist up and down his length. I loosened my legs just enough to allow him to move back and position himself. Our gazes locked, he thrust inside.

      The entire world seemed to rumble. The sound of thunder filled the room, its energy shaking the whole house. I screamed and sat up, throwing my arms around him while he cried out through gritted teeth. His hands clutched at my ass cheeks, his choking inhales on my eardrum.

      “Holy fuck, Callista. What the hell?” he growled, his nails biting into my flesh.

      Tears streaked down my cheeks as I clung to him. Neither of us moved while we waited for the world to stop quaking. My muscles started to sag, and my body slid down, taking him all the way inside.

      He threw his head back and grunted, “Uhn.”

      Trembling, I pulled back slightly to make eye contact. I was just as frightened as he seemed to be. I knew he had questions, but I didn’t know what to tell him. I’d never experienced this, either. This was just as new to me as it was him.

      He gulped, his irises glowing with uncertainty. “Did you feel that?”

      I nodded timidly, my insides quaking.

      Licking his lips, he whispered, “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He was gentle this time, his tongue mingling with mine as he carefully laid me to the mattress. Even though the lights were on, a bolt of lightning illuminated the room, immediately followed by a thick downpour of rain. The electricity flickered and then went out, casting us in shadows.

      He began to move in the most tender manner I’d ever had. My legs relaxed, a foot sliding down to link behind his ankle. I arched toward him, breaking the kiss to moan with ecstasy. He refused to let his lips leave my flesh and scattered kisses all across my scars, along my jaw, and down my throat.

      I whimpered, having never felt so much love in all my existence. My hands roamed his back and cupped his ass, pulling him deeper between my thighs. “Oh, Quinn,” I muttered, bucking toward him.

      He buried his face in the crook of my neck, thrusting with more urgency. Taking a lobe between his teeth, he whispered, “You feel so amazing, Callista. Oh, yeah,” he grunted when I ground myself into him.

      “Mm, Quinn.”

      His lips were pressed to my ear, his tongue dipping inside. “Was it always like this with us?”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I shrugged him off to force him to look at me. “What?”

      His movements slowed, though he didn’t stop. “I feel something with you, and I don’t get it.”

      I blinked, my jaw gaping.

      His palm was on my cheek, his thumb tracing the scars, but his focus intently on mine. “This is different, Callista. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I know this is different.”

      My hips instinctively arched, and he ground his teeth, his eyelids narrowing. It was hard to see in the darkness, but I could tell his irises were smoldering.

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      A hint of insecurity had me shrinking, but he held my cheek and stilled. “I don’t give a shit about these.”

      Whimpering, my head rolled to turn them away from his view. He pushed me back, however, and placed tiny kisses all over my face.

      “It was never just the scars, you always wanted someone skinny and beautiful—”

      “You are beautiful,” he whispered.

      “Quinn…”

      He kissed me passionately, linking his arms behind me to squeeze me to his chest. His thrusts became more demanding, each one coaxing my orgasm to the surface. I held on to him when our bodies began to lose control to the desire. We started to thrash about, the bed shaking with the intensity. My belly tingled, my toes curling. I couldn’t pull air into my lungs anymore and my head began to swim as I grew dizzy.

      Quinn nuzzled his face in my hair, his pants growing louder every time his cock reached further inside. “Oh god, Callista.”

      My jaw was gaping, my climax crashing into me. Throwing my head back, I bucked wildly and screamed. Lightning filled the room, another crash of thunder shaking the house, the windowpanes rattling.

      Quinn’s grip tightening, he exploded with a growl that I felt in the pit of my stomach. For a split second, the room seemed to glow with a white light, the crackling sounds of electricity filling the air as we came in unison. My skin seemed to shed as my soul soared high above us with rejoice.

      “Ah!” he cried, crushing his lips to mine with a heated kiss while he thrust into me a few more times.

      As our bodies slowed, the light and the energy seemed to get sucked back into our shells. The room fell dark and we collapsed to the mattress, gasping for air. He pressed his fists into the bed on either side and sat up to stare in awe.

      “What the fuck was that?” he panted, sweat dripping onto my chest.

      My brows arched, my lips puckered with a pout. My muscles were still twitching around him, making him suck air through his teeth. He pulled out but didn’t climb off.

      “Callista!” he shouted. “What the fuck happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I cried, slapping my palms on my face. Lowering my tone, I repeated, “I don’t know, Quinn. That’s never happened.”

      He glared with suspicion.

      “I don’t have all the fucking answers,” I wept, sniffling back my emotions.

      He sighed and leaned into one fist to brush the tears away. “Don’t cry, baby,” he muttered, kissing my scars. He laid down at my side, wrapping his arms around and cradling me. “Jesus, Callista, that was the most amazing thing I’d ever felt. That was fucking surreal. Christ, your body is perfection.”

      For a moment, his expression went blank, his Adam’s apple lurching. In a confession I never thought, in a million eons I would ever hear, he muttered, “I’m going to do right by you this time.”

      All my blood went cold, every hair on my body standing on end. Was that…him admitting he actually believed me for once?

      He gulped, still petting the scars. “How can I deny you?”

      Sagging into the mattress, I let go of the last of my reserve and just embraced our reunion. I placed my ear to his chest to listen to his heartbeat. “Did you win tonight?”

      He chuckled, caressing his hands down my back. “In more ways than one, I did,” he whispered, kissing my forehead. “In more ways than one.”
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      “That should be everything,” I say to myself as I set my last bag on the pile by the door. Looking back around the apartment I’ve lived in for the last four years, I’m both sad and thrilled to be going. I’ve been trying to get this job for about that long. I worked so hard on myself to rise out of this hellhole I’ve been living in. Five years ago, my mom died, and I was instantly on my own in a world I shouldn’t belong to, but I do.

      My phone goes off, letting me know my driver’s arrived. Spinning around from the last look, I shoulder my two bags while maneuvering my suitcases out the door. Once I’m in the lobby, I stop by Mrs. Rochelle’s.

      “Thank you for everything.” I release her from the hug. “I really appreciate all you’ve done for me.”

      “Always knew you were going to move on to something big.” She adjusts her enormous, round glasses. “Didn’t need my owl eyes to see that you would rise above this town. Good Luck dear, keep in touch.” She squeezes both my forearms.

      Smiling, I pull my suitcases toward the front doors. Once outside, I make my way to the waiting car.

      “Going on vacation, love?” The older man asks as he helps me fill the trunk of his car, then opens the door for me.

      “I’m moving. I have a job offer.” I don’t share anything about the job or where I’m going.

      “Ah, well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? Although I can’t believe the bosses would let a pretty thing like you move,” he says as we back out.

      Looking out the window, I say in a hushed tone, knowing he can hear me. “I don’t belong here. This isn’t my world.”

      “I can tell. How did you end up here, then?” The chatty yet polite driver asks.

      “My mom adopted me. She died, so there’s nothing to keep me here anymore.”

      “Sorry to hear about your mom.”

      The rest of the ride to the airport is in silence. Once checked in and on the flight, I check my messages again.

      You get one shot at this job.

      Come to baggage claim number nine before getting your baggage.

      Alvaro will find you. Hand him your ticket to validate your identity.

      NO TICKET HANDOFF - NO JOB!

      Welcome to your new home.

      Making sure I have the ticket; I stick my hand into my bra. Feeling the paper, I’m instantly relieved. I’ve been calling it my winning lottery ticket for the last month when it arrived by special messenger. Without it, Alvaro won’t take me to the house, and I can’t start my new life. The life that’s going to save me. To me, this ticket is priceless, hence my winning lottery ticket.

      Finally landing, I throw my backpack on and hustle to baggage claim number nine. I’ve seen Alvaro during the interview process. He’s massively intimidating, probably because he’s built like a tank. I’m used to waiting on big guys at the store, but they pale in comparison to Alvaro. The first time I met him, I had to summon all of my courage to appear calm and collected. I couldn’t have the boss see me scared of her head of security. What kind of impression would that make, especially for me.

      Reaching the bottom of the escalator at the baggage claim, I see the first carousel to my right is number five, and to the left number four. Turning to the right I weave in and out of people, keeping an eye out for Alvaro, but I don’t see him anywhere. Walking around the carousel at number nine, I still don’t see him.

      Should I go get my luggage? The flight attendant said it would be on carousel number three. I could be there and back quickly.

      No, the message said before getting my luggage. I know Madam Mia is a stickler for following what she says. So, I’ll wait, he’ll be here.

      Taking a seat on a nearby bench, I wait, passing the time by watching all the people in a hurry to get somewhere. If they only knew what the real world around them was like, I bet they would be shocked.

      “Ha!” I utter out loud, without thinking.

      “Tell me, I love a good joke,” a resonating, immensely deep voice says behind me and I immediately know it’s Alvaro. Jumping up from my seat, I stand and face him as he walks around the bench.

      Bet he could have just as easily stepped over it.

      He towers over me. “You followed orders. Good girl. Let’s get your stuff.”

      I don’t know if it’s his voice, his pure masculinity, or being called a good girl, but my pussy is purring. Alvaro stops, and I almost run into him. I see him raise his head like he’s looking at the ceiling; I look up too but don’t see anything. He turns and looks down at me, his eyebrows furrowed but he has a small smile in the corners of his mouth. He takes a long breath before saying, “Come on.”

      Walking next to this massive tree of a man, I take a minute to look him over. I would categorize him as a silver fox. Neatly kept, short black hair with silver steaks, a predominant forehead leads to the most unusual eyes I’ve ever seen. The outsides are so brown they are almost black, but the insides are an amber-honey color. An adorable button style nose and the most gorgeous thick lips I’ve ever seen on a guy. The only thing better are the dimples on either side of those lips.

      Definitely a silver fox.

      “These yours?” Alvaro asks as he leads us to my luggage piled against the back far wall. “Are you missing any?”

      “No, I mean yes, they are mine. How did you know?” I ask, peering up at him.

      He meets my gaze. “They smell like you.”

      “Shit, do I stink?” I pull up my shirt and smell it. All I can smell is a light hint of lilac and roses from my perfume.

      “Just the opposite. Alright, let’s check your identity. Hand over your ticket.” He holds out his hand.

      Reaching inside my bra, I glance up at him. His eyes go from mine, to my hand, and back to my eyes. Raising his eyebrows, he tilts his head to the side and watches me. Pulling the ticket out of my shirt, I unfold it and go to place it in Alvaro’s enormous hand. Just then, one of the two boys playing with a football against the side wall chooses to run for a long pass. He and the ball collide with me. I almost hit the floor, but Alvaro’s powerful arm catches me. The boy looks up at Alvaro, picks himself up, and apologizes before grabbing the ball and running back to his brother.

      “My ticket,” I call out still in Alvaro’s arm. “I dropped it.” I pull myself away to look around. Backing up a few feet, I don’t see it anywhere. Spinning, I still don’t see it.

      Lifting my suitcase, Alvaro bends down and picks up my ticket. I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness you found it.”

      “I did.” He looks down at me with an odd, mischievous look.

      “So, now you have it. Can we go?” I’m confused by his look.

      “You didn’t hand it to me.” His voice sounds deeper.

      “I couldn’t. You saw what happened. Give it here, and I’ll hand it to you.”

      He takes a step toward me holding my ticket out of reach. “You let go of your ticket.”

      Panic sets in. He can’t be serious. It wasn’t my fault. “It was an accident.”

      “Accident or not, you let go of your ticket and I picked it up. You didn’t hand it to me.” Alvaro walks around me and is now backing us up against the wall. Holding my winning ticket where I can see it but not get it.

      “I don’t understand. It was a total accident. I was about to hand it to you. Shit, why am I explaining this? You saw it.” My back comes into contact with the cold white cement brick wall.

      “I saw. I picked up your ticket. Rules are rules you’re to hand it to me so I can verify your identity.”

      He’s standing so close to me that with each breath my breasts are rubbing on his lower chest. He places a hand on the wall by my head. His eyes look like they’re sparkling. My nipples harden and strain against his muscles.

      “Do you want your ticket back?” His voice is so deep and close that it vibrates through my chest.

      That voice. It’s all I can do not to close my eyes, but what I’m feeling against my lower stomach has all of my attention now. Fuck me, that thing is huge! I want to look down so badly, but I force myself to keep eye contact with him.

      “Yes, please,” I speak, but it only comes out in a whisper.

      “You don’t sound very enthusiastic about it,” he replies, and I can’t tell if he’s kidding with me or being serious.

      “It’s just…” I release the rest of my breath. “You’re a lot to take in.”

      “Oh girl, you have no idea.” He smiles down at me. “If you want your ticket, it’s going to cost you.”

      “Cost me?” My mind runs over all the money I have in the world, a measly hundred dollars, in my wallet. “How much?”

      “Oh no, not money. Your first day off you spend it with me, how I want. Clothing won’t be required.” His forehead is right above mine. “Deal?”

      His look is heavy and nothing but serious. Between the way he’s looking at me, his muscles pressing against my chest, and his masculine scent mixed with his cologne it’s all I can do to answer him. “I don’t want to get in trouble with Madam Mia,” I whisper. “I desperately need this job.”

      “No ticket, no job.” He takes in a large breath, then continues. “I’ll handle Mia. So, do we have a deal?”

      Nodding my head while looking into his eyes. “We do, deal.”

      He hands me my ticket and I shock him when I grab it with one hand, then his wrist with the other. I turn his hand over and place the ticket in his palm. I cover it with my hand while still holding his wrist.

      “There. I have handed you my ticket.” I blink, looking from our hands to his eyes.

      He laughs a seductive chuckle. “You’re going to be spunky, aren’t you?”

      Leaning forward, I close the tiny gap between us and whisper. “Oh sir, you have no idea.”

      Letting out a booming laugh, he nods his head. “Good, you’ll need spunk for this job. Let’s get you home.”

      He takes both my shoulder bags and a suitcase, then heads for the parking garage with me half running to keep up while pulling the other suitcase.

      Did I just agree to spend my first day off naked with him?

      Yes, yes, you did. My brain answers.

      Damn, I hope tomorrow’s my first day off!
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      I’ve only been to the Baltimore area once before, when I came for my second interview, but boy, have I been researching it. There are so many places I want to visit when I’m not working. After the first day off, of course. I steal a glance at Alvaro while he drives. He glances back at me, catching me looking, and I quickly look out the window. Alvaro handles the traffic like a pro, soon we’re speeding down an interstate. The trees and the lush green grass are so different from my home. I can’t wait to take my shoes off and walk through the grass.

      “It’s beautiful,” I gush out. “Better than any picture I’ve seen. I didn’t really get to see much on my first trip.”

      “It really is. There’s a lot to do here. Someday, you’ll have to go on the train and watch the scenery,” he advises me as we turn and merge onto a busy road. “Two hundred miles in either direction has you to Richmond, Virginia or New York. Washington D.C. is only about an hour away.”

      “Wow, really? I’ve never been, well, anywhere. I would love to go.” A car swerves in front of us. “Goodness, so much traffic. I don’t think I could drive here.”

      “You won’t have to. There’s a driver who will take you or one of the other staff. Madam Mia doesn’t like the ladies out on their own without protection.” Alvaro glances at me again.

      Crossing my arms in a sign of defiance, I look straight out the window as I speak. “Really? What is she afraid will happen to us, here? I’ve been on my own, taking care of myself, and fighting off annoying, egotistical pack members for years. I think I’ll be just fine.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to fight. Someone will be there to stop things from happening, and if something calls for a fight they will be the ones doing it.” His voice is stern, like this isn’t an option for me to change.

      The car turns into a driveway and stops at what has to be a twenty foot, black rod iron gate that blocks cars from going any farther. Looking to the side, I see the fence continues as far as I can see on both sides. Pulling up to the box, Alvaro enters a code, causing the gate to slide to the side. The driveway is surrounded on either side by majestic, old trees. I feel like the driveway is the path through the forest. As we emerge from the forest my breath catches in my throat when I see an enormous Victorian mansion rise to meet us. I count three floors and a tower reaching into the sky. It’s painted in the most beautiful shades of green and brown, blending perfectly into the surrounding woods. The closer we move the bigger the house gets.

      “Where are we?” I ask Alvaro in a hushed tone.

      “Home,” he replies.

      Spinning my head around so fast my neck cracks, I question, “Wait, home? This isn’t where I interviewed.”

      “No, that was the business house where the office things happen. This is home where we all live. Welcome to Madam’s Manner, home of Sins and Silk.

      “I had no idea.” Staring at the house, I’m in shock. “Wow, are you sure I get to live here?”

      Laughing a small laugh, he then answers me. “Yes, it’s your home as long as you work here. Normally, all staff use the side entrance, but because this is your first time, you get to use the front door.” Alvaro stops the car in front of the staircase entrance and two men in matching dark pants and dark green shirts leap forward. Each man is a tad smaller than Alvaro, but still very well-built and intimidating.

      “Are all the men here built like tanks?” I ask as I continue to gawk at the place.

      Alvaro stops as he’s getting out of the car, then turns back around in his seat. “You think I’m built like a tank?”

      “I did, but seeing them, I now think they’re tanks and you’re like a…” I take my eyes off the house long enough to turn and answer him. “You’re a battleship or whatever the biggest ship is, but not just a regular one. You’re like a James Bond movie battleship.” I smile at the questioning look spreading across his face. “Did I ever mention I can talk a lot when I’m nervous?”

      “A James Bond battleship, huh?” He looks like he’s contemplating that reference.  “Nothing here to be nervous of. Everything will be alright.” Alvaro gets out and walks around to open my door.

      Wow, such intricate details. I’m not sure I deserve to be here. I’m not classy like this place. Shit, my thighs rub together.

      I’m what you would call a pear shape. Smaller on top, although I don’t consider my 34DD chest tiny. I’m definitely bigger on the bottom. I do have skinny bird arms, and I have a bubble butt above big thighs. Learning to love myself and be confident in my skin took me a long time. Especially because of who I am and where I grew up. My second interview included a naked visual screening by Madam Mia. At first, I was nervous, not to be naked in front of someone, but because having my boss look at me naked in this day and age seemed, well, wrong. Although with the business we’re in, it made sense too. She explained the clientele prefer a more voluptuous, curvy woman. I remember her saying in her rich, luxurious tone, “They want a meal of meat and not just a bone to gnaw on.” After dropping my robe and rotating around, she said I was beautiful. When I tried to say my thighs and ass were too big, she stopped me and said they were perfect. Exactly what she was looking for.

      Opening my door, Alvaro pulls me out of my thoughts. “You alright?” he asks as he holds out his hand to help me.

      “I’m alright, a tad overwhelmed, but alright,” I answer as I step out of the car.

      “Everyone is when they first get here. This house is kept a secret from the everyday person because of the nature of the clients Mia has. We can’t have any incidents.”

      “Wait, so they don’t see it as we do?”

      “Not at all. If someone stumbles on it, they assume it’s a smaller Victorian size home with a wooden fence and a mailbox saving the Stevens.”

      “Wait, then how can I see it?” I look at Alvaro hoping all of this won’t fade away because of who I am.

      “You work here. Mia had a charm put on you allowing you to see it.”

      Nodding, I step away from Alvaro.

      I thought the gate was amazing, but this entrance is phenomenal. Five steps lead up to a cement patio with benches on either side. The double doors to the house are extravagant wood carvings of a forest leading to stained glass windows depicting a serene lake lit by the light of the day. Looking overhead at the carved clouds on the ceiling, I take a step closer to the door to look at more of the details on the windows. This time, there are two canoes on the lake that I didn’t see before. Alvaro appears next to me, he opens the door and motions for me to go inside. I’m instantly in awe. From the outside, this house is beyond impressive. From the inside, it is unbelievable.

      The walls in the entryway are all hardwood. I can see carvings of delicate flowers etched into several wood structures. The floor is gorgeous, decorated with light blue, turquoise tiles with white roses in the center and dark green leaves. Two dark wooden columns with carved vines woven around them mark the entrance to the formal sitting room. Across the hall is a half door to what resembles a possible coat check room. There is an enormous vase full of flowers on a table in the lobby next to the bottom of a staircase. Everything had to be done by a Victorian artist. Moving to the banister I see each one is a rose connected by a woven vine hand railing. A carpet runner in the middle of the stairs matches the tiles, and two smaller but similar vases sit on either side of the landing. But what’s most impressive is the oversized, stained glass window taking up most of the wall on the landing. Three panels with a semicircle above depict what looks like a flower garden fit for a castle.

      “Goodness,” I stammer, looking up at it.

      “Notice a theme, did you?”

      I hear Alvaro’s voice, but I’d forgotten he was there. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” I question, turning to look at him.

      “A theme. Did you pick up on the theme?” In the tone he’s using, it sounds like he’s mocking something.

      Quickly running my eyes around again, my gaze lands back on him. “Someone likes flowers?”

      “Bingo.” Alvaro laughs. “Mia loves flowers. She used to be a gardener back before she became allergic to the sun. Now, she brings the garden inside to her.”

      “I think it’s nice. It gives the place a touch of softness.”

      “That’s what I say too, dear.” A medium-built lady wearing a purple dress, black, sensible shoes, and an apron with bright yellow and white daisies on it, hurries down the hall toward us. Her hair is streaked with gray, white, and hot pink, all pulled up in a loose bun. She has a motherly vibe about her.

      “Don’t listen to him. What do men know of flowers?” she scolds Alvaro.

      “I know when there are too many,” he scolds right back. “Hailee Green meet Minnie. She runs the house, hates clutter, and makes the best scones. And apparently, has pink hair this week.”

      “Aww, you noticed, you big gorilla. See, you do have manners. How nice.” Minnie takes my hand and pats it as she talks. “Welcome, Hailee. I’ve got your rooms ready for you. Come with me, and I’ll show you. Then we’ll go over a few things before lunch. Madam Mia will meet with you later this afternoon when she’s up. Sound good? Good, come now.”

      Minnie turns and pulls me toward the stairs. I look over my shoulder as I take the first step and see Alvaro watching. “Thank you.” I smile and wink at him.

      “You’re welcome, Hailee.” He returns the wink.

      Reaching the second floor, I’m again overwhelmed by the beauty of the place. The landing is open from the hand railing to the ceiling, on the other side it overlooks the sitting room. The walls are rich burgundy with floral wallpaper borders on the top. Looking to the left, then the right, I see a sitting area and a large window with floor-to-ceiling drapes at the end of each hall. Halfway down the two halls have a half circle of large molded wooden beams surrounding the openings. It gives me the feeling of being in a hobbit's home and I instantly love the architecture of it.

      “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen,” I state with my mouth wide open as I gape at the surroundings.

      “It is, isn’t it? Of all the places the Madam and I have lived, this is my favorite.” Minnie looks around, then walks over to the railing that overlooks the sitting room below. “This is where you’re presented. Don’t come down to meet your client until you’re announced. If you don’t have a client you’re allowed to be downstairs for the night. If you have a client, please come back upstairs thirty minutes before your scheduled time.” She turns to the right. “Now, you’re down this hall.”

      “We’re presented?” I ask, following her.

      “Oh yes, the Madam stands on tradition. Times when ladies were called upon and gentlemen were announced, even if they are paying clients.”

      Reaching the first set of doors on the left, she opens it and walks about halfway in with me trailing behind her. “This is your working room.” She spreads her arms out while walking to the doors on the right, she opens the first one. “This is your connecting bathroom. Madam and I want your bedroom door closed and locked when there’s a client here. Any other time, you may keep it open.” Walking into the bathroom, I’m gobsmacked by first, the size, then the gold fixtures, and the elegant white marble. But the white claw-foot tub with gold feet at the end of the room sends me over the edge with excitement.

      Touching the fluffy gold towels on the rim of the tub, I ask, “How many people share this bathroom? Is there a signup time for using it?”

      “Just you dear. It’s all yours.” She opens the other door and walks through it. “And this is your private room. No client may be in your private room, ever. Understand?”

      “That’s all my bathroom?” Minnie stops and looks at me. “Sorry, I understand.”

      “It’s alright. I can see why you’re excited. All three rooms are yours, the bathroom will be used by clients as well, should there be a call for it. Good?” She waits for me to nod my head. “Right, I’ll leave you to check out your quarters. When you’re ready, come down the stairs and turn left. The door at the end of the hall will take you to the kitchen and dining area. I’ll meet you there. Don’t be long. We have some things to go over before lunch.” Minnie turns to leave, but not before looking me over. “My, you’re so pretty. You’re going to be popular.”

      She’s out the door before I can ask her what that means. I don’t want to be popular. I just want to fit in around the house and learn how to be good at my job. Maybe get a few regulars, so I can start making money.

      When mom died, she left me with nothing. I had to find a job in order to keep the efficiency apartment we had. When you’re different from everyone else around, you don’t have a lot of friends and you learn quickly how to do things on your own. Even if that means doing things you don’t want to do.

      But now, I’m here in a mansion, in a bedroom the size of my old apartment with a bathroom fit for royalty. I put my hand on the silky comforter. It feels soft and inviting. Taking the room in, I see a large cream-colored six-drawer dresser with an attached mirror. A stand with two doors, I’m guessing, to put a television on. Two-night stands with open shelves and this bed that’s fit for a princess. There’s enough room between all the furniture to run a race. A door on the far wall beckons me, so I open it, revealing a walk-in closet. My suitcases and bags are sitting in the middle of a closet the size of my old apartment bedroom. Everything I own will take up one rung of the closet and one drawer in the dresser. A tear runs down my cheek.

      I think I’m way out of my league here, but damn, I want to make this work so bad! This is my way out, my way to set myself up for a good life.  But I don’t know anything about how these people live. What if I eat my dinner with my salad fork? Shit. Maybe I should have just stayed home.
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      Not wanting to keep Minnie waiting, I hustle to the kitchen and find her sitting at one of two long tables. Seeing me, she points to a side table with coffee, tea, and a plate of cookies.

      “Help yourself, dear, there’s always something out on the snack table. Do you like the rooms?” she asks as I help myself to tea and a cookie.

      “I can’t get over them. Are you sure they’re just for me, on my own? No roommate?”

      “Oh no, all yours. There are eight suites on the two floors. One is mine since Dwyn sleeps in her grotto.”

      “Her grotto?”

      “Yes, now let’s go over a few things before your meeting with Madam Mia. There are eight ladies living and working here. We dislike drama. So far, we’ve been very lucky and all our ladies have gotten along. The one before you was a bit of a diva but it worked out. But you don’t seem to be so I think it will work out fine.”

      “I can’t wait to meet them.” Never having had real friends, I’m leery but also excited to get to know my fellow employees.

      “They will be down for lunch. Most sleep in pretty late after a working night. Now, let’s go over the house rules.” She hands me a printed sheet of paper with a list of rules, times for meals, and a laundry schedule. “I’m not a maid or a short-order cook; if you miss a mealtime you can make a sandwich in the kitchen but clean up after yourself. I’m the only one who runs the stove or oven.  Also, I don’t work at a laundry mat. I’m here to help if you need me. I’m always around, but I have a house to run, employees to manage, and food to make. These are your responsibilities.”

      “Sounds fair.”

      “You’re responsible for cleaning the room when the client leaves. We never book back-to-back appointments. One appointment per day, never any more. As far as the bedding goes we wash it in a separate washing machine. You’ll see what I mean when you go on your tour. Everyone has four sets of sheets with matching blankets. When you take one off you put a set on. More than once a lady has forgotten, and the client has had to wait. It can be quite embarrassing.”

      “I understand, I like things clean.” I’ve always enjoyed cleaning, mainly because after work it was the only thing I had to do. Usually, I would turn the television on for background noise and clean.

      “Good, I like to hear that. We eat most meals as a family, that’s very important to us. Most clients don’t arrive until seven or eight in the evening so there is time to have dinner together.” Minnie goes through the rest of the rules concerning the house with me. She says the client rules will be covered by Madam Mia later today.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      Sheepishly I ask, “Just one, but I’m sure I’ll have more as the time goes by. For now, are all the people here… umm, paranormal?”

      Minnie looks at me with a blank expression, then a smile spreads across her face, and she chuckles “Meaning are you the only human here?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry, I didn’t know how to ask. I guess I shouldn’t have asked; it’s very personal.”

      “It’s okay, dear, of course it’s alright to ask your questions. Yes, everyone here is paranormal. Just remember we live in a world of humans and some paranormal individuals don’t like to share their true identity.”

      “Yes, I know. I learned that when I was young. Will I know who my clients are?”

      “I believe so, that’s a question for Mia, lunch will be in an hour. Why don’t you go start unpacking.” Minnie stands, picking up her clipboard and coffee cup.

      “Alright. Unless you need help with lunch, then I can just unpack later.”

      “Oh, aren’t you sweet? No, no, I’ve got it. You go ahead.” Minnie turns and briskly heads to what I guess is the kitchen door.

      I would love a tour.

      “After lunch I’ll have one of the ladies give you a tour.” Minnie calls over her shoulder before disappearing.

      Shit, did I say that out loud?

      Walking back to my room I think about Minnie and how I phrased my question.

      Paranormal? How could I have sounded so dumb. Really. I have to be more aware of what I’m saying. This place is so fancy it stands to reason everyone here is just as fancy. The only thing is, how do I learn to be fancy?

      Unpacking my belongings takes me a total of twenty minutes. When I’m done, I peer into the vast closet. It looks sad with my few occupied hangers being the only things in there. I take my suitcases out from under my bed and place them against the far back wall.

      There, that makes it look a little fuller. Somewhat. Maybe I’ll buy some new clothes with my first paycheck.

      I decide to go to the sitting area outside my room to wait for lunch. That way I’m not sitting in this empty room on my own. Plopping down in one of the winged back chairs, I take my time to really look around. The amount of time and effort put into the woodwork here is impressive. Everything about this place is impressive. I can’t think of a building back home that had half the beauty.

      I’m pulled from my thoughts as the door opposite mine opens, and a short, green-skinned girl emerges. I can’t help but stare; I’ve never seen anyone with green skin before. Snow-white, short hair cut in a cute bob style, smaller boobs, and enormous thighs. She’s beautiful.

      “Oh, hi!” The green girl enthusiastically steps forward with her hand out for me to shake. “I’m Clara.”

      I put my hand out and she shakes it; but I don’t say anything, not out of rudeness but because my brain is trying to process green skin.

      “I’m guessing you’ve never seen a gremlin before.” Clara laughs as she spins around in a circle. “I love gremlin virgins. What’s your name, cutie?”

      Shaking my head slightly in hopes of being able to contribute to the conversation, I nervously say, “Ah, I’m Hailee. Nice to meet you.” I put my hand out. Again.

      Laughing again, Clara says, “I feel like we’ve done this before.”

      Feeling mortifyingly embarrassed I quickly draw my hand back. “I’m sorry, Clara, I’ve just never…”

      “Seen green skin, no worries, cutie, it happens. Do you want to touch it?” She jets her arm forward. “Go ahead, that way it will be more real.”

      Peering up from her arm now in front of my face, I quickly look into her eyes to make sure it’s alright.

      “Really, go ahead.” She shakes her arm a little, drawing my gaze back to it.

      I’m not sure I really want to touch her skin, but I don’t want to appear even ruder than I already have. So, I place my hand on her forearm and ran my hand down to her wrist.

      “Very soft,” I speak in a hushed tone.

      “Thanks.” She draws her arm away, running her other hand where mine had just touched. “Dwyn knows all the best skin conditioners. I’m guessing from her being in the water so much. It’s almost time for lunch; I’m starving, let’s go.” She turns and walks toward the stairs.

      Quickly, I follow her, not wanting to be late on my first day.

      “Have you had a tour yet? I’ll give you one after food if you want,” Clara offers when I step up next to her.

      “Thank you. That would be great.”

      Two doors down at the other side of the hallway open as we reach the top of the stairs. Looking over I see two ladies step out, I can’t make out their features due to the sunlight behind them. I can only see that one is taller and skinny, the other shorter and more of the plus athletic build size.

      “Hey, wait up,” one of them calls as Clara is stepping down the first step. She steps back up to the landing and waits next to me as the other two come into view.

      “I’m glad you’re shorter, like me. Some of these girls…” She rolls her eyes.

      Looking back down the hall, the tall one must be an Egyptian goddess. Tall and regal, she has large eyes and perfect lips. Her hair is white at the base with black dreadlocks that end at her chin. She almost struts when she walks, and the orange jumpsuit she’s wearing is a perfect match for her dark, luscious skin. For the life of me, I can’t think of what she might be.

      The other one is just a touch shorter than the goddess; she has bright strawberry blond hair that’s in long ringlets, it reminds me of the spiral perms of the eighties. Her movements are fluid, almost like I’m watching her in a pool. She has long legs. She’s not skinny but not bigger, the largest things on her are her hair and her boobs. Which are like perfect round globes. Voluptuous is the word that comes to my mind.

      “You must be Hailee.” The blonde asks as she puts forth her hand. “I’m Dwyn, nice to meet you.”

      “Hello, nice to meet you too. I like your name.”

      “Thanks, it means wave. Super creative for a mermaid, huh.” She shakes her head.

      “Wow, you’re a mermaid? And you can walk on land?” I know my mouth’s open and I’m staring but I’ve never met a mermaid.

      “Sure can. But I have to get in the water every other day or so. Otherwise, I cramp up. This is Loa.” She puts her hand on Loa’s shoulder.

      “You’re beautiful, I mean not that all of you aren’t, you are. But, I…” I close my mouth not wanting to insult anyone anymore.

      “We understand, blah, blah, blah she’s pretty,” Clara says in a sarcastic voice that even I, who just met her, picks up on, and everyone laughs.

      “Greetings, Hailee. Welcome.” Loa’s voice matches her looks, and I instantly think she should narrate something.

      “Hi,” is all I can get out.

      “Unless we want peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, we better get moving,” Clara announces as she heads downstairs.

      “Eww, no, thank you,” Dwyn declares as Loa makes a face.

      “I like peanut butter and jelly. I lived on them for a month once.” I snap my mouth closed before I can say more about my mundane, embarrassing life. None of the ladies comment or even look at me.

      Whew, maybe they didn’t hear.

      When we arrive at the dining room, there are already two other ladies sitting at the table. One with cardinal red skin, straight black hair, and black pupils. The lady sitting right next to her has shoulder-length brown hair with blonde highlights and a cute button nose. She has a sports jersey on.

      “Daisey.” Clara points to the red lady. “Lydia, this is Hailee,” she introduces the two of us as she takes a seat on the other side of Daisey.

      Sitting across the table from them, I say my hello’s and do everything in my power not to stare at Daisey.

      What in the world is Daisey? And Lydia looks like me, a human. But, from what I’ve been told I’m the only one.

      “Girls, it’s nice to see you. How’s everyone feeling?” Minnie calls out, She enters the room with a large tray and sets it down on the end of the table, but before anyone could answer her, she was gone. Then back quickly with another large tray. I’m thrilled when it comes around and I see it’s cheeseburgers with fries and a salad on the other tray. I was a little worried about what we would eat with all our differences.

      “Did everyone meet Hailee?” Minnie asks as she makes herself a plate.

      Everyone nods and says yes. We talk about all sorts of things at the table. I was most interested in how their nights were. I’ve turned tricks before, when I’ve needed money for rent or mom’s medications. But only with the undesirable pack members, and it was always a wham bam here’s your money. Never anything more. Never. So, hearing these ladies talk favorably about their clients is a new thing for me. I’m having a hard time processing that they actually have fun with their clients.  Daisey and Dwyn have regulars and Dwyn’s is teaching her to swim but they’re naked while she teaches him. If he thinks he’s done well in lessons, then they have sex, if not, then he has to wait till next time. That idea blows my mind. I have loads of questions, but I don’t want to ask them and seem like the new girl. Shit, I don’t even know what Daisey and Lydia are; how am I going to understand how the clients are.

      Like, does she still get paid if they don’t have sex? Why would he pay for no sex? Does Madam Mia allow that sort of client all the time? I’m here to make money, not have clients that regulate themselves to no sex.

      Dwyn tells everyone, “The worst part of it is his hard dick. I’m trying to keep him flat on his back learning to float and that things stick straight up. And when he’s practicing his swimming it’s like a damn rudder.”

      All the girls laugh and laugh, including me. I can just see a guy laying on his back, dick straight in the air.

      “You would think it would get cold sticking out of the water,” Daisey comments when she catches her breath. More laughter.

      “Stick a flag in it, like mountain climbers do. Mount St. Swimmer,” I say, then stop myself thinking maybe that was a dumb thing to say. Everyone laughs even harder.

      “Yes, design your own flag background with a dick on it. Mount St. Dick,” Lydia adds to what I said. Everyone including Minnie has to catch their breath and wipe tears away.

      I like these ladies. It’s hard being the human of the group, most of what these ladies are I’ve never encountered before. I just need to be myself and be more confident. I’m looking forward to my meeting with Madam Mia.

      “Ladies, Madam has a surprise for you in honor of Hailee’s first day; you’re going to the movies. Pick out what you would like to see.” Minnie hands an iPad to Loa who reads off the titles. Minnie must notice my confusion and disappointment because she gets up and walks down to where I’m sitting.

      “Hailee, Madam had a long night last night and isn’t quite awake yet. She’ll meet with you after the movie. Go, have fun with the girls. There will be time for a tour when you get back.”

      I nod my agreement.

      “Hailee, are you alright with that one?” someone inquires but I didn’t pay attention to who it was.

      “Any one is good with me,” I answered truthfully. I’m not up on movies or anything Hollywood. We only had two channels on our television, and one was mostly old westerns in black and white.

      “Great! Top Gun it is.”
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      “Ladies.” The nice, older, well fit man opens the door for us as we climb into the SUV. “I was told we’re going to the movies. Is that right?”

      “That’s right, Robert,” Lydia confirms, climbing in.

      “Sorry, it’s a love story this time,” Clara informs him.

      “I don’t mind a good love story every once in a while.”

      “Good, now that we know that we can plan better. But this time, we’re going to the new Top Gun.” Clara punches his arm as she walks by.

      “Yes! I’ve been wanting to see that.” Robert cheers. “Action over romances any day.” Putting his arm out, he stops me in my tracks. “You must be Hailee.”

      “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.” I hold my hand out for him to shake, which he does enthusiastically.

      “Nice to meet you, too. I’m Robert. I will drive you ladies where you want to go. If there’s anything you need while we’re out, just let me know.” He leans closer. “Also, I’m a coyote. I have amazing hearing. I run super-fast and my howl will bring help if we ever need it. Just so you know.” He smiles as he steps back.

      “Ah, thank you. That is good to know.” I wait for him to remove his arm. Once he does, I climb in and take the last seat next to Loa.

      “He’s harmless. That’s why he gets to drive us. Coyotes like to go fast, and they have good reflexes, so Madam feels we are safe. Also, he has a lot of kids he’s putting through college. And he’s totally in love with his coyote wife. So, again safe. Plus, there will be other guys there, so.”

      “He seems nice.” I turn in my seat to look at her. “What do you mean there will be other guys there?”

      “Totally nice, and I’m not just saying that because he can hear everything we’re saying.” We hear a laugh come from the front of the vehicle. “Security, we always have them around somewhere. No doubt there will be a few today. With there being seven of us and you don’t have your mark yet.”

      Dwyn and Clara are in the row in front of us. They both turn in their seats to look at me as I ask, “What mark?”

      Loa looks at the two of them, but Clara answers me. “We all have a mark that allows Madam Mia to track us should something bad happen.”

      I put my hand up. “Wait a minute. Security, bad things, and a mark? What exactly is going on? This is starting to sound a lot more dangerous than I was aware of.”

      “If I may, I don’t think you ladies are explaining things very well,” Robert pipes up from the front.

      “He’s probably right. And I know he heard that,” Clara snips.

      Dwyn picks up the conversation. “Hailee, Madam Mia, hires the best girls she can find for the job. Ones who fit her client’s needs. But, she also only hires girls she believes best meet her high expectations. That they will fit in with the other girls, one of each kind, with no drama, ones who can talk with her clients, not just provide them with services. The clients, as you know, are very wealthy. Confidentiality is key to this business. They will share secrets with you because they know they can and you can’t talk to anyone about it. That’s what gets us the big money. Now, we can talk about the clients at home but never in public.” She puts her arm on the backrest of the bench seat. “Because other business owners know of Madam’s reputation and standards, they will come and try to lure us away. You’ll be offered jewels, money, even a man, but trust us, all of that is nothing compared to what you’ll get with Madam. The others are unscrupulous, dangerous, and treat their girls like they don’t matter.” Looking at Clara, she shakes her head in agreement with what Dwyn is saying.

      “One of those competitors is one of my kind.” She places her hand over her heart. “The girls there have to pay for their rooms and their food. Plus, the boss takes a portion of their wages, they even have to clean the house. Makes me sick. Those vermin take advantage of the ladies.” Dwyn and Loa place their hands on Clara’s shoulder.

      “It’s okay. You’re one of us now, and we love you.” Dwyn comforts Clara before she starts speaking again. “Oh, Hailee, don’t look so scared. Honestly, the competition won’t kidnap you or anything like that. They just make big promises and never follow through.”

      “I understand that. I grew up as a human in a wolf pack run by uncaring bosses. Wolves used to promise me the world just to get into my pants.” All three shake their heads in disgust. “What sort of mark is it? Like a chip they put in dogs?”

      Loa laughs “No, it’s a different kind of mark. It’s a blood mark. Madam will explain it more when you meet with her later.”

      “You said she can track us. Does she spy on us with the mark?”

      “No,” all three of them say at once.

      Dwyn continues, “No, it’s only in the case of an emergency. Or if we feel we need help. I’ve only heard of it being used twice. Once a girl’s client went into a blood lust and the girl called Madam for help. Another time, a client didn’t bring the girl back when he was supposed to. Neither of them would answer their phones, so she tracked them.”

      “And what happened?” I ask, wanting to know the total story.

      “I think she got fired because she didn’t leave the situation on her own accord, plus she allowed him to take her phone. Had she wanted to leave, and he not let her, she should have summoned Madam for help, but she didn’t.”

      “Oh, I see. Damn, I can’t imagine doing anything to ruin this job.”

      “Right!” Clara enthusiastically agrees with me.

      “Do you all know why the girl who had my job before me left?” I’ve been wanting to ask someone this ever since I got the job offer.

      “She and a client fell in love. Now, they live in Paris, or maybe London. Either way, they’re sickeningly happy.” Loa makes a motion of vomiting.

      “That happens? Really?” The shock was obvious in my voice.

      “Yes. It won’t be for me. I’m not ever falling in love with someone. Talk with them, screw them, yes to both, fall in love with them, no,” Loa defiantly states.

      “Loa, you’re such a stick in the mud when it comes to love. No matter how much we try to get her to see the romance in things, she’s set on being the stick,” Dwyn teases. “Me, I would love to fall in love with some rich, sexy client who would whisk me off to a house on a private island where I could swim whenever I wanted to.”

      Loa makes the vomiting noise again, and we chuckle at her.

      “Does the mark hurt when you get it?” I ask as Robert parks and announces we’re here.

      “At first, but then it goes away,” Clara says as she slides out.

      “Think of it like a piercing,” Dwyn adds.

      We all walk to the theater, when I step up behind Robert to wait my turn. Daisey comes and pulls me over to the other girls. “We don’t pay. Madam covers activities like this. She likes that we go out and bond as a group. She pays for it out of her cut.”

      “That’s nice of her. I’m looking forward to getting to know her better.”

      “You’ll love her. She really cares. It’s unheard of for someone of her kind to care about a bunch of us, let alone enough to want to help.” Daisey continued until Robert interrupted her.

      “Tickets.” He hands everyone their own. “Now, popcorn.”

      Robert has each of us go first in line and order whatever we want. I don’t tell any of them that this is only the second movie I’ve ever been to. I’ve never had popcorn and a drink either. To go to the movies back home you had to drive over an hour and mom didn’t have a car. She used to say we can get everything we need right here in town. If she needed anything from somewhere else, she would just shift and run there. But seeing as how I can’t shift, I was stuck. Always stuck.

      Filing into the row of seats, we take up the ones directly in the middle of the row. I’m seated with Clara on my right and an open seat on my left. This is nothing like I remember from when I was ten. The screen is enormous, and the seats are recliners. I’m excited but also borderline overwhelmed with just the sheer size of everything. Even the popcorn container is big, but I keep a smile on my face. Near the end of the movie, a tall, tan, well-built man with black hair and a neatly trimmed beard comes and sits down next to me. I’m a detailed people watcher. I learned to pay attention to details when I was young and had to blame the boys for being handsy and the girls for being mean. Not that it ever helped me. Glancing nonchalantly at him, I see he’s smiling at me, so I return a small smile.

      There are loads of open seats in here. Why did he feel the need to sit next to me? I mean, he’s hot. I wouldn’t mind him being a customer.

      Ten minutes later, he leans closer. His thickly accented, masculine voice whispers, “You’re beautiful.”

      Startled, I look at him. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. What’s your name?” He leans closer over the armrest.

      “I’m watching the movie.” I’ve dealt with men like this my whole life. Why is it the sexy, hot ones are always the most egotistical?

      “Hello, I’m watching. My name is Nasir.” His voice is like silk. It flows over my body, caressing me.

      “Hailee, my name is Hailee,” I say in a matching whispered tone, without knowing I had even spoken.

      “Well, Hailee, that’s a lovely name. I know Madam had a vacancy on her roster. You wouldn’t be the new girl at Sins and Silk, would you?”

      “Yes.” Inside, I can hear myself screaming for me to shut up, but I can’t control it.

      “Imagine my luck when I was leaving the mall, and I saw you walk into the movie. My timing was perfect. Hailee, I think you’re in the wrong establishment. I think you should come and work for me. My brothers and I have the best brothel in New York. A girl like you could make millions with us. Now, wouldn’t you like to come work for me?” Nasir’s cologne wafts in and out of my nose. Its intoxicating aroma makes me feel almost drunk.

      I feel myself nodding my head yes, but Nasir isn’t looking at me anymore. There’s a commotion going on somewhere, I can’t place where, but I’m mad Nasir isn’t paying attention to me anymore. I feel a hand on my arm and I turn, hoping it’s him, but it’s just Clara.

      “Hailee. Hailee,” Clara keeps saying while shaking my arm.

      “Where’s Nasir?” I ask her. “Did he leave without me?”

      “Here, let me. Hailee, can you look at me?” Robert turns me to him.

      I make myself stop looking around for Nasir and focus on Robert. He blows a breath into my face. I blink three times, shake my head, and look at him.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, looking from him to the man standing behind him.

      “You’re alright, you had a run in with a warlock. Do you remember?” Robert asks.

      Closing my eyes, I see Nasir’s handsome face. Popping my eyes open, “I do. He wanted me to come work for him in New York.” I tell them the rest of what was said. “I told him my name. Why couldn’t I stop myself from speaking to him?”

      “I’m sure he used a spell to make you do it. Cunning guy too, waiting till the end of the movie when everyone else in the theater is captivated by what’s happening.” Robert turns my face from side to side. “We’ll see what Millie has to say when we get home. One thing is for certain, Madam Mia won’t be happy.”

      “Shit. Is she going to fire me?” I can feel the tears welling up.

      My first day and like a dumb ass I get sucked in by a handsome face.

      “No, no, she won’t; it’s not your fault. These things happen from time to time. You don’t have your mark yet to protect you. He wouldn’t have been able to use the spell if you had it. See.” Robert undoes his top two buttons and shows me the mark. It looks like two round circles near each other.

      “You have a mark too?”

      “Everyone employed by Madam Mia has one. She’s very protective of her people.
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      Sitting in the hall, I can hear Madam Mia through the door as Robert fills in Minnie and her, on what happened at the movie. Robert asked me to wait on the stairs, which I did until the voices started, then I slowly came and sat against the wall.

      “That Nasir, how dare he approach one of my ladies. Not to mention my new one. He better hope he and I don’t meet any time soon.”

      “It sure seemed like it was planned. He waited for the big action scene so we would be distracted, probably so I couldn’t hear him. I smelled him before I heard him,” Robert explained.

      “And you said he did something to Hailee to make her tell the truth and become attached to him?” Minnie clarified.

      “Yes, I think it was his cologne. It smelled like an old cauldron to me, but all the girls only caught a whiff of it when we escorted Nasir out. They thought it was intoxicating and manly. With him leaning in close to her, Hailee got the full force of it. She was pretty out of it when I blew on her.”

      “Where is Hailee now?” Madam asks.

      “I’m guessing Nasir used a charm elixir. Also, Hailee’s sitting against the wall in the hallway,” Minnie announces.

      Oops. Busted. How did she know I was here?

      “Thank you, Robert, for handling the situation and informing me of what happened. Minnie, will you show Hailee in, please?”

      A moment later, the door opens, and Robert appears. He pauses for a moment and smiles at me before heading down the stairs. “Hailee, come on in.” Minnie holds the door open as I stand.

      Damn. Getting my ass off the floor used to be easier.

      Finally, on my own two feet, I glance up at Minnie as she gives me a little nod. Once I pass her, she closes the door behind me.

      The room looks like it’s a fantasy professor’s office. Deep, reddish, almost maroon stained wooden bookcases line the walls. Each filled with books showing off their multicolored spines. Small trinkets representing something important to Madam hold places of honor among the covers. It’s like a librarian’s perfect wallpaper. The bookshelves are interrupted on the front and back walls with side-by-side large windows and the fireplace and door on the other walls. I would love to see the view from the windows during the day as we are at the highest point of the house, but for now, they’re just dark. The desk is the same divine red color. This is a desk fit for a queen. Gold filigree designs adorn the front and sides. A large, winged golden chair sits directly behind. Two matching chairs only in the red color sit on either side of the fireplace. I can see wooden floors under a gold and red woven rug covering the sitting area. One would think a room like this would smell musty or smokey, and I would be one of those. But the room actually smells of leather and lilac.

      “Hailee, please, come sit. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to meet earlier, but I had an overseas call I couldn’t miss.” Madam gestures toward a chair by the fireplace. Once seated, she continues “I’m so sorry you had that run in with Nasir. He and his brothers can be quite…” she trails off and looks into the fire before speaking again, “persuasive. Are you alright now?” Her attention turns back to me.

      “Yes, I’m fine. A little confused as to how he got me to tell him my name. I would never have done that.”

      “Minnie believes it was an elixir in his cologne. But you probably heard that.” She winks at me.

      Madam Mia is the absolute example of perfection, a cross between vampire royalty and a CEO boardroom shark. Her dark hair sits on top of her head in a loose but stylish bun. She has to be six feet or very near it. Tonight, she’s wearing a deep purple suit with a white camisole. Nickel sized diamond earrings and diamond pendant that could finance a house. Her makeup is so flawless, I’m not sure she’s even wearing any. The only thing a tad odd about her are the rings on each finger, even her thumbs. The gems set in them sparkle in the fireplace’s glow. While her appearance says she’s intimidating, her personality seems fair and kind.

      I’ll be on my best behavior around her, that’s for sure.

      “You will find I’m quite nice and friendly. I’ve been in this business for a long, long time. I learned a while ago to protect and care for my staff, that a reputation for having the best brings the best.”

      Finding my voice, I speak up, “Madam, are you sure I belong here? I’ve never been the best. I would turn tricks to survive, not.” I look around the room. “Well, this.” I put my hands up and open them to the room. “I think I’m out of my league. What if I mess up?”

      Madam Mia uncrosses her long legs only to recross them the other way. “Let me ask you a question.” She waits for me to look at her. “Do you want to go back to your life?”

      “No, not at all,” I answer quickly and honestly. “I never want to go back. It’s just that I don’t want to disappoint you or bring shame to Sins and Silk. Let’s face it, I’m a bigger girl. I’m not what these rich men want with their stick models, fake boobs, and superficial attitudes. I’ve never even had sex for pleasure.”

      Madam Mia smiles a warm smile, well, as warm as a vampire can. “Hailee, what makes you think rich men want those types of women?”

      “It’s what you see on television,” I offer up as a feeble explanation.

      “Television shows you what they want you to see. Our clients want real women, someone who talks to them, who’s interested in what they have to say. Not just their credit cards. They want someone they can sit and talk with, then fuck until the sun rises. Some of our clients want to experiment, try new things, live out fantasies. Others want to tell you their deepest secrets because they don’t have anyone else to tell. You see, we provide so much more than sex. And I think you will be great with the clients. When new clients arrive, I match each one with the lady I think will be the best fit based on their needs. If someone wants to try being a Dom for an evening, Daisey or Josephine. If someone loves the outdoors and they want to play outside, then Lydia or Loa. Once the client feels they have established a comfortable relationship with a lady, they can request to be her regular.”

      Madam sits forward in her chair. “Hailee, I never place a lady with someone I feel she will be uncomfortable with. Ever. And if for some reason my ladies aren’t feeling the connection or are afraid of who I’ve matched them with, well, then that ends it. You have a voice, and I expect you to use it in that type of situation.” She sits back. “Now, let me ask you a personal question Hailee, you said you’ve never had sex for pleasure. Does that mean you’ve never had an orgasm before?”

      The feeling of embarrassment creeps up my face. The fact that I’m forty-two years old and never had a man bring me even close to an orgasm, I’m sure I’m the only one in the world like this. I decide I’ll answer honestly. If she fires me, then so be it.

      “No, I haven’t. The men I’ve been with were quick and all about getting themselves off. It didn’t matter if I did. They certainly weren’t sticking around long enough to make it happen. But I’ve, ya know, given them to myself.” I quickly glance at her, then back at my hands. “Sad isn’t it. Forty-two years old and never, well, you know.”

      Madam Mia laughs a laugh full of heart. “Oh, Hailee, I’m excited for you to be here and with our clients. A whole new world is about to open up for you. I won’t say more. I’ll let you experience the difference.” She’s smiling from ear to ear like she just heard the best secret in the world and she can’t wait to share it.

      “What about my age? Like I said, I’m forty-two years old.”

      “And?” Madam waits for me to answer.

      “Ah, that’s old for the clients? Don’t they want younger women?”

      “How old do you feel?” She’s sitting so straight and composed, like asking about orgasms and the age a prostitute should be, are, the most normal discussions in the world.

      “Most days I don’t feel forty-two, I feel younger. I guess that’s why I took the job.”

      “What would you say if I told you that you were the youngest lady here?” She steeples her fingers, a small smile in the corner of her mouth.

      “I would think you were lying to me.” I sit as far back in the chair as I can.

      “You’re the youngest lady here. I’m not lying. Ask the ladies how old they are.”

      “How old are you?” The words are out of my mouth before I realize it.

      Shit!

      “How old do you think I am?” The smile spreads, and her eyebrows arch.

      Double shit! How the hell do I answer?

      “Not a day over twenty-five.”

      Madam’s head leans against the back of the chair as she lets out a deep laugh.

      “Oh, my dear, thank you for that.” She closes her eyes and smiles. When she reopens them, she continues, “I was older than twenty-five when I was turned. I’m nine hundred ninety-seven.”

      “YEARS?” I blurt out, then realizing my rudeness, I clamp my lips together. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s a shockingly large number. Truthfully, I never thought I would live this long.”

      “Damn, the things you must have seen and experienced,” I say in awe.

      “Yes, times have certainly changed. But that’s a conversation for another time.” She readjusts herself in the chair. “As I was saying, you’re the youngest one here. Hailee, why don’t you try life here, let’s say three clients? Who knows, you might come to love it as much as the other ladies. But, you have to have an open mind and be willing to experience new things.”

      “What about my background? I don’t know the first thing about talking to rich people.”

      “All the ladies here have similar backgrounds to yours. Each has faced hard times, unscrupulous people, and sadness. I won’t share their stories as they are theirs to tell. But, believe me, when you hear them, you’ll be amazed at their strength and determination. So, before we talk money, what do you say?”

      Money. That’s always the deciding vote for me.

      “Alright.”

      “And you’ll keep an open mind?”

      Stop with the negative attitude before she sends us packing!

      “Yes, I don’t want to go back to my old life. So, I guess it’s out with the old and in with the new.” I force a smile.

      “Great. Now, money wise. I handle all transactions, so you don’t have to. Nothing says an enjoyable experience like ‘Can I run your credit card now’?”

      Chuckling, I agree that would kill the mood.

      “The house takes fifty percent for living expenses. Water, clothing, food, that sort of thing. The rest is yours.”

      “That seems fair. I’m happy to have a place to live and food every day.”

      Madam nods her head as she turns and opens a drawer on her side table. I can see a vial of neon pink liquid in her hand. “Since we did your paperwork last time you were here, and you presented your ticket at the airport…”

      The image of Alvaro standing so close to me holding my ticket flashes into my mind.

      “This is a potion for women. It magically stops your cycle. It also keeps you clean of all diseases. All the men are required to submit medical exams in order to participate. They’re also given potions that make them sterile for twenty-four hours.” She cocks her head to the side. “Their potion also makes sure they’re clean from any diseases, even though they have the medical. I had Minnie add that one to theirs as a precaution. One of my smarter thoughts, if I do say so.”

      “That.” I point at the vial. “That will stop my period? And let me have sex without getting pregnant, and I can’t get a disease?”

      “Yes.”

      “Best potion ever!” I cheer. “Where’s that been all my life?”

      “Ha, it’s a definite perk, that’s for sure.”

      “So, if the men take their vial, do they still wear condoms?”

      “That’s up to you. The other ladies don’t require them because of the potion. I understand with you being human that you might be skeptical that a potion would be able to be completely effective. If you feel you would like them to wear one, that’s fine. I have a supply.”

      “The men I’ve been with wore condoms because they absolutely didn’t want to be saddled with me and half-breed kids. Plus, most of them thought I would be the one giving them the disease.”

      “I’m so glad you don’t have to deal with them anymore.” Madam Mia hands me the vial.

      “Should I take it now?” I ask, hoping she will say yes.

      “Yes, that way it can get through your system before tomorrow night.”

      Nodding, I take the cap off and hold it to my lips, then down the contents. I shake it until I am sure I’ve gotten the last drop.

      Minnie should market this potion! She would be a billionaire!

      “Yum, bubble gum flavored.” Licking my lips, I return the cap and hand her back the vial.

      “Now, Minnie has filled you in on the house rules and how you’re to be presented, yes?”

      Nodding, I confirm she has, and that I don’t have any questions.

      “Good. When the clients arrive, they wait in the formal living room, they’re given the potion and will wait for five minutes. With men, the potion goes into effect much quicker.”

      I can’t help it. I laugh at her statement. “Sorry, sorry.” I put up my hand. “Of course, the potion reacts quickly for men.” Shaking my head. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, I get it.” She huffs out a snicker.

      “I have one last bit of business for us. Your mark. I give the mark to all my employees. It lasts as long as your employment lasts, meaning when you leave, it will be removed. The mark allows me to sense if you are in distress, panic, or fearful. It allows me to find you and help. I won’t spy on you. I can’t listen in on conversations. For the most part it’s quiet. Like I said, it’s only for emergencies. The reason the mark is required is, well, because of Esther, who I don’t think you’ve met yet. She’s been a tad surly lately and has taken to living in the wall of her room.” She closes her eyes and slightly shakes her nose. “Anyway, when Esther worked here, she was killed. I had no way of knowing what was happening, so I couldn’t help her. I vowed I would never let anything like that happen to one of my ladies again.”

      “Well, that’s frightening.” I say, meaning it.

      “Nothing like that has happened in one hundred years. Higher paying clients helped.”

      “This is how you tracked the human before me, right?” Seeing her surprise, I add, “I heard about it on the way to the movie.”

      “Yes, she was not brought back. That time it worked out for the good. I took the mark off, and they discovered they were mates.”

      “The mark blocks the mate’s pull?” Curiosity gets the better of me.

      “Unfortunately, yes, to an extent. I don’t know how to change it but there isn’t a pull. It’s more like they just like each other. I’m happy to remove it any time so the people can check the pull.” She chuckles. “About a hundred years ago there was a lady who kept having me remove the mark because she kept thinking her clients were her mate.”

      “Did she ever find her mate?”

      “She did, about a year after she stopped working for me.” Madam sits forward in her chair. “Now, do you have any questions for me before I administer the mark?”

      “You’re going to bite me, right?” I’m starting to feel nervous.

      “Yes, but not on your neck. I place it right above your heart. That’s where it’s most effective for me. It also lets clients know we don’t put up with any funny business. Don’t worry or be nervous. The bite is quick and not deep. My fangs will drip the serum into your blood. Then it’s all over. Are you alright with this?”

      “Yes, I have nothing in the world. No family, no home. I need to be here. And actually, the thought of having a badass in my corner for once is a very comforting thought. So, go for it.”

      “Please stand and remove your shirt, so it doesn’t get any spots.” Madam stands and watches as I do as I’m told.

      As soon as I remove my shirt, she steps in front of me. Placing one hand on my lower back and the other between my shoulder blades, which pins my arms in place. I don’t see her fangs come out, but I feel the instant piercing of my skin; the pain lasts for only a second. Then Madam Mia releases me, and I look down. There are two identical puncture wounds at the top of my chest, just above my heart.

      “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Madam walks over to her desk.

      “No, I hardly felt it. Will the mark heal?” I ask, looking back down at the spot.

      “It will remain as you see it now. The holes are sealed, they won’t bleed any more. It’s a sign to others, a symbol that binds our family together.”

      Still looking at it, I murmur, “Family, I like that. Madam Mia, thank you for giving me this chance. I’ll try my hardest not to let you down.”

      Madam Mia leans against her desk. “I know you won’t. You’re not that kind of person. Welcome to Sins and Silk, Hailee.”
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      I wake up excited. I can’t believe I already have my first client appointment, and this morning I get to have a meeting with Monsieur Lafayette and Rory. From what I hear, the experience should be an interesting one. Wanting to be ready early, I quickly shower and get myself ready, making sure to remember not to wear makeup. Apparently, Monsieur Lafayette doesn’t want marks on the outfits before we buy them. The drive to the warehouse is lovely. Daisey, Clara, and I talk the whole way there. Clara’s client tonight is a regular of hers. Daisey and I both have clients who are new to Sins and Silk. They say I will get my client briefing when we get back. With new clients, it takes longer to get briefs together. I have no idea why, but I choose not to press the issue. I’m nervous about my first client. This is all so different from turning tricks to pay the rent back home.

      “Hey, what’s that look for?” Clara asks me, her gaze firmly on me. Daisey turns and looks. “Why do you look so sad?”

      “It’s nothing, just nerves about my first client tonight. It’s not like blowing a guy in a parking lot to get grocery money,” I say, looking at my hands.

      “No, that was what you had to do. This is different. Clients treat you like you matter, have worth. Which we do. Not just someone for them to bang, then throw money at us out their car window as they drive off,” Clara states, with Daisey echoing her agreement.

      I think of the fear I used to feel that I wouldn’t get paid as they started to drive off, then threw money out of the window. On windy days, I would have to chase the money. It was all so humiliating.

      “That part of your life is all over now. You work at Sins and Silk. You’re under a very old, very bad ass vampire’s protection. You have a say in your clients,” Daisey encourages me.

      “What if I’m not good enough?” I hesitate to look at the girls, but then do when they don’t answer.

      “What if you are?” Daisey says, arching her pointed eyebrows. This time it is Clara’s turn to echo her agreement.

      Blowing out my breath, I whisper, “What if I am?” Then continue in my normal tone, “Thanks ladies. I needed to hear that. As a human, restarting your life at forty-two with nothing to your name is hard. My brain gets in the way sometimes.”

      “Restarting your life at any age is hard. Forty-two is still young. Look at me. I’m eighty-six,” Clara states, then laughs at my shocked expression.

      “One hundred and seventy-nine, here.” Daisey raises her hand.

      I thought I was shocked to hear eighty-six. I was not prepared for Daisey’s age. I want to ask what exactly she is but just then the car stops, and we’re told we have arrived.

      We walk into a large, bright, white warehouse with covered, rolling clothing racks lined up in row after row against the back walls. There are three pop-up canopies set up, forming makeshift changing rooms with three mirrors outside, arranged almost in a half circle. Two sofas are sitting along the left side wall and random chairs spread out all over. There are younger, thin people in all white outfits with black aprons, everywhere. All the women have their hair pulled back, and all the men have short hair. They look like some sort of weird cult. I’m shocked when I see Monsieur Lafayette walk into the showroom in a fluffy, white, floor length fur coat. His elongated head sticking out the top draws attention to his gigantic eyes with thick, black makeup encompassing his eyebrows. He looks like some sort of clown, which causes me to shiver. Monsieur Lafayette has stark white, short curly hair that has been cut very close to his head, like the other men in the room. Only he has random rogue curls springing out from his scalp here and there.

      Again, I get clown vibes. Clowns and dolls are just terrifying.

      He, in this large, poofy, white coat, resembles a dandy lion before they’re ready to burst. Rory, or who I assume is Rory, struts in directly behind Monsieur wearing leather pants, a t-shirt, leather coat, and combat boots. All black. His ginger-red hair is in a pageboy cut that bounces as he walks. He’s wearing chalk white lipstick, which makes him look shockingly pale. The two of them look like the yin and yang symbol.

      Wait for him to address you. Always call him Monsieur Lafayette, and make sure to ask his opinion of everything. Flattery, always flattery. Also, tell Rory he looks like he belongs on a runway in Paris or Milan. I remind myself of the advice the girls gave me in the car on the way over.

      “Sugarplums, how delightful to see you again.” Monsieur Lafayette makes his presence known as he sweeps off his coat in a dramatic swooping motion. A younger man dressed all in white except for a black apron runs forward and picks it up, then hustles off to the side. It reminds me of the kids in tennis matches who run out to get the ball. “Clara.” His voice pulls my attention back to him. “You gorgeous little one. Kiss, kiss, hug, hug.” He half jumps to face Daisey. “And you my luscious demon, kiss, kiss, hug, hug.”

      Daisey’s a demon! Of course, she is. Her red skin, and tail. I should have known.

      Rory steps next to Lafayette. “Ladies, lovely to see you again.” He tilts his head to the side and half bows.

      “And you, you’re Hailee, yes?” He and Rory stand in front of me, looking me over.

      “Yes, I’m very excited to meet you both.” I try not to show my true level of excitement and the fear that’s now settling in.

      “Of course, you are, stand now, sugarplum. I want to get an idea of what we’re working with. Come out here and turn slowly.”

      I do as I was told and try not to laugh at his comments.

      “Love the hair color. Could use a couple of highlights. Skinny arms, skinny arms. Breasts are good sized, I’m guessing they’re 34 DD’s. You’re not a tiny thing, are you?”

      I make to answer him, but he continues.

      “Would you look at those thighs? She fits in fine with the thick thigh club Mia has built. Makes sense though, big men like big women. What was the name of that wolf that we dressed for the museum opening? You know the one with the funny name?” Lafayette turns to Rory, who’s been taking notes this whole time.

      “Lagou, love.”

      “Yes, yes, him. He was worried all the women were going to be twigs that night and he wouldn’t have anyone to take home. Never did hear how the night came out for him. Did we?”

      “No, love,” Rory answers while still writing. “34DD and thick thighs,” he states to get Lafayette back on track.

      “Thick thighs, yes. Mia has a club going on. Sugarplum, your ass is beautiful. Beau-t-ful. We’re going to accent this region.” He waves his hands down around my stomach, pussy, high thigh area. “But what are you currently wearing? This is sad. Do you hear me? Sad. Alright, we need to get working on things, now.”

      He jumps back to Clara. “You lost some pieces, yes?”

      “Overzealous clients.” She laughs.

      “Those naughty things.” He slaps his own hand as if he were slapping the ones who did it. “I guess it’s hard to resist when the packaging was so pretty. They want to rip it right off to get the fabulous gifts underneath.” Monsieur Lafayette raises a finger and throws his right hip out as he talks to her.

      “You’re entirely right, Monsieur Lafayette, and that’s why we only come to you.”

      Quick thinking, Clara.

      “Daisey, you have a new client who wants you in a white leather piece. That’s very candy cane of them, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what I thought of when I was told. You’re so smart Monsieur Lafayette.” She winks at him. “And can I just say that Rory’s outfit is so chic, so New York fashion week?”

      Rory curtseys but doesn’t show any other expression. Just puts his hand to his ear, then leans over to Lafayette and whispers to him.

      “Good, good, have them bring it in.” Monsieur Lafayette looks at me, a smile spreading across his face. “Hailee, are you in luck? We just finished the last touches on your outfit for tonight. Your first client. Wait till you see it!” He bounces on his toes, clapping his hands. “Themes I love themes. Do you?”

      “I’m sorry Monsieur Lafayette, I don’t know what you’re talking about?” I ask, totally confused.

      “Tonight’s theme.”

      “No, I haven’t gotten my client briefing yet. There’s a theme? All I know is he’s a new client.” Looking at Monsieur Lafayette, I ask the question before I realize I’ve spoken “There isn’t any real fur or leather on my outfit, is there?”

      Monsieur Lafayette stops. He and Rory raise their eyes and open their mouths.

      Fuck.

      “No, no, no, we do not use animal skins here. To do such a thing would be an abomination and gross. I don’t work with dead things. If I did, I would have a slew of zombies here doing my bidding.” Lafayette cocks his head to the side. “I admire your morals to ask. And so, as a reward for your outfit for the night, it shall be a surprise for both of you.” Putting his hands around his mouth like a makeshift megaphone, he lifts his head to the ceiling. “Change. Of. Pl-ans,” he yells into the air. “Rory, have the outfit taken to Sins and Silk. It shall be waiting there for you.” He points at me. “Dead things we do not do, and no zombies.”

      Nodding my head in agreement. “Got it, sir.”

      Rory nods, sending off a text, rolling his eyes and quickly shaking his head. “Zombies, ugh, can’t get any work done. They’re always wanting to eat. Yes, to the element of surprise for tonight, it’s done, love.”

      “Now, come, come off to the dressing rooms. Let’s get you three naked.” Lafayette claps his hands twice as he spins around, and the people come scurrying from somewhere. They rush around gathering items, moving clothing racks into place. Two walk forward carrying measuring tapes over their outstretched arms like they are royal robes or something, following behind Lafayette.

      Don’t their arms hurt? I wonder how much they get paid to follow him.

      “Clara, there.” He points. “Hailee, there, no wait. Hailee, here. And, Daisey, over there by the tall mirrors. Down to under garments, please.” He spins all the way around. “We shall begin with… we shall begin with…” Monsieur Lafayette spins around again. “ROAR E-E,” he shouts in a singsong voice. “Where is Rory? He hasn’t left me, has he? Oh, I feel faint.” His hands fly forward, one to his chest and one to his forehead. Two of the scurrying people rush toward us as if to catch him. “This is the end, isn’t it?”

      “I’m right here love, here.” Rory struts like he’s on a catwalk over to Lafayette.

      “Oh Rory, thank goodness, I was so lost without you, despair drowning me, pulling me into darkness. The will to live leaving me as the air was sucked from my lungs. Why did you leave me?”

      “I didn’t leave you love.” Rory takes both Lafayette’s hands in his. “I was right over there.” Rory points with both their hands to a spot not twenty feet away. “I was on the phone with the New York store. The shipment arrived and the driver, well, the driver wanted all the boxes opened before he would let anyone sign for the delivery. Can you believe it? O.P.E.N.E.D.”

      Lafayette gasps and brings their hands to his mouth. “The infidel. I’ll be calling the shipper. I never want that man touching another one of our boxes. Having them opened, I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      I haven’t been able to tear myself from the scene as it’s playing out when Lafayette catches me not in my dressing room.

      “Hailee, you’re still dressed. Why are you still dressed?”

      Thinking quickly, because I don’t want to insult anyone or be banned, I opt for flattery. “I’m so enamored with you both; I just couldn’t pull myself away and when I turned to my room, I heard about the delivery. The shock of the driver’s audacity froze me in my spot. I’ve never heard of such rudeness.”

      Rory and Lafayette look at each other, then back at me clapping their hands. “You understand, don’t you? It was rude. He doesn’t own the boxes. We do. If he had gotten my camel cashmere dirty, I would have, well, I just don’t know what I would’ve done.” Lafayette looks up at the ceiling.

      Rory runs a hand up and down Lafayette’s back. “You would have given him over to me, love.” Rory’s face takes on a shadowed look.

      “Yes, would serve him right. I would have done exactly that.” Lafayette snaps his head up and down like he’s made a final decision. “I knew I liked you Hailee, now undress, please.” Then in a louder voice. “We will start with.” Rory shows him the clipboard and I notice the shadowed look has gone from his face. “Daisey. Clara and Hailee sofa, please.”

      Emerging from my dressing room wrapped in a silk, black robe. I see there’s a sofa placed in the middle of the room facing Daisey’s mirrors. Clara is already sitting on it drinking a bottle of water. Sitting next to her, one of the scurrying attendants appears out of nowhere and hands me water.

      “Thank you.” I nod and take it.

      “Nice job asking about the fur and leather,” Clara leans over and whispers.

      “I was worried he was going to get mad. Thanks, I had to know, but I was winging it.”

      Clara makes a laughing noise, then coughs, and almost spits out her water.

      “Are you alright?” I ask, patting her on the back.

      Coughing, she states, “I’m okay, that was hilarious.”

      “Shit, did I say something wrong?” I whisper even lower.

      “No, it was funny.” Clara coughs again. “Winging it. He’s a swan, ya know.” She points her head toward Daisey’s dressing room.

      “Who’s a swan?” I ask, looking over, expecting to see a man with wings.

      “Monsieur Lafayette.”

      “He’s,” Clara shushes me. For no reason at all, I squat down close to her and whisper, “He’s a swan? Are they both swans?”

      “No, Rory’s a warlock.”

      “What?” I look back over to where they’re now standing by a rack full of things that look like harnesses and belts.

      “Yeppers.” Clara purses her lips together and nods her head.

      “Madam said the guy at the movie was a warlock.” My voice must have given away my nervousness.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ll meet loads of different types of warlocks and witches.”

      “Witches too?” My brain goes a hundred miles an hour as I think of all the people I’ve met in my life who aren’t wolves, zero. Before I came to Sins and Silk, zero. “I haven’t met any witches, yet.”

      “Yes, you have silly. Minnie’s a witch.” Seeing my expression, Clara continues. “Girl, Madam was right. You really haven’t had much exposure to our world, have you? Well, stick with me. I’ll help.”

      “No, a witch?” I finally blurt out, drawing attention from two of the bustling people who ran over to ask if we needed anything.

      “Another water would be great.” Clara tells them, then turns to face me. “Hailee, you can’t just announce that to everyone. You never know who might be listening. Yes, Minnie’s a witch and a damn powerful one, too.”

      “Wow. Wait, what did Madam say about me?” I sit up straight, looking at Clara.

      “At dinner the night before you got to the house, Madam asked if we would help get you acclimated to our world. She told us you hadn’t had much in the way of exposure, just mainly wolves. That, like so many of us, you’ve had a rough life.”

      “I feel dumb.”

      “Why? Because you don’t know much about the paranormal world. Big deal. You can learn, the good thing is you’re not scared of meeting new species. And don’t look at it like Madam was talking about you. She wanted us to help. We Sins and Silk ladies stick together and you’re one of us now. We’re family.”

      Family. I’ve never had a big family. It was always just Mom and I. Occasionally, a random relative would swing by, but that was really rare. None of them even came to mom’s burial so, I definitely wouldn’t call them family. A feeling of warmth comes over me. I’m a part of a big family now. I’m one of them.
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      Daisey comes out of her dressing room wrapped in a robe and stands near the mirrors.

            A demon. I can’t believe I didn’t put two and two together. I eye-roll at myself.

            “Sugarplum, I have three white harnesses I want to try before we move onto the other divine things. Step over here.” Monsieur Lafayette walks over to a rack of items.

            “Clara, is it common for clients to request we wear certain outfits?” I ask, continuing our whispered tone.

            “What do you mean?”

            “Like he said, Daisey has a client who wants her in white, and apparently, mine has a theme and an outfit.” I try to explain.

            “Yeah, sometimes. I mean, some people want to act out their fantasies with us, the things they’ve always thought about but never had someone to do it with. You’ll have clients who will want to experiment. Others, who just want to get it on, and some will want to talk half the night away because they’re lonely. Shit, Lydia has clients who pay her to watch a game with them. Each client is different.” Clara side eyes me. “Madam keeps a diverse group of ladies, for those reasons. She offers choices. Each encounter is a unique experience, not only for the client but for us as well. That’s why we get a lot of return clients. They want unique, and they’re willing and able to pay top money for it.”

            “I can’t imagine someone paying top money for me.”

            “You better get used to it. You’re the only human in a paranormal brothel. I have no doubt Madam told you the clients love to try different species. Listen.” She turns on the sofa so she can look at me. “I, too, thought no one would pay top dollar for me, especially where I came from. But they did, and they did. Plus, I have steady regular clients. I never expected to have them, but I’m thrilled I do. And my bank account definitely loves having them.”

            “That’s what I’m hoping for, a loving bank account.” I hate to admit it to Clara, but I think she understands.

            “When I started with Madam, I had nothing. Zero. All I wanted was to make money, then leave and become a hermit somewhere. Now, if this all ends tomorrow, I don’t have to worry about making ends meet. I have money. But even more, I have respect for myself. And let’s face it, things at Sins and Silk aren't half bad. We get to live in a mansion, eat amazing food, hang out with friends, and get paid to have orgasms. What job is better than that?”

            Giggling, I smile at her. “You’ve got a point.”

            “Just don’t get in your head and think clients will be like they were back home. Sins and Silk is different, keep an open mind, and you’ll see.” Clara winks at me. “Plus, you just might learn some things about yourself. I had no idea I loved role-playing, but I do. I put on some glasses, then sit at my desk and instantly, I’m a badass teacher. And no one acts up in my class or I hit them in the ass with my ruler.”

            As soon as I make eye contact with her, we both burst out laughing. Immediately covering our mouths, but it’s no good. We’ve been busted for being disruptive.

            “Sugarplums, you’re throwing off my creative wave energies. I demand to know what it is that’s so funny that you caused a ripple in my creative wave!” Monsieur Lafayette snaps his fingers, puts his hands on his hips, and stomps his foot. “Come, come share now.”

            I wasn’t going to say a word, but then, Clara opens her mouth. “We’re so sorry Monsieur Lafayette, I was explaining what roleplaying was to Hailee, and I guess I got a little… detailed. I promise, we’ll be quiet now.”

            “Yes, I’m sorry too, not another word.” I sit back on the sofa, purse my lips together and cross my arms.

            “Role-playing, like ah, naughty nurse, sort of thing?” he asks Clara.

            “Exactly.”

            “And you, Hailee, you’ve never role-played before?” Monsieur Lafayette looks at me, waiting for an answer.

            I shake my head, no. “I didn’t come from a–” I pause to think of the right word to explain without having to explain what sort of hellhole I was from. “My old clients didn’t do that sort of thing.”

            “Ah, well…” He turns and walks back towards Daisey. I swear I hear him say, “Just you wait.” But I can’t be sure, and I certainly wasn’t opening my mouth to ask Clara. Of course, now I’m even more curious about my client and what’s in store tonight.

            I sit in silence, watching as Daisey tries on each outfit. Realistically, I’m not sure I would call them outfits, more like straps hooked together. Madam said that each of us has our own talents that would draw clients to us. She said all the ladies have stories of their lives before coming to Sins and Silk and as I settled in, I would find my story isn’t that far from the others.

            “This one fits the best so far.” Daisey turns from side to side, checking herself in the mirror. The white faux leather is a stark contrast to her red skin color. She looks gorgeous. The white color snakes around her body, circling the base of her breasts, then zigzagging across her stomach, ending in a deep plunge between her legs. As she turns, I see there’s a single strap down the back that connects to the front then wraps around the base of her tail.

            Monsieur Lafayette looks completely lost in thought, as he walks clockwise around Daisey while she’s turning counter-clockwise. Leaning his head from the left side, then back to the right, his first and second fingers rub his chin. Rory’s standing off to the side, watching the two of them in their dance.

            “I believe this one is my favorite,” he states, then looks at Rory, who nods his head in agreement. “Yes, definitely this one. Now, I want you to try on each of these on this rack.” He turns to tap a rack of clothes, which isn’t there. “Where is it? Where is it?” He snaps his fingers. The scurrying people move the rack, which is right on the other side of the harness one. “Finally.” He rolls his eyes and taps the rack. “This one sugarplum, you know the drill.” Daisey smiles and retreats into her dressing room.

            “Clara, you’re next, the turquoise one first, please. Someone, bring me a water, I’m parched. Oh, and Sloane, Hailee, please,” he barks out orders.

            Clara hustles to her dressing room to put on the first outfit. Three people rush forward with drinks on trays for Lafayette and Rory. Two men come and slide my sofa, with me on it, a half turn to the right so I can see Clara’s mirrors. Behind me, they place a table, where a shorter girl thumps down a black tote bag. Another one of the guys rushes over with a two-tier ladder for her. Turning in my seat to look at her, she blinks at me, then looks over to Monsieur Lafayette and Rory.

            Rory snaps his head over to us, whispers to Lafayette, who turns to look. “Hailee, sugarplum. Sloane will do your hair.”

            “I didn’t know my hair needed doing,” I say quietly to myself as I get up and walk around the back of the sofa. Sloane looks horrified that I am now standing in front of her. Everyone around stops in place and stares at me. “Ah, could I have a chair?” I ask the nearest person who stares, then runs off to get one. Coming right back, he opens the folding chair and hands it to me with wide, searching eyes.

            “Thank you.” I place the chair by Sloane and sit down with my back to her. No one moves. They all gawp at me. Then as one, they all look toward Lafayette. But it is shadow-faced Rory who is mouthing something, and when he’s done everyone scurries off, and Sloane starts brushing my hair.

            Something very odd about these people and Rory. I’ll have to remember to ask what the hell’s going on.

      I’m still facing Clara’s dressing room and am able to see when she comes out wearing a sexy, little, turquoise-blue skirt that doesn’t cover her ass with a matching bra that only has a line of fabric across the center, just big enough to cover her nipples. She bounces up and down in the mirror.

            “Yes, I knew it,” Lafayette coos. “When I saw the color, I just knew it had to be for you. Look at that little ruffle across your bottom. Perfection.”

            “I adore this one. If one of them rips it off, I’ll kick ‘em.” She looks so serious when she says it.

            “Sugarplum, that will just encourage them.” Lafayette quickly covers his mouth and blinks rapidly. “Those bad boys should be spanked.” He looks over his shoulder at Rory. “Later love, later.” The shadow returns to Rory’s face as he winks at his partner.

            “Now, let me see the purple one. I’m not sure I’ll like it.” A scurrying lady rushes forward, taking a hanger off the rack and putting it in the dressing room. Then, she stands with an empty hanger and waits for Clara to hand her the outfit. She puts it on an empty rack to the side. Finally returning to the wall to await further instructions.

            These people are amazing, how they scurry around doing his bidding. I’ll have to ask Clara or Daisey if they’re interns.

            Clara reappears in a lavender and lace outfit, boyfriend shorts, with a matching tank bra. This one’s a lovely color for her skin.

            Lafayette walks around her like he did Daisey. “I don’t know about this bra. Sugarplum?”

            “I haven’t had one like it before. I like the color.” She’s running her hands over the material.

            “We shall try it and see.” The girl rushes forward to grab the hanger. “Alright, this is your rack, you know the drill. Hailee, sugarplum, you’re next. Let’s start with the wine one.”

            I stand, thank Sloan who just stares at me, then make my way over to my dressing room. A lady rushes in with a hanger and is out before I get there. Walking in, I see the outfit waiting for me. It’s beautiful. A one piece high thigh with a plunging neckline. Touching the fabric between my fingertips, I’ve never felt anything so soft. I run my hand in through the armhole and allow the fabric to lay across my whole hand.

            “Sugarplum, do you require assistance?” Monsieur Lafayette.

            “Ah no, no, sorry, I was admiring. I’ll hurry.” Quickly, I undo my robe and hang it over the one chair in the room.

      “Umm, do I leave my bra and underwear on?” I ask, not sure. At the grocery store, two of the high school girl cashiers were talking about swimsuit shopping and they said you had to wear your underwear. I didn’t know if this was the same sort of situation.

      “No, take it all off. I’m certain we will need to burn it,” Lafayette states in a tone that suggests he’s not kidding.

      Taking my items off, I bunch them under my robe. Then very carefully, I remove the garment from the hanger and put it on. I’ve never had anything so soft against my skin. I want to stand here touching it. There aren’t any mirrors in the room, so I sheepishly step out of the dressing room, keeping my eyes on the floor. Which is when I notice I didn’t take my socks off.

      Shit, is this like leaving your socks on in bed?

      I take a step closer to the mirrors, just barely raising my eyes enough to know where I’m going. I love the feel of the fabric, but I’m certain it will look horrid on me.

      “Hailee, it’s beautiful,” I heard Clara say.

      “Oh gi-rl that’s smoking hot,” Daisey calls over.

      “Hailee,” Monsieur Lafayette says in a soft voice. “Hailee, raise your eyes, look in the mirror, and see what we see.”

      Slowly and awkwardly, I raise my eyes to the image in the mirror. The lady I see there is someone I barely recognize. She’s beautiful, thick, dark mahogany colored hair, light hazel eyes, a small pointed nose, with plump lips. I never noticed my lips before. Unconsciously, my fingertips touch my lips, then my eyes go to my bite mark on the left side of my partially uncovered chest. Lingering on it, feelings of security, home, and support come over me.

      My eyes take in the shimmer of the fabric caressing my skin, hugging it in all the right places. I know I have boobs; I used to use them to draw clients in. But now, in this, I have breasts with lovely cleavage. The high thigh shows off my thickness, but it doesn’t even matter to me. Not anymore. My eyes raise back up, taking everything in again until they reach my face, where they look into the eyes of the mirror behind me.

      The wave of emotions hit me like a tsunami. All the fears, uncertainty, anxiety, hatred, everything from my old life plows into me. ‘You’re nothing,’ he seethes as he pees on me. Tears pour from my eyes as I sink to my knees. You’re disgusting. I can’t help it; my head is in my hands as I lean against the mirror. You’re worthless. I can hear Clara and Daisey talking to me, as well as Monsieur Lafayette. Sooie, you fat pig, throwing trash at me and spitting. I can’t focus on any of them. Their voices fade. I can’t breathe. My lungs burn. Maybe I’m drowning. You don’t deserve to live. I’ve been so worthless, helpless. And now, now… what if I…

      A pair of hands touch mine. A voice calls and reaches my ears, “Hailee. You’re safe. Everything is alright.” The thumbs rubbing my hands have beautiful royal purple nails and rings with shiny stones. “Hailee, come back to me.” The voice is familiar. I know, I know it. “Hailee, look at me.”

      Summoning all my energy, I look up as a hand pushes my hair from my face. Madam Mia’s beautiful face is full of compassion and concern. “Hi beautiful,” she says as she continues to hold my hands. “You’re alright. Everything is alright.” She takes a hand and smooths my hair. “You just got overwhelmed. It happens. You’re alright.”

      “Why, how did you?” I whisper, unable to finish the sentence.

      “You were in distress. I felt you needed me. Remember when I explained the mark? Well, I felt your panic and your fears, so I opened the connection. I went through it with you. Hailee, no one will ever, ever treat you like that again. As long as you’re under my protection, you’re safe. Do you understand?”

      Her words are like a soothing ointment removing the sting of my old wounds. “Yes, ma’am, I understand.”

      “When you look in the mirror, you see yourself in a different way, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I was.” I take a breath. “Pretty.”

      She wipes away the tears sliding down my cheeks. “That’s because you are pretty. You’re beautiful, and I’m glad you’re starting to see yourself that way. Now, can you stand?”

      Nodding my head, we stand up together. “Not too fast,” Madam advises half way up.

      “There we go. Getting the blood flowing will help you feel better.” She looks at my face, taking it into her strong hands as she wipes off my cheeks, again. “Hailee, I mean what I said last night about Sins and Silk. Do you remember?”

      “Yes.” Remembering what she said about each of the ladies having a reason for being there and that I was worthy of the job, I deserve it. “Thank you.”

      “No need to thank me. Now, Hailee, do you want me to cancel your client tonight?”

      Shaking my head no, I answer, “Please don’t. I need to experience the difference. I need to move forward.”

      She pulls my head up, so I’m looking into her eyes; she turns her head from side to side as if to look at me from each eye, studying me.

      “Alright, I won’t cancel it. As a matter of fact, tonight will be a night of healing for you. This is something you’ve never experienced. That’s why I put him with you. It’s something new for both of you, and I thought that might be exactly what you needed.”

      “Really? It’s new for both of us?”

      “Completely new. And.” She smiles at me. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “Thank you, Madam.” I hug her. “Thank you for everything.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re worthy of this job. Remember that.” Madam tells me as she hugs me back. Holding me out away from her, she looks down at my outfit. “Get this one. The color matches your gorgeous hair. It will drive the guys wild.” She winks. “Are you alright to continue or would you rather go home?”

      “I’ll stay. I’m okay now.” I smile at her, feeling a little embarrassed.

      She hooks her arm with mine, turns, and walks us out to where the rest ware waiting by the sofa. Everyone’s gaze is on us as we walk over.

      “She’s alright now. Everything’s fine. Monsieur Lafayette, Rory, Hailee would like to continue if you’re alright to do so.”

      Minnie walks around the back of the sofa and comes over, giving me a big, mom hug.

      “How did you two get here so fast?” I ask as she hugs me.

      “I brought us,” Minnie answers, like it is the most common response in the world.

      Must be a witch thing.

      “If Hailee can continue, we can too.” Monsieur Lafayette claps his hands together twice. “Back to places, please.”

      Clara and Daisey hustle over and give me a group hug. Daisey kisses my cheek. Clara says we’ll talk about things later, then they go to their separate dressing rooms to finish trying on their outfits.

      “We’re going home. You’ll be alright.” Madam told me. “We’ll see you when you get back.”

      “Have fun, pretend you’re in a fashion show, only, you get to take home all the best outfits,” Minnie suggests, to smile a loving smile.

      I smile at the two strong women standing before me, who rushed here to help me. “Thank you. I’ll be alright now.” I turn and take two steps toward my dressing room. Looking back over my shoulder, they’re gone.

      Has to be a witch thing.
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      I arrive back at the house with bags of sexy clothes, not to mention regular clothes. Monsieur Lafayette had lounge wear, dresses, jeans, and t-shirts for me. I was so excited I think I shocked him and Rory when I hugged them.

      Carla and I separate to put our new things away. I immediately go to my closet and hang everything, maybe to make myself feel better about it being so empty. Either way, I don’t care. The only new, not from the thrift shop, was a yellow t-shirt with a sun and a rainbow on it. My mom got it for my twenty-first birthday. She said it was bright and reminded her of me. Turns out yellow isn’t a great color to wear, it never does come clean, but now. I step back and look at my closet.

      All sorts of new outfits are hanging in my closet. My closet. All of them belong to me. I put on a pair of yoga pants and a matching t-shirt. I don’t want to shower and get ready for tonight quite yet. I go and sit on the side of my bed to think about what to do when there is a knock at the door. Opening it, I saw Dwyn, Koa, Carla, Daisey, and Lydia.

      “Hey, we came to hang out,” Clara chirps as she walks past me into my room.

      “Sure, come on in.” I hold the door open for them.

      Clara, Dwyn, and Daisey sit down on the side of my bed while Koa and Lydia pull up chairs.

      “They told us what happened. Do you want to talk about it?” Dwyn is the first to speak.

      “I’m alright. Embarrassed but alright.”

      “Why be embarrassed?” Lydia asks.

      “Because, I collapsed bawling on the floor in front of everyone.” I stand, swinging my arms, looking at the ladies.

      “So, what? It happened. Hailee, we’ve all come from less than ideal situations. We know it takes a while to get into the Sins and Silk mindset,” Koa adds.

      “I’m worthy,” I say out loud and the ladies all echo me.

      “You know why Madam drills that into our heads, don’t you?” Daisey asks.

      “Because we are worthy. And just because there are people in the world who say we aren’t doesn’t mean they’re right,” Lydia states.

      “I agree. Still, bawling on the floor in front of Monsieur Lafayette was embarrassing.”

      “Girl, that man is so dramatic. I’m sure he put a spin on it.” Dwyn sits up on her knees and in her best Lafayette voice, she speaks, “I had a client so overtaken with the beauty of her garment–” She places the back of her hand across her eyes. “She collapsed on the floor and wept.”

      Everyone erupts into laughter until Koa catches her breath enough to say that Esther is at the door and wants to join us.

      Taking a step, I stop when I see an arm sticking through the door. Turning back to the ladies to ask what the hell is going on, Clara speaks before I can.

      “Esther can’t come into the rooms without announcing herself first. Since she can’t be loud, she chooses to do this. You have to open it, otherwise she’ll stay like that.”

      I take a step closer to the door. “Well, this isn’t creepy at all.” Opening the door, Esther smiled and floated into the room.

      “Have you two not met?” Daisey asks. Looking from me to Esther. We both shake our heads no.

      “Hailee, meet the oldest resident of Sins and Silk, Esther. Esther, meet the newest resident of Sins and Silk, Hailee.” Daisey introduces us. Esther’s appearance is like looking through fog. She’s dressed in underwear from days gone by, bloomers and a corset. She curtseys as if she has a dress on. I copy her gesture.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Esther.” Since I’m now standing next to Koa’s chair, I lean over at the waist and ask her, “Does she talk?”

      “I do.” A hollow echoing sound comes forth, almost like a woman talking through an empty cardboard tube. “I just sometimes don’t. Welcome to the house.”

      “I see. Thank you.” I can’t take my eyes off her. “You’re the first, ah, umm, ghost I’ve met.”

      “Ghost is fine, it’s what I am. I died in this house.” She points up to the ceiling in the corner of the room.

      I can feel my eyes open wide as I look where she’s pointing. “In this room?”

      “No, she died in the room she’s in now,” Clara chimes in. “Just like now, this house was a high-class brothel. Esther worked there then, just as she does now.”

      “Wow, you see, ah… clients. I mean you, like sleep, you’re a ghost,” I stammer. “No disrespect. I’ve just…”

      “Smooth girl, smooth, let me help.” Clara chuckles. “Yes, Esther see’s clients, and yes, she performs sex on them, to them, whatever. It’s very satisfying sex, from what I hear.”

      “Interesting. I had no idea something like that was even possible.” I sit on the bed next to Dwyn.

      “I didn’t either till I started here,” Dwyn mentions as we watch Esther float up and down in little bounces.

      “Huh. So, tonight we’re presented to our clients by waiting on the landing overlooking the living room, right?” I ask. I was planning on asking at the evening meal, but thought I might as well figure it out now.

      “Yes, when it’s time, you come to the top and wait for Minnie to announce you. Then you will walk down to the landing by the big window and wait for the client to meet you there. They aren’t allowed on the stairs unless we’re waiting for them.” Koa fills me in.

      “Who’s your first client?” Daisey asks.

      “A guy named…” I pick up my client profile sheet from the nightstand, “Oswald. He’s new and wants to experiment. I guess tonight has a theme.” I turn the paper over to look at the back, but there’s nothing there. “Although I don’t know what the theme is.”

      “I love having a theme.” Dwyn claps her hands together.

      There’s a knock at the door and the still clapping Dwyn jumps off the bed. “I’ll get it.”

      “It’s Hailee’s room,” Clara reminds her.

      Dwyn glances over her shoulder and sticks out her tongue. “I know.” She opens the door with a dramatic, “Welcome to Hailee’s room.”

      I can almost hear Clara roll her eyes.

      A man’s voice “Oh, Dwyn, sorry. I just, ah, was looking for, I brought this.”

      “Hai-lee, it’s for you,” she sings into the room, announcing the obvious.

      “There’s a shocker,” Clara states, and the other girl’s chuckle.

      Dwyn turns back to us and covers her mouth. She looks at me with big, mischievous eyes and winks.

      Shit, my client wouldn’t be here already, would he?

      Watching Dwyn whisper something to Clara as I walk over to the door. Clara leans back and looks at Dwyn like she’s just told her the biggest secret of her life. “I want to know,” Loa says. Coming around the door, I see it’s Alvaro holding a large coffee mug.

      “Hi.” I step out of the doorway and smile when I see him, our eyes meeting. “I haven’t seen you around. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just been working a lot.”

      “Oh. That’s good.” I’m not sure what to say. Looking around me, he looks and I guess he can see the ladies in the room.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just, I heard you had a rough morning. I thought you might like a hot chocolate.”

      He hands me the mug, our hands briefly touching as I take the handle. “That’s so nice of you. It was an experience for sure.” I point over my shoulder. “Ah, we’re just talking, you’re welcome to join us.”

      “No. No, thanks. I’ve got to get back to my…” He looks me over and takes a step closer, leaning down so our heads are nearer. “Are sure you’re okay?” Alvaro asks in a lower, quieter tone.

      Putting a strand of hair behind my ear, I look up into his hard, masculine, chiseled face. I match his tone. “I’m fine. I got overwhelmed. But I’m alright now.”

      He steps back to where he was. “Good. I better get back to work.”

      “Thank you for this,” I add as he turns and takes a step toward the stairs.

      Without turning around, he says, “It’s just hot chocolate, no biggie.”

      Stepping back, I close the door and turn to all the ladies standing in a group behind the door, surprise and excitement radiating from them.

      “What?” I ask, wondering what the hell they are up to.

      “WHAT? What was that?” Lyra asks as the others, even Esther, nod their heads and mumble similar comments.

      “He brought me some hot chocolate.” I hold out the mug for them to see as proof. “He heard what happened and wanted to check on me.”

      “Ah huh, sure. He’s never brought me hot chocolate,” Loa states.

      “Me either,” Clara adds with a wink. All the ladies shake their heads no.

      “What?” I say and all the lady’s start to giggle.

      “And what did he say after the… ‘I’ve got to get back to my comment? We couldn’t hear the rest.” Daisey inquired.

      “He just asked if I was alright.”

      “You mean he whispered,” Dwyn throws her hand upside down to her forehead while bringing her other one to her stomach. While in a dramatic low voice she says, “my darling Hailee, are you alright?”

      Daisey jumps in, mimicking me, “why yes, my hot coco knight, I’m alright now that you’re here.” All the girls broke out in laughter.

      “Oh, for the love of Pete.” I said, setting the mug down.

      “WAIT, who’s Pete?” Daisey asked. “Does the coco knight have competition? Will our heroine have to choose between her hot beverage providers? Stay tuned to the next airing of,” She moves her hands side to side then throws them wide. “Sins and Silk.”

      Which causes the ladies to laugh until everyone’s laying on the bed or draped on the floor.

      “You all are a riot.” I said, shaking my head but loving every minute.

      I’ve never had this sort of experience before. Even though I’m forty-two years old, I cherish the friendship and laughter. I catch myself thinking maybe I’m too old for sitting on the bed laughing with friends, but then I remember I’m the youngest one here.

      “So, Miss Hailee, why did Madam’s trusted advisor and head of all her security bring you hot chocolate?” Loa asks, “is he interested in you?”

      “No, I guess he felt bad that I had a rough morning. I don’t know why he did it,” I reply, now feeling like I should. “Isn’t he with someone?”

      They all look at each other. Some say no, some shake their heads.

      “The general concuss is he’s not. Is this the first flirty flirt?” Lydia asks, her eyebrows almost disappearing into her black hair.

      “It wasn’t a flirt,” I defend myself and Alvaro.

      “Sounded flirty to me.”

      “Yep, me too.”

      “I agree,”

      The girls all jump in.

      “Ah, look, she’s turning red. There’s more to this than we know,” Daisey muses. Esther claps her hands.

      “No, really, there isn’t.” I try to say, but I can feel my cheeks burning. “Okay, okay, at the airport. He said he wanted to hang out on my first day off. That’s all, nothing more.” Then it dawns on me that Alvaro might get in trouble. “Listen, I don’t want him to get into trouble.”

      “He won’t. We’ve all got guys here we…” Dwyn wiggles her fingers, “play with.”

      “You do?” I’m shocked and can’t keep it out of my voice.

      “Yes,” Several of them say as the others nod.

      “And you don’t get into trouble?”

      “Nope,” several of them say.

      “But, I mean, we’re prostitutes.” I point it out quietly.

      “It’s ok, Hailee, you can say it out loud. Everyone knows we sleep with people for money.” Clara laughs.

      “And the guys don’t care?” I’m floored by this realization. “I don’t know that I could date someone and be a lady of the night.”

      “Lady of the night.” Lydia laughs. “I’m so taking that title. Lady of the night. Ah. Ah. Ah.” She laughs.

      “The guys don’t care. They know we’re with people who are clean and will treat us right.”

      “Plus, how we make our money is how we make our money. If they don’t like how we get paid, tough.” Daisey snaps her fingers in the air.

      A bell sounds from somewhere. The girls all stand and head to the door.

      “Wait, where are you all going? And what was that bell?”

      “Shit, sorry Hailee, you fit in so well I forget tonight’s your first night,” Clara states. “The bell lets us know there’s an hour before dinner. That way, we can start preparing for the evening. Shower, or clean whatever we need to do.”

      “No need for an apology. Everyone got up. I thought maybe I was supposed to be somewhere.” I laugh.

      “I’m sorry,” Clara apologizes again. The rest of the ladies join in, expressing their apologies.

      “See you at dinner,” Lydia calls as she and Daisey head up the stairs, Esther on their heels.

      Loa and Dwyn are talking, walking to the other side of the hall from Clara and I.

      “Hey, you good?” Clara puts her hand on my arm.

      “Yep, this afternoon was just what I needed. I’ve never had friends before. Thanks.”

      “Thank Daisey. She’s the one who told the girls what happened. I was just going to come over on my own. But she thought the group would be better. ‘Make us more of a team,’ she said.”

      “I’ll thank her too.” I smile at Clara.

      “She’s been through some hard times. Shit, we all have but her’s hurt. Now she tries hard to make sure people feel wanted.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “I’ll tell you later. I have to shower, otherwise I won’t have time after dinner.” Clara turns towards her door. “Don’t forget to drink your hot–” She throws a hip out “chocolate,” she throws her hip the other way.

      “It’s not like that.” I utter as I make to close my door.

      “Yet,” I heard her yell over.

      Yet?
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      “Good luck.”

      “You’ll be fine. It’s not like what you’ve been through before.”

      “Enjoy the experience.”

      “We’ve all been where you’re tonight. Trust us, it will be okay.”

            Standing on the presenting landing, all the ladies offer me words of encouragement.

            I don’t even know what to do with support like this. I’ve never had it. I’m a bundle of nerves. The clients can stay for twelve hours but most leave right away the next morning. Minnie puts out pastries and coffee to go and usually by seven, everyone’s left. Occasionally, a client will book a few days or the weekend. Dwyn has a big client that does that once a month. Those bookings are handled differently.

            I run through a mental checklist to make sure I have everything done.

      Checked my work room yesterday. Made the bed. Wiped down all the surfaces. Cleaned the bathroom today, then again after I got ready. Left new towels out in case he wants to shower. I put water, soda and assorted juices in the mini refrigerator. I didn’t even notice it in the corner of the room the first time I walked through. Loa reminded me to stock it yesterday at breakfast, thank goodness. Snacks in the basket on the stand next to the fridge.

            Alright, I think I’m ready.

            “You all look so pretty,” I comment after looking over all the ladies. “Thank you for all the help and support. I don’t know that I would have stayed if you all wouldn’t have been so nice.”

            “Aww, group hug,” Dwyn announces.

            “Wait for me,” a voice I haven’t heard before, calls out.

            “You’re late.” Daisey scolds, who I’m not able to see over the ladies. “But then again, you’re always late.”

            “Then why are you always surprised?”

            “Shut up, and get in here,” Clara declares. “Damn, Josephine, you haven’t even met Hailee.”

            We come together for a group hug. As we step apart, a lady steps forward. She’s no more than a hundred pounds, and I’m guessing five feet three inches, maybe. She has short, black hair cut in a bob style. Thick black eyeliner and black lips. She’s dressed in a black corset and black leather pants. I can see her mark prominently on her chest. Knee high stiletto lace-up boots finish her outfit. She is the Hollywood epitome of a vampire.

            “I know. I swear my last round of blood was from someone who had taken sleeping pills. I don’t remember when I’ve slept that long. Madam even forced me out of my sleep to check on me.” She steps forward and extends a hand. “Hi Hailee, I’m Josephine. Welcome.”

            “Thanks, it’s nice to meet you,” I answer as we hear Minnie call Josephine. Your gentleman will meet you on the stairs.

            “Sorry, that’s me. We’ll chat tomorrow.” She spins and slaps Loa and Lydia on their asses. “Show time girls.” She heads down the stairs with all the grace of a jaguar stalking its prey.

            “Don’t worry if it’s days before she chats with you. She loves to read and kind of likes to be on her own. But that’s fitting, right?” Loa rubs her ass cheek as she speaks.

            “Totally fitting.” Lydia’s still rubbing her ass as well. “Little shit, that hurt.”

            “What do you mean, fitting?” I ask, not having any idea what they’re talking about.

            “Josephine’s a Domme,” Dwyn answers. “She has loads of clients that come just to have her boss them around. But she loves sex, so she makes them perform.”

            “She’s a Domme? But she’s so little and aren’t Dom’s men?”

            “OH, she’s a Domme and a tough one, too,” Daisey adds. “Take it from a sub. She’s fierce if you disobey. That’s probably why her clients are all big tycoons. They get tired of bossing everyone else around.”

       At that moment, Josephine comes back up the stairs on the arm of a man probably in his sixties. He’s handsome. I don’t know much about men’s fashion, well, any fashion. But this man’s suit has to be a one of a kind, the black material fits him so well. He towers over her even with her boots on.

            “Say hello to the ladies,” Josephine commands.

            “Yes, mistress, hello ladies.” The man bows.

            “That’s my good pet.” She looks over at us. “Have fun everyone. See you tomorrow.” Then she swats his ass as they head up to her room on the floor above us.

            Looking at each other, we all break out into giggles.

            “To answer your question, Hailee, not all Dom’s are men. As you just witnessed.” Lydia smirks.

            “I have a lot to learn. When I took the job, I started researching sex trends. That’s how I learned about Doms and Subs,” I admit to the group.

            “If you want to know or have questions, ask me. This is my lifestyle.”

            “Loa, your gentleman will meet you on the stairs,” Minnie announces.

            “Bye, Hailee, don’t worry. Try to have fun.”

            A moment later, she walks back by with a very tall, athletic looking man who looks at the floor the minute he makes eye contact with us.

            “Aww, I love when they’re embarrassed,” Clara coos.

            “NBA ya know,” Lydia whispers

            “Wow,” is all I can say before Minnie speaks up again.

            “Clara, your gentleman will meet you on the stairs.”

            Clara turns and places her hand on my arm. “You’ll be fine. These guys are nothing like the assholes you were with. You’re one of us now.” She steps quickly to the stairs and heads down, only to return with a giant of a man. He could be a sumo wrestler. I have to make a concentrated effort not to stare. Clara’s so short and he’s a giant compared to her. She smiles and winks as they head down our hall.

            “Lydia, your ladies will meet you on the stairs.”

            I must have a confused look on my face because Lydia laughs as she walks backwards. “Soccer players on the menu tonight.” She claps her hands as she disappears.

            My gaze locks on Dwyn’s, I must look shocked and confused.

      “Don’t worry, if women aren’t your thing, that’s fine. Lydia is bi, so, ya know.” She tosses her hair to the side. “Most of the sports clients like Lydia, because of what she is, they can shift and run. And she’s super-fast even in her human form.”

            “What is she?” Looking at Dwyn, then the others. “And, why didn’t they come back up?”

             “Lydia’s a cheetah shifter, and I think she said they were starting on the field tonight,” Dwyn replies. “I’ll be outside too, in my grotto, but Madam likes us to all be presented.

            “Hailee, your gentleman will meet you on the stairs.” Minnie’s voice rings out.

            Here goes noth… that’s wrong. Here goes everything.

            “Don’t forget to smile.” Dwyn gives me a quick hug. Esther, who I didn’t even know was there, floats down with her thumbs up. “She learned that watching television.”

            Laughing, I will myself to move toward the steps, not sure what I was going to meet on the landing below. I decided since it was my house I would get there first, why I don’t know, it just seems important. So, I hustle down to the landing in the middle of the stairs and standon the stained glass side. The gentleman who starts up the stairs is in a gray suit with shiny black shoes, a white button-down shirt with a gray striped tie. Reaching the top of the stairs, his eyes raise to mine.

            “Hello, I’m Hailee,” I speak first.

            “Hailee, nice to meet you.” He stretches his large hand out. “I’m Oswald.”

            Shaking his hand, I can tell he’s strong. He has a soft, kind face. Large brown eyes and the lashes girls dream off. He has cheeks that make me want to squeeze them. All in all he’s attractive in a guy next door sort of way. I’m thrilled he’s nice so far.

            Will you have an open mind? Madam’s voice speaks in my head. I unconsciously put a hand on my mark, but I know it was just my head reminding me.

            “I’m this way.” I reach out my hand to gesture that we should continue up the stairs. That’s when I notice he’s got a rather large garment bag over his shoulder. Stepping back up the stairs, I see the ladies lean slightly to get a look at Oswald. I smile at them and give a little nod to indicate he’s alright.

            Opening my door, I step back to allow him in first, but he steps back farther.

            “Please, ladies first.” He gives me a half bow.

            Whoa, I’ve never been called a lady.

            I had chosen to wear a dark blue dress with small glittering stones across the neck and cuffs, with matching pumps.

            Entering the room, I flip on the light, an audible gasp leaves me. Oswald walks in and stops next to me.

            “Hailee. My stars. I can’t believe you did this for me.” He steps in and rotates in a circle. “It’s perfect.”

            My room’s been transformed into a barnyard scene. The whole thing, barn yard. Grass instead of carpet, hay bales where the dressers were. A trampoline and wooden boxes are in the middle of the grass. The only things still in their places are the refrigerator and snacks. I believe what looks like a pile of hay is actually the bed.

            “Hailee?”

            Blinking a couple of times I jostle my head and look at Oswald.

            “You look surprised. Didn’t you do this?”

            “Well, I could lie, take the credit and say I did. But the honest answer is no, I didn’t do it. I knew there was a theme, but I didn’t know anything other than that. I didn’t even know your name till just now.” I rotate so I can see him better. “Are you disappointed?”

            “That you told me the truth just makes you more attractive, and you’re already very attractive. Thank you for being honest. Actually, I like that we were both surprised and can experience this together.” He takes my hand in his. It’s warm and so much bigger than mine.

            Relief takes over. I was afraid he was going to be mad that  I hadn’t done it. Then the phone rings.

            “Excuse me.” I let go of his hand and step over to the hay bale next to the bed. “Hello?” I tentatively answer it.

            “Hailee, Minnie. Does he love it?”

            “Yes. Did you?”

            “Yes, it was me. Madam thought it would make it more of an experience. I wanted to make sure you were alright. And to tell you that your outfit is in the barn, er, closet. Are you alright?”

            “Yes, I am, thank you. He really likes it.”

            “Good. Have fun, remember these men are different. You’re okay.” She hangs up.

            Putting the phone down, I fill Oswald in on the conversation, other than the last part. He beams.

            “I had heard that Madam Mia takes care of her clients, but this is more than I could’ve imagined.”

            “She said my outfit is in the barn.” I pointed to the closet, which has been replaced by barn doors. “Oswald.” I step in front of him and look up into his deep brown eyes. “Oswald, what are we doing tonight? I mean, what’s all this about?”

            He takes both of my hands in his. “I was hoping to do some experimenting. See, I’m not an adventurous man. I own a large insurance company, and an accounting firm that handles the insurance money. My life is regulated by facts, numbers, and rules. I love rules. I’m not married, don’t ever want to be. Don’t have kids; I don’t want any. But, I’ve always wanted to try different sexual things only I wasn’t ever brave enough. So, when I turned sixty, I decided I wasn’t going to wait anymore. I’ve been searching for somewhere I can try different things, but none of the others panned out. I’ve never had this before.” He looks over my head at the room. “I’ve also not had anyone who was alright to experiment with the things I want to try”

            “Alright, thank you for being honest with me.” I make sure to keep eye contact with him. “Let me tell you that you’re my first client who’s nice to me. I came from a very bad situation. I’m here because Madam saw potential in me. I’m not super experienced in sexual experimentation. But I think this sounds interesting, and I’m happy to try experiments with you.”

            He leans down and briefly kisses my lips, then stands back up. “Shall we change?”

            “Sure, I still don’t know what we’re doing, but yeah. I’ll go into the closet, the barn. You can use the bathroom.” I point to the door on the side. Which now looks like a shed door, complete with a rake leaning against the side.

            When I open the closet door, I expect my closet to look like a barn, but it’s my normal closet. Turning on the light, I see there’s a matching bag to his laying on one of the shelves. Unzipping it, I see white and brown fur, sliding it open a little bit, I see more fur. Unzipping it all the way, I pull out a mascot looking costume.

            What is this?

            I notice things in the bottom of the bag. Pulling out gloves that look like hooves, I reach in even farther and bring out a head. An adorable female goat’s head with extra long eyelashes, pink cheeks and an adorable bow on her left ear.

            We’re going to be goats? Are we having sex in these? Just go with it. He’s nice and soft. The kiss was sweet, not forced at all. He told you about his life. No other guy’s done that. And more importantly, he listened to your story. So, what are you going to do?

            Immediately, I undo my dress and take off my shoes. Stepping into the costume, I leave my matching underwear set on. Zipping up the costume, I can tell it’s going to be hot, getting that way quickly. I place my feet in the hoof slippers and my hands in the gloves. Last I placed my head on. Surprisingly, it’s very comfortable, and I can see really well.

            Here goes everything.

            Turning the handle of the door, I step out and see Oswald in his outfit. He’s black and white with horns on his head.

            “You look great, really great.”

            “Thank you. You do, too.” I answer him, shocked I can hear through all this padding. “So, now what do we do?”

            “Act like goats. Oh, my goat’s name is Harry. What’s yours?” He walks over to a pile of hay bales where he climbs on all fours till he’s securely on them. “Baaa.”

            “Oh, I didn’t know I was to name it, or myself, I mean. Ah, Blossom. I’ll be Blossom. Isn’t that ‘baaa’ a sheep sound?”

            “No, I’m a goat.” Oswald moves his head up and down like he’s headbutting the next bale.

            “Yes, but baa, isn’t that what sheep say?”

            “Oh, maybe I think goats are a little more anxious. Like BAAA,” he bleats out.

            “Sure.” I can’t help but laugh. “Don’t they make m sounds too?”

            “You try it.” He looks at me with his goat’s head turned to the side.

            “Umm,” I take a deep breath. “Maaaa,” I come off wimpy.

            “Wonderful. We’re goats, maaa.” He continues to hit the bale.

            I go over to the trampoline and get down on all fours, bouncing up and down. Shocked that it’s holding my weight. “Maaa,” I add.

            Well, they weren’t lying. This is definitely different from my old world. No wonder Madam said to have an open mind. And I can just see Monsieur Lafayette laughing, thinking of my face when I saw the outfit.

            “Maaa.”

            “Maaa.”

            I go to get off the trampoline, and it overturns with me on it. I lay on my back and laugh. Oswald looks at me then he flops over, landing on the floor with his legs and arms straight up in the air and doesn’t move.

            “Oswald?” No answer.

            “Maaa,” I try, but he doesn’t do anything.

            “Oswald!” I sit up and crawl over to him. Shaking his right arm, it doesn’t move, it’s stiff. I scoot down, so I am over his chest. “OSWALD!” I press and shake his chest.

            FUCK! I’ve killed my first client!

            Puffffff, Oswald blows out a breath, then moves his head so he can see me through the eye holes.

            “Oh my gosh Oswald are you alright? What happened? Did you get too hot?” I’m leaning over his nose so I can see straight down into his eyes.

            He laughs. Laughs!

            “What are you laughing about? Did you hit your head?” I demand.

            “I’m Harry, the fainting goat,” he says between chuckles.

            “Excuse me?” I sit up, pretty sure I didn’t hear him right.

            “I’m Harry, the fainting goat. I fainted.” He’s laughing so hard he rolls over on my knees. “Get it? I fainted.”

            “Oh, I get it.” I punch him in the side. “I thought you died!”

            “No.” He’s still chortling. “Really?”

            “Yes, really, I was this close to–” I hold up my hand, forgetting I have a hoof instead. “YES!”

            “I’m sorry, Hailee…”

            “Blossom,” I correct him.

            He sits up, takes off his head, and scoots back against the bale. “I’m sorry, Blossom. I didn’t mean to scare you like that.”

            Taking off my head, I tell him, “I’m glad you’re not dead. But, if you’re going to keep fainting… warn me first.”

            Leaning forward, he pulls me to him. “I promise I’ll warn you before fainting.” Oswald leans closer and kisses me. This kiss is soft and warm. I’ve never been kissed like this. He wraps his arm around me as his tongue pokes my lips. Opening them, I allow him entrance. Not sure what to do, I mimic his tongue’s movements. Ending the kiss, he looks at me. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

            “It’s alright. Helped us establish some rules. Rule number one, no dying. Rule number two, always warn before fainting. See, we’re doing well.”

            “I adore rules.” Oswald flips me over, so I’m now on my back with him looking down at me.

      Shit.

      Defense mode kicking in.

      No, it’s okay, breathe. Go with it. Be in charge.

      He brings his mouth down on mine, and this time I’m ready. My tongue is in his mouth first. My belly feels like it’s full of butterflies.

            See, it’s alright. These guys are not going to hurt you. Remember, you have friends and a big, bad, very old vampire on your side.

            Relaxing, I wrap my arms around him. We kiss like that for quite a while until Oswald sits up, pulling me up with him.

            “What now?” I ask. Not sure what he wants to do next.

            “More goat time?” he says, although it sounds more like a question.

            I wasn’t expecting that, but he’s the client. “Sure.” I reach for my head and put it back on. “Maaa,” I utter, getting on all fours.

            Damn, I’m going to be sore tomorrow.

            I walk over to the hay bales on the other side of the room and climb up on top of them. I sit back on my legs and watch as Oswald, aka Harry, headbutts a wooden box in the grass.

            I sure wasn’t expecting this tonight but, I guess it could be worse. I mean, I’m getting paid to pretend I’m a goat, so, why not? But, I wonder if he’ll want more?

            Moving down my bales, I go over to where he is moving the box around.

            “Maaa,” he emits when I headbutt the same box.

            Harry comes around the side of me and rubs his head on mine, then down my side. He headbutts my ass and then comes up the other side of me. I move my hips to push him over.

            “Fainting,” he calls out as he flops over and goes stiff.

            “Thank you.” I push him with my head.

            When he returns from the faint, he pushes on my head with his. Standing my ground, I push back. We go back and forth like this for a while. Us on all fours, dressed as goats in the middle of my room, headbutting each other.

            Oswald stops pushing me. “I would like us to take our fursuits off. Leave the heads, but take the bodies off.”

            “Alright.” I have to admit, it’s not super hot in here, but the more physical activity we do, the warmer I get. I make to stand and return to the closet, but Oswald speaks up.

            “No, here, together.” He sheds his hooves as I stop and stand in place, turning so I face him.

            I pull off mine, too. He stands and unzips his suit. Immediately, I can see the light array of hair on his chest. He still has his blue boxers on. Unzipping mine, I step out of the fur and let it fall to the grass. I chose to wear a set that matched my dark blue dress. Rhinestones in the middle of the bra and along the top of my panties. His goat’s head looks me over, head to toe, and I see his cock begin to poke out from the opening in the boxers. He has more of a dad bod than I originally thought. Some extra in the middle, but I don’t care, his sweet kindness attracts me to him. That and his lovely strong arms. The thickness of those arms is impressive.

      “Hooves on or off,” I ask him.

      “On, I think.” He slides one on, then the other, so I follow suit.

            He reaches over with his hooved hand and slowly runs it down the side of my neck where the head stops, then down my chest and over one breast. He continues down my stomach and stops right above my panty line. Bringing his head back up to look at me.

            “You’re beautiful, Blossom.”

            Smiling inside, I know he can’t see it. “Thank you. That made me smile.”

            Putting his arm around me, he brings us to our knees then lays me down in the grass with him above me. His hooved hand retracing its path, then gliding above my bra line. 

            “Okay, next time I’ll pick a fursuit with gloves instead of hooves. I can’t do anything in these.” Oswald flicks a covered hand in the air.

            “You could take one off. You can make the rules,” I voice in a flirtatious way. I’m liking the attention and feeling of being wanted. This is totally different from just get your pants off and let me get off. This is like he enjoys spending time with me.

            “I do enjoy rules. Alright rule number three, hooves are a no.” He removes one of his hands from the hoof, then tosses it aside. “There is one on, one off. But for now, you leave yours on.”

            “Maaa.” I nod my head.

            Oswald turns his head sideways as he looks at me. His ungloved hand moves to my right breast. He massages it and pulls it forward through my bra. He moves to the left one and does the same. I can feel my nipples hardening. Pinching them, he continues to play with them. Bringing his hooved hand to the top of my thighs, he pushes them apart.

            Here we go. He’ll fling it out and get at it.

            Instead he runs the gloved hand up and down between my legs. He doesn’t reach for his cock or anything, just keeps rubbing me.

            “Can I take these off?” Oswald asks, lifting the edge of my underwear with his uncovered hand.

            “Sure.”

            DID HE JUST ASK? Like really, he asked? Fuck, that’s never happened before. Maybe these guys are different.

            With him sliding and me lifting my hips, we manage to get them off with one hand. I start to giggle and Oswald chuckles.

            “That was talented.” I laugh.

            “Thank you. Rule three is definite.” He laughs again, and runs his hand down my stomach, not commenting on or squeezing my extra weight. It seems to not bother him at all. The voice in my head starts talking, but I shut it down.

            Oswald runs his hand up my slit, and opens my lips at the top, then pushes his finger downward until he finds my clit.

            It’s going to hurt. Be ready for it.

            Defense mode kicking in.

            Oranges, flowers, Cheetos.

            Stop. I told myself. Don’t panic. This is different.
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      His strong finger rubs my clit and damn, if it doesn’t feel good. I unconsciously arch my back when he applies more pressure. He immediately parts my lips and slides a finger inside.

            He didn’t shove it in.

            He is gentle and kind. Like he’s enjoying this, too.

            I’m glad I have this head on. So, he doesn’t see how shocked and surprised I look.

            Inserting another finger brings me out of my thoughts and back to him. His hoofed hand is rubbing my breasts while the non-hoofed one is sliding two fingers in and out of me. And it’s fantastic.

            He starts rhythmically rubbing my clit and pushing his fingers in. A moan escapes my mouth before I can stop it. Oswald takes that as encouragement and speeds up his hand movements. I raise my hips, trying to get him deeper. I’m lost in the feeling of building pressure. When he pushes harder on my clit, I peak and come, gripping his fingers with my vagina. My knees lock in around him.

            OH. MY. GOAT!

            “Oswald, that was. Oh wow,” is all I can manage to whimper.

            I can hear him laugh. “On all fours, please, Blossom.”

            He backs up a little as I roll over onto my hands and knees. Sticking my ass into the air.

            “We’re doing this goat style.”

            I feel him line himself up behind me and, for a moment, I’m nervous, but it goes away when Oswald inserts his cock into my wetness. The feeling of having just orgasmed and now being full of him is like none other. Usually, I’m only wet because I put water inside before I meet the man. This time, fuck, this time feels amazing.

            Oswald’s slow at first, taking his time pushing in and slowly pulling out. His hooves, he replaced his other glove as soon as he was inside, are holding my sides. After a few strokes, he speeds up. He’s pushing and pulling on my hips while he’s thrusting in and out. Moaning with pleasure, I start pushing myself back to meet his cock, trying to get him deeper. Oswald speeds up even more, I drop my head; it feels so good. He must have taken his hoof off because his finger reaches under and starts fingering my clit. It doesn’t take more than four more strokes and I come. And come hard, my muscles throbbing around him trying to squeeze everything they can from this new friend of theirs. Two thrusts after I come, Oswald comes too. He holds my hips against his as he presses himself into me.

            “Good grief, okay, I think I’m done being a goat. I can’t breathe in this head.” Oswald removes his cock while taking off his goat’s head.

            Thrilled, I instantly take mine off, too, as well as the hooved gloves. “Thank goodness, I was panting in there. I have a new appreciation for goats.”

            Oswald lets out a hearty laugh. “Allow me.” He offers his hand to help me stand up. 

            “I’m going to use the restroom. Help yourself to drinks and snacks.” I point to the place where the refrigerator stands. “I’ll be right back.”

            Stepping into the bathroom, I shut the door behind me and stand leaning against it.

            I can’t believe a man just fingered me for no reason other than to bring me pleasure. And the sex. Wow, I’ve never had two orgasms. Shit, I’ve never had a man bring me to one!

            I hustle to use the bathroom and fix my hair. After being in that, it has my hair plastered to my face. Looking better, I walk back into the room and find Oswald sitting in the bed with a water, a bottle of juice, an orange, and a container of chips sitting on the bale of hay next to the bed.

            I go get a water and a juice, then join him in the bed. Sitting the pillows up against the headboard, he holds them in place as I get in.

            “Hi,” I murmur.

            “Hi there. I decided animal outfits are not for me. They’re hot, I couldn’t see very well, and it was hard to breathe when things got going.”

            “Okay, rule number four, no fur outfits for us.” I declare, then take a drink of juice. “So, tell me, what made you want to try goats?” I ask, wishing I would have grabbed an orange.

            “I wanted to experiment. I saw a video of a conference where everyone wore the suits, and they had hook ups. So, I did some research, and I thought it would be something to try.” He picks up his orange and starts peeling it. “I guess, if I’m honest, I thought if I could find a woman who was willing to try it, that would speak volumes.”

            “Have you tried it with another woman?” I’m curious how many times he’s tried it.

            He hands me half his orange, which I gladly take. “Two places wouldn’t let me bring it. One said I could, but the lady probably wouldn’t be into it. I wanted to call here first but Sins and Silk has such an upstanding reputation, I didn’t think she would allow it. When I ran out of options, I called her. I should have called her first.”

            “Had you called then, I wouldn’t have been here, and we wouldn’t have met.” Looking sideways at him, I smile. “I mean, I’m sure one of the others would have done it.”

            Finishing his water, he sets the bottle back on the bale. He turns back to me and leans over.

            “I’m glad I waited. You understand rules.” He gives a small, guttural laugh before he kisses me. Sliding me down so I’m laying on the bed and not against the headboard, he leans over me as we kiss. I can feel his cock is hard again. My vagina aches when he rubs against my thigh.

            Go with it. Enjoy it. The words of the ladies play in my head. You’re one of us. These men are different. Trust us.

      He ends the kiss and slides down my neck, kissing and flicking his tongue. His hot breath on my wet neck sends shivers down my spine. I’m running my arms up and down his back while he’s breathing in my ear.

            “You’re so beautiful.”

            His hand slides to my breast, where he runs his hand over it on the outside of the fabric of my bra.

            “I think we can do better.” Sitting up slightly, I pull my bra out and slide my arm through the strap. Pulling my bra over my head, I toss it aside.

            “How do you women do that?” Oswald’s watching me with a furrowed brow. “I don’t think my arm would bend like that.”

            “It’s a secret. We’re not allowed to tell, sorry, it’s a fact.” I flirtatiously tilt my head and raise my eyebrows. “You wouldn’t want me to break the rules, would you?”

            “Damn, you know exactly what to say.”

            Oswald moves down to my chest first sucking on my right breast. He squeezes and pulls on the other. I didn’t know my breasts could feel like this. Kneading and tugging without extreme pain is so foreign to me. This is sexy and erotic. He switches and takes my left breast into his mouth while playing with the other one. When he sucks hard on it, I bring my nails up his back.

            Sliding his hand down between my legs, he rubs his hand up and down over my opening. I want to return the feeling so I bring my leg up and rub it on his hard cock.

            “Hailee, I should tell you. I don’t want you to suck on my dick. I won’t lick or suck on you either.”

            “You don’t want me to put my mouth on your, ah, penis?” I ask, shocked at his request.

            “No, I pee there. I don’t want to kiss you after you’ve sucked on my pee shaft.”

            I laugh. I couldn’t have stopped myself if I tried. Oswald watches for a moment, then slips two fingers inside me. They are so long they slide in deep. This causes me to stop laughing and moan in pleasure.

            He hates blow jobs? Honestly, he’s a treasure! I’ve given so many blow jobs in my lifetime. Blow jobs and straight to fucking. Honestly, a man that doesn’t want one? Sign me up!

            The insertion of a third finger brings my attention, speeding back to him. He’s changed positions so I can reach his cock. Wrapping my hands around it, I realize I was so nervous the first time, I didn’t pay attention to his size, just the fact that a man gave me an orgasm. Oswald’s got a good size on him, not too huge that a lady’s frightened of what it would do to her. It has an impressive girth and is a little larger than the normal sized male.

            Wrapping my hand around it I have room to slide up and down, stroking it as I run my hand over the head. He stops moving his fingers. So, I do it again and Oswald hangs his head and groans.

            “My head gets very sensitive when I’m this hard.”

            “Good to know.” I smile a mischievous smile as I pull all my fingers up from just below the head until they meet in the middle.

            “Ahhh, do it again,” he whispers.

            I do as I’m asked and enjoy seeing him shudder with the feeling. His cock is definitely harder now. Pulling away from me, he turns, bends my knees, and lays between them.

            “I need to do this now,” he growls.

            Giggling might not be the right answer, but it doesn’t matter. Oswald brings his lips to mine, and as his tongue enters my mouth, his cock slides into my vagina. He pushes in until our bodies touch. Most of my other encounters were from behind, with me bent over something. This is a more intimate position, where we can see each other and our responses.

            Pulling out, he pushes back in, then out again. Raising my hips when he thrusts back in, he increases his speed. Breaking our kiss, he finds a rhythm and I meet him on each beat.

            I like this! Oh my! 

            Oswald sits himself up as he spreads my knees outward. He’s plunging into me at a straight on level, and I love it. Until he leans back over me and I keep my knees spread out. Then he gets so deep I can feel his balls right on the outside entrance of my vagina.

            “Fuck yes,” Oswald utters in between breaths.

            The pressure inside me is building with how deep he’s getting. I’ve got one arm around his shoulders and one gripping the sheet. I’ve never known it could be like this, feel this good.

            He picks up speed, just as the intensity in my body increases. Oswald moves a hand down and parts the top of my lips. The minute he strokes my clit the pressure within me explodes. I feel electric pulses throughout my body. I clench around his cock and as he comes he pushes in farther. My nipples are as hard as diamonds. Oswald lowers himself on top of me without putting on all his weight, his head resting over my right shoulder. I’m floating on a euphoric cloud. Even the orgasms I give myself aren’t this good. Our breathing is returning to normal. Oswald brings himself up and looks at me, causing us to break out in laughter. I’m not even sure why we’re laughing other than the endorphins flowing through us. I don’t even care. If this is what sex is supposed to feel like, sign me up!

      The ladies were right! These men are different. Phenomenal orgasms and I didn’t have to give them to myself. A man did it for no reason other then seeing me pleasured–oh - FUCK YES, SIGN ME UP!!

            “Are you alright?” Oswald asks, kissing me briefly before he asks.

            “I’m great. How about you?”

            “Great here, too. That was amazing.”

            We kiss again, and he pulls out, which leaves a horrible empty feeling until I squeeze my muscles together a couple of times and feel faint electric pulses still.

      Oswald lays down and stretches. “Seriously amazing.”

      I get up and grab two waters, one I hand to him and the other I lay on the bed. I make my way to the bathroom, knowing it’s best to clean up and go potty. When I walk back into the bedroom, Oswald announces he needs to use it now.

      “There are towels on the counter if you would like to shower,” I offer, feeling like a good hostess taking care of her guest. A guest that gives her extreme pleasure. I grab my water and down it in one drink, then grab another and drink half of that one.

      Oswald appears in the doorway of the bathroom. “The shower looks big enough for two.” He holds the door open and raises his eyebrows while looking at me.

      “Rule number five, showers are made to be shared,” I say as I walk over to him. I swear the man got hard as soon as he heard the word rule.

      Forty-five minutes later we’re dried off and laying in bed having consumed the rest of the waters.

      “I have to leave very early to meet my jet. I won’t wake you when I leave.”

      “It’s alright, wake me.”

      “Hailee, thank you for your willingness to try the fursuits, for being open, and most importantly, for knowing the value of a good rule.”

      I laugh, “Thank you for being sweet, soft, and kind with me. And for making me step out of my comfort zone.”

      “I only know how to be sweet and kind. I don’t know if I would call myself soft, well maybe here in the middle, but…” Oswald laughs at himself, then kisses me. “I’m going to get some sleep. All this physical activity has worn this old man out.”

      “Harry, there is nothing old about you.” I smile.

      Laughing at my comment, he replies, “Thanks Blossom.”

      

            I wake with a start the next morning.

            You were supposed to say goodbye. My brain screams at me.

            Hurrying from the bed, I grab my robe hanging on the inside of the closet and race out of the room. The hall is empty. Looking over the railing of the landing, the downstairs living room is also empty. I scamper down the stairs, realizing when I reach the first floor just how sore I was from crawling around on my knees. No one was around.

            Audibly, I let out my breath and started back up the stairs. By the time I made the in-between landing, I was asking myself what the hell I was doing crawling and climbing on all fours.

            Maybe you’re sore from the mind-blowing sex.

            Could be that too. I smiled to myself.

            Closing my door, I turn back to my bed and see whatever Minnie had done to the room has reversed itself and my normal room was back. That’s when I saw the item on the nightstand on Oswald’s side of the bed. Not sure what exactly it is, but knowing it wasn’t there last night, I step over and pick it up. A stuffed goat matching Oswald’s outfit. And it even has a collar with Harry printed on it. Squeezing it tight, I’m so touched by his gift. No other client has ever given me a gift before. Holding the stuffed goat out to look at it again, I notice an envelope under where the goat was.

            Oh, maybe Oswald left me a note.

            Putting the goat under one arm, I open the envelope. Inside are hundred-dollar bills.

            “Oh my gosh, he must have forgotten this.” Closing the envelope, I go out my door and hurry up the stairs to Madam’s door. Where I knock, not sure if she is awake.

            “Come in,” her voice calls out.

            Opening the door, I apologize. “Madam, I’m sorry to bother you so early. I wanted to bring this right away.” I stop in front of her desk where she is working.

            “Nice goat,” she smiles an enormous smile. “Did you have fun?”

            “Yes,” I can feel my face getting red. “But I think Oswald forgot this. Can you get it to him?” I extend the envelope to her.

            “I’m glad to hear you had fun, and I look forward to hearing about it later tonight.” Madam takes the envelope and opens it.

            “Hailee, this is for you.” She hands me back the envelope.

            Without taking it I ask, “Me? I don’t understand.”

            “It’s your tip, a gift from your client for a wonderful time. As a matter of fact, I’ve already heard from Oswald this morning. He sang your praises and asked to be approved to be a regular for you.” Madam Mia is beaming with happiness.

            “He wants to be a regular of mine. Really?” Madam nods her head. “What does that mean?”

            “First, Hailee, did you have a good time?” Madam looks at me waiting for my response.

            Swallowing hard, “I had the best time. He was so kind and sweet and easy to talk to. I was shocked.”

            “And the sex? It was alright?”

            I know I’m bright red from my chest up, “It was so, so good. Like, wow good. I’ve never ever had sex like that before. Ever.” The smile on my face couldn’t be any wider.

            “Hailee. Hailee, I’m so proud of you. You rose above your fears and allowed yourself to be better than your old life insisted you were. You stepped out and experienced how it could be. That’s a very brave thing to do.” Madam rises and steps around her desk, putting the envelope into my hand, then hugging me. “I really am so proud of you, and I know the other ladies will be too.” She pulls back to look into my face. “And your first client turns out to be your first regular. You must have really made an impact on him. Like I said, I want to hear all about it. Well, not all about it, just the highlights.” She winks at me.

            Wiping a tear away before it slides down my face. “Thank you. It means more than I can ever express to hear that you’re proud of me. And that you care if I have a good time. Thank you.”

            Madam hugs me again, and I’m instantly so thankful I took this job.

            When she lets me go I ask again, “Are you sure this is mine? It’s not the payment for last night?”

            “Nope, they pay before they arrive. I learned that the hard way.” Madam chuckles. “Just out of curiosity, how much did he give you?”

            Opening the envelope, I take out the hundreds and count them. A thousand dollars. Finding it hard to get my voice to work, I whisper, “A thousand dollars. He, he left me a thou-sand dol-lars.” My voice gets stronger. “Madam this has to be a mistake. I can’t take a thousand dollars. I, I used to get twenty. This, this is too much. Here,” I took one of the hundreds and handed the other nine and the envelope towards her. “One is good enough, really.”

            “Hailee. All of these are for you because he wanted to show his appreciation,” Madam says in a soothing tone.

            “But it’s so much money. Won’t he need it?” I snap my head from the money to her face when she laughed.

            Pushing my hand back against my chest, she holds it there. “No, dear, Oswald does not need it. Believe me, he has plenty more. Did he tell you what he does for work?”

            “Owns an insurance company and an accounting firm.”

            “Ah, he’s modest. He owns the biggest insurance company in the world and the largest accounting firm that only handles the insurance company’s business. He has plenty more. I’m actually quite proud of him for tipping so much. Most first nights are around five hundred.”

            Madam reaches over and closes my open mouth. I raised my eyes from her hand to her face.

            “I told you, you would do well.” She looks so proud of herself. “Wait, tips and gifts will get bigger. It will take some time, but you’ll see.”

            “I can’t imagine. I’m speechless with this.” I hold up my hand as if I needed to show her proof of what I’d been given.

            “Madam, earlier I asked what a regular meant.”

            “Oh yes, sorry. It means he pays a fee, then he’s entitled to first bookings with you when he calls twenty-four hours in advance. If someone who’s not a regular has a booking, they will be moved to another date. He can call and schedule up to six months out and he can request away dates. Like to have dinner in New York. If and only if you consent to taking him on as a regular. He meets all my requirements. But the choice is up to you.”

            “Wow, wow. First, last night, then a thousand dollars, and now he wants to be a regular. And I got a stuffed goat? Why didn’t I work here in my twenties?” I shake my head giggling. “Yes, of course I’ll take him as a regular. Thank you.”

            “No need to thank me. It’s you he’s impressed with.” Madam sits down behind her desk.

            “No, I do need to. Thank you for giving me the choice.” I smile a soft, caring smile at her as she looks at me.

            “You’re welcome, Hailee. My ladies mean a lot to me. I’m so happy for you.” An alarm goes off on her watch. Touching it, she silences it. “Time for me to head to bed. We’ll catch up this evening. I really am proud of you.”

            Smiling, I pick up my goat and head to the door. Opening it, I turned back around. “Good night, Madam. I hope you sleep well.”

            “Good night, Hailee, and welcome again to Sins and Silk.”

      

      Want more of Hailee and the ladies of Sins and Silks join me on Ream -  Jasmine Grant - https://reamstories.com/creator-hub/page/ldguzahzkz/public

      

      Join the fun: https://www.facebook.com/groups/jasminegrantsmatchmakingbureau/
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      Vickie

      Stacy rambles on about her blind date failure. “My mother is determined to set me up with a lawyer from my dad’s firm, but I swear they're all the same, stuffy, stuffy, stuffy! I want someone fun. Is that too much to ask? If I’m going to be spending all my time with them, I should at least enjoy it!” She calls the bartender over and orders another expensive shot. 

      The bartender smiles sympathetically as she tops off my Diet Coke. Designated drivers get free soda. 

      Although, if things work out the way Stacy hopes, I won’t be the one taking her home.  Stacy was left at the altar last year, when her fiancé finally came out of the closet and announced he was gay. It wasn’t like everyone didn’t know—everyone, but Stacy, who swore he was just sensitive, and now was on a mission to find a replacement husband before she got any older.

      As Stacy goes on and on about her failed dating life, I scan the bar. It's another packed ladies' night, but we are, not surprisingly, two of the older women in attendance. 

      At thirty, I feel almost geriatric among the hordes of barely legal blondes with their perfect bodies and perky boobs, short tops, and skintight bottoms. I’m only slightly jealous. My body never looked like that, even at their age. 

      There's a group of Marines hitting on a gaggle of sorority sisters, a couple of skeezy looking old men drinking beer and jeering at any woman who has the unfortunate luck to stumble their way, and four men in suits who stopped in for a late happy hour throwing back shots around a table. The music is loud; the energy is high. I glance down at my watch, wondering how long we will have to be here. 

      I want to go home, remove this damn bra, slip into a pair of leggings, cuddle on my couch with my cat, Theo, and bury my nose into my Kindle. There’s a Styrofoam box containing my leftover chimichanga from the best Mexican place in town waiting for me in the refrigerator.

      But no.

      I’m the responsible friend. The nice one. The one who won’t let anyone down. 

      The fat one.  

      The one that makes you look skinnier, prettier. He won’t notice me. All eyes will be on you, and you won’t have a competing interest for male attention. Don’t worry.

      I’ve got you. It’s in the job description, one that is reinforced at every turn. It is my job to stand here, completely unnoticed, as the invisible shield of protection while a sexy man enraptured my friend. I create a thick outer skin for my thin friends to keep them comfortable in their rosier existence, sacrificing my true self somewhere along the way.

       I notice the two men at the end of the bar staring at us, or should I say, staring at Stacy, for the last half hour. 

      It doesn’t take me long to figure out who the wingman of the pair is. The taller, lankier man slips off his wedding ring and pockets it before waving the bartender over.

      Shots in hand, they clink them together before throwing back their heads and downing them. Bumping Stacy with my shoulder, I alert her to their approach. Her eyes light up. She loves this shit. Even if the man is repulsive, she eats up the attention and snatches up whatever he freely offers to her as a token for simply being beautiful. Free drinks, dinner, and sometimes expensive gifts.

      The man approaching is built and wearing expensive, name brand clothing, down to the shoes on his feet and watch on his wrist. Exactly Stacy’s type.

       Inwardly, I groan, steeling myself for what is to come. I wish for something stronger than the soda in my glass.

      “Good evening, ladies. What are two gorgeous women like yourselves doing drinking alone?” The broad-shouldered hunk leans in towards Stacy and motions for the bartender. “Refill their drinks and put it on our tab.” 

      I refrain from rolling my eyes. Could he be anymore cliché?

      “What are you drinking?” The married man casually asks me. 

      “Diet Coke. I’m driving.” 

      And you're married. 

      “Responsible. I like that. Are you two from around here?” 

      The game has begun. Distract me while your good-looking friend hits up my good-looking friend. It’s a dance I am all too familiar with. I offer him the practiced, aloof smile I’ve perfected over fifteen years of playing this chess match. 

      “Look, I know what you are doing, and we don’t have play this game.” His forehead wrinkles as he stares at me.

      “What’s that?” 

      “Why don’t we go to the table over there?” I nod towards the two-person high-top in the corner that I know well. 

      “Uh, sure?” He looks nervously back at our friends, who’ve, let’s face it, forgotten we exist. 

      “I promise, I don’t bite.” He has nothing to worry about. I’m not a homewrecker, or desperate for male attention. He won’t have to choose between his marriage vows and his friendship tonight.

      Picking up our drinks, we head over to the table. His buddy quickly closes the gap and winks at his friend over his shoulder.

      Disgusting. 

      I plop down onto the bar stool behind the high-top table. I’m tucked in nicely where I can see the entire bar and can watch Stacy for the sign we’ve come up with. If she feels uncomfortable, I will swoop in and save the day.

      The man in front of me shifts from foot to foot, standing off to my side. He won’t be able to see our friends if he sits across from me. Does it cross his mind to move the bar stool to the side? Would it make him uncomfortable, like when someone is walking down the airplane aisle and sees they are sitting next to me and sighs dramatically? God forbid you have to share oxygen with a fat person. 

      I refuse to allow anyone to make me feel inferior to them. I paid the same amount of money for my seat as they did, and I do not encroach into their space. I haven’t needed a seat belt extender yet, but if the time comes when I do, I already decided to either stop flying or buy a second seat. I’m a courteous fat person.

      “You are married.”

      There.

      I have dropped the bomb.

      Move made, I sit back and sip on my drink and watch him try to stumble his way out of the trap.

      “I-I-No, I’m—” He quickly covers his left hand with his right.

      “It’s okay, really. I’m not interested in doing anything with you. I saw you take your ring off and stick it in your pocket and, dude, uncover your hand. See the ghost white circle around where your ring was? Pretty hard to lie about it.” 

      The color drains from his face, matching the void where the sun has clearly not hit the skin on his finger for, what I would guess, has been at least a decade. 

      “Look, I get it. Your friend is what? Newly single? Going through a nasty divorce? Needed a wingman and you drew the short straw?” My smile lets him know I’m not judging him. We’re companions in the same sinking boat.

      “How did you know?”

      “We aren’t in college anymore. The bar scene isn’t really where our generation goes to hook up. At our age, if we are playing these games, it is likely a failed relationship, or a broken heart motivating the return to the bar.”

      “Are you married?” Hope crosses his features. If I’m married, it’ll somehow justify his actions.

      “You can put your ring back on, you know, so you don’t accidentally lose it or forget when you head home. No. It’s never been in the cards for me.”

      Because I’m fat.

      Isn’t that why your buddy picked Stacy to hit on and not me? I’m the designated fat friend in our group of otherwise perfectly beautiful friends. It’s exhausting to have this role, but I’ve had it since we were in middle school, and I play it well. 

      He doesn’t move to put his ring on, subconsciously he doesn’t want anyone to think we are together. He’s not the first married man I’ve verbally danced with in this very spot. 

      

      The waitress stops between us and the table next to us where there’s a large man who looks like he could have come right off the cover of a military romance novel setting. My heart skips a beat at the pure masculinity radiating from his body. He’s casually scrolling through his phone and drinking a beer. My body becomes hyperaware of his presence, and I feel my nipples harden.

      Damn. 

      God knew what he was doing when He constructed him. His upper arms are as big as tree trunks, his thighs are even bigger than mine, and suddenly I want nothing more than to be the bar stool he is straddling. Sighing, I turn back to the conversation I am actually involved in. A man like that wouldn’t look twice at a woman like me.

      “I’m sorry,” the married stranger across from me says.

      “Why? I’m not.”

      He takes a long drink from his beer, avoiding making eye contact with me. Starting strong is a part of my offense. I feel these guys out to see how the conversation will go. I’ve been stuck in this corner with some real jack asses.  

      “I’m happy to be single and independent. It’s nice to travel, get up and go without worrying about another person’s schedule or preferences,” I explain. 

      “Or having someone else to share those memories or experiences with?”

      His words hit a little too true to target. How often have I envied the couples I see strolling hand in hand down the beach together at sunset as I sit and read? Noticing the minor details, like when a man places his hand on the small of a woman’s back and guides her, stirs up a longing inside of me I’m not ready to verbalize, especially to the married stranger next to me.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” I counter the question I don’t want to answer with another one. Conversation with a stranger is a chess match.

      “Jon.”

      “Jon, I’m Wendy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Wendy.” Sincerity. A pleasant change of pace from the normal wingman. Last Friday night’s wingman was full of stuttering defense mechanisms and toxic masculinity bullshit. 

      “What is it you do for a living, Jon? If we have to sit here while those two decide if they are going to exchange phone numbers and do this again, we might as well have an enjoyable conversation.” Nodding, Jon moves around and sits on the bar stool across from me. I’ve made him comfortable.

      “I work in commodity trading,” he says. 

      Okay. Maybe they wouldn’t talk about work. 

      “What about you?” he asks.

      “I’m a travel agent.” This was one of her favorite parts of the game, inventing a new career. She never gave personal information to strangers in a bar.

      “Ah. So, you can travel whenever you like.” He has a friendly smile.

      “Do you and your wife travel a lot?”

      “Why do you want to sell us a vacation?” 

      Maybe, if I was actually a travel agent. 

      “No, just curious.” I take a sip from my Diet Coke and look over at Stacy. She is leaning into Jon’s muscular friend, holding onto his arm and giggling. “Looks like our friends are hitting it off.”

      He looked over his shoulder at them. “They do. He’s smiling. Let me text him and ask if he needs me to order him a pizza.”

      “A pizza?” I scrunch up my nose. Is that even allowed at the bar? I am pretty sure the bar prohibits bringing outside food in. “They have amazing wings here, but I’m not sure they’d allow you to order a pizza.”

      “It’s our code,” he said with a shrug. “I know it’s immature, but it’s worked for the last decade. Why fix what’s not broken?”

      “If it’s via text, why not just ask directly?”

      “What if she looks down and sees it?” Good point. 

      “Did you ever wonder about a woman thinking it was odd for a man to order a pizza at a bar?”

      “Huh—” Jon looks at her, puzzled. “After all these years of using this code, none of us have ever considered that.”

      A second later, Jon’s phone buzzes a response. “He’s not hungry.”

      “That means?” What a cryptic code. 

      “Everything is going well. She is filling his needs. If he told me he needed a pizza, I’d be the delivery man delivering bad or urgent news to get him away from her.” 

      If I roll my eyes any harder, they’d have bounced out of my head and down on the sticky, beer covered floor. 

      “I told you; we came up with it in college,” Jon offers. I nod. We sit in silence for a minute, observing our surroundings. 

      “Does it ever bother you?” Jon asks. 

      “Does what?”

      “Being the wingman? My wife is at home with the kids tonight and truthfully, I’d rather be there. As stupid as this might sound, playing Monopoly at the dining room table with my children has become more fun than throwing back shots and talking to a stranger, while Trevor hits on women. After his divorce, we’ve drawn straws and taken turns. My wife said to make him an online dating profile and let him find a woman that way.”

      “So why haven’t you?”

      “Oh, we have. Tonight, is his last chance to meet a woman in person. We’re putting his profiles up on Match tomorrow.” 

      “Just Match? No Hot for Farmers? No Looking for my Sugar Daddy?” 

      Jon belly laughs at the idea, causing Stacy and Trevor to look at them. I wave and smile. 

      “You’ve sidestepped my question again. Does it ever bother you? Being the wingman?”

      “It’s a complicated question. I’ve been in this role since high school. Although, back then, I don’t think any of us were aware of it, you know? It’s kind of perverse how early we define our roles in society. Men learn early in life how to weaponize invisibility and we socialized larger women just to accept their behavior.”

      “Weaponize invisibility?”

      “Oh yes. When you are fat,” he cringes at how I said the word. Most people do. Why we’ve given that word so much power is beyond me. “You know, fat is a descriptor. It doesn’t inherently have a negative meaning to it. We’ve given it value it shouldn’t have. I have perfect cholesterol and blood sugar levels, no blood pressure or heart issues. In fact, according to my doctor, my insides match those of an athlete. Probably because I was an athlete. These thick thighs come from years of playing sports in high school. I digress. Weaponizing invisibility is when people purposely ignore those they find unattractive in a way to assert power over them.”

      “Huh. Can you give me an example?”

      “Sure. A wealthy, muscular man walks up to a group of beautiful women in a club. There is one overweight woman in the group. He introduces himself to the women he finds attractive, looks at the one who dares to be unattractive, rolls his eyes, postures his body away from her and continues his conversation with the others. He has let her know with his silence that he disapproves. They’ve not exchanged a word. He’s deemed her worthless by appearance alone.”

      “Fuck, Wendy. People have done this to you?”

      “Men and women alike. As the designated fat friend of the group, I’ve been on the receiving end of the weaponized invisibility treatment a lot. I’ve grown a thick skin from it.”

      “I’m offended that your friends stand by and let it happen.”

      “I’d like to say they don’t see it happen because they aren’t the ones having it happen to them, but over the years, I realize, they have to know, even subconsciously. The world wants to regulate plus-size women into certain roles. In some places, introversion. Seen, but not heard. Our size alone makes our friends appear thinner. If you remove us and compare them solely to each other, they don’t appear as skinny. If you compare a giraffe to another giraffe and ask which is skinnier, it will take you longer to decide then if you put a giraffe next to an elephant and ask. In a society that judges beauty based on weight, having an elephant in a herd of giraffes for comparison helps…”

      “You are hardly an elephant,” Jon says.

      “Elephants are amazing animals. They are loyal, intelligent, and family led. I don’t mind being one.” Elephants have always been one of my favorite animals. “My problem is, I don’t mind being curvy. I’m not insecure about my weight. It doesn’t cause me to cry myself to sleep. I’m not trying fad diets or drinking shakes that make you poop. I don’t obsess over it. Am I aware of how people treat me because of my weight? Hell, yes, I am. It’s hard not to be.”

      “Damn. I’m impressed by your attitude, but sorry that society treats you so shitty. Look at the two of them. We might not have to write that personal ad for him after all.”

      “I wouldn’t delete it yet. Stacy is hella picky. Her checklist is pretty impossible.”

      “You know, I recently saw an advertisement for a new dating app for plus-sized people to find love. It would attract men who like–”

      I knew he had good intentions and wasn’t offended. Unlike some men I’ve met as wingmen, Jon was a nice guy. 

      “Big girls? BBWs?”

      “Yeah. If you were to write an advertisement for a dating website, what would yours say?”

      “Hmmm. I’ve actually thought about it. I wouldn’t want to find love on a website for chubby chasers. Some men think fat girls are an easy catch and try to hit on us for a quick lay. I’d be picky about where I’d post.”

      “That’s fair,” he nods. 

      “The headline would read: Must Love Curves.” 

      Jon chuckles. “That’s catchy.”

      Did the sexy stranger next to us laugh, too? I glance at him. He’s staring at his phone. My imagination is running away with me. This isn’t some cheesy meet cute at the beginning of a romance novel. Get your crap together, woman.

      “Must Love Curves. Single curvy extrovert with thighs strong enough to crush a beer can but soft enough to cuddle. Seeking friendship that turns into love. Are you strong enough to handle my weight? And I don’t just mean the luscious pounds on my body, but the weight of my expectations of loyalty, respect, and high libido.” 

      “High libido? Don’t you worry that you’ll attract the wrong man that way? One who is just wanting a one-night stand?”

      “I mean, that’s just the intro. The profile would tell them about my likes and dislikes, my passion for travel and good food. How reading romance novels has ruined me because now, I need a man who is bigger than me—taller, stronger, broader. I won’t settle for anything less than an alpha male who wants to protect me. Not just physically, but my heart too. A man who would lay down his life for the woman he loves, without hesitation. A man who puts his hand on the small of my back to guide me as we walk, who pushes me to the inside of the sidewalk and growls sexy suggestions in my ear…” I trail off, knowing how stupid I must sound.

      Sneaking a sideways glance at the giant next to us, my cheeks flame. Did he hear me? Did he think I was talking about him? Our eyes meet and the stranger raises an eyebrow. I quickly return to the conversation with Jon.

      “Growls sexy suggestions?” Jon laughs at the idea. “And you said Stacy had a long list of hard to meet expectations.”

      “The difference between Stacy and me, is that Stacy thinks her list is realistic. I know mine isn’t. That’s why I’ve not looked for a man. Romance novel heroes don’t actually exist in real life.” Our phones buzz simultaneously. 

      “Speaking of the devil. Looks like our friends are going home together. It’s truly been nice getting to know you, Wendy,” Jon says, pushing himself to a standing position from the bar. “I’m going to settle the bar tab. Are you staying around a bit? Want anything before I leave?”

      “Did Trevor leave you with the tab?” I ask, incredulously. 

      “He left me with his credit card to pay the tab.” He pulls the card out of his pocket with much gusto and waves it in the air. “I have it on good authority, that it has a high limit on it.”

      “No, I’m good. I’m going to head home too, but thank you.”

      “You said their wings were delicious. Want to order some to go? I mean, it’s the least Trevor can do,” Jon laughs. 

      They do have great wings. 

      “Sure. I’ll wait a few extra minutes. They’ll make for an excellent lunch tomorrow. Thanks, Jon.” We place the order and Jon settles the tab before leaving, letting me know he gave the bartender a significant tip. In another situation, I imagine we could have been friends.

      Pulling my phone out of my pocket to pass the time, I opened my book app. The topless man on the cover with the broad chest and stern gaze reminds me of someone. I glance towards the sexy stranger. He looks exactly like the man on the cover. Clean cut hair, freshly shaven face, broad chest under the tight black t-shirt. Shaking my head, I try to focus on the words on my screen. 

      Ten minutes until the wings came, and I was on my way home. What could happen in ten minutes?
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      Knox

      The draft beer is good and cold, but I hate drinking alone. Tony should be here, but his wife has gone into labor early. If I hadn’t already arrived at the bar and ordered the beer, I’d have turned and left. I wasn’t about to let a good beer go to waste.

      Instead, I sit back and drink the beer and observe my surroundings. I know every exit. I’m always vigilant, my job demands it of me. The skills I’ve honed over the past two decades don’t simply get put away on a night off. 

      Night off. 

      That’s laughable. How many nights off have been interrupted by a phone call from work? I envy the group of young Marines getting drunk in the corner without a care in the world. I remember what that was like, to be young and dumb, without a care in the world, chasing skirts. 

      My phone can ring at any moment, pulling me out of the bar and thrusting me into a dark world of good versus evil. 

      One beer and I’ll head home, turn on the game and crash. Unlike my buddies, I am the only one going home alone. It’s been a long fucking week. I could call my neighbor Sarah. The frog hog has, on more than one occasion, expressed, along with her very pronounced cleavage, her desire to spread her legs and let me nestle between them. 

      I could have her anytime I want. The invitation is there, consent more than implied. 

      I won’t. 

      Damn, if I don’t need that sort of drama in my life.

      I’ve just taken another swallow of beer when I overhear the woman next to me proclaim the man across from her is married. 

      Interesting turn of events. Tuning into their conversation while I scroll the trending news stories on my phone, color me intrigued. 

      She’s five-foot-six and curvy, with soft brown, almost black hair, framing her face. I’m rarely wrong at observing height. Curvy the way I like women to be. Soft in all the right places.

      And this woman… Lord, is she laying into the poor fellow she’s with. She's a handful, both her body and her mouth. 

      I’m going to tame them both. 

      After listening to her describe what she’s looking for in a man, I know she will respond well to me. I meet every last one of her requirements, at least the ones she’s verbalized.

      I’m pretty sure I met some of the ones she’s keeping to herself. The taboo ones. The qualities she’s looking for that she won’t dare vocalize to the stranger, she’s probably never spoken them out loud at all.

      Strong, intelligent, a bit feminist. Could she readily admit her desire to submit to a dominant man for her and his pleasure? I’d bet my right hand she is a closet submissive.

      I am willing to bet little miss Wendy here is dying to be taken from behind and having her ass smacked as she’s ridden. 

      While she rants on to poor Jon about the state of the world and plus-sized women, I read between the lines. Her confidence is admirable, her words, they hide a layer of insecurity and vulnerability that have my heart aching for her and my fist balling at my side, wanting to take on the assholes who mistreated her.

      It’s almost as if it’s meant to be. 

      If Tony had been here tonight, I’d have not overheard their conversation and wouldn’t be walking up to her right now. I clear my throat before speaking, making sure she is aware of my presence. Tapping her on the shoulder, I wait for her to turn. Her mouth drops when she sees me standing there.

      “How about you don’t post the ad and let me take you out instead?” 

      “Excuse me?” Her eyes are the color of the North Pacific Ocean. I’m not expecting the intensity of the bright teal. The darkness of the bar had clouded the color until we stood inches apart. They are nothing short of mesmerizing. 

      “Your personal ad. The one entitled, ‘Must Love Curves.’ Or, do I need to wait for it to be published before asking you out? I could save you the time and effort.”

      “Wow. You eavesdrop on our conversation and then have the gall to use admission as a pick-up line?” Her accusation is accompanied by her shifting in her seat and clenching the glass of soda tightly in her hand. Her attempt to sound offended fails.

      I make her nervous. 

      Good. 

      If she can't feel the sexual tension humming between our bodies, I’ll smash the glass and eat every shard. 

      Stepping closer towards her, I lean in, resting my arms on the table until I’m bent to her height and we’re looking at each other eye to eye. 

      Briefly, I wonder what they’ll look like staring up at me, glazed over from the orgasm I just gave her.

      “You can pretend you didn’t know, and act offended, Wendy, but it was hard to ignore you with your glances coming my way every few seconds.” 

      “You know my name?” Her mouth gapes open, making me smile. 

      “I heard the introductions. I heard every word between you and Jon.”

      She pulls her full bottom lip into her mouth and bites it. 

      “Don’t bite your lip.” I watch her closely to see if she obeys. She releases her lip from her teeth, her tongue flicking out to lick the top one. 

      “Yes, pretty girl, I listened to your conversation. You were a few feet away from me and you weren’t exactly speaking quietly. I won’t apologize for listening because I liked what I heard—for the most part.”

      “What didn’t you like?” Her breath rushes out, her cheeks flame. She didn’t mean to ask the question. She probably tried talking herself out of it. Likely, wanted to appear aloof. Oh, little girl, your game play only works on boys, not men. 

      “I didn’t like how you spoke about yourself or the fact that you participate in activities that demean you. If you were mine, your confidence would shine through and you’d never put yourself in a position where anyone would disrespect you in such a way because you would never, ever doubt your worth. You’d know that you were worth far more than the way those assholes were treating you and your behavior would reflect that value.”

      “O—oh.” 

      “Because, as it turns out, I love curves. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m the man who is going to make you fall in love with your curves.”

      “What do you mean? I already love my curves.” 

      “If you were mine, you’d know better than to lie to me.”

      He sees it cross her features. The realization that she is in trouble. 

      Big trouble. 

      She likes what she is hearing. She shifts from side to side in her seat. My hand snakes out and rests on her shoulder, steadying her. My other hand closes over her fingers that are tapping on the table. 

      I know what kind of romance books she referred to when she told Jon about the alpha men she read about.

      “You want a man who will protect you, both physically and your heart. In order to do so, you’d have to give both your body and your heart to him. I protect what is mine, Wendy. Sometimes, even from themselves. You don’t love your curves.”

       I know her name isn’t Wendy. I’m not ready to disclose that to her yet. 

      “Yes, I do! I’m not one of those insecure fat girls whose entire value is subjected to her weight who feels she needs a man to love her to know her worth. I love myself exactly how I am, fat rolls included.” The pout on her face is adorable. I want to lean in and kiss her. 

      “Do you? Do you really? Because what I see standing in front of me is a strong, confident woman full of bravado for the rest of the world, but inside is an insecure little girl. You might have accepted your body for how it is, but you don’t love it. If you did, you wouldn’t allow people to mistreat you because of it. You would see the queen that you are and never stand in silence while a man appraised her and then dismissed her with an eye roll.”

      “I never thought about it that way.” I remove my hand from hers and step to the side to let the waitress pass, my hand slides off her shoulder and rests casually on the edge of the table by her. 

      “Maybe you read your romance books with the alpha males in it because you need to borrow the strength from a man like the heroes in your romance novels. One who will come along and stand up for their woman.”

      She pulls her lip into her mouth again, a quick frown of disapproval from me frees it. 

      “My woman will know that she doesn’t need me to stand up for her. I’ll make her feel beautiful, wanted, and known. She’ll never question her worth, and she’ll be able to stand up for herself. She won’t need to. Her confidence will radiate out from her and those weak ass men who utilize tools like weaponized invisibility, won’t even consider using it on her. Her confidence becomes her bullshit shield.”

      “You know, you say a lot of the right things. It’s generally a red flag for a woman for a man to come along and say all the right things. Words and actions don’t often align in situations like this.”

      Narrowing my gaze, I drop my tone, the baritone clearly showing my irritation at her accusation. “Tell me, how many men have come along and said these things to you?”

      She shakes her head at me. “These things? These exact things? None. But you heard me recite to another man everything I was looking for and then offer it up on a silver platter.”

      “Sweetheart, do you believe for one second that I’m giving you a line?”

      “No.” The answer is quick, without hesitation. I smile. “No, I believe you believe the words coming out of your mouth. What I’m unsure of is if you could perform to the level of what you are claiming.”

      “You’re waiting for the right man to come along and guide you—didn’t you say something about a hand on the small of the back, and help you recognize how deliciously beautiful you really are. You want to be rescued and perhaps even tamed, by an alpha male who can growl sexual suggestions in your ear but also tucks you in tightly at night and scares away the monster in the closet, preferably after your pussy is completely satiated. Am I close, Wendy? Are those some of the actions you are seeking?”

      The tremor in her body tells me exactly what I need to know. I pegged her correctly. She’s not pushed away from the bar and ran away. Her drink isn’t splashed into my face. No. She’s trembling with pure, animalistic desire at my words. 

      “I don’t know who you are lying to when you say you love your curves, me or you, but my girl, she’d know there are consequences involved in lying.”

      “Consequences?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Consequences.” There is a lot on the line with how I word the next couple of sentences. She’d recoil in disgust or drench her panties. 

      “What type of consequences?”

      “What kind of consequences do the men in your books dole out?”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she says, looking down at her phone. 

      “Oh? You don’t?”

      “What kind of books do you think I’m reading? Fifty Shades of Grey?”

      “I’m sure you’ve read that series and watched the movies. I would bet you have plenty of power exchange and BDSM books on your Kindle. Do you like your romance books dark? Are you reading Daddy Doms or perhaps even Daddy Dom Little Girl age play novels?”

      She flips her phone over, turning the backside upwards, as if embarrassed by my questions. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “No? The hitch in your voice tells me otherwise. You won’t meet my gaze, Wendy. Why is that? There’s nothing to be ashamed of. If I know about these books, there’s a reason for it.”

      “I’m not ashamed of my reading list! I just don’t read what you think I do.”

      “Oh really? Open your Kindle and show me then, I dare you.”

      A woman’s reading list was akin to as personal as the content inside of her purse. Private. I know it. I am pushing her buttons. She is lying to me, I don’t tolerate lying at any stage of the relationship.

      “You won’t because you are lying to me, and I don’t tolerate lying. Lying results in punishment, a trip over my knee perhaps.” Or forcing my cock down your throat and gagging you with it until your mascara runs down your face and you beg for forgiveness. It’s way too soon to tell her that. Yeah, she’d be running far, far away.

      “There’s one problem with the list you recited earlier, though,” I tell her. 

      “W-w-what's that?”

      “You said you were looking for a man who would growl sexy suggestions into your ear.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      I cut her off by grabbing the edge of the bar stool and yanking it backwards into my body. Her back is flesh against my stomach, I lean into her, the growl vibrating off her ear lobe when I say, “Little girl, I don’t make suggestions, I make promises,” pausing just long enough to breathe warm arm against her neck, I continue, “and I never break a promise.”

      Releasing her, I wait for her to catch her breath. The bartender brings her wings to the table and looks at me. 

      “Are you okay?” She asks her. 

      “I am.” She gives her a reassuring smile. 

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” she tells her before walking away, glaring a warning at me.

      “Now, you’ve heard all my words. I’m going to ask you again. Do I need to wait for the ad to come out or will you go out on a date with me?”

      “I don’t go out on dates.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just don’t.”

      “That’s not a good enough answer, little girl,” the baritone is back in my tone. 

      “I guess I don’t want to catch feelings for someone, and they end up not being reciprocated.”

      She’s been hurt. I want to find the man who hurt her and tear his limbs off. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Sure.” She laughs sarcastically. 

      “I promise, I’m not going to break your heart. I don’t break my promises or hearts, Wendy. Not intentional and not by my actions.” She studies me for a moment. I wish I could read her thoughts. Finally, she slowly nods.

      “One night.”

      She believes him. She should. I’d never lied, cheated on or betrayed a woman I was with. I had no plans on doing so now.

      “What?” I need her to clarify.

      “One date. That's all I can give you.”

      “I’ll take it.” Like hell, little girl. One date and you’ll be mine. One date is all I need for you to change your mind. I’m confident. She’s different. She’s special. I can feel something between us. Maybe it’s too soon but my gut tells me otherwise.

      “When do you want to go out then? Next Friday?” She asks. 

      “How about now?”

      “Now?”

      “The night is still early. Have you had dinner?”

      “I have half of a chimichanga back at my place calling my name,” she answers. 

      “You could eat that, or I could cook for you.”

      “You?”

      “Yes. Why don’t we go back to my place, and I’ll make you dinner and we can get to know each other a bit better?”

      She glances down at her watch. I knew it was barely eight, she couldn’t use the time as an excuse. 

      “Okay? Okay.” 

      “Good deal. Now, before we go, why don’t you tell me your real name.”

      “W-w-hat?”

      “Two things I know for certain. Your name is not Wendy and you are not a travel agent. I don’t like to start anything off with a lie. What’s your name?”

      “My name is Victoria Anne, but my friends all call me Vickie. Now you know my name, what is yours?”

      “Knox.”

      She chokes on the sip of Diet Coke she was taking. “If that isn’t out of one of my romance novels, I don’t know what is.”
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      Vickie

      His place isn’t what I’m expecting. The charming historic cottage style bungalow sits right across from the beach on Coronado Island. The location makes it prime real estate. 

      “How far are you from the sand?” I ask when we pull up to it.

      “A hundred feet,” he answers, opening my car door 

      and offering his arm to me. 

      There’s a legit white picket fence around the front yard. A fire pit framed by four large chairs was in the center of the front yard. The expansive wrap-around porch was inviting, and I can imagine myself sitting in one of the chairs with a glass of wine. 

      Stop it right now. This is a one-night thing only! 

      I can’t afford to think about a future with this 

      man. We aren’t a good match.

      Unlocking the front door, he ushers me inside and 

      turns on the lights. My low whistle echoes off the high vaulted beam ceilings.

      This place is fantastic. Craftsmanship is evident at every turn, from the polished and gleaming oak wood floors to the framed glass wall of windows offering an abundance of light and a view of the ocean crashing against the sand. 

      Without seeing the rest of the house, I know the value has to sit around three million in the current market. 

      “Join me in the kitchen?” The open layout makes the jaunt to the kitchen an easy one. Appropriately sized to the cottage and updated with modern appliances, a large gas stove and beautiful marble counters, she appreciated the attention to detail and the care. 

      “This is your house?”

      “I sure hope so, otherwise I’m paying someone else’s mortgage every month.”

      “It’s really impressive. How long have you owned it?”

      “Almost twenty years.”

      “Twenty?” Impressive. Most men weren’t thinking about owning houses in their early twenties.

      “A couple of friends and I bought it together a long time ago. When we moved, I bought out their contributions and turned it into a rental property and kept it up to date. I relocated back to town a few years ago and when the current tenants moved out, I moved back in.”

      “Do you mind me asking how much you paid for it?” It seemed like a very personal question to ask, but my interest was piqued.

      “I don’t mind at all. I’m an open book. Just under four hundred thousand.”

      “How many bedrooms does it have?”

      “Just a second. It’s my turn to ask a couple of questions. Do you have any food allergies? Any dislikes?” 

      “Nope. Not allergic to anything and I don’t, really 

      have anything I can’t stand. I don’t prefer super spicy foods.”

      “Ok, good, I won’t make anything super spicy. If it wasn’t so late, we could make pizza in my pizza oven. But I don’t have any dough prepped.” As he gathers food from the fridge onto a tray, I wonder if I went too far on the questions about his house. 

      “I’m sorry if I pried.” 

      “It’s your passion, right? You’re a realtor?”

      “I’m that obvious?”

      “Either that or you plan on robbing me and you are terrible at recon.” They both laughed. 

      “I’m going to grab a couple things and we are going to go out back and I will answer all of your questions. Deal?”

      “Deal. What can I do to help?” After gathering the rest of the ingredients together, Knox led me to the back yard.

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Paradise. 

      I’d sell my house and buy this one in a heartbeat. This backyard was everything. The framed yard with the ocean backdrop, outside shower, hot tub, chef level patio set to entertain. My millionaire clients searched high and low for vacation property like this. I could sell this house in five seconds flat. I had a list of clients searching for ocean front property half as nice. If this was my home, I’d be rushing back to it every night. 

      I sure as hell wouldn’t be drinking alone at a bar. 

      I could imagine myself throwing a pizza in the oven and eating slices of it while reading a book in my hot tub after a long night of work. Now, that was a daydream I could get lost in.

      I looked longingly at the waves as they crashed against the sand just a few feet away. The ocean has always been my safe place and tonight was no different. 

      Closing my eyes, I take a long deep breath of the salty sea air and smile. Knox is standing behind the outdoor grill, putting a piece of wood in a bowl of water. The setup is something my dad would drool over. The BBQ island with its sink, double grill, pellet smoker and wood-fire pizza oven, beverage center, fridge and prep counters are a chef's dream. 

      “Are you a chef?” 

      “No. But it’s my favorite hobby and one I’ve invested a lot of time and money into, if you can’t tell.” 

      “Wow. I can totally tell.”  He sets out a beautifully thick, pink piece of salmon and goes to work expertly chopping vegetables.

      “I like to eat good food. I discovered that if I made it myself, not only is it cheaper, but I can control what goes in my body and remain healthier. You never know what additives and the amount of sugar they add to food when you order it out.”

      Healthier. 

      Does he think I’m unhealthy? 

      The age-old feeling of defensiveness settles heavily over my chest. The looks of judgment from the fraternity brothers as their gazes wandered over my plate, the whispers about how I must have gotten into the sorority as a legacy, since they couldn’t possibly want me at my size. Memories of choosing salads when I badly wanted a cheeseburger because I knew people were watching, crash over me like the waves a few feet away.

      I eat healthy. I’ve eaten healthier than most of my skinnier friends my entire life. A fact that’s made me slightly bitter. While they could down pizza without gaining an ounce, I eat a single French fry and gain ten pounds. Thinking back to mentioning my chimichanga and ordering hot wings, I want to facepalm. Of course, he’d think I’m an unhealthy eater.

      “I eat healthy too. I know you probably think I’m a fat girl who eats nothing but fried food but—” I rush to defend my eating choices.

      “Stop. Right now. Take a breath and count to five.” He sat down the knife on the cutting board near the zucchini he was slicing and walked towards me. Placing his hands on my shoulders, he gave the order again. 

      “Deep breathe in and hold it until I’m done counting,” he commands. “One, two, three—”

      I obey almost mindlessly. What was it about this man that pulled me into obedience?

      “Good girl.” Gripping my chin tightly, he looks into my eyes. 

      I could get lost in the deep, dark chocolate depths before me.

       “You will not apologize to me for being you. I did not judge your food choices earlier. I don’t know you well enough to decide if your nutrition needs work or not, nor is that something we’ve negotiated. Two food items aren’t enough data points to analyze a pattern of behavior.”

      I nod. He’s right. I can’t blame him for other people’s past bad behavior. He’s given me no reason to think he’s a shallow asshole. “Sorry.”

      “No more apologizing. Sit down, have a glass of wine, and talk to me while I grill.”

      “It already smells good.” The aroma of fresh herbs and cedar have filled the surrounding air. 

      “I hope it tastes as good as it smells,” he said with a chuckle. “It should. It’s a dish I’ve made several times.”

      “You were going to tell me about your house,” I reminded him. The topic was safe. Real estate wasn’t a topic of much controversy. 

      “Yes, that’s right. I’m an open book mostly, and if I can tell you something, I will. I wasn’t avoiding the question before, and believe me, asking about my house isn’t prying. The interruption was in order to cook while we talked. The house has three bedrooms, three and a half baths and a nice five thousand square feet lot, which, as you know, is almost unheard of with this location.” 

      “Do you have any idea what it would go for if you sold it?”

      “I have an idea. The house next door went on the market last month. It was under contract in a day.”

      “The market is insane right now. There are more buyers than inventory, interest rates are at an all-time low. It’s definitely a seller’s market.”

      “How do you like working in real estate?” Knox asked her. 

      Now this is a topic I can easily talk about. “Well, you know, there are some challenges not being the best-looking realtor in town because hello, we live in California. People associate beauty with—”

      “Victoria Anne,” he interrupted her. 

      “Yes?”

      “If you tell me you aren’t beautiful, I’m not sure I’m going to be able to control myself, negotiations or not.” 

      “I—”

      “Am very focused on looks and I’m not okay with that. You are beautiful, Vickie. Absolutely beautiful. Weight has nothing to do with beauty. Tread carefully, little girl, you are walking a tightrope.”

      I can’t turn my Kindle app on for his inspection because he’d see my Daddy Dom and other spanking romance books staring him in the face. Books by my favorite authors, like Laylah Roberts. I swear, I manifested him right out of one of them. Swallowing hard, I nod my understanding. 

      I don’t feel like what I was doing was putting myself down, though. Maybe, it’s because I’ve done it so much it’s become second nature.

      “I get what you are saying. In reality, though, looks do matter here in California. Maybe you have been privileged enough to not know that—”

      “Living in California, I’ve seen how superficial society is. Doesn’t mean I buy into the bullshit.” 

      “Right. Some people pick realtors based on their looks. It’s part of the industry.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with your looks, Vickie.”

      “No, but I am not the stereotypical California tan, long legged, blonde. I work two to three times harder than some women in my office who are handed their clients simply based on their looks. I’m a better realtor though. I know what I’m doing, and my clients are overall, happier for having hired me.”

      “I have no doubt you work really hard, and you are incredibly talented. You knew a lot about my house, things I didn’t even know. I’m sorry we live in a society that places so much emphasis on size. Size, Vickie, not beauty. Because they are two incredibly different sides of a coin. You are beautiful and to me, there is nothing wrong with your size. Society is wrong with their industry standard bullshit. Men go through the same thing. My three brothers were all American athletes, lifted weights, were broad shouldered and all the girls loved them. I was tall and skinny. No matter how much I ate or how many weights I lifted, I couldn’t put on the muscles I badly wanted. Puberty came later to me. The bullies came for me in school, but my brothers stepped in.”

      He sets two plates of delicious looking food on the table. The grilled zucchini, squash, tomatoes, and onions surround the plank grilled salmon with a dallop of homemade herb butter. The salmon melts in my mouth. A groan of pleasure escapes my lips, and his smile widens as I appraise him, trying to imagine him as he has described.

      There was no way. None. The giant in front of me with the massive muscles? He was skinny? Lanky? Bullied?

      “Don’t make me pull out my high school yearbooks,” he teased. 

      “It’s hard to imagine you as being skinny.”

      “Skinny freckled face boy with acne. If you’d known me in high school…” I laugh at the idea. “The point is, I don’t give a fuck about societal norms or expectations or what is in or out of fashion. If someone is fat, skinny, tall, or short, it doesn’t matter to me. How they treat other people is a better indicator of beauty.”

      “I can’t even say I’m innocent of it. I’ve myself wondered about compatibility. Sitting on the beach, I’ve seen large women with fit men and the other way around and wondered at their compatibility. I’ve thought, is the bigger person rich? Are they a sugar daddy? I know it’s not right. Society has programmed us to believe that they can’t be compatible without an equalizer involved like wealth.”

      “The world has taught you to value your worth based on your body, and that is bullshit. I will have no problem reprogramming your brain. Your worth has nothing to do with a number on the scale, or in your bank account. In fact, your worth has nothing to do with a number anywhere. You have value in simply existing.” 

      You have a value in simply existing. 

      I’ve never heard someone say something so profound before. His intense tone caused butterflies to dance in my stomach. I play it safe and change the subject.

      

      “Knox is a unique name. Is it a family one?”

      “My father is a retired Army special forces operator. My parents named us after the bases we were born on. I’m the youngest. Pops ended up at Knox before retiring as a trainer. My brothers are Carson, Campbell, and Lewis.”

      “How’d that go over living on bases?”

      “Like a lead balloon. It gave the bullies another thing to focus on. I grew pretty tough skin. Do you have any siblings?”

      “Too many. There’s an even eight of us kids. I have three sisters and four brothers.”

      “Wow. Your parents were busy.”

      “Twins run in our family. I have two sets of twin siblings. My younger sisters and my older brothers are identical twins. Also, two of my siblings are adopted from foster care.”

      “Where are you in the line? Middle child?”

      “Third or second youngest, depending on how you do the math. My twin sisters are the youngest and then me.”

      “Practically the baby. Some people study birth order and what it means for a person’s personality.” 

      “Do you?”

      “Me?” He shakes his head. “No. I don’t believe in any of that birth order or astrology stuff. I mean, take a premature baby. Do you go off when they were born or when they were due? Or an adopted child? Is it their birth order in their biological family or the family they were raised in? What happens if their parents' divorce or a parent dies and remarries and the birth order changes drastically down the line with a child born, say, ten or fifteen years later? I have a friend who at twenty went from the youngest child to an older brother. Birth order has now changed. Is his personality expected to as well? Nah. I don’t give in to any of that. I think life is about choices. You wake up and decide every day who you are. If you don’t like it, you can change it. No, I’m not naïve to think it’s an instant process. Sometimes, changing, healing or reprogramming your thoughts takes time, but ultimately it’s your responsibility.”

      “You have a way of thinking about things unlike anyone I’ve ever met before.”

      “I believe in taking responsibility for your own actions and thoughts. I couldn’t care less about what society or strangers think about me. If everyone focused on loving themselves and then showing others that same love and respect, society would fix itself.”

      I nod in agreement. Why does it sound so simple when he says it? Putting it into practice was another thing altogether.  

      He’s sexy and sensitive. Intuitive. Intelligent.

      Hot as fuck.

      Why is he single? 

      My stomach lurches, threatening to heave up the salmon I’ve just eaten. What if he isn’t?

       This house is definitely big enough for a girlfriend. No one could be this perfect. 

      “Why were you at the bar alone?” My heart rushes in my chest, pounding loudly in my ears as I await the answer. 

      “My buddy was supposed to meet me after work, but his wife went into labor. I’d arrived and ordered a beer before getting his text,” he explained. 

      “You weren’t meeting a girl?”

      “No, I wasn’t meeting a girl. What? You think I got stood up or something?”

      Or something. 

      Maybe your girlfriend or wife had to work late. 

      I look at his hand. No ring. No discoloring. 

      “Little girl, I know you are not looking at my left hand like you expect to see a wedding ring on my finger.” The sound of his fork clattering on the table caused my heart to drop to my stomach. 

      “You’ve said all the right things…” His eyes narrow slightly as he looks at me. 

      Uh oh. 

      “Stop right there. The fact that you don’t know me yet is the only thing saving you. My character is the only thing I have control over in life. There is little I can promise you, Vickie, because I do not know what will happen in life. At any minute, things can change without warning. But what I can promise is to always be honest. I will never lie to you. I am not a cheater. I have never cheated on a woman in my life. My word is my bond. You get a free pass this time, but only this time.” 

      “Oh, okay.”

      As they finish their meal, they continue to get to know each other, talking about topics one would discuss on a normal first date. Vickie found herself relaxing around Knox, telling him a few intimate details about her life and when she started to really indulge in the romance books she reads. Before long, they were clearing the table into a bin that Knox kept outside for that very reason.
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      Vickie

      “You’ve been watching the waves crash on the ocean since we came outside. Do you want to walk down there?” His voice softens as he pushes his chair back.

      “I’d love to!” He takes me by the hand and led me down the path. Within a minute we were along the water’s edge. The smell of the saltwater and the slight spray as it hit my face relaxed me. His hand was big, it engulfed over mine, I felt safe walking with him. I wondered if anyone saw us and thought we were a weird couple.

      I’m aware of my own bias. How many times did I see a hot girl with an ugly dude and think to myself he must be rich? Or an ugly girl with a hot guy and wonder what he saw in her? How can I be angry with others when I do the same thing? 

      More importantly, like Knox had said, why the fuck do I care? What does Noisy Nelly opinion matter? She’s not paying my bills or warming my bed. I wish I could simply turn off my ability to care. I’m a people pleaser. I’ve been that way my entire life. I care too much, I suppose, over the wrong people’s judgements. 

      The tide rises, and I find myself scooting closer to Knox. Releasing my hand, he pulls me closer to his side as we walk. 

      “You grew up here and yet you aren’t tired of the water,” he observes. 

      “Yeah, some people who grow up around the ocean continue to be drawn to it. It’s home to them. Others end up getting used to, or tired of it, and move away.”

      “You look beautiful with the wind blowing in your hair and your eyes sparkling. Your eyes remind me of the North Pacific Ocean. I’ve never seen another pair quite as aqua blue as yours.”

      “They are a family heirloom.”

      “A priceless one.” 

      The compliments start to make me feel uncomfortable. I’m not usually the one to be on the receiving end of male attention let alone one as attentive as Knox. 

      “You said you were a dog person earlier, but what about cats?” Quickly changing the subject, retreating back to the safety of pets, I look up into his frowning face. 

      “You struggle with accepting compliments. I plan on complimenting you so much that the only reaction you have to them is a smile or a thank you.”

      “I’m not sure after one date…”

      “Nah, I’m like a potato chip. Once you start, you can’t stop.”

      “I guess we will see about that. There are some chips I could eat the entire bag of and others I don’t want more than one bite.” He laughs but I can’t help but wish the ground would open up and swallow me in it.

      I’ve managed to somehow score a date with a sexy as fuck man who owns my dream property along Coronado Beach and I’ve stuck my foot in my mouth at every turn. 

      Here I thought I was a strong, confident boss babe who had grown past my insecurities over my weight. 

      I was wrong. 

      I’ve been wearing this shield of false confidence, pretending I was bigger than the number on the scale, but when push came to shove, with this man, the insecurities flooded back, and the weight came flooding back. The unevenness of how society would view us. Why do I care? Social media influence? I think back to the couple, the beautiful curvy girl, and her fitness buff husband and all the hate they get. 

      She doesn’t care. Why should I? Why does it matter what anyone else thinks? I’m better than this. Aren’t I?

      “I’ll never get tired of this view,” Knox says, interrupting my thoughts. 

      “Same. The ocean is my safe place. Which is odd because the ocean isn’t safe. Her fury can be incredibly dangerous. But that’s why I don’t turn my back on her. I like to watch the waves grow larger as they come into the shore and when I venture into the water, I face them, not away.”

      “Have you spent a lot of time out on the water?”

      “My family has gone out boating from time to time, but I prefer to be on a sandbar or on shore. I don’t get seasick or anything, but I prefer my feet on solid ground.” 

      Knox releases my hand to bend down and picks something up from the ground. He hands me a perfect sand dollar. A souvenir from our night together. I smile my appreciation and pocket it. His arm snakes around my waist, dragging me close to his side. The heat of his body is pressed against mine. 

      “You know what I do, but I haven’t asked what you do.” 

      “I’m in the military.”

      “What branch?” How odd. Normally, they brag right off the bat about the branch they are in. A humble military man. His house didn’t scream military. I didn’t notice a single emblem or flag anywhere. Weird. Coronado was mostly Navy but nearby were several other military installations.

      “The Navy.” 

      “I thought you were an open book?”

      “I’ll tell you what I can when I can. There are some things I won’t be able to disclose because of national security.”

      I read between the lines. He’s special operations. Likely a Navy Seal. Unlike some of his cocky younger coworkers, he doesn’t feel the need to brag about what he does. Admirable.

      “I have a question for you now, Vickie. How would you like the rest of this night to progress? Do you want to head back to my house and cuddle on the couch and watch a movie? Or do you want me to show you how I can make you fall in love with your curves and what it will be like dating me?” 

      Damn. 

      He’s bold. 

      It’s been a while since I’ve had sex, but we just met. If I have sex with a stranger, am I a whore? Will he think badly of me? 

      My mother’s words ring in my ear. Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?

      I don’t want him to buy the cow. I told him it was just one date. Maybe he isn’t a cheater, but a player. Perhaps all of his perfectly said words were more to get into my pants and less about honesty and integrity. 

      After all, why would a man like this want a woman like me? I’m back to questioning what he could see in me. The part of me trained by society to see my weight, instead of my intelligence, confidence and humor and his incredibly good looks. The mismatch of our bodies still nagging at the back of my mind. Justification of why he picked me.  

      “Vickie?”

      He’s waiting for my answer. I’ve never had a one-night stand in my life. 

      “I’m not a whore.”

      “I didn’t think you were. You are the one who said this was a one-night thing, not me. I’m hoping to change your mind. There’s no pressure from me. If you want to watch a movie, or drink wine under the stars, or skinny dip in my hot-tub, we have options. Whatever we do, I’d like it to include scheduling our next date. Even if you use me to visit my house.” 

      “Now you are speaking my language.” I laugh softly. “Or, you know, if you ever need a house sitter.” It’s his turn to laugh. We’ve turned back towards the house and are a few feet away from the backyard. 

      My heart speeds up as we approach the backdoor. He steps in front of me to open it and then, stepping back, he guides me through the doorway, his hand going to the small of my back. I can’t help but think back to the conversation at the bar where I’d mentioned that small detail. Did he remember it, or was this part of his personality? 

      He flicks on the light and takes me by the hand, leading me down the hallway to the living room and looks at me expectedly. Letting go of my hand, he steps back. 

      “Well? The couch is right here. My bedroom is the first door on the right. Your choice.”

      I swallow hard, trying to inhale a calming breath and instead getting a whiff of his masculine scent. Lifting my face to his intense gaze, time freezes as our eyes meet. There’s fire in his eyes, a passion he couldn’t fake. 

      My tongue flicks out to moisten my suddenly bone-dry lips. He takes the movement as an invitation.

      He closes the space between us. His hand cups my neck and his mouth linger close to mine but doesn’t connect. “Is this what you want? Can I kiss you?”

      He’s asking my permission. To kiss me. 

      To kiss me?

      Who does that?

      He just did. Knox asked permission to kiss me. 

      This isn’t a man who is a player. The realization settles over me. The truth of the matter is a player will take what is offered to him willingly, rushing forward to snatch it up before the woman has second thoughts. Knox, he was giving me a way out. Respecting me before we even began. 

      I press my lips to his, answering the question. His hand behind my neck applies firm pressure, holding me to him as he deepens the kiss, taking over. Pressing his lips firmly against mine, he bruises them as he kisses me passionately. Breaking the kiss, he tilts my head up and looks me deeply in the eyes.

      “It’s your choice. We can stop at a kiss or I can take you into my room and—”

      “Are you going to ask my permission for everything?” I interrupt him. “It can be a real mood killer.” 

      He throws his head back and laughs. “I take it that as a yes?”

      “Yes, Knox. It’s a yes.” I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to. I don’t even care. Whatever he’s going to do to me, I am a willing participant in. If this was a one-night stand, I’m going to enjoy every last second of it. 

      Snatching my hand, he pulls me towards his bedroom door with a growl. 

      Oh yes. 

      I definitely manifested a man out of one of my romance novels. 

      Knox backs me against the wall in his bedroom. One large hand holds flat against my collarbone, the other rests flat beside my head. His head dips down to mine and this time, his lips are the ones doing the kissing. They press hard, unyielding against my softer ones, mine part, a little moan of pleasure escaping. 

      His tongue delves into my mouth as his hips press forward, his hard cock presses against the material of my sundress. My head spins as he devours my mouth, owning it like no one has ever done before. He steals my breath away with the intensity of his kiss.

      He steps back away from me and removes his shirt. I take in the piece of art standing in front of me. He’s carved up like a Greek God. Molded in perfection. A few dents and scars, but otherwise, his body is without fault. Tanned by the California sun, chiseled by more than a military workout, he’s broad across the chest, with defined abs and arms. 

      My gaze follows his movements as he removes his pants. I have an animalistic urge to throw myself onto him and start riding when I see his large, magnificent cock standing at attention. He was hot. No, hot wasn’t the right word. The man was fire. 

      His eyes look me over from top to bottom, hunger apparent in his gaze. He makes quick work of my clothing, removing my sundress, underwear, and bra in no time, discarding them to the floor. 

      He leads me to the bed and lowers me on it, the weight of it shifting under as he joins me. His lips skim up my neck, lightly feather over mine, across my cheek and then he nipples gentle on my earlobe. Dropping his head, he licks a trail down to my shoulder before nibbling gently on it. 

      “You are beautiful, Vickie.” His compliments are sweet but make me uneasy. These words are foreign to me. 

      His cock is pressing into my side. I reach out and grasp it in my hand, stroking it up and down. I’m craving bringing him pleasure. I want to touch him. A drop of pre-cum spills from the tip, I rub it over the top and feel him shudder with pleasure.

      He shakes his head at me as he takes my hands with one of his large ones and pins them above my head.

      “No, Vickie. Tonight is about you. I want to show you what it is like to have someone worship your body.” 

      That’s different. 

      Every man I’ve been with has been focused on getting his. It’s been pretty one sided, if I’m to be honest. 

      “You are fucking edible. I could just devour every inch of your beauty,” he continues, as he lowers his head back to where he’d left off. Kissing a trail from my shoulder downward, across my collarbone and down between my breasts. 

      Feeling him headed towards my stomach, I pull my hands from his grasp and cross them over the roundness, trying to hide the fat rolls from view. I don’t have time to feel overly self-conscious before he is turning me to my side and swatting my ass. 

      A slight sting is left from where his hand landed. 

      “Don’t hide your beauty from me,” he scolds. “I want to look and taste every inch of you. Next time, my swat won’t be so gentle.” He takes my hands in his and lowers his head to the area I was just covering. Passionate, frenzied kisses cover the flesh I was just blocking with my hands.

      Moving his head upward to my breast, he cups them in his hands. “Gorgeous. The perfect size. Look at these beauties.” My face flames at his words. I’m not used to being worshiped. He’s giving me his undivided attention and making sure I know it.

      He rakes his teeth across my hardened nipples, and my back arches off the bed. 

      “Oh my God.”

      “My name is Knox. Did you forget so soon?” He teases me without releasing my nipple from his mouth. He flicks the tip of my nipple with his tongue as he grazes it with his teeth. A pained pleasure sends goosebumps down my spine. 

      “Knox!” 

      “Mmmm? Do you like that?” He does it again, grazes his teeth over my nipple hard enough to bring a tingling pain but gentle enough to not truly hurt. Goosebumps rise on my body. My knees shake. I grasp onto his shoulders. 

      “That’s right, baby girl. Hold on to me.” Opening his mouth wider, he takes my nipple deeper as he sucks, ‌at the same time he pulls the other nipple between the thumb and forefinger of his other hand and pinches it roughly. 

      I don’t recognize the guttural scream of pleasure that is torn from my mouth. I’m not normally vocal during sex. But damn, if the pleasure of him sucking my right nipple mixed with the pain of him pinching my left didn’t do all sorts of something to me. 

      “That’s a good girl. You like a little pain with your pleasure, don’t you baby?” His kisses trail down my stomach and lower to my belly button.

      I suck in a deep breath as his head disappears between my legs. 

      His fingers are on me again, spreading my pussy lips. He lowers his head, his tongue flicks at my clit, and I about fly off the bed. His mouth closing around my swollen clit is almost my undoing. I buck upwards, his free hand pushes down firmly on my abdomen, holding me firmly to the bed. 

      His warm breath blows over my throbbing, swollen clit, teasing me, before he flicks the top of it. His free hand simultaneously plunges a thick digit inside of me, dragging a mewl of pleasure from deep within the back of my throat. He does it again, plunging his finger inside of me and flicking my clit at exactly the same time. The dance is coordinated to bring maximum pleasure.

      Oh God. 

      “Mmmhmmm. Do you like that, baby girl?” He pulls his finger out and looks me in the eye as he slowly licks my juices off it. 

      Holy shit. 

      That is disgustingly dirty. 

      “Delicious. I knew you would be fucking delicious.” Before I can wrap my mind around what he’s doing, the finger is back inside of me, fucking me hard. My hips thrust up to meet it. 

      “Please. Knox. Please,” I beg him, needing more than his fingers. He reaches beside us and opens the top drawer of the bedside table and grabs a condom. Expertly, he slips it on. 

      But, he doesn’t enter me with his cock yet. Instead, his head lowers between my legs again. His tongue dips where his fingers just were. Plundering me with his tongue, he feasts, eating like a starving man at a buffet. Masterfully, his fingers dance along my clit as his tongue lowers, licking a trail from my vagina to my asshole. 

      It’s too dirty. Forbidden. Taboo. 

      And then it’s back up to my opening again. 

      I don’t have time to think about anything. All I can do is feel. 

      Feel the frenzied need he’s building in me as he plays my body like a well-oiled machine. I can’t keep track of what is where. Is it a finger or is it his tongue?

      Fuck. 

      It doesn’t matter. There’s something inside of my vagina, something flicking against my clit, something driving me wild and God if it doesn’t feel so damn good. 

      I’m wound tight. Too tight. I’m going to burst. The need is building, building, building! My body is tense with it. Everything is on edge. 

      “Please!” I don’t recognize my own hoarse voice as it begs him for mercy. 

      Finally, his cock presses against my entrance. It feels thicker than it even looks. I’m soaking wet, but even with my juices lubing it up, it’s a tight fit. I lift my hips towards him, encouraging him and he drives hard, slamming me against the bed. 

      Yes.

      Fuck yes. 

      Finally. 

      It’s exactly what I needed. 

      He’s thick. Thick enough to stretch me. To fill me to the hilt. In a way, I didn’t know I could be filled. Completely.

      His thrust gets faster, and it feels like he gets deeper with each one. I’ve never orgasmed during intercourse before, as I feel my body climbing towards it, I’m shocked. What magic is he spinning over me?

      I scratch at his back as he rides me, my fingers digging into his shoulders, trying to hold on to the bull as he bucks above me. It’s a frenzied coupling. He’s brutally fucking me and I’m more than okay with it. 

      “Fuck. Me.” I demand. “P-p-p-leease.” My legs wrap around his thick thighs and I’ve forgotten everything. I don’t think about stretch marks or fat rolls. All I can think about is how marvelous this feels. I feel full, complete, and mastered. We’re a perfect fit.

      His hand comes between our bodies and taps my clit as his cock slams into my vagina.

      My hands move up to his head and yank at his hair in a frenzied fervor as I ride towards my climax. His other hand goes under my ass and tilts me higher. It feels incredible. 

      His cock grazes something… a spot that’s never been hit before. He’s found my g-spot. That bundle of nerves that pushes me up that hill and over it. I reach an orgasm like I’ve never felt before. The high-pitched, keening fills the room. It takes a second to realize it’s coming from me. A tightening, squeezing, pulsing sensation throbs in my vagina as I climax. I ride wave after glorious wave of orgasmic bliss. My legs twitch and shake as the spasms overpower me. 

      The intensity of it has me seeing spots. 

      Knox absorbs my screams by closing his mouth over mine and kissing me senseless as he continues to ride me. He breaks this kiss, his fingers digging in my ass, as he grunts out my name before collapsing above me.

      Pulling me close to his side, he nuzzles my head with his chin. “Go to sleep, sweetheart. We will talk in the morning about this notion you have of this being a one date thing.” He drops a kiss on my forehead. 

      It’s madness how easily my body follows his orders. 

      There’s a note on the bed next to me when I wake. 

      

      Vickie, 

      You were sleeping peacefully, and I didn’t want to wake you. I got called into work. My number is: 619-545-7325 Text me your number when you wake up, so we can schedule our next date. 

      Behave yourself until then,

      Knox 

      

      Conflicted, I reread the note. Do I text him? Do I wrap the memory from last night up tightly in the back of my mind as a gift? If I see him again, things might end up going south, but what if… what if we end up together for the long run? Thoughts run through my mind as I gather up my discarded clothing. I contemplate running through his shower but think better of it. He could be back from work at any moment and I’d rather bathe at home.

      Dressed, I find where I’ve placed my phone and absentmindedly open the rideshare app and order a ride to pick me up. Good, there’s a car nearby. I’m suddenly very uncomfortable being left here alone. I make the bed neatly, wondering if I shouldn’t be pulling the sheets off and throwing them in his washing machine. 

      We did some dirty things on those last night. I catch a glance of myself in his mirror above the dresser and cringe. My makeup is smeared across my face, my hair looks a disaster. Rushing into his attached master bath, I splash hot water over the mascara caked on my cheeks. The splotchy red, freshly scrubbed look is a better one than the walk of shame being washed down the drain. Deftly, I pull the scrunchy off my wrist and wrap my hair into a bun and head outside to wait for the ride.

      A beautiful, perky blonde is bouncing up the sidewalk as I shut and lock the door behind me. She scrunches up her nose in disgust as she appraises me. 

      “Who are you?” she asks. 

      “Um-”

      “And why are you coming out of Knox’s house?”

      “You know Knox?” My heart has dropped to my stomach.

      “Of course, I know Knox. I know Knox very well. We see each other multiple times a week, if not every day. The question is, how do you know Knox?” She sneers at me. Her tone and her squinted eyes speak volumes.  

      “Turns out, I don’t know Knox. I… um, I’m a realtor. I was just appraising his property, to see if he is interested in selling.”

      “Oh. I see. Well, he’s not interested in selling. Even if he was, he would not be interested in anything you might offer.” She fists her hands on her hips and stares me down. 

      “I understand.” I understand completely. The perfect blonde in front of me has made it quite clear. A black car pulls in front of the house right then. I don’t even open my app to make sure it’s my car before sliding into the back seat. I fight back the tears as I give the driver my address. 

      It was only supposed to be one date, after all. 

      I’d learned so much from that one-night stand with Knox, even if we weren’t meant to be, and I’d always be grateful for that time with him.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader, 

      I hope you like this short story. This isn’t the end of Knox and Vickie’s story! If you like second chance romances, subscribe to my newsletter. They will get a second chance sometime soon! 

      Newsletter signup

      XXOO,

      RJ Gray
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        One night of passion tricked my heart. One act of denial broke it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Gage Christensen was the man I could never have. He’s my brother’s best friend and twelve years older than me. I was confident he saw me as nothing more than my brother’s little sister.

      

        

      
        We had one night when I thought things had changed. This tough, rugged, ex-military man finally admitted he wanted me, too. But the very next day he accepted a year-long bodyguard assignment out-of-the-country and informed me that we meant nothing to each other.

      

        

      
        Even though he won’t admit it, he's letting his past decide our fate, and I have no way to change his mind.

      

        

      
        Now he’s back, and we’re forced together to help plan the events leading up to my brother’s wedding. I’ve tried to close my heart to him, but each time we meet, it cracks open a little bit more, and I want to demand he take a chance on us.

      

        

      
        On me.

      

        

      
        I’ve loved him since the first time I laid eyes on him. I know deep down we’re soulmates, but how do I convince him? If I can’t, and he dismisses me again I’m afraid my heart will never recover.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        All of my absolutely amazing, curvy-girl-loving readers!

      

        

      
        Thank you for taking a chance on me and for loving my Curvy Ever After world and series. This story was brought to life because you met Lexi and Gage in Second Chance for Mr. Alden and demanded their story. And I am more than happy to oblige. I hope you love watching them fall in love.

      

        

      
        I love you all so very, very much. I am so incredibly lucky to have you.
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LEXI

        

      

    

    
      I shoved the door of my brother’s new office open with one foot while precariously balancing on the other. The bags of food in my hand swung back and forth, and the tray of drinks wobbled. Through the partially open door, my brother Jamie noticed my struggle and pushed away from the desk he’d been leaning against to help. “Happy first day of your new business, Jamie.” I cheered loudly and handed the bags to him.

      “Lex!” A huge smile lifted the corners of his lips. I was the only one he let call him by his childhood nickname, Jamie. Typically, most of his friends called him by our last name, Alden. “This is a nice surprise.”

      I held up the tray of drinks with both hands and strode over to his desk to put it down. “I couldn’t let this day pass without a celebratory meal. My big brother was finally getting his dream.” He had been a bodyguard for hire for years after he left the Marines. This was his chance to start his own company where he could pick and choose his jobs and hire people he trusted.

      I glanced back only to catch him sniffing the top of the bag. “You got my favorites, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. After our parents died, and Jamie became my guardian, we celebrated happy occasions with our favorite food from a local Thai restaurant. “I knew Jess was taking you to dinner tonight.” Jess, my brother’s wife, was one of my best friends. I moved behind the desk to sit in his big comfy leather chair.

      “This is perfect timing.” Jamie laid the bags down on his desk.

      I grinned at him and pushed off with both feet. As I spun around, the blur of another person across the room filled my vision.

      Shit!

      He didn’t warn me he had a client with him. My feet shot out to stop the fast-moving chair. I winced, realizing how childish I was being, and hoped I hadn’t embarrassed my brother. Slowly, my foot scraped against the plush tan carpet, moving me around to face forward. The least I could do was apologize for my lack of professionalism.

      As I shifted and Jamie came into view, he gestured toward the opposite side of the room. “Gage just returned from his last assignment. It’s been forever since we last saw him.”

      Oh, hell no.

      I hated the tiny gasp that left my mouth, removing the remaining air from my lungs. Each muscle in my body tensed, and the desire to run flashed in neon lights through my mind. I forced myself to look.

      The man that had broken my heart a year ago. The man I had once thought was my forever stood about twenty feet from me.

      Even from behind, I knew it was him. My gaze was greedy for the tiniest glimpse. The blond hair I’d once run my fingers through was still cut military short. His broad shoulders, that made me feel dainty next to him, blocked part of the sunlight streaming through the window. Unbidden, my eyes trailed down his muscled back, apparent through the button-down shirt he wore, to his tapered waist and an ass I’d never forget.

      He turned toward me, arms crossed against his broad chest.

      Tears stung at the back of my eyes, but I didn’t dare let them fall. My shoulders locked into place, and my spine straightened, ready to battle my inconvenient feelings.

      There was no way I’d give away how much it still hurt to remember that he left me. When he so adamantly declared there could be nothing between us.

      When he had finally kissed me, after years of waiting for this moment he dared to say he felt nothing?! Tried to say there were too many years between us to make it work? As if twelve years were that big of a deal. We were both grown-ups. What a copout.

      And when I wouldn’t accept his pitiful excuses, he defaulted to reminding me that he wasn’t built for a long-term relationship and ended the argument by telling me I was better off finding someone else.

      His steely blue eyes locked on mine, his chiseled face showed no outward emotion. Not that I should have expected anything less from this asshole.

      Instantly, hot fury raced through my limbs, and my hands gripped the arms of the chair as I stood. Anger quickly replaced my shock at seeing him. The anger I could deal with.

      I forced my lips into a smile. “How nice of you to visit, Gage. I’m sure you’ve been incredibly busy. I’m surprised you even found the time to stop by at all.”

      Jamie’s eyebrows drew together. “I thought Gage told you the assignment was only a year. He’s back, ready to help me get the office up and running.”

      A high-pitched giggle fell from my lips. I only hoped it didn’t sound as hysterical as I felt. I wanted to ask when Gage was supposed to have told me. Before or after he packed up and left without a word. “Silly me. I must’ve forgotten.”

      Jamie frowned. “Are you okay?”

      Damn it.

      My brother was excellent at reading people and knew me better than most. I wasn’t being as unassuming as I’d hoped. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? This is the best day ever. You have so much to celebrate, and I—” my phone buzzed in my pocket. “Just remembered I have a fitting this afternoon. That was my alarm going off. To remind me.” I finished awkwardly while patting my pocket. They didn’t need to know the reminder had been to message Jess about going tonight.

      Damn Gage Christensen, now he was ruining my day and my night. My brother had given up everything to raise me, and now that he was finally achieving his dream, I wanted to celebrate with him.

      “You brought enough food. What do you mean, you can’t stay?” Jamie’s eyes narrowed.

      With a lightness in my step I didn’t feel, I dashed around to the front of the desk, looking straight ahead to avoid Gage. “Congratulations. I know this business will be a success and I’m so proud of you.” I wrapped my arms around my brother and squeezed tight. He immediately embraced me back.

      “Maybe you can come out with Jess and me tonight,” Jamie suggested.

      I lifted my head from him and opened my mouth to say yes when Jamie cut me off.

      “Gage will be there, so I know Jess wouldn’t mind if you came too. I’m surprised she didn’t invite you already.”

      Jess had invited me, and I’d considered going, but now that I knew Gage would be there too, I had to say no, now. Until I could keep my emotions in check around him, I needed to keep my distance.

      “Jamie, I’m sorry. I wish I could, but I have plans.” I hugged him tighter and tucked my face against his chest. I hated lying to my brother, and if he looked too closely at me, he’d know I wasn’t telling the truth.

      He leaned back. “What could you possibly have to do that’s more important than going out with us?” I knew he was teasing me by the smirk pulling at his lips, and the reality was that there wasn’t anything more important than my brother.

      I shrugged my shoulders and moved out of his grasp, ensuring I forced a smile onto my face. “I have a hot date tonight.”

      Jamie frowned. “It’s not another one of those guys from that dating app, is it?”

      I nodded.

      “Give me his name, and I’ll run it through the system to make sure he’s not hiding anything from you.”

      Laughter spilled from my lips. This whole situation was absurd. I didn’t even have a real name to give him. “No, I’m not telling you who it is, but I can text you when I get home.”

      Jamie crossed his arms. “And where are you going?”

      I knew I had to evade his questions. There was no way I could tell him the truth. Regardless of how hurt I was, I didn’t want to ruin Gage and my brother’s friendship. Keeping a cheerful expression on my face, I responded, “I love you dearly, but I’m twenty-five years old, and it’s okay to have some things that are private. We’re meeting in a public place. I’ll have my car, and I’ll text you before I leave the restaurant if anything doesn’t feel safe.”

      “Lexi—”

      I patted my brother’s cheek. “No scowling. I have to go, enjoy lunch!” I waved in Gage’s general direction. “See you, Gage.”

      I hurried out of my brother’s office, my chest thundering as my heart raced and my breath grew choppy. I had to get out of here, and fast.

      I needed to figure out how to handle being around Gage. He was my brother’s best friend and business partner. There was no way I could avoid him forever.

    

  







            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






GAGE

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that about?” Alden asked from across the room as he dug into the bag of food.

      I forced the growl lurking at the back of my throat down. Hearing that Lexi had a date made my chest hurt and my hands clench. I wanted to demand she cancel it, but sanity had returned in time, and I kept my mouth shut. It was better this way. She was better off without me.

      I shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “She just seemed off. Like something was bothering her.” Alden shook his head.

      Alden worried about Lexi. Everything he did was to ensure she had the life she wanted and to keep her safe. Sometimes I wondered if he saw her as the adult she’d become or as the child she was when she became his responsibility.

      “I’m sure she’s fine.” There was no way I could tell my best friend I was the likely reason for Lexi’s smile, one that could rival the sun, to turn robotic and insincere. I’d never told him I’d kissed her or that I’d broken her heart.

      If only I didn’t have the same DNA as the bastard who destroyed my mother. I would never intentionally do that to Lexi, but I’m not even sure my word means anything. What if I was just like the old man? I didn’t want to find out and have Lexi be the one who suffered.

      Alden had been my best friend for the past eighteen years. We met on the first day of basic training when we joined the Marines. I didn’t want to ruin our friendship, and besides, I wasn’t someone looking for a serious relationship. And Lexi was looking for forever. It was better I let her down than give her hope we might have something more.

      “Yeah, do you think we should check on her later just to be sure?”

      I cleared my throat to give myself time to answer. “I think Lexi would talk to Jess before she’d talk to either you or me. We haven’t really kept in touch this past year.” Lexi and I used to talk on a regular basis, but that was before I rejected her.

      Alden filled up two plates and passed one to me as I sat in the chair across from his desk. He lowered himself into his chair, his eyebrows drawn together and a slight frown on his face. “Why’s that? You two were always messaging and talking.”

      My body tensed. Sure, Lexi would text me just as much over the years as she had her brother. She’d ask me for dating advice or ways to deal with her brother when she felt he was keeping too tight a leash. We’d become friends over the years, and the three of us would hang out when I visited. It was perfect until a year ago. That’s when everything changed. When I’d fucked it all up.

      I forced myself to shrug again. “She’s got Jess and her business keeps her busy. Besides, my assignment didn’t leave me all that much free time to talk to anyone. You know that.” It was true. I’d been a prince’s personal bodyguard in a different country and time zone. Alden had been on a detail a few years earlier as a bodyguard for the King when he visited the States. He’d been impressed with Alden’s professionalism. The King needed someone to shadow his son undetected since the prince was excellent at evading his guards. With Alden’s recommendation I was hired.

      Alden furrowed his brow. “No other reason?”

      I forced my body to relax and met his gaze. “What other reason could there be?” I took a bite of my food and chewed.

      For the first time, Alden looked uncomfortable. “Last year, when you rescued Lexi after her kidnapping. There seemed to be something between the two of you.”

      I gaped at him. Fuck! Without warning, the food in my mouth slid down my throat, and I choked. I waved Alden away as he stood, no doubt to help me. When I finally chugged the cup of Sprite in front of me and stopped hacking, I gave Alden a raspy reply. “Something between us?”

      “Shit. This is hard for me, Gage. It’s my sister we’re talking about. My little sister. The way you reacted, the way you comforted her. There just seemed like maybe—”

      I cut him off. “Maybe nothing. I was grateful Lex was okay and felt awful that it happened on my watch. I promised to keep her safe, and I didn’t do that.” Lies. All of it was lies. That day was etched into my brain. I’d been terrified we wouldn’t get Lexi back alive. That I’d never see her again. Never touch her or hear her laugh. It hadn’t mattered that Alden was with us. I’d wrapped my arms around Lexi as though I’d never let her go. That was the day everything changed between us.

      “If you say so.”

      “Alden, dude. You’re my best friend. Trust me when I say there isn’t anything happening between me and Lex.” That, at least, wasn’t a lie. I’d carefully chosen my words. There wasn’t anything currently happening between the two of us. I’d made sure of it. That moment still ripped through my gut like an embedded knife being twisted inside of it.

      He held up his hands. “All right. I’m just saying if there was.” He cleared his throat. “I’d be okay with it. As long as she wasn’t just a one-time thing with you.”

      I forced a grin to my face. “Dude, you know that’s all I’m good for. I’d never lead Lexi on or do that to her. She deserves the fairytale. The prince. Not me.”

      Alden took a few minutes to respond. “Okay. I just wanted to say something, just in case. We good?”

      I nodded. “Of course. I get it. Lex is your sister, and you want to protect her.”

      “Exactly. So if things are cool with you two, then there should be no problem with what I need to ask you.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes as Alden stared at me. Part of me wondered if he was gauging my response to be sure I was telling the truth about Lexi and me, and the other wanted to ask him to hurry and get whatever it was over with.

      “Jess and I want to have a wedding and reception here in New York, and I want you to be my best man.”

      I snort-laughed. “You’re kidding, right? You got married during that big vacation everyone was at in the Bahamas last month.”

      He grunted. “That was good enough for me, but now that things are settled with her company, Jess thinks it would be a show of good faith to have a second ceremony to invite her employees, the board, and the press. It’s a way to let the company be part of the event and spread the word about how well she’s doing at the helm. And besides, you weren’t there. I’d like my best friend to be a part of it all.”

      “Of course, I’ll be your best man. I wouldn't miss it for the world.” I hadn’t been able to make the all-expense paid vacation offered to me by Jess and Alden the month before because of my contract with the King. As much as I wanted to see him get married, I’d been grateful to avoid seeing Lexi.

      Now, I had no way out without alerting my best friend that I’d just lied straight to his face.
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LEXI

        

      

    

    
      I glanced around the chic restaurant, noticing the priceless artwork gracing the walls, the lavishly decorated room, and fresh flowers everywhere.

      A woman with impossible posture at the next table frowned at me. My neck grew warm, no doubt reddening with my embarrassment.

      What was I doing wrong?

      My elbows! I snapped them off the table and hid my hands in my lap.

      I needed to focus on something else.

      I eyed the multitude of silverware in front of me. Outside first, then work my way in. I knew this, so why was I second-guessing myself?

      My hand shook as I chose the correct fork and stabbed into my salad. I hated feeling less than competent, like I needed to prove I belonged here. I’d been around this crowd enough to know how to fit in, but that didn’t do much to soothe my nerves.

      “Stop looking like that,” Jess admonished me.

      I sat up a little straighter. “Like what?”

      “Like you don’t belong here. You do just as much as the rest of the people here.” She waved her hand toward everyone seated nearby.

      My cheeks heated at her words. Clearly, I wasn’t hiding my discomfort as well as I thought I was. It didn’t matter how often Jess took me out. I never got used to upscale places like this. I always felt like I was playing dress-up and sneaking in. And at some point, someone who worked there would figure out I didn’t belong and kick me out.

      “Sorry,” I replied sheepishly.

      “Lexi, seriously. You design amazing one-of-a-kind clothes. You’re a hit with clients who frequent places like this. I promise you belong here. Okay?”

      I nodded. Jess was right. With her help, my business took off in the last year. I’d been able to hire additional staff so that I could focus more on the design and production side of things.

      “So, what’s up with this impromptu lunch?” I asked, hoping Jess hadn’t guessed why I’d turned down Jamie’s celebration dinner three nights ago.

      “What? I can’t ask my favorite sister-in-law and bestie to lunch?”

      I grinned. “I’m your only sister-in-law.”

      “True, but even if you weren’t, you’d still be my favorite.” She lifted her glass of champagne and sipped it.

      I swallowed down the nerves that had taken flight in my belly when I realized this had nothing to do with Jamie’s celebration dinner. And clearly, I was a glutton for punishment because I couldn’t stop from asking about it. “How was dinner?”

      A wide smile graced Jess’s face. “Oh, Lex, it was wonderful. I really wish you could’ve joined us. I’m so fucking proud of James.” After nine years apart, Jess and my brother rekindled their romance when she hired Jamie to protect her from a stalker.

      “I am too.” I toyed with the stem of my champagne glass. “I’ve always hated that he gave up his military career for me and then had to wait to fund his business so I could go to college and start my business.”

      “Don’t.” Jess reached over and put a hand on my upper arm. “Lexi, he loves you more than anything. And you know James wouldn’t have been happy otherwise. It’s in his DNA to take care of everyone. He’s so proud of you and the success you’ve achieved. He’s never regretted waiting to do this.”

      I blew out a shaky breath, fighting to force back the tears that had sprung to my eyes.

      “Okay?”

      With a sniff, I looked at her and nodded. I’d loved Jess like a sister for so long that I was thrilled when she and Jamie stopped being idiots and finally admitted it had been a mistake to break up all those years ago.

      “So, to totally change the subject. I wanted to ask you something.” Jess grinned, picked up a medium-sized pink box from her purse with a gold ribbon, and handed it to me.

      I tilted my head, wondering what this was about. It wasn’t my birthday or any other holiday that would warrant a gift. I tugged at the ribbon and opened the box. Gold script on the inside of the lid spelled out, “Will you be my maid of honor?” Then inside, resting on gold shredded paper, was a candle with the definition of a maid of honor, my favorite perfume, and a small makeup bag with MOH on the front. When I unzipped it, I noticed all my favorite makeup products inside. “Jess, you got married last month. I know because I was there.” I grinned at her.

      She laughed. “I did, but I’ve been thinking it might be a good idea to renew our vows and have a big ceremony to invite the staff from the company and the stakeholders.”

      “So it’s a business decision?”  My heart was pounding. I wanted to be happy for my best friend, but thoughts of how involved Gage might need to be with this wedding, had my brain flashing warning signals.

      “Sort of. You know I love the people that work at our company. I want them to be a part of it all, too. And I felt bad that Gage couldn’t make it.” She leaned back as the waiter refilled our glasses.

      “You’re sweet to want to include Gage and your employees.” My heart pounded faster at saying his name out loud.

      Jess snorted. “I don’t know about sweet. They’ve supported me this past year and deserve a little fun.” Jess doted on her employees no matter how much she denied it. It shouldn’t have surprised me how much she wanted to include them in her special day.

      Inside I prayed that this second ceremony would be a year away. This way I should be able to be in Gage’s presence without hyperventilating.

      She turned to the waiter. “Can we have two more glasses of champagne, please?”

      “Two more glasses?” I asked. “Who’s joining us?” I wondered if she’d invited Lily, Jess’s best friend Jaxon’s wife, or Ruby, who Jess befriended a year ago, to join us so she could ask them to be bridesmaids.

      “Yes, they should be here any minute.” Jess grabbed her phone and tapped out a quick note. Immediately, it dinged with an incoming message that made her smile. “Oh, good. Here they are.” She waved enthusiastically toward the door.

      Jess practically climbed on top of her seat, continuing to wave. I stifled the giggle that threatened to leave my mouth as heads turned to stare. Jess didn’t give a crap about what other people thought of her. It was a trait I admired and at times wished I could embody.

      “James! Gage! We’re over here,” she shouted.

      My breath caught in my throat and panic seized my body. Oh, my God. Oh, my God. No, please. I wasn’t ready to see him again. I froze in my seat.

      The moment Gage came into my line of sight my breath whooshed out of me. Why couldn’t he be an ugly troll? I hated how as he stepped closer to us my mind slowed down his movements, cataloging each ripple of his muscled body like he was in a private porno just for me.

      The sun glinted off his golden blond hair. It had that mussed look like he’d climbed out of bed and I had to curl my fingers into my napkin so I didn’t awkwardly reach out and touch him. His sleeves had been pushed up and I was reminded of how this large, gruff man didn’t have a single tattoo marring his body. He’d once told me in confidence that he was afraid of needles and that fact only endeared him more to me.

      When he slid his aviator sunglasses down his nose, his brilliant blue eyes inherently found mine as he folded them to hang from the top of his unbuttoned shirt. It might have only been a button or two but my mouth wanted to place light kisses there, just as I had the night we made out.

      I squirmed in my seat as he grew closer, my fingers twisting the napkin in my lap so fiercely it would’ve been shredded by now if it’d been paper. Why did I have to be so incredibly attracted to the one man who wanted nothing to do with me?

      A quick indrawn breath from a nearby table had me narrowing my eyes at the woman about my age sitting there. Her face was tilted up to drink in Gage’s perfect body as he stood by Jamie who quickly approached Jess. I wanted to take the fork in my other hand and throw it at the woman’s head.

      Instead, I let a fake smile light up my face and pretended to be happy to see him.

      Jess grabbed Jamie for a passionate kiss. “I missed you,” she whispered to him.

      He kissed her back. “Me too.”

      Jess affectionately touched Jamie’s cheek and then gestured to the seats. “Sit down, both of you. I just asked Lexi, and even though she hasn’t said yes, we know that’s what she’ll say. Right, bestie?”

      I swallowed hard and forced a smile onto my face. “Yup. Can’t wait.”

      Jamie quickly dropped into the seat next to Jess, leaving the only spot open next to me. Gage slowly lowered himself onto the seat, his impassive expression leaving me clueless as to how he felt being so close to me.

      How could he not react? Did he really feel nothing? Here I was, struggling to pretend his proximity wasn’t bothering me in the slightest. That the heat from his large, muscled body wasn't searing into my light dress, and the familiar scent of his aftershave hadn’t caused me to grip the edge of my seat so I didn’t crawl into his lap and demand he tell me right now why we couldn’t work.

      “I thought it would be fun for us to celebrate together,” Jess said while leaning against Jamie.

      A spark of jealousy spread through my chest. My eyes unerringly shifted to Gage. Inside I pushed down the desire to yell at him. To point and show him this is what we could’ve had. That he was being stubborn, that his reasons for us not to be together were irrelevant.

      His gaze flicked over to me, as though some small part of him heard my thoughts, before glancing back at Jess. Had I imagined the pained look? The regret that had flashed in his eyes? Maybe he wasn’t as dispassionate about me as I thought. Either way though I was getting tired of him pushing me away.

      I straightened my shoulders when I only wanted to hunch forward and wrap my arms around myself. I so badly wanted what Jess and Jamie had, and the one person I wanted that with the most didn’t want it with me. I needed to find a way to release this hold Gage had on me and my emotions.

      In an attempt to act normal, I reached for the small dish in front of me at the same time as Gage. Our hands brushed against each other and I drew in a painful breath as the familiar spark zinged up my arm.

      His hand froze for a moment before he gestured toward me. “You first.”

      I selected a small pat of butter before handing the plate off to Gage. He gave me a tight smile and if it wasn’t for the clenched hand by his side I’d have thought he didn’t feel this connection too. He was so stubborn. He’d never had a long-term relationship, and didn’t want to chance it with me. Just because his father had cheated on his mother didn’t mean he would do the same. It was sweet and stupid all at the same time.

      “Sure. When are we talking? A year from now, six months. What time frame are we looking at?” The sooner, the better. I chanted, part plea and part prayer, in my head. I’d changed my mind about wanting the ceremony to be a year away. I’d been less than successful at avoiding Gage and getting this over fast seemed the safest option for keeping my heart intact.

      Jess gave me a tiny smile. “Or in four weeks.”

      “Four weeks,” I repeated,  a slow smile curving my lips. This was even better than I’d imagined. I could deal with Gage for four weeks. After that I’d be able to move on with my life and not have to see him again.

      “I know it’s not long, but the venue we wanted had a last-minute cancellation. So, it was either in four weeks or two years.”

      “How will you plan it all in four weeks?” Even Jess with connections galore couldn’t make a society wedding happen in that little time. Or could she? I’d realized over the years that what Jess wanted, she made happen.

      She waved her hand as though it was no big deal. “I hired a wedding planner who has the big day covered. I was hoping you and Gage could help plan a fun bachelor/bachelorette night out.”

      My breathing sped up, and I had to consciously count to ten in my head to slow it down. It wouldn't help my brother or Jess to realize things were different between Gage and me. I would have to figure out a way to spend time with him and pretend everything was how it used to be. We were planning one event together. How much time would we really even spend in each other's company? I bet we could do most of it through texts.

      If not though, I wondered if my heart was strong enough to be by his side and pretend I only wanted to be his friend.
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      My jaw ground together, my teeth so tight I was surprised I didn’t crack one of them. I had plans to leave town before starting to work full-time with Alden. I hadn’t informed him of that since I’d made the decision after running into Lexi at the office.

      I’d thought that after being gone a year I’d have a handle on my feelings for her, but once I saw her everything came rushing back. Every look, every touch, only had me wanting her in a way I could never have her.

      How the hell was I going to spend time with her over the next four weeks without making things even more awkward between us?

      “Sure,” Lexi answered Jess. It took me a second to realize she was responding to the question about planning a combined bachelor and bachelorette party.

      Jess’s phone buzzed. She grabbed it and answered the call.

      “So separate events, right?” I asked Alden.

      He glanced at Jess, who shook her head without stopping her conversation. “I think the boss is telling us that’s a no.”

      Fuck my life.

      Alden grinned. “I’m sure we can still come up with something fun to do together. Besides, you know me. I’m not typically into anything too crazy.”

      Jess cleared her throat, and when we all looked at her, she pointed at herself and mouthed, “I am.” I had no idea how she could juggle listening to our conversation and the one on her phone. Or how she thought we could find an event that would please both her and Alden.

      I smiled at Alden and thumped him on the back. “We’ll make it work. It’ll be great.”

      “Yeah, great,” Lexi responded softly. Worry crossed her adorable face, her brown eyes flecked with gold rolled slightly. Guilt settled in my gut, since I knew I was the reason for her lack of enthusiasm.

      “I’m so sorry.” Jess hung up her phone. “I need James to take me back to the office. We have a mini-crisis.” She stood and grabbed her light coat and purse. “Do you mind running Gage home, Lex?”

      Lexi blinked like a deer caught in headlights.

      “It’s not a problem. I can grab an uber,” I answered before either Jess or Alden noticed Lexi’s lack of contribution.

      “Why don’t you two take this time to work on the bachelor/bachelorette party and make it amazing! You know us best. And don’t worry about the bill or tip. I’ll take care of it on the way out.” Jess threw us both a distracted kiss while Alden waved goodbye.

      Instinct and self-preservation was telling me to flee.

      I rubbed my forehead in frustration. My resolve to stay away from Lexi was already a tenuous thread ready to snap with the littlest provocation. I was afraid if I looked at her, I’d be reminded of every reason I was an idiot and why I should have never let her go.

      “So, this is a bit awkward,” Lexi said, finally looking at me.

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t have to be. What happened between us wasn’t a big deal.” The lie was like acid on my tongue.

      When we had kissed, my world snapped into focus in a way it never had before. It was like every moment in my life had led me to her, to this perfect moment, to the perfect woman.

      Until fear and regret tickled the base of my skull, worming its way into my mind, reminding me I wasn’t good enough for her. That I’d avoided permanent relationships my whole life, too afraid I’d be like my father. And Lexi was far too precious to chance it.

      Lexi was pure light, love, and selflessness. She believed in happily-ever-after and the forever type of love. I didn’t want to be the one who destroyed her belief. I needed to push her away until she understood that we’d never work. That she was better off with someone else.

      Anger flashed in her eyes as a blush raced up her chest and stopped at her cheeks. “Not a big deal? Fuck you, Gage.”

      I flinched, hating how our relationship had come to this. Hating how I had intentionally created this tension and resentment between us. Straightening my spine, I steeled myself for whatever she decided to toss my way. I deserved it for what I did. “Lex, it’s not… What I’m trying to say—”

      “What are you trying to say, Gage?”

      I ran a hand through my hair. I needed to shut my mouth. Each word I uttered only made this worse. “Nothing. Nothing at all, Lex. I should go. We can touch base about all of this some other time.”

      Her eyes rounded as I stood and threw on my coat. “You’re just leaving?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s for the best.” I moved away from the table, careful not to look at her in case I weakened and agreed to stay. If I kept pushing her away, eventually, she’d move on, and things would go back to normal.

      She sputtered behind me.

      I continued to ignore her until I reached the exit doors. Once outside, my chest rose and fell with rapid breaths. I needed to get my shit together and figure out how to work with Lexi to plan this party.

      I’d only taken a few steps, and was about to secure the nearest uber on my phone, when I heard a sharp voice behind me. “Stop right there, Gage Christensen.”

      My body listened to Lexi’s demand while my mind yelled to run away.

      Lexi stopped in front of me. Her hands on her curvy hips, her eyes blazing with the fire of her anger. “You're a coward.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. I wanted to respond that Lex was being ridiculous, but the words stuck in my throat. She was one hundred percent correct in her assessment. Not that I’d ever tell her that.

      She poked her finger into my chest with each word she spoke. “You couldn’t handle what was happening between us and left without a word.” Tears filled her eyes, and she hastily wiped them away.

      I wanted to reach out and comfort her, but I held back knowing I’d be giving her mixed signals. “Lex, I had a job, an assignment your brother expected me to take.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re lying just to me or if you’re trying to convince yourself that’s the truth.”

      “Oh, really? What do you think is the truth, Lex?”

      “You want the truth?” she said, her voice lowering.

      I nodded.

      She placed her palms on my chest and looked up at me. Her brown eyes, flecked with gold, shone in the sun’s afternoon light. “You developed feelings for me, Gage. You kissed me that night because you wanted to. Because you knew deep down that there’s something between us, and it scared you, so you ran.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t run from you. The kiss was a mistake. We were both feeling tense after your kidnapping, and we used it to release some steam. It didn’t mean anything.” The words felt like acid on my tongue.

      “I think you’re lying.”

      I kept my mouth shut. My jaw locked together to prevent me from saying something I might regret.

      “And I’ll prove it.” A determined glint entered her eyes.

      I scoffed. “Oh, really? And how will you do that?”

      She licked her lips and lifted up on her toes.

      My body stiffened as I tried not to give in to the call of her body. Her luscious curves demanded I run my hands down them. To yank her tight against me so I could breathe in her scent.

      “A kiss.” Faster than I’d ever seen her move, Lexi’s hands slid up my chest and into my hair. She tugged my face down to hers until her lips were on mine. The sensation of her soft lips moving against mine, her tongue sliding along the seam of my mouth seeking entry, was irresistible. Having her in my arms was absolute heaven.

      She hesitantly lifted her mouth from mine. Her breath puffed lightly over my cheek while she leaned into me. The soft curve of her stomach brushed my already hard cock.

      My restraint was now tossed aside as I realized I wanted more. Much more of Lexi’s kisses. My hands gently cupped her cheeks and drew her lips back to mine. I knew I’d regret this later, but I needed this. I needed to feel her in my arms one final time before I walked away.

      My tongue pushed past her sweet lips, delving into her mouth with the need to possess her. One of my hands slid down to her ass, and I yanked her to me, my hips grinding into hers. There was no doubt she could feel my erection and at this moment, I didn’t care.

      She groaned into my mouth. Her hands trailed up and down my torso until her nails dug into me as I pressed my lips harder against hers. Lex swept her tongue alongside mine. I ached for her in ways I could never tell her. The world around us fell away as our mouths moved in tandem, nipping, biting, licking, demanding everything from each other.

      I kissed my way down her neck, stopping when I got to where it met her shoulder, and paused. My eyes closed as I sucked in a deep breath. Apple blossoms and newly fallen rain invaded my nose, and I tried to imprint her scent onto my brain so I wouldn’t forget.

      “Gage?” There were a million questions hidden beneath her tone. Ones I wasn’t sure I could answer.

      I lifted my head until my forehead rested on hers. “I’m sorry, Lex. I can’t do this. I can’t give you what you want. I’m not built to be with one person forever.”

      “You don’t know that.” Pain laced her every word.

      “I do, and I don’t want to hurt you.” I lifted my head and caressed her cheek, staring into bewitching brown eyes. “I’m sorry, but you need to let this idea of me and you go.”

      She shook her head. “No.

      “You have to.” I let my hands drop away from her and stepped back.

      “You’re not your father. I know you’re not.” One time when we’d been drinking far too much I’d told her about my parents and the deep-seated fear I was just like him. I’d seen how my dad tried to be enough for my mom. How often he promised to be faithful to her. Each time he broke that promise, he destroyed another piece of my mother until she was just a shell.

      “I can’t take that chance. Not with you. You deserve everything, Lex. And I can’t give you any of it.”

      She meant too much to me.

      I ducked my head, already the unfamiliar sting of tears burned my eyes. To prove to her I meant what I said, I had to leave.

      Without a backward glance and my heart screaming at me to stop, I walked away from her, for good.
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      I smoothed a hand down my teal A-line dress. I’d made sure to wear a favorite of mine that flattered my plus-size shape. In this outfit, I presented the calm and cool person I needed to be today. With a deep breath in through my nose, I counted to five and released it out through my mouth. I opened the door to the wedding apparel shop just wide enough to stick my head inside.

      Jess waved to me from across the room, and with a quick glance I noticed only Ruby and Lily accompanied her. I wiggled my fingers in a short wave and hurried over to them.

      Today, we were all getting fitted for our dresses and tuxes courtesy of Jess. I’d decided to make her wedding dress, and over the past week, since she’d asked me to be her maid of honor, we’d designed one of the most beautiful pieces I’d ever created. Jess assured me I didn’t have to do this, but I wanted to. The long hours it would take to get it done would be worth seeing her in it.

      “Here’s your glass of champagne.” Jess handed it to me and then sipped her own.

      “Thanks. So no guys yet?” Was it too much to hope they wouldn’t show until we were done?

      “They’re running late. They moved their appointment back another hour.”

      The tension in my shoulders fled as I finished my champagne in two gulps. With a relieved grin, I put down the glass and grabbed another.

      “Why? Was there someone, in particular, you were hoping to see?” Jess theatrically batted her eyelashes at me.

      “No one I can think of,” I responded. “I think it’ll be much more fun without them. We might even be done before they get here.”

      Jess gave me a noncommittal, hmm, and continued to eye me. “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Ruby asked, her red glossed lips curved upward, causing her dimple to pop.

      “Oh, are we exchanging gossip?” Lily dropped onto the settee next to Jess. Her hazel green eyes focused on me, her pink nails tapping against the arm of the couch.

      I sighed. “No.”

      “Yes,” Jess responded at the same time. “Someone had a major crush on the best man for years.”

      “Oh, I can see why. He is pretty hot.” Ruby grinned.

      “I guess.” I shrugged. “But I’m over him.”

      “Seriously? You used to write Mrs. Gage Christensen all over your notebooks in high school. Don’t deny it.” Jess pointed at me. Sometimes it was a pain that she’d known me so long.

      “So what? He’s not into me like that.” I tried to play it off as though I didn’t care.

      Jess raised her eyebrow. “Really? How can you be so sure of that? When we were at lunch last week, I was getting definite ‘fuck me’ vibes between the two of you.”

      Fire raced across my face. “There was not,” I mumbled.

      “Spill, or I’ll ask Gage what happened between you two.”

      I pursed my lips. “Nothing happened. I’ve just gotten over my silly schoolgirl crush on him.”

      “Okay,” Jess side-eyed me while picking up her phone and tapping the speaker button. “Call Asshole Two.”

      “Who are you calling?” Lily asked, her nose scrunched making her look adorable with the smattering of freckles across it. “And who’s Asshole One?”

      My mouth dropped open. Shit, shit, shit! While Jamie was Jess’s bodyguard, before they got back together, she’d named him Asshole One in her phone, which meant she was calling …

      “Hello,” Gage’s rugged voice rang out. “Jess? You okay?”

      “Oh good, Gage, you answered. Everything is just fucking peachy. I have a quick question for you.” She stared at me, waiting for a reaction.

      “Okay,” he responded hesitantly.

      “This won’t take much time. I wanted to know—”

      Spots danced across my vision as I grabbed Jess’s phone from her and shouted in a high, pitchy tone. “We just wanted to know if you could bring us iced coffees on your way here.”

      Jess snort-laughed and mouthed, “Nothing happened?”

      “Lex?” Gage’s gruff voice had me clenching my knees together. Even his voice affected me.

      My stomach jumped, and my heart pounded at the deep timbre. “Yup, it’s me. We’ll text you our order later. Bye.” I sing-songed the last word and hung up.

      “You and Gage. That doesn’t surprise me. That man is always watching you,” Lily informed me.

      “What? No, he doesn’t,” I denied.

      “You have five seconds to tell us what happened, or I’ll call him back,” Jess threatened.

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing big, and now that we’ve made it such a big deal, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      Jess tapped her watch.

      I knew she wasn’t bluffing. “We made out, all right, but it didn’t go beyond that.” I crossed my arms over my chest as though I could hold myself together. It wasn’t just kissing. That night changed everything for me. For the first time things fell into place between me and Gage. He’d whispered how much he wanted me, how he couldn’t fight his desire for me any longer. That almost losing me made him regret not acting on his feelings sooner. “See, not much of a story.”

      “But you wanted more.” It wasn’t a question. Jess knew me and had known how deep my feelings for Gage ran.

      In my happily-ever-after haze after we kissed I almost didn’t notice the cold mask of indifference slipping back into place, and when he retreated from me my heart shattered. I wasn’t enough for him to throw caution to the wind to see if a relationship between us could work. For him to prove to me and himself he was nothing like his father.

      “Yeah, pathetic, right? He kisses me and then tells me it didn’t mean anything. It was just the adrenaline from my kidnapping.” I sniffed. “Then he left to get away from me for a year.”

      Jess’s eyes flashed fire. “Mother fucker. Wait until I—”

      I didn’t dare tell her we’d kissed outside the restaurant last week. “Nothing. You won’t do anything, Jess. I kissed him first, and he reacted. But it doesn’t mean that he wants to be with me too. He doesn’t do relationships. We both know that. It’s better that he stopped it from going any further.”

      “Lex, if you’d told me…”

      “It wouldn't have mattered.” My shoulders dropped. “Now, can we just move on and get back to why we’re here? Today is about you. Not me.”

      The saleswoman approached us with a bright smile as if she heard me. “Hello, ladies. I’ve finished setting up your dressing rooms with the selections based on the preferences Jess called me with.”

      “Great.” I linked my arm with Ruby, who stood next to me, and in my most cheerful voice, responded, “I can’t wait.”

      Giving me a tiny smile, Ruby went along with it. “Me too.”

      It felt like we’d been trying on dresses for hours, but according to my watch, only forty-five minutes had passed. Typically, I loved trying on clothes and finding ways to dress my curvy body, but today just knowing Gage would be here had me rushing through this fitting. The only thing helping keep my sanity was how Jess made us walk up and down the aisle between the dressing rooms like it was a runway, and each of us would give a score for whatever dress we were wearing. It had livened up the day.

      I popped out of the dressing room at the same time as Ruby, loving that we all shared a similar curvy, plus-sized body

      “We have the same one on,” Ruby cried excitedly.

      “I like that one.” Jess stood and walked closer to us. “What do you think, Lex? You’re the one who knows fashion.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Jess, this is your wedding, and you know just as much as I do.” Jess had been a social media influencer for plus-size fashion before she took over her family’s textile business last year.

      Jess grinned and downed her champagne. “Okay, ladies. Show me what you got, runway style.”

      Ruby went first, her blue eyes taking on a serious look as she sashayed back and forth. Then it was my turn. As I walked away from them, all three women threw out catcalls.

      “You know, the more I look at your ass in that dress, I think we might want to go without underwear if we choose it,” Jess yelled after me.

      I chuckled and slapped my ass.

      The girls cheered even louder.

      I quickly pivoted to walk back to them and stumbled as my gaze collided with eyes the color of the sky in spring. “When did you get here?” I squeaked out in surprise.

      Gage’s chest heaved. As I slowly made my way closer, I noticed his pupils had blown wide, and his lips were pursed. His eyes boldly raked over me.

      Instinct told me to run from him, but a pent up flash of anger seared through me. Anger that he wasn’t able to push past his demons in order to give us a chance. It didn’t matter that his words constantly reminded me we couldn't be together. The need etched across his face showed me how untrue they were.

      With confidence that bubbled up from an unknown place deep inside of me, I sashayed closer to him. His gaze tracked each one of my steps. Good, he deserved to suffer a little after walking away from me, and from what we could have been.

      In a move completely unlike me, I popped out my ass as I turned my body, and ran a hand down over my ample hip. His ragged breath and low groan had me rolling my lips into my mouth so I didn’t laugh with glee. The unflappable, stoic Gage Christensen, was crumbling.

      With renewed faith. I shifted until I was close enough to touch him. His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. The smoldering flame of desire flared even higher in his eyes. I was playing with fire and I didn’t care to think about how I’d feel later, after he rejected me once again.

      My body grew heavy and warm as my pulse skittered at the thought of him touching me. I placed a hand on his chest, ignoring the people around us, his heartbeat thudded against my palm. There was a tangible bond between us even if he wanted to ignore it. Aware of the strength and warmth of his flesh my body tingled as he whispered my name. A jagged sound that slid across my nerve endings. A delightful shiver of want ran through me.

      “We brought coffee,” Jamie said, completely oblivious to the interaction between Gage and me. He leaned down to kiss Jess. “And since no one texted what you wanted, we got a variety.” He held up his tray and pointed at the one Gage also held.

      Gage immediately stepped away. “Yeah,” he responded in a choked voice. With one last glance at me, he put his tray down on a nearby table. “I’m, uh, going to see if the rest of the guys are here.”

      Jamie shook his head. “What’s up with him?” he asked once Gage left.

      “Probably nothing,” Jess responded, much to my relief. “Now give me another kiss and leave us alone so we can finalize our choices.”

      Jamie grabbed Jess by the back of her neck and drew her in for a kiss that had me blushing. “Ugh, you’re my brother. I don’t want to see this.”

      “Then don’t watch.” He laughed. “I better join the guys before they get into trouble. They should all be here by now.”

      When my brother turned the corner, Jess looked at me with a smirk. “So you don’t think he’s interested in you? The way he couldn't keep his eyes from falling out of his head tells a different story.”

      “Stop it. You’re imagining things. I’m going to change.” She wasn’t imagining anything and both of us knew it. I needed a few minutes to get myself under control before Jess peppered me with a million questions.

      I quickly entered my changing room and dropped onto the small sofa inside. My heart beat so fast that I rubbed my palm over my chest to calm myself.  I couldn’t stop myself from wanting him no matter how I tried.

      With a groan, I covered my face with my hands. How was I going to make it through the next three weeks?
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      The girl rang us up and we each pulled out our wallets, but before we could retrieve our cards, Alden handed the girl his.

      “You don’t—” I started just as Jaxon joined in to protest with me.

      Alden waved us off. “I appreciate that you all can participate at the last minute and it’s something Jess and I want to do for you.”

      The girls had left soon after we arrived. I thought with Lexi gone, I might be able to focus more on our fitting. Instead, images of my hands running over her naked ass flashed repeatedly in my head. Of our bodies entwined, I’d touch her curves just as I’d envisioned over the past year and hear her scream my name. My cock hardened and I thought it would punch through my zipper.

      She was so fucking beautiful. Thank God we didn’t need to interact any more than necessary until the wedding. This way I could be sure I’d keep my hands to myself.

      “Hey.” Alden threw an arm around me. “I need your help with a few things for the pre-wedding party next week.”

      “Pre-wedding party? What the hell is that?”

      Alden laughed. “I have no idea what to call it. It’s usually an engagement party, but since we’re already married, it felt weird to call it that.”

      “True.” We reached his car and got in. “What can I help with?”

      Alden started the car and backed out of the parking space. “I told Jess we’d meet her and Lexi at the diner around the corner for coffee and pie. We figured having you two share the duties would be easier.”

      I swallowed hard. This was not fucking happening.

      Lexi and I had been successfully avoiding each other and texting about the combined bachelor and bachelorette party. But now, if we had an additional event to handle together could we still continue as we were without any direct contact?

      Alden stared at me waiting for a reply.

      “Works for me.” I thought I’d have a reprieve after seeing Lexi in that dress. I’d had to ignore the animal instinct to shove her into a nearby dressing room and make her come. On my hand, my mouth, every way possible.

      How was I going to face Lexi without wanting to throw her down on the table and lick my way up her body? Especially after not being able to stop picturing her naked earlier?

      My dick jumped at attention. Fuck. How was I going to hide this? I discreetly adjusted myself and mentally recited the steps to dismantle and clean my gun over and over until we reached the diner.

      We walked inside and my eyes zeroed in on Lexi. The teal dress she wore contrasted beautifully against her bronze skin and dipped low in front. The simplicity of this dress was a direct contrast to the one I’d seen her try on in the shop. I preferred her this way. The design highlighted her natural beauty and with the way the material cupped her breasts had my dick hard once again.

      Visions of our past assaulted me. My hands cupped her breasts, teasing her nipples until her breathing quickened and her body arched into mine. I didn’t need to see the rest of her to know how the dip of her waist and the flare of her hips called to me like a siren.

      Our gazes locked together and my heart thumped erratically. Now that I’d had the slightest taste of her each time we met, the pull toward her grew stronger. Awareness of her rippled through me as we drew closer.

      Her pulse beat erratically at the base of her throat. I remembered running my lips down the side of her neck, of the light nips and kisses I placed along the way. I hid a grin as I remembered the way she shuddered beneath my touch. Her body was so responsive that night and I hated myself for wanting to experience it over and over again.

      Reluctantly, I locked up those memories in the corner of my mind. No matter how much I wanted her in my life I needed to resist. I knew I’d hurt her when I pushed her away, but it was better than the alternative of torturing her by being unfaithful. What did I know about being in a committed relationship and making someone happy?

      Words of greeting stuck in my throat. The only seat available was next to Lexi.

      “Hi, Gage,” Lexi said in a normal tone of voice, reminiscent of our interactions before we kissed. I couldn’t believe how easy going she sounded when my insides were jumping around like a bunch of kids on a trampoline.

      I faced her, and noticed she kept her gaze just past my left ear, and her tightened fist rested in her lap. Part of me wanted to cheer that she was as uncomfortable as I was. The other part wanted to rub her hand and croon sweet words until she relaxed.

      “Perfect timing,” said the waitress as she placed four cups of coffee around the table and stepped back so another server could set down the pieces of pie.

      “Okay, now. We had a peach pie and a chocolate cream pie for you.” She placed the peach in front of Jess and the chocolate in front of Alden. “And our last two pieces of strawberry rhubarb for the two of you. Can I get anything else?”

      “Milk,” I said, knowing Lexi preferred milk instead of cream for her coffee.

      “Of course, I’ll be right back with that.” She tapped at her order pad and left.

      Surprise flashed in Lexi’s gaze and I bit back a grin. “Did you think I’d forget how you took your coffee?”

      “No, I guess not,” she responded with a hint of a smile.

      Thanksgiving three years ago Lexi and I’d both made our way into the kitchen late at night when everyone else was in bed to grab another piece of pie. We ended up sharing it at her insistence, and watched Hallmark movies until we fell asleep.

      I missed how easy hanging out with her had been. Before everything changed.

      “What do you think, Gage?” Alden asked.

      I’d been so lost in my thoughts I hadn’t heard what he said.

      “Didn’t you say you liked the band, Wicked Ways?” Lexi jumped in, nudging my leg with her own.

      “I did.” I nudged her back, telling her I appreciated the save.

      “I think it’s really nice of Jareth to ask them to play at your engagement type, pre-wedding party.” Once again, Lexi gave me the info I missed from this conversation. “What are we calling it?”

      Jess’s face twisted in concentration. “A pre-wedding party I guess.”

      Over the next few minutes, I paid better attention to what was said. Alden’s thoughtful gaze rested on me a little too long, and I knew he suspected something was up with me.

      “Hey, James. We have to run.” Jess grabbed her purse and shoved it at Alden. She grunted with the effort since he was built like a brick wall.

      “What are you talking about? I’m not even done with my pie.” He gestured with his fork at his half-eaten piece.

      “Yes, you are. We have a meeting we’re late for.” Jess’s eyes narrowed.

      “No, we don’t.” He shook his head and took another bite.

      “Yes. We. Do.”

      Lexi groaned and slid down a little lower in the booth.

      I glanced at the three of them, trying to figure out what was going on and what I might have missed.

      Jess spoke even more emphatically to Alden. “Get your ass out of the fucking booth, James or we’ll be late.”

      Then it hit me. Jess was trying to give me and Lexi time alone.

      With one last glance at his pie, Alden got up. “Sorry, guys. I must have forgotten about this, uh, meeting we have.” He looked at Jess, who was mouthing words at him. “With the wedding planner, right. Can’t be late for that.”

      Lexi gave them both a half-hearted wave.

      “Bye,” I said as Jess and Alden waved a quick goodbye.

      Lexi rested her hand against her forehead and mumbled, “Could they be any more obvious?”

      I stretched my arm along the top of the booth, my hand close to the back of Lexi’s head. Her glossy chestnut hair tumbled down her back calling to me to run my fingers through it. Same as I used to when we watched movies together. I should have known then that my feelings for her were more than friendship.

      I gripped the top of the bench to stop myself from toying with her hair  and made myself face her. “I’m guessing at least Jess knows what happened?”

      Lexi sighed and turned her head toward me. “I’m sorry. She kind of pressured me until I cracked. You know how Jess can be.”

      “Unfortunately, I do.” Last year Jess had not been an easy assignment when I helped Alden protect her from a stalker.

      “I only told her we kissed after the kidnapping and that there wasn’t anything between us. I’m sure it’ll blow over. I really am sorry.” Her hand fluttered wildly in front of her.

      I hated that she felt like she needed to apologize for telling Jess what happened between us. Lexi never liked to keep secrets.

      I snatched her hand mid-flutter, and immediately the sight of her small hand in mine made my chest tighten. There was no way to deny I missed touching her. Even in the most innocent of ways. Her soft skin against mine always had a sense of rightness to it. Which made pushing her away all that more difficult. “Hey, it’s okay. You have nothing to be sorry for. I’ll talk to Alden.”

      Her fingers curled around mine. “No, please don’t. I don’t think Jess will say anything to him.”

      I raised my eyebrow. Jess was not one to keep secrets from Alden. At least not anymore. I didn’t mind the two of them knowing. It would be a relief to not have to keep that from my best friend any longer.

      “Really.” She looked down at our joined hands. Her eyes widened as if she’d just realized our fingers were intertwined. Lex jerked away from me, and I immediately wished she hadn’t.

      Desire brewed beneath the surface, begging me to reach for her. Instead I picked up my coffee and took a sip. “Is there anything we need to do to help them with this pre-wedding party?”

      “It doesn’t seem like too much. Jess was hoping we might be able to show up early to make sure everything is all set.”

      I nodded. “That’s not a problem.”

      Lexi forked a piece of pie and dragged it around her plate. “You know, I was thinking, if we both have to be there early, we could just go together. Be each other’s plus one.”

      “Lex,” I said her name softly. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.” It pained me at how I had to force the lie from my lips. I wanted nothing more than to go with her and have her at my side all night long.

      Her brow furrowed, and I clenched my other hand to force myself not to rub at the creases until they smoothed away. “Why not?”

      “I don’t want to confuse things between us. I just want it all to go back to the way it was.” I hoped the more I said it, the more I’d believe it.

      She drew in a quick breath and shot me a glare. “I’m not a child, Gage. I’m not confused about how you really feel about me. We both have to be there early to check on things. I thought we could be adults about this.”

      “Lex, I’m not—” I swallowed the despair in my throat. My misery at needing to lie to her was like a steel weight dragging me down.

      “You keep saying you want things to go back to normal, but when you say stupid things like that, I wonder if you really mean it.” She swallowed hard, lifted her chin, and boldly met his gaze.

      I opened my mouth to respond.

      “No, don’t bother. Just forget I asked. I’ll bring someone else with me.”

      A burning sensation seared my chest at the thought of her bringing another guy. Torment ate at me from the inside out. And instead of keeping my mouth shut, I said the one thing I didn’t mean. “I think that’s a great idea. I’ll probably bring a date too.”

      Her eyes glittered in anger. “Good. Then it’s settled.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Yeah.” Nothing was settled. It was like each time we interacted, I made things worse. Soon, I wouldn't have to worry about keeping Lexi at a distance. She’d do it all on her own. And for some reason, that felt even worse.
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      I placed my hand over Brian’s as we walked through the club’s entrance. We had met through a dating app but quickly realized we were better off as friends. It was why he was the perfect date tonight.

      We continued through the venue. Jareth had closed down the place tonight for Jess and Jamie. It was crazy to me that I considered the man who orchestrated my kidnapping a friend.

      I was pleased to see Jareth’s staff put the finishing touches on the tables that circled around the dance floor and stage where the band was warming up. The place looked perfect.

      I glanced around the room, discreetly trying to determine if Gage was here. A shiver ran up my spine at the thought of seeing him with a date.

      “Are you cold?” Brian asked, and wrapped his arm tighter around me.

      I smiled into his hazel eyes and pushed back the piece of light brown hair that fell across his forehead. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Where’s the guy I’m here to make jealous?” Brian whispered into my ear.

      I playfully swatted his arm. “Stop it. You can’t make someone jealous if they don’t want to be with you.”

      He grinned. “We'll see if you’re right.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He abruptly spun me to face him, gently took my chin between his fingers, and tilted my head up. I froze the moment his lips met mine. “Just go with it,” he whispered.

      I forced my mouth to open and accept his kiss. At the back of my mind, I wished I wanted to be with him. Brian was perfect for me, but we didn’t have the passion I desired.

      As quickly as it started, Brian stopped. With a light kiss, he moved away from me. “I’m going to hang out by the bar while you get everything situated.”

      “Okay.” I turned to watch him amble away. My eyes widened as I noticed Gage standing a few feet from us. His jaw clenched, arms across his chest as he leveled his granite gaze on Brian.

      Brian, who either had no self-preservation or enjoyed poking the bear, stopped to talk to Gage. I hurried over as he introduced himself.

      “Hi, I’m Brian.” As I got closer to them, Brian snagged me around my waist. His easy smile focused on me. “I’m here with this amazing lady.” He thrust out his hand for a shake.

      Gage grunted at him and tugged me free from Brian’s embrace ignoring his outstretched hand. “We have things to do.”

      Brian nodded. “I get it. I’m only here as her arm candy. I’ll wait for you by the bar, love.”

      Heat slowly crept up my cheeks. “Okay. I’ll come find you when we’re done.”

      Gage moved quickly across the room, expecting me to follow. Perplexed, I stared at Gage’s stiff back and jerky stride. Was he jealous?

      “Hey, slow down, big guy. My legs aren’t quite as long as yours.”

      He swung around to face me. “You brought a date.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “You told me to.”

      His gaze swept the room, stopping on Brian. A slight growl left his mouth.

      I put my hand on his arm. “What is your problem? You rejected me, Gage. You can’t get mad when I move on to someone else.”

      “Him, though?” He gestured at Brian.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      Gage grunted and shook his head.

      “He’s a good guy.” I sighed. “You can’t expect me to pine away for you. You’ve made it very clear how you feel about me.”

      His gaze met mine. Emotion swirled in their depths.

      I turned away. I thought I might have seen regret in his eyes, but knowing Gage, I saw what I wanted, not what was really there. “Let’s check in with Jareth’s staff and see if we can do anything.”

      Gage fell into step beside me as I headed to the back of the room. So much for Brian trying to pressure Gage into admitting he had feelings for me. I squared my shoulders and pushed forward.

      Maybe it really was time to move on from Gage.
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        * * *

      

      I sipped at the fruity drink in my hand and smiled at Jess. “Are you having a good time?”

      She danced in place. “The best! I still can’t believe Jareth got Wicked Ways to play for us. The lead singer, Killian, is so fucking hot.”

      I giggled. “He really is.”

      “Who’s fucking hot?” Jamie moved up behind Jess,wrapped his arms around her waist, and nuzzled her neck. “Me?”

      “Yes, you my love,” Jess replied with an exaggerated wink at me and tugged Jamie toward the dance floor. “Come dance with me, babe.”

      I smiled as I watched them.

      My gaze instinctively sought out Gage just as it had all night long. He was off to the side talking to a curvy knockout near the dance floor. Jealousy speared me. Anger sizzled through my veins.

      I sucked hard on the straw in my drink while my fingers flexed and tightened around the cool glass. If I finished it quickly I wouldn’t have anything to throw in either his or her face. Maybe it would cool off and stop the flirting happening right before my eyes.

      Gage’s spine straightened and he glanced my way. It was like there was a magnet drawing us together. Once his eyes met mine his lips thinned and he looked away.

      Pain squeezed my heart. He’d been doing this all night long. Any time our eyes met he looked away. I hated how much it hurt me and how easy it was for him to dismiss me.

      “Hey, you.” Brian came up beside me and draped a loose arm around my shoulders. “Let’s dance.”

      I placed my empty drink on the bar and moved to the dance floor with him. I’d had enough to drink that I was feeling the effects, but was totally cognizant. I was determined to not let it matter that Gage had ignored me most of the night. Brian and I were at least having a good time together.

      When we reached the floor the music changed from fast to slow. Brian held his hand out to me. I placed my palm against his, laughing as he twirled me close.

      We swayed to the music. My head rested on his shoulder, and he rubbed his hands up and down my back. “This is nice,” I sighed.

      “It is,” he replied. “I’m happy we were able to stay friends.”

      “Me, too. Thanks for trying to show Gage what he’s missing. It’s too bad it didn’t work.” I sighed and squeezed my eyes closed.

      “Don’t be too sure of that,” he whispered in my ear just before he was yanked away from me.

      “I’m cutting in,” Gage practically growled at Brian. “Get your hands off her.”

      Brian winked at me and moved away from us.

      “What the hell?” I snapped at Gage.

      He put his hands on my waist and pulled me in tight. Everything in me wanted to wrap my arms around him and snuggle close. But either the drinks gave me liquid courage, or I was out of fucks to give, because instead, I shoved him away.

      Gage stared at me in surprise.

      I shook my head. I was done with this, with him, and with my heart being broken. Without a backward glance, I strode off the dance floor to the nearest hallway to make my escape. I spun in a circle quickly noticing I’d made my way into the one that contained supply closets and the employee’s lounge.

      “Argh,” I yelled out in frustration and stomped my foot.

      “Lex, wait,” Gage called after me.
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      I drew in deep breaths, my nostrils flared with each inhale and exhale. I hated seeing his hands on my girl. My body vibrated with anger. It shot up and down my spine, sparking along each nerve ending making me want to deck Brian. I was barely conscious of my actions as I crossed the dance floor. It was like the world had narrowed down to a single point.

      Lexi.

      I’d always been able to control myself. I hated that one look at her with another guy brought me to my base instincts. Jealousy had reared its ugly head and I wasn’t proud of the way I acted. If Brian hadn’t willingly stepped away from Lexi I knew I would have made him.

      Lexi faced me with tears trailing down her cheeks.

      My heart seized, a jolt of tangible, physical pain nearly doubled me over. I’d caused this. I strode to her side and pulled her into my arms. I hated myself for touching her when I’d promised I wouldn’t.

      Her arms hung loosely by her sides, her cheek rested on my chest, and I said a prayer of thanks she hadn’t pulled away. “I’m not crying because I’m sad. I’m crying because I’m just so mad at you.”

      “I know,” I rasped out.

      “I can’t keep doing this.” The defeat in her voice ripped through me and reminded me what an asshole I’d been.

      “I know,” I repeated.

      Her tiny fists hit my chest once before she opened her hand to lay her palms flat on my pecs. While I could, I let myself enjoy the moment. I savored the way her curves fit perfectly against me. And how right my world felt to have her in my arms. “I tried to stay away.”

      “I know,” she answered, then giggled. “We seem to be saying that a lot tonight.”

      I leaned down to place a whisper of a kiss on the top of her head. “I know I should leave you alone, but I can’t, Lex.” The admission tore out of my mouth before I could stop it.

      She tilted her head to meet my gaze while her hands slid up my chest and curved around my neck. Her fingertips brushed my hair and a shudder ran through me.

      My head moved so close the tiny puffs of her breath caressed my lips. “Tell me to walk away,” I groaned.

      “What if I don’t want you to?” She closed the distance between us and her eyes fluttered shut. A spark jolted as our lips touched. Our tongues tangled, each looking to dominate, and our mouths showed us how much we’d missed each other.

      Her body rubbed against me, a delicious friction that had my cock standing at attention, asking to be released. I ignored it, losing myself in her kiss. Tonight she would be the one to take the lead.

      My hands ran down her spine and cupped her ass, forcing her closer to me.

      Lexi lifted her head from mine. Her swollen lips made mine curl into a satisfied smile. I’d done that to her. Marked her as mine. She peeked around the hallway before she stepped away. Disappointment raced through me until she took my hand, and tugged me to the closest door.

      She quickly glanced up and down the hall, opened the door, and pushed me into the closet. The click of the lock echoed in the small room. In the dim light, my eyes moved across the small space, taking in the sturdy metal shelves that surrounded us.

      “Lex?” I asked, my voice gruff with pent up emotion.

      She threw herself at me. My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her ass, lifting her until she could wrap her legs around my waist. I maneuvered our bodies so that her back was pressed against the door. To close the remaining gap between us her arms intertwined around my neck. “Kiss me,” she demanded.

      Unable to deny her or myself, I slammed my lips down on hers. My knees threatened to buckle as her hips thrusted forward and her core rubbed at my steel cock. I reached one hand under her bunched up dress and rubbed my fingers along the outside edge of her silky panties. I don't deserve this or her, but there’s no one else in this world who will love her more or worship her the way I do.

      “Yes, Gage. Oh, God. I need you to touch me,” she moaned into my mouth.

      I slipped a hand inside the soft satin and teased her soaked lips. My fingers ran up her slit. When her wetness dripped down and coated my hand, I could no longer wait. I plunged two fingers into her. The way her body melted into mine urged me on.

      Lexi shuddered in my arms and circled her hips with a moan.

      “Mmm, so good.” She ground down while my thumb rubbed her bundle of nerves. I reveled in the quiet gasps falling from her lips. Our lips fused together as I pumped in and out faster at her urging. Lexi sucked my tongue into her mouth, mimicking what my fingers were doing to her body. Our kiss turned possessive. I wanted every inch of her to belong to me.

      Her mouth left mine when she leaned her head on the door. I’m utterly obsessed with her and every expression that crosses her face. Her mouth dropped in a wordless ‘o’ and I love that I’m the one who makes her come undone.

      Lexi’s breath stuttered out, and a loud keening sound fell from her lips. Her core clenched around my fingers, and her body tightened before spasming her release. I run my nose up the column of her neck, feeling her pulse rapidly beating, and her scream echoing in my ear. The music from beyond the door is so loud Lexi’s sounds blended with the song filtering into the room.

      “You’re so beautiful, Lex.” When her body relaxed and only soft pants of air left her lips, I slid my fingers from her and brought them to my mouth. A predatory smile crossed my face anticipating her reaction. I sucked her juices from my fingers and groaned. “You taste so fucking good.”

      Her dazed eyes met mine, and she gave me a sappy grin. “I love it when you do and say dirty things like that.”

      Lexi’s hands tugged at the button and zipper of my pants, causing my hips to jerk. “Lex,” I hissed. “You don’t need to do that.”

      She nipped at my chin. “I want to. I want this with you, Gage. Right now.”

      My button popped free, my zipper falling as my pants slipped to the floor, leaving me in my boxers.

      Lexi’s soft hand grabbed my cock and pumped up and down.

      I groaned. Even though I wanted Lexi to continue, I pulled her hand free.

      She frowned, clearly not understanding that I wanted her, but was about to blow my load if she continued. Now that I decided to make Lexi mine I wanted her to have the romantic, magical firsts between us she deserved.

      “No, baby.” I laid the faintest kiss on her lips. “I want you. But you deserve better than having our first time in a closet against the wall.”

      Her eyes cleared, and a sassy grin curled up at the corners of her lips. “What if this is what I want.” Her fingers trailed down to rub at my cock. “Gage, I need you.”

      The tentative grip on my control is lost at the certainty in her tone.

      I yanked my shirt over my head, leaning so close her soft pillowy breasts were crushed against me. The friction of her nipples against the hair on my chest sent a shiver down my spine and my hips bucked erratically into her hand. “I don’t have a condom with me,” I gritted out. Her touch felt so damn good.

      “I’m on the pill and I’m clean. I haven’t been with anyone for a long time,” Lex whispered. She slipped her hand out of my boxers, making sure to meet my gaze.

      “Not even Brian?” I asked, hating that I needed to bring him into this conversation.

      Lexi’s chuckle echoed in the room. “No, Brian’s just a friend.”

      “Didn’t look like it out there,” I grumbled.

      She placed feather light kisses up my neck and down my jaw. The sensation of her silky lips on me, sent sparks shooting down my body, causing my brain to short circuit. For a second I forgot what we were talking about. “He was helping me. Trying to make you notice me.”

      My head reared back. “Fucking hell. Well, it worked. I was jealous, Lex.”

      “Good. You deserved that after pushing me away.”

      I nodded and laid my forehead against hers. “I’m done being an idiot.” After seeing Lexi with someone else, something snapped in me. I knew I couldn’t deny my attraction to her any longer. I had to believe the basis of our friendship and the respect I had for her would help solidify whatever this was between us. I wanted to try and prove her right.
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      “Good.” Joy burst from my heart and I feathered gentle kisses all over Gage’s face.

      “I’m clean too, Lex. I haven’t been with anyone since before we kissed last year.”

      My eyebrows raised in surprise. “You’re kidding.”

      He shook his head. “I should’ve known you were the one when I couldn't even look at another woman.”

      “The one?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Did he mean—.

      “I don’t want anyone else, Lex. You twist me up in knots and drive me crazy, but you love hard and accept me even though I’ve been a complete moron this past year.” He brushed the back of his hand across my cheek. “You make me want to be a better man.”

      “Give me a second while I pick my jaw off the floor, big guy.”

      Holy crap. This was really happening.

      He rolled his eyes.

      I wanted to open the door, run to the stage, and shout through the microphone that Gage had finally come to his senses. That he was finally going to be mine. Then I needed to high five the guy who helped make this turn about happen. “I think we need to send Brian a thank you card and a nice bottle of whiskey.”

      “Do we really need to talk about him any more?” he grumbled. I hid the laugh that wanted to break free at his jealousy.

      I placed a kiss on the tip of his nose. “You’ve been the only man that’s captured my heart since I was fifteen. I’ve waited for you to see me for a long time.”

      He groaned. “Well, I guess we have a lot of lost time to make up for. Do you forgive this old man?”

      I laughed. “You’re not old. There are only twelve years between us. I’d say you’re experienced.”

      He winced and playfully swatted my ass.

      “And I can’t wait for you to use all that experience on me tonight.” I nibbled at his neck. “I’m just wondering why we’re still wearing all these clothes.”

      “Oh yeah?” he growled and lifted me, his strong hands cupping my ass. He moved and sat me on the lower shelf.

      I bit my lip.

      “If we do this. There’s no going back. I own you.” His fingers ran up and down my thighs making me squirm.

      I gave a jerky nod. I was all in. I shifted my hips closer to him and whimpered.

      “Are you begging for my cock?” His sexy smirk only heightened my desire.

      “Yes,” I moaned, gasping when his palm brushed against my panties. Even the lightest contact left me wanting more. I had waited so long for this day and he was taking his damn time. “I need your hands on me.”

      Only he could ease this ache inside of me.

      “Such a greedy girl. Take off your panties and show me your pussy,” he demanded, his voice all rough and sexy.

      I leaned back, lifting my butt to tug the expensive silk down. The cold metal met my heated flesh, but I didn’t mind. I met his gaze and spread my legs.

      “Hand them to me.”

      He took them and placed them under his nose and inhaled. “God, you smell good enough to eat.”

      I moaned. Seeing Gage enjoy my scent was such a turn-on. Who knew I’d like seeing that? While he tucked my underwear into his shirt pocket, I reached my impatient hands to the waistband of his boxers. “I want to see you, too.”

      His cock sprang free and slapped against his abs, I groaned. “You’re perfect.” I inched my tongue closer until I was licking the tip like an ice cream cone. I widened my mouth and sucked him inside, loving the feeling of him losing control. His hand slammed into the wall while his hips jerked forward.

      “Oh, baby. If you keep doing that, I won’t last.”

      I ran my tongue up and down his length, sucking down his salty pre-cum, before releasing him with a pop. “Next time, then.” I smiled and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “I need to be inside of you,” he groaned.

      I loved how the roughness of his voice told me how little control he had left.

      “Tell me you still want this.”

      “I want this, Gage.” I took his cock in my hand and guided it toward me.

      He leaned in and gently pushed my hand away. With a grin, he took my wrists in one hand and held them up against the wall above me. My breasts pushed forward, begging for his touch.

      His other hand ran down the neckline of my dress, leaving tingles everywhere he touched.  When he skated over my bra and grabbed a handful of it, and tugged it down until my nipples popped out I wanted to weep in relief. When he let go and didn’t touch me like I needed him to, I whimpered in frustration.

      Gage dragged off his boxers and moved in between my thighs. His dick slid along my lips.

      I squirmed, wanting him inside me so bad I couldn’t stay still. My hips bucked when the tip of his cock hit my clit. “Fuck, yes. More of this.” I sped up my movements, already so turned on my legs tightened, and my belly clenched letting me know that with a few more swipes I’d be coming all over him.

      “I’ve waited so long to have you in my arms. I’m not rushing this, baby.”

      His lips closed around my nipple and sucked, making my back arch, shoving my breast further into his mouth. Between his cock rubbing my clit and his lips on my breast, I thought I was about to pass out from pleasure when he plucked at my other nipple. I had to close my eyes. Sensations flooded through me, mixing together and overloading my body.

      My breath caught, and my legs trembled, each time the tip of his cock tapped my clit. “Oh, God, Gage. I’m going to come.”

      His mouth lifted from my breast. “You come when I say you can.” With a smirk, he switched to the other nipple, sucked hard, and used his hand to mold and shape my boob to his will.

      I bit my lip, my legs shaking uncontrollably. A frustrated sob fell from my lips. I didn’t think I could hold back my orgasm any longer. “Gage, please,” I begged.

      He brought his lips to my mouth, his tongue ravaging mine as I focused on his kiss. “Come for me. Let me hear you scream my name.”

      My spine arched like a bow, and my vision sheeted white as I fulfilled his request. I didn’t even care that I was loud enough for someone in the hallway to hear. I had lost control of my body and loved every second of it.

      Gage placed a kiss on my temple. “You were perfect. Such a good girl.”

      I let out a shaky moan. Tingles of pleasure raced through my body at hearing him praise me. I never knew how much I’d like that and I wanted to hear him repeat it.

      “You’re mine.” His cock moved through my folds, seeking entrance.

      “Yours,” I confirmed and tilted my hips. “Please, Gage. Don’t make me wait.”

      His lips met mine as he slowly entered me inch by inch. Gage’s fingers danced over my skin, creating shivers of delight that followed the heat of his touch. I loved the way my body responded to him and only him.

      I whimpered, whispered pleas for Gage to make me his in every way and to stop teasing me. I needed him fully buried inside of me. A physical pledge to the words we said. He used one hand to hold my waist steady when I dug my heels into his ass to hurry him along. At my insistence, his hips snapped forward, sheathing himself all the way in me,

      A moan of ecstasy slipped past my lips and I surrendered myself completely to him.

      Gage slowly withdrew from me and then pushed back inside with the same rhythm.

      “Faster,” I whined. Already, my release was building. My insides were sensitive from the last two orgasms. I jerked my wrists free, knowing I could only do so because he let me, and used both hands to grab his ass and thrust my hips up, showing him what I wanted.

      He brushed my hair out of my face and rested his forehead on mine. “I want to be gentle with you,” he groaned.

      “I don’t need you to be gentle, Gage. I need you to fuck me. Hard.” I rocked my hips, loving the feel of him moving in and out of me.

      My words seemed to be the catalyst he needed to increase his speed. His hips pistoned, creating a delicious friction deep inside me. Sweat beaded my brow, dripping down onto our bodies. My head hit the wall as my insides clenched his cock tight. It didn’t matter where we were, this first time with him was exactly what I needed. My legs tightened around his waist, drawing him into me even further.

      “Lex, fuck, baby. I’m getting so close. I need you to come,” he gritted out, his voice taking on a gravelly edge.

      I swirled my hips, his dick hitting my g-spot over and over again. My pussy spasmed, my body bucked, and I rode out my release while he roared nonsense words above me.

      His hips jerked harder, setting up an erratic rhythm, making my orgasm continue. My insides clenched around him while wave after wave of ecstasy hit me. For a moment, I wondered if we could just stay like this forever. He leaned over, his body covering mine. Gage’s body stilled just before his cock swelled. I groaned loving how full I felt, how there wasn’t a millimeter of distance between us. I yanked his head to mine and captured his lips as he came inside me, painting my walls with his cum.

      This moment was everything I’d wanted it to be.

      I brushed kisses down his cheeks, tasting the salt of his sweat and whispered to him. “Gage, that was amazing. I always knew it’d be like this with you.”

      He pumped into me one more time before pulling himself free. Gage glanced around the room and grabbed a roll of paper towels from a shelf. He wiped me clean with a gentleness that bordered on reverence, while placing sweet kisses along my thighs.

      When he was done, he picked me up from my spot and set me on my feet. With a tenderness that most wouldn’t think he was capable of, he tugged my dress into place.

      Gage put his palm against the back of my neck, using the pads of his fingers to massage me.

      “I love you,” I said, needing to tell him what was in my heart. What I had always felt for him.

      He shifted his gaze to stare into my eyes. “I don’t deserve your love, but I’m going to make sure I work hard to not make you regret giving it to me.”

      “And I’ll love you so hard that eventually, you’ll believe you deserve it.”

      I loved the lopsided grin he threw my way. Before I could say anything, the door handle rattled, and muffled voices rose beyond it. As the music in the main room faded, we heard someone mumble about getting the keys.
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GAGE

        

      

    

    
      “Oh crap! You need to get dressed,” Lexi squeaked with the impending arrival of the club employee. I only hoped it wasn’t Jareth. He’d be a total ass about this and ruin our moment.

      I chuckled and tugged up my boxers and pants in one motion. “Let me go first to make sure the coast is clear.”

      She bit her lip and nodded while she moved to stand beside me.

      It took everything in me not to turn around, lift Lex in my arms, and take her again against the wall. I settled for a peck on her full lips, unlocked the door, and eased it open. There wasn’t anyone in sight. I stepped outside and as I went to motion for Lexi to join me, Alden stepped into the hallway.

      “Hey, I’d wondered where you’d gotten off to.” A big grin stretched across his face. “I thought I’d find you in the corner hooking up with a random girl.”

      “Random is right.” I forced a laugh. “You know me well. Just another conquest to add to my tally.” The music had started up again and I hoped it drowned out my words so Lexi didn’t hear any of it. My stomach ached with the lie the moment it left my mouth.  I wanted to shout from the rooftops that Lexi was mine, but this was my best friend, her brother, and she and I hadn’t discussed how we would break the news to him.

      Alden moved closer and grabbed me by the shoulders pulling me out into the main room with him. My chest tightened with each step away from the closet. I had to return to Lexi.

      After hanging out with Alden at the bar for a solid ten minutes, Jess yanked him onto the dance floor for the last song of the night. I hurried toward the hallway. Just as I reached for the knob, the door swung open.

      Instead of Lexi, an employee walked out. She stopped, startled, and fumbled with the small box she held. “Uh, I’m so sorry, sir.  Can I help you with something?”

      I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I must have gotten turned around. I was looking for someone? About 5’4”, shoulder-length black hair, black dress.”

      The woman’s face scrunched up as she thought about who I might be talking about.

      “The groom’s sister,” I added. Where had Lexi gone?

      “Oh, yes. Just a few minutes ago, I saw Lexi walking to the exit. She looked upset,” The employee said with a worried frown.

      “Thank you for your help.” Fuck! I hoped she wasn’t second-guessing what happened between us. I spun and ran toward the exit. I needed to catch up with her before she left.

      I’d finally pushed past the remaining guests and made my way to the corridor that led to the exit. Once I rounded the corner, I noticed Brian.

      “Brian,” I called out.

      He turned to face me. The apparent anger that flared in his eyes made me stop. “What is wrong with you, dude? You had the chance to have someone like her, and you fucked it up yet again.”

      “I need to know where she is.”

      “Fuck off.” Brian grabbed two coats, and strode away, intent on ignoring me.

      “No, I can’t. You don’t understand. I’m in love with her. I can’t just walk away.”

      Brian shook his head. “You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “What happened? Why did she run off?” I demanded.

      “Come on. I know you’re not stupid. Lex told me your IQ is off the charts. Figure it out yourself.”

      I was about to promise this guy the world if he’d help me. “Please, just give me a clue so I can fix this with her.”

      Brian sighed. “You want to fix it?”

      “With everything I am.”

      “I don’t know why I’m bothering with you, but she heard you with her brother. You tell him the random girl you were just with was a conquest, and then don’t return for her. That’s pretty fucked up.”

      I cringed. Shit Lexi had heard what I’d said.

      “I didn’t mean any of it. I didn’t know if she wanted me to tell her brother about us and I said some stupid shit instead.” I dropped my head back and stared at the ceiling above me. For someone who was trained to react well under pressure I’d royally fucked this one up. “Is she on her way home?”

      “No, she’s outside waiting for me to bring her coat.” He handed me Lexi’s jacket. “I’ll give you five minutes to make things right with her. If she wants to leave without you when I come out, let her go.”

      “I promise.” I gripped her coat in my hands and burst through the front door. I frantically glanced around until I spotted her off to the side, leaning against the building. “Lex,” I called out.

      Her head snapped up. “Oh, hell, no. Go back inside, Gage. I don’t want to talk to you.”

      I strode to her side. “Please, I’m asking you for five minutes. That’s it.”

      She shivered. With her arms wrapped around herself, she rolled her eyes. “I’ll give you two.”

      “I’ll take it.” I placed the coat around her shoulders and ran my hands up and down her arms.

      She moved away from me. Her angry gaze never left my face. “You have about thirty seconds less.”

      I paused. There was so much I wanted to say, yet I couldn’t find the right words.

      “One minute.” Lexi pursed her lips. “You know what? Screw it.”

      My breath caught. She wasn’t going to let me speak. I’d totally blown my chances with her once again.

      “Lex—”

      Her eyes narrowed. “No, forget it. You don’t get to talk. You get to listen.”

      I nodded. I’d do whatever she wanted if it gave me more time to convince her I loved her.

      “I tell you I love you. That I fucking love you after we’ve had sex for the first time, and what do you do? You run. And you not only don’t tell my brother about us, but you tell him “she’s just another conquest”. That was a douche move. And then you make it worse by skipping out on me. Leaving me in a closet. Alone.”

      “Babe—”

      Her finger poked at my chest. “No, you don’t get to babe me. What the hell is wrong with you? And why do you think you get to treat me that way? Because you don’t get to. I’m worth far more than that. So fuck you, Gage. Stay out of my life. I’m done.”

      “You do deserve better than me.” I’d never stop trying to be the man she not only deserved, but the one she needed.

      “Damn, right,” she fired back. God, I loved the passion behind those two simple words.

      “But no one will ever love you as much as I do, Lex.” I was sure my heart was about to beat out of my chest. I had to convince her to give me one more chance.

      There was no way I was letting her go again.

      “You… what?” she stuttered.

      “I love you.” I cupped her cheeks in my hands. “I know I screwed up, but it’s not what you think.” I’d get her to understand no matter what it took.

      She jerked her face away.

      Despair stabbed my heart, and I tried again. “I wasn’t going to leave you behind and I didn’t mean what I said. Seeing your brother surprised me.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I said that about hooking up with a random girl. It didn’t matter that I panicked and repeated what your brother said. Those words never should have come out of my mouth.”

      “You think?” Her mouth twisted in anger.

      I dug my fingertips into my creased brow. “We hadn’t had time to talk about how we’d tell him about us. I was expecting to brush him off quickly and get right back to you, but when he dragged me over to the bar, I didn’t know how to get away without tipping him off.”

      “You still shouldn’t have left me, Gage,” she said in a sad, quiet voice. “Or said what you did.”

      “No, I shouldn’t have. I’m begging you to give me one last chance, Lex. Please. I’m nothing without you. This last year has been hell. I reread every text you’d sent me at least a hundred times. When I missed you, which was every damn day, I played your voicemails until I could recite them word for word. You are all that is kind and good. You are sweetness and light. I’m set in my ways and have life experiences that have jaded me, but when I’m with you, it makes me think anything is possible, and that each of those experiences somehow brought me to you.”

      Tears flowed down her cheeks. This time when I reached out to her, she let me. My fingertip wiped away the trail of tears.

      “Please say something,” I whispered. If she said no, I’d walk away. But I’d be broken inside.

      “So you love me?” she asked with a shaky breath.

      “More than you know. I love you so damn much, baby. Please give me another chance to show you.” Her face softened, giving me the slightest bit of hope.

      “You know I love you.” she said, hesitation evident in her cadence.

      I nodded.

      “I’m scared too, Gage. You’ve walked away from me how many times? I’m afraid to let you in and have it happen again.”

      A shuddered breath left me. “I promise you I’m here to stay. I know my words don’t mean much, but I will prove it to you every single day if you’ll let me.”

      She searched my eyes as though looking for confirmation. “Okay.” She said softly, “I want to try to trust you again.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, okay. But if you ever pull that shit again, we’re done.” I knew from her look and tone that she was one hundred percent serious. This was my last chance with her. It was a good thing that I planned to do everything in my power to not fuck it up this time.

      “Never again. I promise.” I placed kisses all over her face and drew her to me, so I could wrap my arms around her.

      “Gage, I need to breathe,” her muffled voice said with a laugh.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “So what’s next?” she asked, eyeing me intently.

      I took her hand, intertwining our fingers. “Besides marrying you, knocking you up, and living the most amazing life together?”

      She laughed. The loud, bright laugh that made heads turn to see who created such a beautiful sound. The one sound I never tired of hearing. “I think you’re moving a little fast there. Don’t you?”

      “No, I’ve wasted too much time already. I won’t rush you into any of those, Lex, but I need you to know I want all of them with you.” I slipped my arms around her.

      “I want them with you too, Gage. I love you.” She snuggled in closer to me.

      I pressed my lips to hers and grabbed her hand. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To tell your brother and anyone who’ll listen that you’re mine. Now and always.”

      She smiled at me, her hand cupped my cheek, and her fingers rubbed along my cheekbone.

      I leaned into her touch. I knew how lucky I was at this moment, and not a day would go by that she didn’t know how much I cherished her.

      She gazed into my eyes. “Now and always.”
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        * * *

      

      Did you love Lexi and Gage’s story? Then you might want to check out the first book they appeared in, Second Chance for Mr. Alden, which features her brother Jamie and Jess. Or start from the very beginning of my Curvy Ever After series with Fake Dating Mr. Prince.
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      Chicago had a new lifestyle club that put the others to shame. The famous—or infamous, depending upon your point of view—Baker Street in London had branched out to Chicago. Like Baker Street in the U.K., Club Southside was the American headquarters for the covert operations group known around the world as Cerberus.
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DILLON

        

      

    

    
      Police Headquarters

      Chicago, Illinois

      Dillon sat outside the Chief of Detectives office in his best suit, staring at the floor. His family had all but disowned him. Dillon’s family had been serving in law enforcement for more than seven generations. Every single one of them who hadn’t been killed in the line of duty had retired with full benefits, pensions, and honors. Dillon was pretty damn sure that would not be the case for him.

      The fall-out from the Chicago Police Department’s failure to protect a popular romance novelist had made sensational headlines for weeks. The fact that the stalker-turned-killer had been a deputy chief had only added to the pall that had been cast over the department. It hadn’t helped that Dillon’s now-retired partner had all but accused Samantha Butler of making false reports as a publicity stunt or that the whole thing had played out at a BDSM club.

      The department needed a fall guy, and Detective Matt Dillon had been selected. They had offered to let him resign and to assign him full pension and benefits for a twenty-year veteran even though he was nowhere near that many years of employment. Dillon had, against the advice of his union representative, refused. He hadn’t done anything wrong. In fact, he was the only one who had done something right, but the department knew he had colluded—their word, not his—with the black ops security firm known as Cerberus.

      “I’m telling you Detective Dillon, your best move is to take their deal. If you’re holding out for twenty-five-year benefits, I don’t think they’ll go for it.”

      Dillon looked up. “I don’t want a better deal. I want to keep my job. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Matt. I’m sorry. I know your family has been involved with law enforcement for more than a century in one capacity or another, but…”

      “The department needs to cover its ass, and I’ve been selected as the fall guy.”

      Matt stared at the union rep, who ducked his head. “Yeah, that’s pretty much it. The story just won’t die. Ms. Butler and Cerberus…”

      “Did absolutely nothing wrong. If Samantha hadn’t gone to them and Cerberus hadn’t stepped in, Samantha would be dead, and the deputy chief would have gotten away with murder.”

      The secretary outside the Chief of D’s office looked at Dillon sadly.  “He’ll see you now.”

      Dillon rose from his seat and headed into the office with the union rep following behind him.

      “Take a seat, Detective Dillon,” said the Chief of Detectives.

      Matt did as he was told. “I see you brought in the big guns.”

      Standing behind the chief’s desk was Chicago’s top cop, the Superintendent of Police,  and the Head of Public Affairs.

      “We wanted you to know we take the charges levelled against you very seriously…” started the chief.

      “What charges are those, specifically?” asked Matt, “Because I haven’t seen anything in writing—just a whole lot of innuendo, threats, and bullying.”

      “Your involvement in this case was not in line with the standards for this department. You did not go through the appropriate chain of command.”

      Matt shook his head. “We both know if I hadn’t acted in the best interest of the victim, Samantha Butler would most likely be dead, although I don’t know that Kingston Coltraine and Cerberus wouldn’t have saved her in spite of the lack of communication, information, and support from Chicago PD. The brass has been in cover-up mode since I started asking questions you didn’t want asked.”

      “We had our reasons—”

      “Most of which have to do with the fear of some members of this department being outed as members of Club Southside. You were perfectly fine with Jennifer Kelly being murdered and her murderer never discovered if it meant you could save face.”

      “Matt,” said the union rep, “I think you need to listen…”

      “Nope. I’m done listening to them and I’m done listening to you. I won’t resign. You want my shield and gun? You’re going to have to take them.”

      “And you’ll go straight to the media.”

      “No,” said Dillon, “I won’t. I won’t out people who didn’t know they were involved in a conspiracy. They didn’t know by following orders they were doing anything wrong.”

      “That’s rather naive.”

      “Maybe. But you were in the military. Can you say there are times you ignored a reporter’s questions because you knew answering them might make things worse and would serve no good?”

      He waited until the chief’s mouth became a straight line and he nodded.

      “I won’t trash talk the officers I served with. I won’t disparage this department just to get even.”

      As Dillon stood up to leave, so did the Chief of Detectives. “Detective Matthew Dillon, your employment with the Chicago Police Department is terminated. I’m going to have to ask you for your gun and badge.”

      Dillon removed his gun with its holster from the small of his back, placing it and his detective’s badge on the chief’s desk. He spun on his heel and headed for the door.

      “We’ll need you to conduct an exit interview,” called the guy from public affairs.

      “Fuck you,” said Dillon calmly, and continued out the door.

      “It’s not too late to save this, Matt. I can talk to them. I’m sure if you’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement, they’ll make good on their offer. They might want to reduce it…”

      “To save face because they know I’m right? Nah, let them stay awake at night and wonder what I might do in retaliation for their bullshit.”

      “But you’re not going to do anything, are you?”

      Dillon laughed as the elevator door opened and he stepped inside the car, nodding toward the chief’s office. “Wouldn’t you and he both like to know.” He held his hand up to stop the union rep from stepping inside. “Take the next one. Like I said, I’m done.”

      The elevator doors opened into the entrance foyer of police headquarters and Matt headed through its glass doors and out into the sunshine, not entirely sure what his next step would be. He hailed a cab and got in.

      “Elmo’s Diner,” he said. The great things about Elmo’s were that everybody knew where it was, and that Elmo enforced his safe conduct zone with lethal efficiency.

      The cabbie put the car in gear and pulled out into Chicago traffic. He looked at Matt in the rearview mirror, adjusted it so he could see Matt better, and looked again. “Ain’t you that cop that helped those Cerberus boys save that lady romance writer?”

      Dillon couldn’t stifle his chuckle. He’d never known any group of men less likely to be thought of as boys than those that worked for Cerberus. King had let him know that if he left Chicago PD, they’d make a place for him at Cerberus. But he didn’t want King’s, or anyone else’s, pity. He would go to Elmo’s, have a good meal, and then figure out what he wanted to do.

      The cell phone in his pocket buzzed, indicating a text. He looked at the message:

      
        
        Forget Elmo’s. Head to the club. Let’s have a drink and talk.

      

      

      No caller ID, no indication of which club or from whom the text had been sent, but he didn’t need to see that to know. Dillon knew he had friends at Club Southside. Working the Samantha Butler case, he’d read several of her books and had become interested enough in the lifestyle to enroll in the training classes. They sounded intense but were mandatory in order to have any rights to play at Southside.

      He didn’t want to drink; didn’t want to discuss his poor choices this morning; he had no interest in discussing what he would do next, especially as he had no idea what that was. What he wanted was some breakfast tacos: sundried tomato tortillas with scrambled eggs, chicken, chorizo, cheddar and Monterey Jack cheese, sliced avocado, and house-made Cajun pico de gallo.

      “Yeah, that would be me.”

      “Them cops is trying to blame you, ain’t they?”

      “Yep. According to them I didn’t handle the investigation properly and shared confidential department information with Cerberus. The fact that the department had zero interest in helping Samantha until the shit show started is apparently irrelevant.”

      “She’s a pretty lady. Seems real nice. For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. So do a lot of other folks.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      They pulled up to Elmo’s and the driver waived the fare. “Nah. I ain’t going to take your money. You want me to wait?”

      “That’s nice of you, but I’m not sure how long I’ll be or where I’m headed. Are you sure about the fare?”

      “I am. You take care of yourself.”

      Dillon walked inside and was only marginally surprised to see Seth Pierce sitting in the back booth that was now reserved for members of Cerberus.

      The waitress looked up and smiled. “Seth ordered your usual. They should be up in a few.”

      He walked to the table, noting Seth was sitting with his back to the wall. “What do you guys do when you all come here at the same time?”

      The amiable Seth grinned. Dillon didn’t know Seth all that well, but he was of the opinion that the jovial face he presented to the world was a façade. Dillon didn’t believe he wasn’t just as capable, skilled, and deadly as the other members of the team.

      “We rock-paper-scissor to see who gets to sit with his back to the wall. Loser gets to sit with his back to the room.”

      “You guys are kind of paranoid,” said Dillon pulling the chair out to take a seat.

      “You’re probably right, but we’re also still alive. Trust me, if some bad guy came in here looking to take whoever’s back was to the room, those with their back to the wall would take whoever it was out before they could get the drop on us.”

      Somehow, Dillon didn’t believe that was an idle threat.

      “I take it news travels fast?”

      “You mean that you didn’t take the department’s deal to cover up their complete and utter failure to protect Samantha and they fired you? Yeah, but bad news usually travels faster.”

      Dillon sat back as the waitress brought them their meals. “You mean you should have known quicker, or you don’t think it’s bad news?”

      Seth chuckled. “I don’t know how to tell you, rookie, but you getting fired for helping Cerberus protect Samantha and bring down Jen’s killer was a foregone conclusion. As far as we’re concerned, you being a free agent is a good thing.”

      “You offering me a job?”

      “Not officially. At least not at the moment.” Seth tapped his plate with his fork. “I had this whole bullshit story that we were offering you a kind of on-the-job interview, but it isn’t true. The fact is, from the moment you made the choice to help us, we kind of knew the department would make you the fall guy. King talked to Fitz; if you want a job at Cerberus, it’s yours. I suspect King will either try to catch up with you at the club or he’ll call you in the next day or two.”

      “That’s good to know, but if you’re not here to officially offer me a job, what are you here unofficially to do?”

      “To ask you a favor and give you a job before you sign on with Cerberus.”

      “Why before?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll pay you.”

      Confused, Dillon asked, “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to take care of my sister.”

      “You have a sister?”

      “Yes, a major pain-in-the-ass little sister. I adore her, but she’s being her stubborn, independent self.”

      Dillon leaned forward. “What’s going on?”

      “Let me back up. Have you ever heard of the Mermaid Comic?”

      “Sure. Who hasn’t? She came out of nowhere and took the comedy world by storm. Has the most amazing hair—it’s wavy and almost down to her butt. Lots of crazy colors and she does her routine in skintight leather pants with nothing on top.”

      “She has something on top. You just can’t see it and she uses her hair to hide it.”

      “Maybe, but I’d sure like to find out. The girl has curves in all the right places. Have you seen that little butt wiggle she has? The girl has a great ass…”

      “Down boy. That’s my kid sister you’re talking about.”

      “Seriously?”

      “As a heart attack. She’s on tour right now and they’ve been experiencing a lot of weird shit. She doesn’t think I know, but I do. If she knew I knew, she’d think I was just being overly-protective and trust me, nobody will be happier than me if that turns out to be the case. But I don’t think I am just being paranoid. I think it’s just Pippa not wanting to be bothered and thinking I’m raining on her parade.”

      “So, what do you want me to do?”

      “I don’t know. She’s keeping me at arm’s length, so I don’t know her organizational structure. Hire on as a roadie or security?”

      “I can probably handle that. What kind of stuff?”

      “That’s where the favor part comes in. I’d like you to go in blind and assess the situation. If I’m wrong, no harm; no foul. You can buy her a drink and tell her big brother is messing with her life again.”

      “And if you’re right?”

      Seth leaned forward, the normally mischievous glint in his eye replaced by one of pure blue steel. “Do whatever it takes to keep my little sister safe. If you need help hiding any bodies, just let me know.”
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PIPPA

        

      

    

    
      The stage at Laugh at Me, one of Chicago’s famed comedy clubs, was not as big as the ones she played in now. No, comedy clubs were a thing of the past. Now she filled auditoriums and premium concert venues but Laugh at Me was where it all began.

      With a last swig from her bottle of water, Pippa Newcomb shook herself all over and reminded herself that this was her stage—she ruled as queen. Perhaps there were those who would deride the sharp, observational comedy performed by a young, curvy woman. Pippa was never surprised when she was challenged for what she did but was never certain if it was the ‘young,’ ‘curvy,’ or ‘woman’ descriptor that bothered the haters the most.

      “Get out there and kick some ass,” said her manager, Gretchen.

      Gretchen had been with her from the beginning, and even though Gretchen denied it, Pippa knew she would not be where she was today without her experienced manager. It had always been the two of them—Gretchen had the contacts and the marketing skills, and Pippa had the talent and acerbic wit. Neither of them lacked for moxie and together they had become the fastest rising comedic talent in the United States.

      Pippa grinned at her and left the wings to enter the main stage and looked out into the darkened room. With the bright lights all pointed at her, it was difficult to see out into the audience.

      “Can someone turn the house lights up a bit and the ones on the stage down? I don’t mind performing in the dark, but I usually do it one-on-one with some hunky, naked guy with a hard-on.”

      There was only a smidgeon of laughter. So, it was going to be one of those crowds—the ones that didn’t think a ‘chubby’ girl had a chance with a hunk. For the most part they were right, but Pippa had an advantage—not that she was famous, but that she liked to play in lifestyle clubs where Doms were far more appreciative of a girl who didn’t look like some kind of underfed refugee. Time to let the alley cat out of the bag, so to speak.

      Pacing at the front of the stage, she took a deep breath. “Ahh, so we’re going to go there, are we? Let’s clear the air and be a little bit honest with each other. Some of you were afraid to laugh just now because you didn’t want to hurt my feelings with what you were thinking: ‘she can’t be getting laid by some hunk, she’s too curvy.’ Now mind you, some of you were thinking ‘fat.’ Be assured that isn’t the case, and I don’t choose the men I want to be with by the size of their dick… well, maybe a little bit. The fact is, I may not be the perfect size in everyone’s mind, but I am just perfect in my own, and in the end, mine is the only opinion that matters. So, if you came to hear me make a bunch of derogatory fat girl jokes, you came to the wrong place.”

      There was a wild round of surprise and cheering from the audience. That ought to put the haters in their proper place. For the next ninety minutes Pippa made her pointed and hilarious observations about the world—its people, its governments, its religions, as well as its social graces and ineptitudes. She had the audience eating out of her hand and practically rolling in the aisles.

      “That about wraps it up for me. You guys have been great. Have a great life.”

      Pippa turned to leave the stage, stopped, and looked back over her shoulder. “Don’t forget: no leaving until the fat lady leaves the stage.”

      Giving her signature butt wiggle, she made her way off stage, handing the stagehand the microphone and grabbing a fresh, chilled bottle of water from Marty, her assistant. God love Marty; Pippa wasn’t sure she could function without him anymore. Gretchen had hired him two years earlier in San Francisco, foisting him off onto Pippa with the idea that Pippa’s business had grown by leaps and bounds and she could no longer take care of everything herself.

      “You were great, Pippa. I don’t know how you do it. I hear the same material, but each time you tell it slightly differently and in a different order and so the whole thing sounds fresh. I tell myself, ‘Marty, you should be doing such and such for the boss,’ but I can’t tear myself away. You’re just fucking brilliant.”

      “Thanks, Marty. I think I’ll start to worry the day I don’t catch you out of the corner of my eye, standing in the wings and laughing your butt off. Have you seen Gretchen? She said she wanted to talk to me about something right after the show.”

      “No. She saw you on stage and said she was going to step out into the alley and take a call. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s probably nothing,” Pippa said, glancing around and trying to convince herself that was the truth. But Gretchen, like Marty, never missed a show.

      “We have the tour bus out back,” said Marty. “We need to get you out there before the audience figures out that unlike Elvis, you have not left the building.”

      “I get what you’re saying but first, I like the people who pay to come to see me. Without them, none of us are getting paid. And second, I’m not getting on the bus until I know where Gretchen is.”

      She took her cell phone from Marty and hit her speed dial for Gretchen. It seemed to take the phone awhile to connect and several rings passed before it was answered. The latter was especially odd, as Gretchen always had her phone with her, always answered, and if it was Pippa calling, always answered on the first ring.

      When the line clicked over, Pippa almost expected it to be Gretchen’s voice mail. Instead of her cheerful, businesslike tones, though, there was only silence.

      “Gretchen? Gretch? It’s Pippa. Where are you?”

      Gretchen didn’t answer. Instead, all Pippa could hear was slow and heavy breathing. It was almost as if whoever had the phone wanted her to know someone was there and that the someone in question wasn’t Gretchen. The ominous breathing continued, while Pippa’s anxiety rose sharply in response.

      From the stage door into the alley, someone started yelling about a woman needing help. Thrusting her phone at Marty, she began to rush towards the door, knowing in the way you just know something sometimes that Gretchen was in trouble.

      “Somebody, call the cops,” Pippa called to those around her. The sound of her voice sounded far more calm than she actually felt. She had to stay strong for Gretchen; she could fall apart later.

      When she reached the door, she could see Gretchen slumped against the far wall of the alley behind the tour bus. No one was doing anything. They were just crowded in the doorway and on the stoop right outside it.

      “Let me through,” said Pippa, pushing people aside and rushing to Gretchen’s side. “Get an ambulance. Somebody’s assaulted Gretchen.”

      Gretchen opened her eyes. “Sorry about this, boss.”

      “Shh. Where are you hurt?”

      “Back of my head, my arm, and over here on my side.”

      “Call an ambulance or 911,” Pippa called over her shoulder.

      Was anyone doing anything? Time seemed to crawl.

      Pippa could see where Gretchen had been hit at the back of her head. The hair was matted and bloody. As she tried to get her friend more comfortable and without moving her too much, Pippa spotted a folded piece of paper sitting atop Gretchen’s lap. She picked it up without thinking and stuffed it into her pocket.

      Both the ambulance and a couple of beat cops arrived at the scene. After a cursory examination, the paramedics stabilized Gretchen’s head and neck and moved her onto a gurney. As they raised it up to take her to the ambulance, Gretchen reached out instinctively for Pippa’s hand. Pippa grabbed it and accompanied her to the vehicle.

      “I’m sorry, miss, only authorized personnel can ride in the ambulance,” said one of the paramedics.

      Gretchen grasped Pippa’s hand more tightly. “Don’t leave me,” she said, clearly frightened.

      The paramedic tried to block Pippa from getting in. Pippa held Gretchen’s hand and leaned into the wiry paramedic. “Either get in or step aside. Gretch wants me with her so that’s where I’m going to be. Don’t make me squash your bony foot with my size eight Louboutin’s.”

      There were times being a curvy celebrity known for her ability to make the most persistent heckler stand down came in handy. This was one of those times. The paramedic nodded and got into the ambulance with Gretchen. His partner gave Pippa a hand up.

      “Hey, you! Little boy blue!” Pippa called to the younger of the two patrolmen who looked to be about twelve.

      The cop was nothing like the men of Cerberus, the black ops security firm her brother Seth worked for.

      Oh, God, Seth. She had to keep him from hearing about this or his big brother instincts to protect his baby sister at all costs would kick in.

      She fished the note out of her pocket, snapped a quick picture of it before thrusting it at the cop. “See that whoever is assigned to investigate this case gets this. I found it propped up in Gretchen’s lap. We’ll be at the hospital.” She looked around the cop, searching for her assistant. “Marty? Meet us at the hospital.”

      “Should I call…”

      “So help me God, Marty, if you call my big brother, you’re fired and you can find your own way back to San Francisco.” She turned to the paramedic. “What are you waiting for? Get Gretchen to the hospital.”

      Pippa stayed with Gretchen until they wheeled her out to x-ray. At the doctor’s insistence, who didn’t seem to be impressed by who she was, and with Marty’s encouragement, she went to the waiting room. After what seemed like an eternity, the doctor came to update them.

      “I think your friend got off lightly. Her lower arm has a compound fracture, she’s got some bruised and cracked ribs and a nasty concussion. We want to keep her overnight.”

      Pippa nodded. “Thank you. Can you see she’s given a private room?”

      “Certainly. We’re just keeping her tonight mostly for observation. She won’t be here more than a day or two.”

      “I don’t care. I want her comfortable. I am willing to sign whatever you need me to that says I’ll pick up whatever her insurance doesn’t pay.”

      The ER doctor smiled. “You’re a good friend. I’ll have the nurse take you down to her room. You can’t stay long, but I think both of you will rest better once you’ve seen each other.”

      She followed the nurse to Gretchen’s room. It wasn’t the Savoy in London, but it was a damn site better than the crowded double, or more, occupancy rooms in the hospital.

      “Sheesh Gretch, if you wanted to stay and play a couple of days at Club Southside, all you had to do was say so. No need for the whole getting mugged drama. Because I got news for you, I’m pretty sure that the doctor with the cute butt isn’t going to want you getting tied up and suspended from the ceiling.”

      The nurse’s eyes opened wide and she blushed as she scurried away, saying, “I’ll give you two some privacy.”

      Gretchen rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Pippa? Did you have to embarrass her? My guess is that girl is as vanilla as they come. She probably thinks anything outside of the missionary position is exotic and kinky.”

      Pippa smiled, reassured by Gretchen’s comeback. “She didn’t have a ring on her finger. My guess is the first time she’ll be closing her eyes, gripping the sheets with all her might and ‘thinking of the queen’ will be when her husband has ‘his way’ with her.”

      Gretchen gave a little laugh. “You’re awful… you’re also probably right. You need to get Marty in here. I can give him a list of things he needs to make sure are done for the next couple of stops on the tour.”

      “No way. The tour and I are going nowhere without you. You can use Marty as your assistant while we’re tied up. I’ll talk to the doc and see how long we’ll need to be here in the Windy City. I’ll get us rooms at either the Ritz-Carlton or the Four Seasons. Do you have a preference? Personally, I think the Ritz has better room service…”

      “Stop, Pippa. You can’t cancel the tour.”

      “I’m not cancelling, merely postponing until you can travel.”

      “It amounts to the same thing. You know what they say, the show must go on.”

      “Nope. No can do. Who’s going to take my water bottle and make sure I have a sip right before I go on? For that matter, who’s going to make sure my clothes aren’t on inside out?”

      Gretchen laughed, remembering the times the latter had actually happened. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts. Don’t cancel the tour. We’ve got people depending on us.”

      Pippa spotted the nurse hovering in the doorway. “Hey, babe, I think that’s my cue for, it’s past visiting hours and they want me out. We’ll be at the Ritz…”

      “Pippa…”

      “Gretchen. You do what they tell you to do and focus on getting better. I have contacts at Club Southside…”

      “Seth?”

      It was Pippa’s turn to roll her eyes. “Please. Big brother doesn’t even want to know I’m no longer a virgin. The idea that I know about his lifestyle, not to mention am also a practitioner, gives him heart palpitations. I meant King or Royce. I’m sure they know some great Daddy Dom who’d like to make sure you behave.”

      “You really are awful…”

      “I know,” Pippa said, standing and heading toward the door. She stopped and looked at Gretchen over her shoulder, pasting on a smile that hopefully covered her concerns. “That’s all part of my charm.”

      Cue butt wiggle. Pippa left Gretchen’s room to the sound of the latter’s laughter.

      Marty looked up as she entered the waiting room. “Gretchen?”

      “In pretty good spirits, insisting we don’t stop the tour.”

      “We’re not doing that, right? I mean you wouldn’t keep going without Gretchen, would you?”

      “Not a chance. I ran into the doctor on my way back here and he says Gretchen will be out of commission for the next two to three weeks. So, starting tomorrow cancel the venues for the next month. We can hole up here for a week or two and then head back to San Francisco and let Gretchen recuperate fully. Apologize to the venues and tell them we’ll incur any costs they have due to the postponements. Then put a notice on the website letting people know about the tour, assuring them that it can’t be helped.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Get us a town car…”

      “Already done. And I made us reservations at the Ritz.”

      Pippa smiled. “Thanks, Marty. Do I ever tell you how much I appreciate you and how you’ve expanded your role? You do a great job taking stuff off my and Gretchen’s plate.”

      They headed out the main entrance where a town car, a crowd of fans, and the paparazzi were waiting.

      “Hey Pippa! How’s Gretchen?” called one of the members of the press.

      Pippa knew a lot of celebrities said they despised the press, but it wasn’t necessarily true. Many of those same celebrities had their assistants call in tips to where they’d be at any given time so the press could be there. Pippa wasn’t one of those. She knew these people had had a hand in her success, and she treated most of them with respect if not friendliness.

      Pippa stopped and walked over to the guy who’d called to her. “Tommy, thanks for asking about Gretchen. She’s banged up and has a concussion, but she’s going to be fine. We’re going to postpone the tour for a month, but then I and my merry little band will be back on the road.”

      Several local news crews were among the crowd, and she looked hard into the camera lenses “And can I say this to the person or persons who did this… you’d better go turn yourselves into the cops and make the best deal you can. Because if I find you before they do, there will be hell to pay. I have some not so friendly friends in low places that know more ways to kill you than you know how to die.”

      “Is that a threat, Pippa?” called one of the newscasters.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “Chuck.”

      “Chuck, that’s not a threat, it’s a goddamn guarantee.”

      Pippa got into the limo, followed by Marty who struggled to close the door without hurting anyone who was trying to get to Pippa. “What are we going to do?”

      “You’re going to take care of getting the tour postponed. I’m going to make a few phone calls about getting some protection for Gretchen. She’s too vulnerable…” Pippa looked up to see Marty staring at her. “What? You and Gretchen didn’t think I knew about the threats? You two can’t even play penny-ante poker without your faces giving everything away. No. I’ve been putting this off, trying to tell myself it would amount to nothing. But that bastard, whoever he or she was, hurt Gretchen. You know the old saying ‘blood for blood.’”

      “Are you going to call your brother?”

      “Seth? And have him put us all in lockdown? I think not. Don’t get me wrong, I’m calling Cerberus. I’m just going to let cooler heads prevail.”

      Pippa initiated the call. ‘Blood for blood’ wasn’t the only old saying she was thinking of. The one foremost in her mind was ‘I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep.’ It was going to be a long night.
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      Dillon was watching the scenario unfold like a play on opening night. He was here to watch the action but was holding his breath for the performance to be perfect. The woman being stalked had stopped at the entrance to her apartment and was fumbling inside her purse for her keys. When the man dressed in black with his face covered rushed up behind her and grabbed her around the waist, the woman stepped back on his instep, shoving her elbow into his ribs and bringing up her clenched fist into his nose with enough force to stagger him backwards.

      She turned and shoved her attacker hard enough that he stumbled and landed on his ass. She grabbed the whistle in the front part of her purse—at least she had gotten that part of the prep right—and blew the whistle while running away.

      Dillon came out of his hiding place and helped the would-be attacker off the ground.

      “Good work, Millie. Much better than last time, but you need to remember to get your keys out and lace them through your fingers before you get out of your car.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Dillon put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be sorry; be safe.”

      Alarmed at the number of unsolved violent crimes in Chicago, the Cerberus team had begun offering members of Club Southside some courses in personal safety and self-defense. Business had been plentiful, and Cerberus was busy. Dillon had been tapped ‘unofficially’ to teach self-defense courses, until something more concrete made its way to the light of day where Seth’s sister was concerned.

      Dillon was still having trouble reconciling that Seth and Pippa Newcomb, the Mermaid Comic, were related. He hadn’t shared his feelings with Seth, but Dillon thought the curvy comic was brilliant and about the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. He also knew from Royce and King that, like her brother, she was a practitioner in the lifestyle. Both she and her best friend Gretchen enjoyed bondage, specifically Shibari. Dillon had experienced more than one fantasy with Pippa as the star in his ropes and in his bed.

      His cock began to twitch, as it always did when he thought about Pippa. His phone buzzed and Dillon ignored his fantasies to answer.

      “Dillon.”

      “I always expect you to say Dillon. Matt Dillon. Only I can’t figure out if it’s the theme to Gunsmoke or the one from the James Bond films that should start playing.”

      “What’s up, King?”

      “I just got off the phone with Pippa. I’ll take care of calling Seth and talking him off the edge, but I need you to get over to the Ritz to look after Pippa. Royce is already on his way to the hospital.”

      “Hospital? What happened?”

      “Someone attacked her manager, Gretchen. Nothing too serious, but the hospital wants to keep her a few days. Pippa and the assistant have gone to the Ritz.”

      “Got it.”

      “How’d Millie do?”

      “She’s got all the moves down after  the attack, but she continually fumbles for her keys and isn’t aware of her surroundings. Today, there was light, and we had her assailant standing in plain sight with a ski mask on.”

      King chuckled. “Go over it again. She’ll get it eventually. Get over to the Ritz.”

      “Will do.”

      Dillon ended the call, grabbed his Land Rover, and headed to the Ritz-Carlton, one of Chicago’s best and most expensive hotels. He gave his keys to the valet and checked in with hotel management, who verified he was who he said he was, but more importantly that he worked for Cerberus, before they gave him her room number and keycard.

      Riding up in the elevator, he listened to the conversations between the two couples. The elderly couple were holding hands and appeared to be whispering sweet nothings in each other’s ears—laughing and teasing in a way only long-term, committed couples could. As far as Dillon could tell, the older man would be spending an enjoyable evening between his wife’s legs. Good for him.

      There was something about the younger couple that caught Dillon’s attention, and not in a good way. The woman looked a bit out of it and uncomfortable. The man was hovering over her and crowding her into the corner. He seemed both inebriated and overly enthusiastic. The woman’s body language was all wrong if she was a willing partner. She might not be saying the word ‘no,’ but every non-verbal cue said this was not what she wanted. Dillon wondered if the guy had slipped something into her drink. He didn’t like it at all and decided there was no way the guy with her would be getting inside her room, much less up inside her pussy. Dillon leaned over and handed her his card.

      He turned to the guy, as the elevator doors opened to let the older couple out. Dillon let them head down the hall to their room. Dillon hit the stop button and insinuated himself between the remaining couple.

      “Hey, who do you think you are?” said the man with a slight slur.

      “I’m the guy who is putting an end to your amorous plans for the evening.”

      Dillon pushed on the younger man’s chest until he too was outside the car. “She told you no. That means no, unless and until she tells you differently. If I hear you bothered her, you’ll answer to me. Got it?”

      The guy looked at Dillon’s muscular physique, assessed his chances at a physical confrontation and deciding there was no chance he’d win, the young man simply said, “Yes, sir,” and backed away.

      The doors closed and he turned to the young woman. “The next time some asshole is bothering you, order an ‘angel shot’—that’ll let wait staff and the bartender know you’re in trouble and they’ll get you out of the situation and see that you're safe. If Don Juan there bothers you again, you call that number. Somebody will be there to help.”

      “Thanks. Can I buy you a drink?” she said a little tipsily.

      “No but let me see you to your hotel room.”

      Dillon got off with her and made sure she was tucked in for the night with the security latch thrown. Hopefully by morning, all she’d have as a nasty memory of the evening was a hangover. He jogged down the hall and caught the next elevator to the thirtieth floor, on which Pippa had the Lakeside Suite.

      Normally, he’d knock on the door and introduce himself, but the situation was a bit unique. Pippa had spoken with King, but she had expressly forbidden him to say anything to Seth. She had specifically asked Cerberus to quietly look at what was going on, expressing her belief that the cops were treating what happened to Gretchen as an isolated incident. Pippa was convinced it was connected to a couple of other things that had previously happened on tour.

      When King suggested a bodyguard might be in order, Pippa had vehemently refused and had threatened to cut them out completely. After speaking with her, King called Seth, who told him about his previous conversation with Dillon.

      King had known Seth’s little sister for a long time and knew she had a strong personality and could be difficult. They agreed that if they suggested inserting an operative in her tour crew, she’d veto it out of hand. Instead, King agreed that putting Dillon on the job without telling Pippa might be the best bet. The bottom line was, Dillon was to do whatever it took to keep Pippa and her crew safe. Royce had been dispatched to the agent’s hospital room. The plan was they’d conference in the morning to come up with a better, long-term strategy.

      It was past midnight. Pippa should be in bed asleep. Dillon didn’t want to disturb her, but he did want a chance to sweep and assess the room. He figured that might be easier to do while Pippa was asleep.

      Easing the door open, he was immediately assaulted by the sounds of Shakira’s ‘Whenever, Wherever.’ He closed the door to the hallway. The Ritz’s room had some serious sound proofing. She had the light off in the small entry hallway, which allowed Dillon to creep into the room undetected.

      Pippa must have watched Shakira’s video a lot. She pretty much had the whole routine down pat, except the crawling along the floor part. Dillon smiled as he realized where Pippa had perfected her signature look over the shoulder, come hither stare and butt wiggle. There was no doubt Shakira was a beautiful woman, but she had nothing on Pippa who had a much nicer rack and looked to have an almost perfect hourglass figure. Some men might think she was carrying a few too many pounds, but Dillon wasn’t one of them.

      He reminded himself he was there to do a job, and moved around the room like a wraith, keeping one eye on Pippa while he ensured no one else was in the room and that all the exits were secure.

      She danced across the room, singing in perfect tune with Shakira, tossing her mermaid-colored hair and using the belly dancing moves from the video. She had on red silk underwear, when she should be wearing a thong, and a see-through babydoll nighty with a built-in bra when she should be in a corset. Better yet, naked and decorated with some intricate rope pattern that made her breasts stand up and her body open and available to her Dom.

      Although the dance and the famous video had been meant to be seductive and titillating, Dillon was pretty damn sure this dance was for Pippa and Pippa alone… at least for now. His cock began to swell. If he and it had their way, there would come a time Pippa would dance for him.

      As he shook his head trying to clear it of his fantasy, Pippa looked up, her eyes widening in fear as she screamed. Dillon rushed to her, covering her mouth with his hand to stifle the sound.

      “I’m Matt Dillon. I work for Cerberus. King sent me. We okay?”

      She nodded and then kneed him in the groin…hard. He hissed and stumbled backward, dropping to one knee, cupping his injured balls. Seth had warned him his sister could be mean. He hadn’t said just how mean. He wondered if they’d ever be able to have children, which was an ironic thought given the state of his cojones. The pain washed over him, and he tried to allow it to wash away. Nope. It wanted to stay around. What surprised the hell out of him was that not only hadn’t his dick shrunk away and headed for the hills, but it had gotten thicker, stronger and was pointed directly at the spot it wanted access to. She might have mermaid hair, but Pippa Newcomb, at that moment, reminded him far more of some ancient evil goddess bent on the destruction of mankind.

      “Now we are,” she answered, standing over him.

      God help him. He’d never been more attracted to a woman in his life.
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      I hope you enjoyed this extended, never been seen, beginning to The Rookie. The full novel will be released later this year.
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      Lucas McKay knew the day would come when fate would bring his mate to him. It was his right, his destiny. He didn’t however, expect her to come in the form of a curvy package that wanted nothing to do with him or his wolf. Fortunately, fate had a very handy way of making its chosen couple stop playing games and get on with it: the mating heat.

      

      Kara didn’t have time for men. She also knew most men didn’t want someone like her. A curvy woman who didn’t want to play games. She’d accepted the fact that she’d probably end up a cat lady, so she concentrated on her dream—opening a store for plus-sized women like herself. What she couldn’t have foreseen was the moment fate decided she needed something else in her life—like a big, growly wolf.

      

      Oh, and a double helping of the mating heat.

      

      When fate and temptation team up, this couple has no other choice—than to head straight to bed.
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      Kara sighed as she turned the open sign to closed on the front door. It had been a long week, but then every week had seemed like a month since she’d opened her upscale boutique in one of the most elite office buildings in downtown Nashville. The high rise housed what amounted to its very own small town on the ground floor. There was everything from a convenient store, bakery, and bank to specialty shops like her own. The workers and clients who visited the businesses made for excellent foot traffic. Not to mention the people that came in from the street.

      Her sacrifices had been worth it. She’d worked at so many menial jobs over the last five years that she sometime had forgotten her dream. Now, it all seemed surreal.

      Turning, she studied her shop. It was filled with colors and textures—all for the plus-sized woman. She carried everything from athletic wear to formal ballgowns during the holiday season. Of course, her favorite section was the lingerie. She personally had a thing about wearing sexy underwear. It made her feel just that—sexy.

      She walked over to the display of bras and panties, touching the silk and cotton with a smile. Besides the basics, she carried teddies, gown sets and, an erotic section filled with crotchless panties, fishnet stockings, and leather corsets.

      All for women who looked like her.

      Abundant. Thick. Oversized. Chubby. Curvy. A woman with more dips and valleys than a mountain road.

      Tonight, despite the enthusiasm she had for her new venture, she just wanted to curl up in her favorite pajamas and read about true love and hot, alpha males that fell for girls like her.

      Walking to her office, she turned the sound system to a country music station. She had at least a few more hours of work before she could go home.

      Lucas McKay was alpha of his pack. He was dominate, male and in control.

      At least he had been.

      Now, he was a tortured wolf, brought to his knees by the scent of his mate. She’d walked into his office building a week ago and changed his life forever. He remembered that day like it was yesterday. He’d been leaving his office to go to the airport. He’d had a meeting scheduled in France. As soon as he’d walked through the lobby, his wolf had gone crazy. He’d followed the scent and somehow managed to keep the animal—and the man—under control. When he’d finally found her, he’d wanted to push her onto the nearest surface and claim her.

      If it had been a hundred, hell fifty years ago, he could have done just that. Instead, he’d had to act as if nothing had happened. As if he and the wolf hadn’t just discovered his mate.

      As soon as he could, he’d called his chief of security, had the man find out everything he could about her, and ordered someone to guard her day and night until he got back. Meetings and pack business had kept him away from her for a week. A week of torture with a wolf that refused to obey and a cock that wouldn’t go down.

      The urge to follow his animal instincts and demand her to surrender had haunted him day and night. He hadn’t slept, barely eaten, and couldn’t give into the urge to shift. He knew he couldn’t control his wolf in animal form. He would have said to hell with everything, hopped on the next plane home and taken her…with or without her consent.

      Something he would never do.

      Thankfully his beta had stayed by his side, so he didn’t do anything foolish. Like give away the pack’s fortune or challenge any male that came his way.

      “Just go introduce yourself.” Hayden, his beta, said, leaning back in the big leather chair in front of Lucas’s desk.

      Lucas growled at the other man, but he just chuckled again. The man had been by his side for years. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Yes, it is. You find her, ask her out, then fuck her.”

      This time Lucas laughed. It was a strained laugh because just the thought of fucking his mate had his balls drawn up, his dick hard as steel and his wolf ready to burst out of his chest. What his friend was saying was the simplest way. Meet. Greet. Conquer.

      But in real life it simply wasn’t going to be that easy. She was his mate, not a conquest to take to his bed. As soon as he’d discovered her identity, he’d had Hayden run a background check. She was twenty-eight, single—thank the heavens—had a college education. She still had her parents and two siblings. She wasn’t alone in the world which put his wolf at ease. She’d moved to Nashville five years ago. She’d worked as a maid, receptionist, waitress. Almost any job that would pay a decent wage.

      Five years. She’d been in the same fucking town for five years and he’d never found her. Five years wasted. They would have been mated with cubs by now. Just thinking of putting babies in her belly had his body trembling with desire. He moved, willing the frigid fabric of his leather chair to cool his dick. It didn’t happen.

      He sighed, leaning back in his chair, closing his eyes. “I’m not in control.” He finally admitted why he hadn’t gone after his mate. He’d only been back in the country for a few hours. Been in the building for less than two and his wolf was going bat-shit crazy, knowing just a few floors separated him. “My wolf is damn near shredding my insides, trying to get to her.”

      “Then go to her, while you still can. While some part of the man is in control. Trust me, your wolf will win. And when he does, you will claim her. And, you will scare the shit out of her. She’s human. She’s probably read all the untruths told about us in the media. Plus, we don’t know that much about the mating heat. How it will affect her since she is human.”

      Lucas eyed his friend. Hayden had never spoken much about his past and Lucas hadn’t asked. While wolves were pack animals, males had a tendency to become loners if they didn’t meet their mates. Or…if something happened and they couldn’t be with their mate.

      He watched Hayden leave, his words resounding in his mind. He scrubbed his hand across his face. Not for the first time since becoming alpha, he found himself between a rock and a hard place. He needed to claim her, but first he fucking needed to meet her. And court her.

      He wasn’t sure his wolf could stand that sweet torture.

      He had to admit he was glad the fates had sent him a human mate. They were so much more delicious. Female shifters were usually very fit, with athletic builds. That did not describe his mate and he wanted to howl at the moon in gratitude. He licked his lips thinking of her. She was curvy as sin and his wolf wanted to eat her.

      In a good way. He wanted to spread her legs, revealing her pink pussy and tongue her until she came. Then he wanted to lick up the sweet nectar that would pour from her then make her come all over again just so he could feast upon her essence.

      After that, he’d throw her on her stomach and pound into her pussy.

      His hand went to the placket of his pants. He rubbed the base of his hand over his cock, hoping to ease the pain of his erection. It didn’t. Nothing would help until he was inside her.
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      Kara stretched, trying to get rid of the cramps in her lower back. Despite what others might think, stocking a store, even one that only carried women’s clothing, was hard work. Putting the last cardboard box in the recycle bin, she walked to her desk and picked up her coat and purse. She regretted not grabbing a pair of gloves and a hat on the way out of her apartment this morning. The temperature had dipped during the day. Winter was still lingering around even though the calendar said it shouldn’t be.

      She couldn’t wait until she was snuggled up in front of her electric fireplace with a new erotic romance, wearing her most comfortable pajamas. That was her usual Friday night. No dates. Not even a girls’ night out.

      Just as she was walking to the front of the store a loud knock sounded on the glass.

      Her heart thudded when she saw the large silhouette. She realized, belatedly, that she’d probably stayed too late putting out the new stock.  The lights in the building had been dimmed and it was unclear who was standing outside her shop. She realized it had to be someone who had access to the building after hours because the main entrance had been closed hours ago. Or maybe it was a client from one of the businesses upstairs. There were attorney offices, financial managers, and several corporate offices.

      As she neared the door, the person moved, stepping closer.

      Kara gasped as she saw the man. He looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of a men’s magazine. His suit probably cost more than six months’ worth of rent for the shop. Not that she was paying the going rate. She’d gotten a small business grant which was the only reason why she’d been able to afford this location. She had a year to prove she could make this work. And make the rent.

      She stepped to the door and said in a loud voice. “We’re closed.”

      He just stood there, the gray jacket making his huge shoulders seem even broader. The expensive material of his pants molded his thick legs. Despite him looking yummy in his suit, her first instinct would be to tear away his clothes to see the perfection of his body.

      Damn, where had that thought come from?

      “If I could speak with you for a moment, please. I am Lucas McKay.”

      And with those words, Kara’s world did a topsy curvy.

      As soon as he said his name, she knew who he was. His name was all over her lease. Not only did he have corporate offices in the building—he owned the building. Or his pack owned the building. Lupin Enterprises.

      She laid down her coat and purse and turned the lock on the door with hands that trembled slightly. She didn’t know if that was from nerves or excitement. Dear heavens, the man was handsome. But then, she’d never seen an ugly shifter.

      “Hi,” she said. Her smile just this side of shy.

      “Hello.” He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “As I said, I’m Lucas McKay—”

      “My landlord.”

      “Uh, yes. That I am.” He was surprised by her casual words. He was more than her landlord. He owned the whole damn building. But, he loved her attitude. “May I come in?”

      “Alight.” For some reason she didn’t feel any fear even though they were probably the last two people in the building. Except for the security guard stationed by the door.

      He stepped inside, his expensive loafers not making a sound on the tiled floor. As he walked, his big brown eyes looked their fill. Of her. She literally felt his gaze travel over her. It reminded her of a feather dancing across her skin. His nostrils flared and his teeth ground together behind his full, sexy lips as if he were agitated. She saw him fist his hands at his side.

      “What can I do for you Mr. McKay?” She had learned long ago to act nice to people like McKay. They held the golden keys to success. Despite hard work and good business decisions, everything could turn on a dime if one pissed off the wrong people.

      Like the sexy as sin landlord standing before her.

      Lucas didn’t know how he held his wolf back. But he did. Barely. She was the best thing he’d ever seen or scented in his life. Better than his grandmother’s apple pies on a cool autumn day. Better than Christmas time as a pup. Better than…she was the best thing that had ever come into his life. “I was just stopping by to make sure you’d settled in okay.”

      “It’s been good. Great actually.” She motioned behind her. “I was just restocking.”

      Her words brought a frown to his face. “Alone? After hours?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That’s usually how this works.” Her words were a little flippant, but her tone remained neutral. He could tell she was mildly amused by him because of the slight curve of her lips. He didn’t mind. He was acting—and certainly feeling—like a teenager trying to strike up a conversation with the prettiest girl in school.

      “Right.” He smiled down at her and was glad to see she wasn’t completely immune to his unexpected appearance. He could hear her heart racing and, when he inhaled, he caught the faint scent of arousal. His wolf rumbled in satisfaction. And so did the man.

      “You were ready to leave.” It was a statement not a question.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Let me take you out for dinner. I’m sure you didn’t have anything yet tonight and it’s well past time for you to eat.”

      “Umm, no actually, I haven’t. I plan to pick up a pizza on my way home.” She took a step toward him, as if indicating this conversation was over.

      “That won’t do. Grab your coat and let’s go.”
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      Kara wasn’t quite sure what made her agree to leave with a complete stranger, but she did. Not that he was a complete stranger. He was her landlord, a respected businessman…and simply too irresistible to resist.

      He led her out to his car without a word and soon they were driving to a small diner a few blocks from the high rise. “They make a great breakfast, any time of the day. Hope that’s okay.”

      “That sounds good.” She allowed him to help her from the car and inside the painted block building. The outside was nothing to look at and neither was the inside. The fixtures looked as if they’d been there since the fifties. They were old, but clean. “This is a great place.”

      “Yeah, I come here a quite a bit.”

      “Not much of a cook, are you?” She could have slapped her forehead at the inane remark. He was rich enough to never have to cook for himself.

      “No. I’m not.” Lucas smiled at her, handing her a menu from the end of the table. “I recommend the pancakes or the big breakfast plate. It has a little bit of everything.”

      The mention of food made Kara’s stomach growl. She looked up and he smiled. “I told you; you were hungry.”

      “That I am.” Just then the waitress came to the table, offering coffee. Lucas turned his cup over. “No, thanks,” Kara said when offered. “I’ll have a glass of milk please.”

      “And what else?”

      Deciding to accept Lucas’s recommendations, she ordered the pancakes. Lucas ordered the pancakes—and the big breakfast.

      “I’m a growing boy,” he laughed as the waitress left. “Now, tell me, any problems with the building?”

      “No, the staff is great. Maintenance even helped me move a few things around after my movers left.”

      “Good. Anything you need, anything at all, you just have to ask.”

      His gaze held hers and she felt herself drowning in the chocolate color.  Oh, the things she’d truly like to ask him to help with. Like getting her out of these soaking wet panties later.

      “Sure. That would be great.”

      Kara gave Lucas a curious look that said a million things. As if she didn’t understand why she was here having dinner with him.

      Well, he couldn’t very well tell her she was his fated mate.

      Not yet.

      It didn’t take the waitress long to bring their food. Nor did it take very long for them to finish. In between bites, they discussed everything from the weather to the new sculpture in the lobby. Everything but why they were together.

      As soon as the waitress brought the check, Kara took out her wallet. “I’m sorry, but I really need to get home, please.”

      “I understand. You’ve had a long day.” He picked up the check before she could look at it. “This is on me. Think of it as a business warming present. You know, like a house-warming present.” Again, he reverted to a tongue-tied teenaged boy.

      “I appreciate it.” Within minutes they were back in the car, headed back to the high rise. “My car is parked on the fifth floor, please.”

      He turned into the parking structure, going slow. He didn’t know how he’d messed this up, but he knew he had. She pointed to a dark blue sedan that sat alone in one of the rows. He pulled up beside it, cut the engine and turned to her. “Look, I know this must seem—”

      “Weird as hell?” She laughed, clutching her purse like a shield.

      “Yeah.”

      He thrust his hands through his hair, making it stand up on end. She wanted nothing more than to reach over and smooth it back in place. She wanted nothing more than to reach out and touch him.

      As she had those thoughts, his eyes darkened and his nostrils flared. “Damn it.”

      He thrust open his door and got out, placing his hands on the hood.

      Kara hesitated, not really knowing what to do. Oh, she knew what she should do. Grab her keys and hightail it home. But she didn’t do that. Instead, she got out and walked to him.

      “Are you okay?” She wanted to touch him, but something inside her told her that would be a mistake. She stood there, waiting, taking him in. He was a big man, his head topping hers by more than a few inches. His body was solid and warm. Very warm even in the cold night air. She supposed all those stories about a shifter were true. They ran hot.

      She couldn’t convince herself that his nearness didn’t have an effect on her. Her mouth was dry, her cheeks hot, and her breath was quick and shallow.

      “Yeah. I’m okay.” Lucas drew in a deep ragged breath as if he were in pain. He turned around slowly, glad that his jacket covered his body. His at-full-attention body. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t. Well, you did back at the store, but not now. For some strange reason, I feel perfectly safe with you.”

      His wolf howled in amusement, but Lucas knew what she meant. She was safe with him. She was his mate, and he would give his life to protect her from all harm.

      She wasn’t, however, safe. He would have her. Bed her. Breed her.

      She smelled like heaven, and he wanted to shove his nose in her pussy, lick her cunt and drink her sweet honey. His cock was on the brink of exploding.

      She stared up at him, her eyes wide. There wasn’t any fear there, but a bright light of excitement. She might not know exactly what was happening, but she knew it was something out of the ordinary.

      Lucas shifted his position, the pain in his groin growing unbearably.

      And that’s when he heard it. The slight whimper she gave. It was soft, innocent, but filled with desire. Her scent flooded the area as well. Their gazes met and her cheeks blushed.

      “I’m. I’m sorry. I don’t know what—”

      He slid a single digit beneath her chin. “I do. You want me.” He leaned his head down until his mouth was by her ear. “And I want you.” He pursed his lips and blew on the sensitive skin. “I want all of you, Kara.”

      Kara closed her eyes and let her head roll back on her neck. His words and his nearness were causing her body to tingle and heat up. “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why would someone like you want someone like me?”

      The questions were more for her to answer than the man currently nipping at her neck. He was handsome. Gorgeous as sin. A god walking among mere mortals. And she was a woman who wouldn’t garner another glance unless she was the only woman in the room. And then half of the men wouldn’t even look her way. She’d accepted her fate. She was destined to be alone. She might allow herself to date a few more men before she started collecting cats. Nothing that would leave her battered or bruised. But certainly not happy either.

      Gently, she pushed at him. She felt him hesitate. His body seized as if he’d stopped breathing and then he took a step backwards. He leaned back against his car, his arms and legs crossed.

      “You are very wary, aren’t you.” His dark eyes were intense, as if he could look into her very soul.

      “I am.” She noticed he didn’t answer her earlier question. But then, she didn’t expect him to. He was just flirting. Trying his hand at something new no doubt. “I’ve had my heart bruised a few times.”

      “Bruised? Not broken?”

      “No, I haven’t ever been in love.” She glanced at him. “Have you?”

      Lucas could answer that question honestly. She was his mate. So, of course, he’d never been in love. The women in his past had fulfilled a need. Nothing more. “No. I’ve never been in love.”

      Before, he added in his head. He’d never been in love before. Before her.

      “I guess I better be going.” She glanced down at the ground then back up at him.

      “Go out with me tomorrow.”

      “To have pancakes at the diner again?” She gave him a smile that said she had at least enjoyed that part of the evening.

      “No. My house. Come to my house and have dinner with me.”  When she hesitated, he added, “Just dinner.”

      “What if I want more?” Kara gasped as soon as the words were out of her mouth. What was she doing? He simply stared down at her. “Most women would want to strip that suit off you and ride you like a roller coaster.”

      One dark brow arched. “A roller coaster?”

      “Yes. You know.” She gestured with her hand. “Up. Down. Up down.”

      Lucas threw back his head and laughed.  “Damn it, woman. You will be the death of me.”

      Kara didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She did know, however, she needed to leave. “Okay, then. I’m going home.” She turned sharply on her heel, digging into her purse for the keys to her car.

      “Not so fast, sweetheart.” A large hand wrapped around her upper arms, stopping her. “What time do you get off tomorrow?”

      She blew the bangs out of her eyes, her body one hot mess. “I have to work late. Very late.”

      “Okay.” He said softly. “What time?”

      She decided to be direct and to the point. “Look, I’m not sure what prompted this whole evening, but I don’t want to repeat it.” To repeat it would be opening herself up to heartache. A great big, old ton of heartache.

      “That’s not true.” He leaned closer, running his nose along her throat. “You know I’m a shifter, right?”

      “Yes.” Her voice quivered just a little. His breath was doing wickedly delicious things to her insides.

      “So, you know I can tell when you’re lying.” Without her knowing, he had somehow divested her of her purse and pulled her into his arms.

      “No, you can’t. That’s just a myth.”

      “No, it’s the truth. Your body puts off certain chemicals when you lie. Just like I can tell when you’re aroused.” He wanted nothing more than to shove his nose in her pussy, lick her cunt and taste her sweet honey. She smelled like heaven.

      Kara closed her eyes and let her head fall forward, resting on the center of his chest. “Just shoot me now.”

      “I’d rather kiss you.”

      His mouth found hers before she could react. His lips were firm and he tasted too good to resist. She opened her mouth when he stroked his tongue along the seam, letting him inside. Deep inside. This was no tentative first kiss. This was a possessive taking of her mouth. His tongue thrust inside, conquering any doubts she may have had. The man could kiss like a sex god.

      Kara felt her knees grow weak and her pussy flood all over again. He growled, the vibration humming inside her mouth. She stood on her tiptoes, trying to get closer. His teeth nipped at her tongue, his tongue stroked over it.

      Lucas didn’t know how he managed not to throw her on top of his car and take her. His body hungered to sink inside hers. His mouth watered, wanted to taste the delicious scent rising from her pussy. His wolf was lunging forward, trying to get to its mate.

      “Damn it,” he cursed, pulling slowly away. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      Kara’s knees refused to hold her, so she held on to him as she tried to get her lungs to work again. “The kiss? Or the earthquake I’m pretty sure we just had.”

      She felt the low rumble of his laughter beneath her cheek. His hand stroked along the length of her back, calming her. It took a few more minutes and a heck of an effort, but she eventually moved away.

      It took her only a moment to realize she’d be a fool not to see where this was headed. Before that logical, good girl mentality came back into her focus she spoke. “I guess you can pick me up at six tomorrow night.”
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      Lucas’s wolf was running him ragged. It was excited, nervous, anxious. Emotions that the wolf—or man—had never felt before. But then, they’d never been preparing to have their mate over for dinner.

      And a midnight snack.

      The wolf licked its lips just thinking about the feast it would have later as it dove into its mate’s sweet pussy.

      He frowned as he drove down the street leading to Kara’s address. The neighborhood was not the best in the area. His frown was still in place as he parked and walked up the stairs leading to her house. It was old and rundown, making his wolf growl. The animal did not like its mate living in these conditions. “Neither do I,” he muttered.

      Before he could knock, the front door opened, and she stepped outside. Taking away his breath. She was dressed in black leggings that hugged every curve she had, showing off their mouth-watering perfection. Her coat hung open, giving just a glimpse of her heavy breasts. Her long, dark hair hung halfway down her back. He knew he’d enjoy wrapping that length around his arm as he fucked her from behind.

      He knew some men—human men—would not appreciate the extra weight she carried, but to him—to his wolf—her figure was everything he’d hoped for and imagined. Her curves meant he could allow his wolf out a little. Fuck her as hard and fast as he wanted and she could take it. He wouldn’t be afraid of snapping her bones like twigs, hurting her as she took him. Not that he wouldn’t be careful with her. He would never hurt her.

      “Hi.” She smiled, and it brightened her already beautiful face.

      “Hi,” he said, leaning forward and placing a hard, possessive kiss on her slightly open mouth. He wasted no time, thrusting his tongue inside, tasting her. He pulled her close, pressing her body to his.

      Within minutes, Kara’s legs were weak, and she was clutching at his shirt collar to simply stay on her feet. He eventually ended the kiss, grinning down at her with a wolfish smile.

      Wolfish.

      Dear heavens, she had almost forgotten he was a shifter.

      “Let’s go.” He entwined his fingers with hers and led her to a dark sedan parked on the street.

      She’d also forgotten how rich he was.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as he leaned over her and fastened the seatbelt around her.

      “For one, I can buckle myself in. And two, you do realize I’m getting a grant to afford the rent in your building? Well, you must know that now that you’ve seen where I live.” She trailed off, leaning her head back against the seat. This had been a mistake.

      A frown appeared on his face as if he didn’t understand what she was saying. Then, his face turned dark. If she been a different type of woman, one easily intimidated, that look just might have scared her the tiniest bit. “One, I will see to your safety.” He pulled the seat beat tight, making her jump. “And two, what the hell does you paying rent have to do with anything?”

      “I’m not rich. I’m not in your league. I’m fat—” Her words dried up at the low, angry growl he gave. That reminded her very quickly that he was a wolf.

      He squatted by the open door, his face level with hers. “If I ever hear you speak like that again, I will turn you over my knee and make that beautiful, big, bottom of yours turn a bright cherry red.” His words were uttered in the same dark tone as his growl.

      It made her pussy wet and her breathing ragged. She clenched her thighs together just thinking of his huge hand swatting her ass. And what he might do to her afterwards.

      “Damn it. I’m so confused.”

      “There’s nothing to be confused about, baby. Nothing at all.”

      His apartment was the penthouse of a luxury hotel. She might have known and really hadn’t expected anything else. What she didn’t know was why? What was this impossibly handsome man, who was rich as Midas…exactly what he was doing was the confusing part.

      He’s toying with you. The imp on her shoulder told her loud and clear. Maybe the man—and his wolf—wanted to bang a chubby girl. Maybe, he was indiscriminate about who he bedded. Any female that showed any sign—or any scent of arousal, he took as a challenge.

      That was it, she was a challenge.

      Or she would have been had she actually said no to the man.

      “You have a beautiful home.” She laid her purse on the table by the door as he helped her off with her coat.

      “It’s a place to go at night. It’s not a home.”

      The way he said that made her take a long look at him. Almost by instinct, she placed her hand on his chest. “If this doesn’t make you happy, change it.”

      He gave her a ghost of smile, taking her hand in his and placing a kiss in the center of her palm. “That’s very sage advice.”

      “Something my momma always told me.”

      “Told you? Are your parents still alive?” With a hand on the small of her back, he ushered her into the living room. The entire floor was the definition of open concept. The living room bled into the dining room, and the entire back wall was a bank of windows that overlooked the city. The view was dazzling.

      Just like him.

      “Yes, they are still with me. I have a brother and sister too.”

      “Good. A big family is good.”

      “Really? Do you have a big family?”

      That question made him laugh. “I’m alpha of a pack. It’s big, noisy, and mildly intrusive at times.”

      “And you love it.” There was just something about the way he spoke that let her know he’d do anything for the wolves he considered his.

      “I do. Let’s eat.”

      There was a dining room table next to the bank of windows and he led her there. Red roses in a crystal vase that probably cost more than her monthly rent had been placed in the center of the table. He held out the chair for her and she sat down. To say she was feeling way out of her league was an understatement.

      What the hell was she doing?

      “Don’t,” he said. His large hand squeezed her shoulder before he took his own seat.

      “Don’t eat?” she quipped. She realized he’d known what she was thinking. Known what she’d been about to do—jump and run away.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Kara.”

      She sighed, placing a white linen napkin on her lap. “I know.”

      “Then let’s enjoy the meal.”

      Before each of them was a salad. He reached across the table and took out a bottle of wine that was already opened. Without asking he poured her a glass. She rarely had wine and knew nothing about it. Tentatively, she picked up the glass and took a sip. Thankfully, it was sweet and fruity. “This is good.”

      He nodded his head. “I thought you’d like it.”

      Without waiting for her, he picked up his fork and started eating. She decided the best thing to do was follow his example. She’d agreed to have dinner with him, and, by the smell emanating from the kitchen, it was going to be a very enjoyable meal.

      Lucas wasn’t surprised by the waves of anxiety he could feel radiating off Kara, but he didn’t know what to do. Having dinner at his penthouse had probably been the wrong thing to do. He should have taken her somewhere with people around. Back to the diner. But, he’d wanted her here. Alone. With him.

      His wolf scoffed. The animal knew the real reason he’d brought her here. He’d wanted her near his bed.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her as they ate. She was confident when it came to things she cared about and a spark of defiance danced in her eyes when he brought up issues that bothered her. He was tempted to keep the conversation turned to the controversial subjects just to see her that way. Fierce and protective. He knew she’d make the perfect mate.

      When she caught him staring as she ate, she blushed. But how could he not find the act of her eating arousing? Her mouth covered the fork, her lips sliding seductively across the tongs. He imagined his cock filling her mouth and almost choked on his own food.

      Soon. Soon he would have her doing everything he’d fantasized about.

      They spent the next hour talking about their jobs, their families and life in general. Kara had to say it was the most pleasant time she’d spent with a man in a very long time. She smiled as she watched him walk to the kitchen to get their dessert. Not that she’d dated much the last year or so. She’d been too busy working, saving money and planning for the day she opened her store. Now that that day had arrived, maybe, she thought hopefully, she could take it a little slower.

      Not that she wanted to take it slow with the big wolf shifter. No, she wanted to run full throttle into his arms and let fate take care of the rest. She’d never had this type of physical reaction to man. Just being in the same room with him was heating up her body, making her hormones fly totally out of control. A wave of heat hit her as naughty desires flashed through her mind.

      She wanted, she thought a little hysterically, to strip off her clothes and offer herself to him. She fanned herself with her hand, wondering how high he had the heat. Suddenly, she was burning up.

      Burning out of control.

      “I think I better go.” As she rose to her feet, a wave of dizziness hit her. She had to grab the back of the chair to stay on her feet.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Suddenly he was there, catching her against him.

      “I’m not sure.” With him this close, she caught his scent—all male and woodsy. It was delightful. Her already wet pussy creamed again, and her breasts grew full and heavy as if her body was preparing itself for him.
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      “Damn it,” Lucas cursed as he lifted Kara into his arms. He carried her to the large leather couch and laid her down, crowding her so he could sit beside her. One large hand cupped her cheek. “You’re burning up.”

      “For you.” Her voice was a soft whisper, but she knew he’d heard her. His hand stilled; his body grew rigid.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I am so sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “This.”

      She laughed. “You didn’t do anything. I’m just not feeling so good right now.” She drew in a deep breath, trying to figure out what was happening. She felt like she had the flu because she was all hot and sweaty but shaking as if chilled. Had it been something she’d eaten? She looked at him, and he appeared normal. If it was food poisoning wouldn’t he be affected as well?

      “I’m afraid I am the cause of what’s happening to you.”

      “You poisoned me?”

      “No, of course not. I’d never do anything to hurt you.” He frowned, his jaw rigid. “I need to tell you something.”

      “You’re married with three children.” She closed her eyes, trying to stop the spinning of the room. Unfortunately, she thought she was going to have to ask him to take her to the hospital.

      “You know I am a wolf.”

      She opened her eyes briefly. “Yes. Everyone in the building knows that.”

      “I’m also your mate.”

      It took several seconds for his words to penetrate the fog of her brain. When they did, she shot straight up on the couch. If he’d been a smaller man, she would have knocked him to the floor. “What did you just say?”

      He sat there looking as if he was conducting a board meeting instead of telling a woman, who was almost a complete stranger, that he was her mate.

      “No, no, no.” Kara struggled to move off the couch, but his big body was in the way. “That’s not possible. We don’t know each other.”

      “My wolf knows you. And, if I’m not mistaken, you are going into heat.”

      “Heat!” She pulled her knees up, determined to get away. He leaned over her, effectively trapping her against the couch.

      “You are my mate, Kara.” This time when she looked at him, his eyes held a spark of gold.

      “It can’t happen that fast.”

      “It probably doesn’t. But I am an alpha. I’m assuming that’s why.”

      “Well, don’t you know for sure?”

      The corner of his sexy mouth rose. “How could I? You are my one and only mate. This has never happened to me before.”

      “Oh, don’t look at me with those puppy dog eyes. You. You’re doing this on purpose.”

      Lucas had to restrain his laughter. He’d never been compared to a puppy before. He liked it. She wasn’t afraid of him. “I assure you I am doing nothing. Nature is.”

      He leaned forward until their mouths were almost touching. “And I’m glad it’s happening, sweetheart. I want nothing more than to claim you as my mate.”

      “Well, do something.” Kara wasn’t as much frightened as so aroused she was afraid she’d jump into his lap and demand he fuck her.

      “There’s really only one way to make this better.”

      “An ice bath?”

      “No, I need to claim you.”

      She licked her lips. “What do you mean by claim?”

      “I mean, I need to fuck that sweet pussy of yours.” He leaned in closer, his voice growing darker, his face more intense. “It means I need for you to come on my cock. It means, my dear sweet mate, I need to knot you.”

      “Knot me?” She looked down his body, zeroing in on the junction of his legs. There was no doubt he was aroused and that he was a big, big man.

      Before she could ask, he said, “It’s exactly how it sounds.”

      Despite his words, and the vivid imagery they aroused, she pushed against his chest, needing to move. To get away.

      Wait, no, that’s not what she wanted. At the very thought of leaving his presence, her insides cramped, low, and hard. As she tried to move from the couch, he rose, offering his help. As soon as he touched her, the pain subsided just a little.

      “Please take me home,” she demanded, pushing the hair from her face. She looked around, trying to remember where she had put her purse. Surely, she could catch a cab.

      “I will, but first, let me help you.”

      She swung around. “Help me? By knotting me? No thanks.”

      Lucas’s wolf calmed when the man and animal both realized she had lied. She wasn’t repulsed by the thought, just confused. Very, very confused.

      “Please, sit back down and let me get you some ice water. It will help.”

      He didn’t know if it would or not, but it would give her a few moments to compose herself. “Please.”

      “Okay.” She wrapped her arms around herself but didn’t try to run away. He wouldn’t put it past her to try to leave while he was distracted. She didn’t know, however, that his wolf was so entuned to her she’d never make it. The animal would be on her in a moment, and the man would be unable to do anything to prevent it.

      As it was, he was on the verge of throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her to his bed. Spreading her legs and jamming his cock so far inside her…

      He clenched the edge of the kitchen counter. His claws came out, scraping along the granite with a chilling sound.

      With hands that shook, he got her a glass of ice water. When he turned, she was still standing where he’d left her, watching him.

      As she took the drink, she met his gaze. “Why am I not afraid of you? I know what you are, who you are, and yet I feel no fear that you will hurt me.”

      He reached out, running his thumb along her bottom lip and freeing it from her teeth. “Because you’re mine, and your body recognizes me.”

      She took a drink of her water, almost emptying the glass before moving to sit it on the table by the couch. She appeared calmer.

      “I don’t believe you,” she said bluntly. “I’ve never read anything that says a wolf knots when they have sex.”

      “I’m glad that’s not common knowledge. Because it only happens between mates.”

      “There you go again, throwing out that term.”

      “Knotting only happens between mates.”

      “And how do I know that’s true? Maybe it’s something you’ve made up just to get me in your bed?”

      He frowned at her. “I would never force you, Kara.”

      “I know.”

      She stared at him, her eyes wide and her mouth, that sweet, sweet mouth, slightly ajar as she drew air into her lungs. Her breasts appeared swollen, her nipples thrust forward, as if begging for his attention.

      His muscles were beginning to cramp, trying to control the change as his wolf became agitated by their mate’s discomfort. Even though Lucas knew exactly what would relieve it, he knew he couldn’t do it. Not yet. Not until she was completely accepting.

      “It’s not a lie or a trick.”

      Lucas’s hand moved along Kara’s jawline. He was barely touching her. Using the tips of his fingers on the soft skin on the side of her neck. He caressed the sensitive spot just below her ear. The effect of that small, forbidden caress was electric, sending a surge of warmth along her veins and heating her skin up with a blush. His touch went straight to her pussy.

      “I’m going to mark you there.” He lowered his head and whispered in her ear. “I’m going to sink my fangs into your neck as I’m taking you with my cock and I’m going to bite you. Mark you as I mate you.”

      She stiffened as he spoke, her body seizing with a ripple of pleasure. His fingertips pressed hard against the pulse that raced in her throat.

      Lucas took advantage of her distraction to brush his fingers against her erect nipples. She sighed, unconsciously leaning into his touch. He could smell her arousal spiking. He pushed his hard cock, straining against his pants, against her soft belly. He growled at the sensation.

      “Let me love you, Kara.”

      She wanted to believe he was lying to her. Trying to find a way through what little defense she was putting up against him. She’d felt herself drawn to him from the moment he’d stepped through the door of her shop. Why else would she have found herself in his apartment, being seduced by a master?

      When he looked at her, his eyes so dark and intense, she felt like her soul was bursting open, trying to connect with his somehow. Her body was crying out for his touch, desperate for him to claim her. She shivered again, feeling the heat inside her rise the longer she was beside him.

      Remembering the slight reprieve she’d felt when he’d left to go to the kitchen, she stepped out of his arms, moving backward. She took a step, then another. And another. The air around her cooled and she drew in a deep breath.

      “What are you doing?” He frowned and moved to close the distance between them.

      “Stop.” She held up her hand to keep him back. “The closer you are, the worse it is.” She knew she didn’t need to explain the it. He knew exactly what was happening to her.

      He nodded. “I understand. But remember this is as difficult for me as it is for you.”

      There was a slight note of desperation in his voice that hadn’t been there before. She looked at him, allowing herself to see the effects that the mating heat was having on him. His face was taut, the skin drawn tight against his high cheekbones. His eyes held a spark of gold that made them even more beautiful and compelling, but she knew that wasn’t normal. His hands were clenched to his sides, his knuckles white.

      Her body screamed for him to take her, but her conscience—hell, her common sense—hadn’t disappeared yet. “Isn’t there some kind of medicine I can take?”

      “It’s not a disease, Kara.”

      “I know, it’s just. Just.” She waved away his words and started to pace. He sat back down and she sighed in relief. When his big body hovered so close, she was reluctant to admit she found it just a little intimidating. She felt her body temperature rise. Was it true about the mating heat? And if so, why was she experiencing it?

      She glanced at him, seeing the firm set of his jaw. The tension in his big body.

      Was it true? Was she his mate?

      He was a damn alpha for heaven’s sake. Someone why out of her league.

      Lucas knew he’d frightened Kara tonight. Knew the heat had frightened her. Hell, it had frightened him as well. He’d heard the rumors, half-assed had believed the legends, but he’d never thought it would be like this.

      Never thought it would happen to him because he never thought he’d find a mate.

      Of course, it wouldn’t have been this difficult if she’d been a wolf. Then, they would have jumped each other the moment they’d scented each other.

      His life had never been easy, why had he expected finding his mate to be?

      She felt right beside him, with him. She felt like home. She was where he belonged. That ache inside him, the one he’d ignored for years had left the moment he’d known she was nearby. Now, the issue was getting her into his bed. He knew the one sure way to win her over was to back off, give her time to know him. But then, he hadn’t expected the heat to strike her, a human. That was something the legends didn’t speak of.

      He did know, by instinct, that every time they were together, she would suffer. Hell, they’d both suffer. His cock was so thick and engorged, he wasn’t sure it would ever go down again. He wanted her warmth surrounding him, wanted her wetness to take him to another plane of existence as he plunged inside her. He wasn’t sure why the mating heat had been triggered so early and so fast, but he knew he couldn’t allow her to suffer.

      So…he had to convince her to mate with him. Or at least, make love with him. He knew that would help…for a little while.

      Kara stopped her pacing in front of the bank of windows. Any other time she’d be fascinated by the sight. Now, all her thoughts were turned inward. Apparently, she thought with a nervous chuckle, she was the mate of a wolf. An alpha no less. A handsome, down and dirty alpha.

      It was as if two parts of herself were warring. The logical part, this isn’t real part, and the physical part, the hell it isn’t part. Her body was crying for his touch, desperate for some unknown, incomprehensible connection while her mind was scoffing at the rationality. She closed her eyes, trying to find a balance. “So, what happens if we don’t you, you now.”

      “If we don’t mate?” Gently, he pulled her against him, his big, muscular arms cocooning her. Her body instantly relaxed against him, and her mind stilled. The chaotic thoughts settling down. He wasn’t sure if he should share this with her now or yet, but he didn’t want to keep anything from her. “Eventually, we will suffer the effects all the time.”

      “Unless we have sex.”

      “Having sex will dull the effects, but to control it, contain it, we must mate.” He continued to hold her, allowing her to process what was happening.

      A wave of self-consciousness rose inside Kara as she stood in the shelter of Lucas’s arms. She’d long ago accepted the fact that she was not a thin woman. Would never be. She’d also firmly believed that there was someone out there who she could connect with when the time was right. Could fall in love with each other, build a life together.

      Was that any more far-fetched than wolves having a true mate?

      But, not even in her most sex fueled daydream, had she ever imagined a man like Lucas. He was all thick muscles and hard lines. She was soft and jiggly.

      Lucas sensed Kara’s confusion and knew of only one way to convince her that he truly did want her. That the mating heat was secondary to their relationship. With a growl, he picked her up.
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      “What are you doing?” Kara asked, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “I’m going to show you how much I want you.”

      She settled against him, allowing him to continue down the hallway until he reached his bedroom. It was decorated in grays and rich navy blues with a touch of forest green. It was refined and sophisticated. Just like Lucas.

      Once inside the room, he put on her feet. He frowned as she immediately moved away. “What is it?” The arousal she’d shown when he’d lifted her in his arms, was ebbing away. He couldn’t allow that. He didn’t appreciate how easily she closed herself off from him. His wolf didn’t either. He had to use all his strength to pull back his wolf. And get control of his body.

      “There are so many reasons why this shouldn’t work.”

      “You said shouldn’t, not couldn’t, that’s progress.” He smiled at her, and it was almost, almost enough to distract her.

      “Listen, I’m just going to point out the obvious here and then you can take me home.”

      “Okay, let’s get all this over with. Why do you think you aren’t my mate?” Again, this would be so much easier with a female wolf, but, he was so grateful that fates had sent him Kara. She was perfect for him.

      “I’m fat and frumpy and have a lot of baggage you don’t even want to know about.”

      “I know more about you than you think.” He stepped closer. “I know that you’ve worked harder—harder than you should have—to open your store. I know you are honest, brilliant and the most beautiful woman I have ever known. I know you have had two affairs in the last ten years.” He moved his neck from side to side as if those words were difficult for him to say. “Now do you remember what I told you in the car, earlier tonight?” He stepped closer, his front now pressed against hers.

      “I’m lucky I remember my name at this point.” Kara placed her hand on his chest, intrigued that his heart was racing. Probably, she thought ruefully, from having to carry her.

      “I told you that if you dared to speak about yourself in such terms that I would spank that ass of yours.”

      Her gaze flew to his and she shivered. There was such an underlying hint of danger—and promise—in those dark depths that her body couldn’t help but respond. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Not tonight. But remember for the future. Now, I intend to turn everyone of those insecurities you hold upside down.” With no other warning, he lifted her onto the bed. She groaned as he immediately covered her body with his, his lips crashing onto hers.

      Kara had tried to keep herself from falling head long into this improbable fairytale, but suddenly she felt like Alice, spinning out of control as she went deeper and deeper under his spell.

      It had been so long since she’d felt the touch of a man, and his mention of her family had opened the fissure of her heart, willing her to seek that warmth and acceptance that only unconditional love could feel.

      Did he feel that for her? Love with no limitations? Love with no boundaries? Love that was freely given?

      And received, her heart reminded her. Could she accept that this man, this wolf, loved her? Wanted her? That she was made for him, and him alone.

      “Oh, Lucas,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him closer. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Loving you, my mate, loving you.”

      After that, Kara’s world refused to right itself. His tongue slipped between her lips, and he ravished her mouth, chasing away any last lingering doubts. Her womb tightened in anticipation. She knew it was probably the mating heat amping up the need and want inside her, but she didn’t care anymore. She was in his arms right now, this moment, and that was all that mattered.

      He ran his arms along her sides, along her curves, murmuring in appreciation every time he felt another dip, another valley. She couldn’t hold back her moan as liquid heat filled her core, preparing her for his taking. Her hips lifted into him, rubbing against this hard cock.

      He ended the kiss, growling, a predatory grin appearing on his handsome face. “You are going to be begging me to claim you.”

      His words washed over, washed away any lingering fear, leaving only an aching craving that needed to be satisfied. Gone was her self-consciousness of being naked with a man she had just met; gone were her  worries, her fears of the future. Now, her body was in control. Her needs foremost in her mind.

      She wanted her wolf, and she wanted him now.

      Lucas knew the moment she realized that this was indeed her future. That he was her future. That she would never want or need for anything else.

      That he would satisfy her in every imaginable way. Love her until time stopped. He sat up, kneeling between her legs. Grasping her shirt, he ripped it down the center of her body, exposing the bra she wore. It was red satin covered in lace.

      He stared down at her, his eyes sparking with gold. “My, my, my, what pretties you have, my mate.”

      She watched, a little stunned, when one of his nails turned into a claw that he used to cut her bra off her trembling body. First, he cut the ribbon between her breasts and then the matching straps. He used the claw to push away the fabric. The cool air immediately turned her nipples into hard diamond points.

      Flesh that was hungry for his touch.

      Lucas licked his lips. Kara’s breasts were full, round mounds of pleasure. “So, beautiful.” He pinched her nipples lightly and her arousal increased. He groaned in approval. He fell over top of her, catching his weight with his arms. Latching onto one taut nipple he rolled his tongue over the hard tip. She bucked beneath him, hitting the hard ridge of his cock. He bit down hard in retaliation, eliciting a soft growl in return. His wolf hummed his pleasure. She was a feisty mate.

      He switched breasts and repeated his attack. As he did, he rolled the abandoned nipple between his fingers. Moving back and forth he laved each one equally, turning them red and rosy with his administrations. When she started to hump against him, he knew the time had come.

      To claim his mate.

      Moving from the bed, he jerked his clothes off. When she realized what he was doing she began undressing as well. Her shirt and bra were already destroyed. All that remained were her leggings and panties. She raised her hips, sliding the black cloth from her body. A growl emanated from low in Lucas’s chest as she revealed the matching red panties.

      When Kara started to remove them, Lucas commanded her to stop. She did, laying back down, her beautiful hair spread out behind her. She bent her legs at her knees, holding them against her body as if trying to hide the treasure between them.

      He was having none of that. Quickly, he sliced the sides of her panties, pulling the satin roughly from her body. He held the fragrant cloth to his nose for a brief moment, causing his cock to bob and leak pre-cum from the engorged tip.

      His hands were hard as he encircled her ankles, drawing her thighs apart. He moved with the stealth of his animal, sliding between her legs. He anchored his broad shoulders under her thighs, pushing her legs up and apart. Her scent rose in the air, causing his wolf to howl in appreciation.

      He stared down at the beautiful, pink flesh before him. It was glistening with her juices. He salivated at the glossy seam of her pussy. She wasn’t fully nude, having left a small triangle of hair at the top. It wouldn’t have mattered one way or the other if she hd been clean-shaven or not, but he liked it. His wolf damn neared purred as he lowered his mouth.

      As his head lowered, she tried to close her legs. “Stop. This pussy is mine,” he growled. “Mine to have. Mine to claim. Mine to fuck.”

      He snaked his arms around her hips, holding her in place. Her breathing grew labored. He pressed his nose to the soft curls at the top of her pussy, inhaling her scent. His wolf was fully aroused, ready, panting to make this woman theirs.

      Dipping his tongue between her folds, he licked her slit from bottom to top. She shuddered as he flicked over her clit, a soft moan falling from her lips. Over and over again, he licked, delighting in the nectar pouring from her body. All for him. Because she wanted him. And him alone. The mating heat, the bonding that took place between a wolf and his mate went both ways. He could never stand the touch of another female, and she could never be touched by another male.

      Just the thought had him growling, driving him dangerously close to losing control. Instead, he focused all that energy on making her melt beneath him. He nibbled on her plump pussy, making her moan and lift her hips for more.

      He provided that to her. As his mate, he would give her everything she needed. One long, thick figure thrust inside her at the same time he closed his mouth over her clit. He sucked, the pressure, making her groan. Then he added his tongue, flicking the aroused bud until she bucked against him.

      “Please, oh, please, let me come.” Her voice held the hint of tears, as if she were overwhelmed.

      “Soon, sweetheart, soon.” As soon as her words were uttered he pulled away, as if punishing her.

      “Please, no, no.” She threw her head back, her curves so sexy as they lifted off the bed.

      He’d planned to torment her for much, much longer, but the sight of her, her body glistening for him, had his control snapping.

      Lucas rose above Kara, his mouth digging into hers, bruising her lips. She bit his bottom lip in retaliation for stopping his administrations, and his entire body shook. She didn’t know if he was angry or aroused. She just knew she needed him. “Claim me,” she urged, his mouth working on her breasts once again. This time she felt the sharp bit of his fangs. “Oh, Lucas, please claim me.”

      Those were the words Lucas had waited to hear. The words he’d needed to hear before he could let go of his wolf. His lips curled into an almost feral snarl as he positioned himself at her entrance then thrust deep inside her, driving his hips up, the size and hot silken length of him stretching her as he impaled her to the hilt.

      Kara couldn’t help the whimpers that escaped her as Lucas claimed her. As he thrust his cock deep into her tight pussy. His touch was hot and hard. Rough. And she liked it. She whimpered—the feel of him so deep inside her, an unimaginable mixture of pleasure and pain.

      They both cried out at the sensations building as he fucked her. Hard and smooth. Wet and strong. She moaned as she struggled to accept him. He was big and thick, and she hadn’t had sex in over a year.

      He'd taken her in one single thrust, his cock nestled against her cervix, pulsing with heat. His head hung over her, his mouth sucking on her neck as if he had to be touching her. “Tell me when you’re okay,” he panted against her ear.

      Kara turned her head slightly, watching Lucas as he struggled with his control. His features were sharp. Her heart exploded with love at his consideration. She’d known this would be difficult, but she also knew he would take care of her, sacrifice his pleasure for hers.

      Why? Because they were mates.

      As if that acceptance opened something inside her, Kara felt her body grow softer, she no longer struggled to contain his cock. A flash of heat soared through her. “Please, Lucas,” she begged. “Please move now.”

      She thrust her hips up, the movement causing them to bump together. Her clit smashed against his pubic bone…and then he moved.

      He pulled out, slamming back inside her. Over and over, he took her, shaking her with the force of his possession. The slide and retreat of his body in hers caused wave after wave of pleasure to buffet her. His ass muscles clenched as he drove into her, loving the feel of her silken channel clenching at him.

      He continued to hold back his wolf but knew it wouldn’t last. And it didn’t. He felt the change come over him, the lengthening of his fangs. With hard hands, he flipped her on her stomach, drew her ass against his groin and shoved his cock into her pussy again. With one hand, he gripped her wide hip, with the other, he shoved her should down, keeping her chest to the bed. He was bruising her, but he couldn’t manage to temper his strength as much as was needed. This was his mate. He needed to mark her so no other male could ever claim her.

      His wolf growled in pleasure, responding to the female. Because, even as he held her still, she pushed against him, wanting him to move. Wanting him to claim her.

      With a howl that was more wolf than man, he did. He unleashed his wolf—the desire, the strength. His balls slapped against her clit as he pummeled in and out of her. Her ass slammed against his stomach and he mated her.

      Yes, mated her. Made her his in every way.

      Her cries turned to whimpers, begging him to let her reach her climax. Hunching over her, he found that nub of pleasure, rubbing it, twisting it. As her pussy clenched against his cock, he allowed his wolf the moment, allowed him to sink his teeth into the flesh of their mate.

      Kara’s screams of pain and pleasure melded together, echoing throughout the room as her blood filled Lucas’s mouth, marking her as his. A permanent mark of ownership that could never be undone. As he suckled, her climax roared through her. Her pussy clenched at his cock, milking his release from his body. His cum coated her body, finally bringing her some semblance of release from the heat.

      But it didn’t last long as the middle of his cock begin to swell, bringing forth the knot.

      “Lucas?” Kara whimpered as she felt him swell inside her. His knot was growing against her g-spot, making her gasp.

      At his climax, some of the animal need inside him had dimmed as well. Her trust now, her willingness to surrender to the human and the beast had controlled his wolf just enough for him to regain some control. “Ssh,” he soothed. “This is will be just as wonderful.”

      He maneuvered them until they lay on their sides, his cock still inside her. With easy thrusts of his hips, he began to move. He couldn’t withdraw completely without hurting her, he had to wait for the knot to subside. But, he could make it delightful for both of them.

      As he moved, her hands clenched the arm wrapped around her waist, holding her to him. “Oh, oh,” she moaned. He knew his knot was dragging against the spot inside her, bringing forth another release.

      With one hand, he plucked at a hardened nipple within his reach. Reaching down, he spread the lips of her pussy apart, his finger and thumb rubbing against her clit. “Come for me baby.”

      Lucas’s voice was dark and there was no way Kara could disobey. He was master of her body. She felt her pussy swell, gripping him, then her world exploded. He release triggered his and she felt the warm, hard flood of his seed inside her.

      Inside Lucas, his wolf roared along with his human side as they lost control again. He thrust inside her, needed the feel of her warm silken flesh against his hard knot. He continued to thrust into her, trying to draw out the pleasure touching every part of him.

      She was all around him. He scented her, tasted her on his tongue, felt her curvy flesh beneath his hands. Felt the pulse of his cock inside her as distinct and strong as his own heartbeat.

      They were one.

      Eventually, his knot receded, and their bodies cooled. Turning her over, he placed kisses along her eyes, her brows, her cheek, her mouth. He gathered her between his arms, his body lying over hers, cocooning her against him. He couldn’t get enough looking at her. Her breasts were still heaving as she tried to catch her breath. Her hair was disheveled, her skin glowing. She was beautiful.

      He dragged his eyes away, checking the fresh puncture wound in her flesh. The spot was red and irritated, but closed, healing. “You are mine now. There is no getting away from me.”

      Kara snorted, smiling at Lucas. “As if I would ever want to after that.”

      She realized that fate had indeed handed her the very thing she wanted. A wolf of her own. One that loved her sass and her curves. What more could a girl want?
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      James or Jamey “Whiskey’ Newton looked over at her partner and rolled her eyes. The suspect was just going on and on and on with excuses on why the cops shouldn’t arrest him. Ranting from society had it out for him because he was a two-time felon who just couldn’t get a break to an alien probed him in the ass and the voices in his head made him do it. Nothing she hadn’t heard before.

      Her partner, Tara ‘Boston’ Cremele just shook her head. Jamey wanted to throw a rock at dispatch for sending them on this one. But then again, the dispatcher who gave them the call was a twat who had it out for her for some reason. A reason she had no clue on and really didn’t give a shit about anymore. She busted her ass to be a damn good cop.

      Jamey seemed to be the joke of the department for some reason. She’d never paid attention to any of the bullshit that sent her way. She figured she’d been paired with Tara because Tara was the hot cop in the department and Jamey was the fat girl they all made fun of.

      Jamey stood roughly five foot two and a half inches, can’t forget those half inches, people come on! She had strawberry blonde hair, whiskey-colored eyes, thanks to her momma, and was on the plus side, thanks to her height and her love of food. Yes, she was forced to shop at Torrid, but damn they had awesome shirts and shit. Fuck her co-workers, well not literally. They were some pretty nasty jackasses. Especially in this small ass town.

      Jamey looked over at her partner and rolled her eyes again. Jamey did have to admit she was a little jealous of Tara’s looks. She estimated that Tara was roughly five foot seven, well-endowed in the tits area. Her stomach was flat, no flab there, that she could see anyways. Dark hair and blue eyes. Since being paired with Tara, she had to deal with all the men in the department chasing her partner, ignoring Jamey most of the time. Tara flirted back, playing the giddy tramp while ignoring at the same time.

      “Ok, Chase. We’ll take you in, keep you from the aliens, again. Let you talk to the judge and see if Judge Perkins will see if they can get a doctor to take that probe out of your ass, so you stop hearing the voices. Kay?” Jamey finally had to say, cutting the guy off mid rant.

      “Yeah? You’d do that for me?”

      “Yeah, Chase. Boston and I know you’re a good guy and just trying to keep the probe from exploding your ass all over the place. Come on, let’s get you to safety.”

      “Aw thanks Whiskey girl! You’re the bomb. Literally!”

      Two hours later, Jamey got off shift and headed home. She needed to get laundry done and figure out the problem with her lawn mower so she could get her yard mowed. The damn thing didn’t want to work, and she couldn’t figure out why. Sucks she doesn’t have a neighbor. The house next to her has been up for sale for the last year and a half. The previous owners got out of the military and moved back to the west coast.

      Jamey sat on her tail, looking at her mower trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with it a little while later. She’d gotten home, put in a load of laundry, put on her sweatpants and a tank top and headed outside to get her yard work done. She was off for the next two days after working two weeks straight, so she had a lot of shit to get done and not enough time to get it done.

      With her hair in a messy bun on top of her head, she focused on her task of figuring out why her push mower wouldn’t work. If she couldn’t get it to work, she was not looking forward to having to go mower shopping to get her yard done. She didn’t even have the damn time to find a reputable yard crew to just cut it. She may consider that next year if this didn’t get dealt with this year. Fucking piece of crap!

      “Lawn mower not working?”

      Jamey jumped at the voice coming from the side. Looking over she was starting to wonder if she passed out in her yard and God decided to play a cruel joke on her with the hottest fucking angel of death she’d ever seen.

      “Um, uh…” Jamey kept stammering looking between the hottie and her lawn mower.

      “Hi. I’m Keith Albright. I bought the house next door, doing some remodeling before moving everything in. Saw you out here trying to work on the lawn mower and thought I’d offer my services.”

      Jamey studied the man for a few moments. He had to be at least six foot three, muscular with a tattoo sleeve going down in right arm, his hair in a military buzzcut, a five o’clock shadow appearing on his chiseled chin. His hair, what she could see would be black if he let it grow out a little, with green eyes that studied her right back. His lips, which were in a sexy smirk right now, were definitely kissable. Fuck a duck she was in trouble if this was her new neighbor.

      “Oh, I didn’t know the house had sold. The other owners moved out a while back when the guy got out of the army. They moved back west I think.” Jamey rambled, scratching her arm as she stared at the guy.

      “Your lawn mower?” Keith nodded towards the piece of shit machine.

      “Oh, yeah. Um, no it’s not working. Not sure what’s wrong. It was ok the last time I used it. Checked the gas and the oil and both seem ok. But then again, damn thing is about a hundred years old.”

      “Let me take a look.”

      Jamey watched as Keith walked over to the lawn mower and checked it out. He wore jeans that literally molded his ass and legs, and she didn’t even want to think about it molding the front. Lord have mercy she was a thirsty bitch all of the sudden. He wore a dark green t-shirt that was definitely tight against his chest and biceps. Got dayum she needed a cold shower. Fuck me running.

      “It looks like this one is toast. I have a push mower that works. If you want, I can do your yard for you when I do mine this weekend. It won’t be a problem.”

      “Well shit! That’s what I was afraid of. Looks like I’m going to have to go mower shopping tomorrow. Damn it.!” Jamey plopped her hands onto her amble hips, sighing deeply.

      “No, I don’t mind helping my neighbor out. If I’m out in the field, then you’re more than welcome to go into my shed and grab it. I’ll let you know. I can even tell your husband where the lawn mower is if he wants to do the yard…”

      Jamey startled at Keith’s last statement. She looked around the two yards and down both sides of the street thinking she was being pranked. “Um, husband? Yeah, no husband and no boyfriend. Guys don’t like fat chicks, or chicks that carry a badge and gun.”
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      Keith ‘Dragon’ Albright looked at the woman in front of him in shock. Did she just really say fat chick with a badge and a gun? He couldn’t have heard her right. He’d been watching the woman for several days now, seeing her leave just before him and then watched her as he caught sight of her working on the piece of shit lawn mower. He’d been in the living room painting the walls, trying to fix up the living room before he and his teammates moved his stuff into the house he’d bought.

      Having been stationed at Ft. Bragg Army base for the last six years, he’d decided it was time to buy a house. His team was stuck at Bragg since they were the premier Delta Team the Army has currently. He figured since he was going on thirty-four, it was time to set down some roots since apartment living and one-night stands were getting too old and repetitive for him. Granted dating life with his career choice wasn’t the easiest, especially since he couldn’t officially tell a one-night stand he was Delta Force. All they could know was that he was Army. That was it.

      His last attempt at a relationship was a disaster. The girl had moved herself in, took over his apartment, had friends over while he was gone, even slept with a few boytoys in his bed until the night he came home without telling her and caught her with another operative who wasn’t even aware that she’d had a boyfriend. He thought the place had belonged to the girl he was screwing. That’s when he found out that she moved all his stuff into the guest bedroom he used as a gym when he was gone.

      Keith never kept photos around his apartment, nothing showing him, his family, his teammates…nothing that could identify him or who he was in case something went wrong. His apartment was just a place to store his clothes and gear and rest his head on his down days. He had no problem packing his shit, leaving his apartment and letting the landlord know he was out and what was going on within the apartment. He moved in with one of his teammates for a few months while he shopped around for a house. When he had found the house he was currently working on, he jumped on it.

      Yeah, it needed some work done to it, but he was up for the challenge. Right now, he was painting the living room, the kitchen and the master bedroom. With his team down for the next few weeks after being overseas for the last six months, he was glad for the break. He’d bought the house over two weeks ago, already had the kitchen done with the cabinets sanded and stained a darker color, the countertops redone in a better finish, a new sink and faucet put in, a new fridge, stove and dishwasher, the floor retiled in a wood finish and now a fresh coat of paint since everything else was finally done.

      The rest of this week he’d be working on the living room and the master bedroom and bath. He was going to redo the floors in both rooms, a wood finish in all three rooms. He planned to knock down one of the walls between the master bedroom and master bath and refixing it with a mini wall with a fireplace in the middle that glowed with rocks. He was painting the walls in all three rooms, as well as fixing the closet in the master bedroom. He was putting up some shelves in the living room once the walls dried and a built-in entertainment center that would have his tv in the middle with all his books that’d been in storage, instead of his apartments,

      The bedroom would also have a built in bookshelf along one wall, close to the closet. In the bathroom that he was remodeling, he was putting in a his and her sink and countertop, a claw foot bath and a glass shower near the tub. He should be done with all that in next couple of days, which is why he was doing the painting now so he would only have to redo certain areas if something got messed up. This was his pet project to help get his mind off their last mission that went to hell in a hand basket. He wasn’t sleeping much, thanks to the nightmares, so he put his sleepless nights to good use to the point he was dropping of exhaustion so he wouldn’t have the dreams.

      He didn’t know what possessed him to ‘fish’ for the relationship status of his new neighbor. He really must be lacking in sleep. He didn’t go for chicks who were on the plus side, but heaven help him this woman standing before him was making him rethink his thoughts on what a woman should look like.

      The women he tended to go for were skinny, big tits, no ass and were kind of clueless. They always knew the score, or so he had thought until he’d been dating Nichole. The biggest mistake of his life. Thank the heavens she didn’t have access to his bank accounts. He’d definitely been smart on that end at least. In the time standing here talking with his new neighbor, he could tell she was definitely not one night stand material. She was the kind you took home to your mother, telling her this is the one you want to spend the rest of your life with, and you need your grandmother’s wedding ring that’s hidden in the safe until the time came.

      Taking in his neighbors plus size curves on her short frame, she was definitely the kind of woman who you could take out on a date and totally enjoy a meal, not feel like an ass because you’re eating a juicy steak while she nibbled on a salad. She had the kind of hips you could grip and literally fuck her nice and hard from behind and not feel like you were fucking a brick wall when you thrust in hard.

      Well, fuck a duck now he had a hard on just looking at her ass as she bent over to pick up her tools. Shaking his head, he went about helping her pick up her tools and push her dead lawn mower towards the side of her house.

      “I’m having a get together with a couple of the guys I work with this weekend. Would you like to join us? Kind of get to know the neighbor type deal? I was thinking of asking a few of the other people so they didn’t think it was a party or something.” Keith said out of the blue, anything to keep their conversation going.

      What…the…fuck…was…he…thinking? Holy hell! That came out of left field. Keith mentally smacked himself in the head.

      “Oh. I wish I could but I’m on shift this weekend. This weekend starts my swing shift. I’ll be on duty from noon to midnight the next couple of months. Thanks for the invite though.”

      “Do you work security with the local hospital?” Keith asked, wonderment in his voice.

      “Um, no. I’m a cop with the Hope Creek Police Department.”

      “Wow, you’re a cop. I never would have thought that.” Keith said, amazement in his voice. He seriously thought she was a security guard.

      “Because I’m a big girl?”

      “What?” Keith asked in confusion, tilting his head to the side trying to understand her question.

      “Because I’m a big girl? You know, fat, must eat a lot of donuts and doesn’t take care of herself?”

      “What?” Keith repeated before it dawned on him how his statement sounded. “Shit! No! I never saw you leave in a uniform, so I assumed guard when you said swing shift.”
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      Jamey studied the guy for a few moments before she nodded. “Sorry. The last couple of days have been pretty crappy. I shouldn’t be taking that out on you. Pretty normal assumption when I say words like that.”

      “I know how that can be.”

      “The neighbors on this street is pretty quiet for the most part. The couple on the other side of me an older retired couple. Husband did twenty plus years in the army before retiring. Since this is June, they aren’t home. I keep an eye on the place for them since they go visit their daughter and grandkids in Florida where she is stationed at. Husband is Air Force, I think. If you let the old man tell you about it, he hates the son-in-law but he’s always got a twinkle in his eyes when he talks about them. Ms. Starlings across the street is a widow and a nosy busybody, but I personally think it’s because she’s lonely and her complaining is her way of keeping company. The rest on this block are military also, married couples. Just be careful of some of the wives on this block, they like to go on the prowl when the husbands are away. Unless you’re into that kind of thing if you’re not married yourself.”

      Jamey inwardly groaned as she rambled on about the people on the block. She sounded like a Karen just now complaining about the wives on this block, but they were all bitches towards her because some of the men always said hi to her. They were married men, all she ever said was hi back. Never asked them for help or had much of a conversation with any of the mean girls. Only reason she knew about the cheating was ole Ms. Starlings. Lord love the woman!

      “Thanks for the heads up. I don’t need that mess in my life so it’s glad to know you and Ms. Starlings across the street are the only single ladies on this street.” Keith winked at her, causing Jamey to do a double take at his smirk.

      Was the man flirting with her? She sucked at flirting. When she tried to flirt it was horrendous. Like a bucked tooth toothfairy trying to figure out her wand and smacking the lead fairy in the face as she waived it horrendously. Guys literally ran in the opposite direction when she tried to flirt back.

      “Sure! Um, well, since I can’t mow this heap today, I guess I had better get started on the housework that needs to be done and figure out what to do for lunch. Thank you for mowing this pit for me. I’ll owe you lunch or something on my next day off.”

      “Deal! I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Shoot! I’m sorry that was rude of me. I’m Jamey. Jamey Newton. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      “Thanks, Jamey. And Jamey, you don’t owe me lunch, but I’ll take it. I’d like to get to know my neighbor. I can look out for your place while you’re working and maybe you can help look out for mine if I get spun up.”

      “Sure, not a problem. Have a great rest of your day, Keith.”

      Jamey smiled and waved as she walked away and went back into her house. Jamey spent the rest of the day cleaning her house, getting things in order for the next several days when she started swing shift. Once she got the dusting, vacuuming, laundry and dishes done, she’d decided she was too exhausted to cook. She ordered a pizza and had it delivered to the house instead. During her cleaning spree she’d realized she was low on groceries and decided she would go to the grocery store tomorrow while she was out running errands.

      She realized suddenly she kept looking outside trying to catch a glimpse of her new neighbor. Mentally smacking herself she turned on the living room lamp next to the couch and picked up her book. Her favorite author Anna Blakely had just come out with a new book and she wanted to read it while she had some down time.

      Reading during her days off were her passion. While she had a tv in her living room, she rarely watched it unless it was a football, baseball or hockey game on during her off days. She grew up the only daughter of seven kids. Her parents had six boys and had decided enough was a enough. Her mother depressed that she didn’t get her little girl, focused on her boys. She was the ‘oops’ baby when her parents got pregnant with five years after her youngest brother was born. Having been resigned with thinking they were having another boy, only picked out the name James Anthony to give to her.

      Since they had forgone the chance to find out boy or girl when they had the ultrasound, they were a little bit surprised when instead of a James, they had their long-awaited girl. So, they still named her James, but her name became James Allyson Newton. Her parents and brothers all called her Jamey instead. Yeah, talk about a rough childhood. She was picked on all the time for her name and her brothers always were in a fight defending their baby sister.

      Like their father, all six of her brothers went into the military after they graduated high school, so none of them were there when she went through the major hell of high school. Instead of going military like her father and siblings, she went to college, getting her bachelor’s in criminal justice, then straight into the academy and became a cop.

      Jamey had always been a chunky tomboy growing up. She learned how to fight thanks to her brothers and could handle herself. She loved food and would always help her mother cook. She didn’t have friends and didn’t go to her jr/sr proms or any of the dances. She never had a date in high school except for one boy who it later turned out he’d lost a bet with the other football players and had to ask her out and pretend to be her boyfriend to see if he could get her v-card.

      That was her senior year, after she beat the boy up when she found out about the bet, granted it was after she’d given him her virginity, she never spoke to anyone at school again. She kept her head down, ate her lunch away from everyone else and just studied. Once she graduated, she moved away from Raleigh, North Carolina, going to college at Duke University before taking the job in Hope Creek. It was far enough away and small enough that she knew she’d never run into anyone from her hometown, yet it was close enough she could go visit her parents on her days off if she wanted to.

      Movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She watched as her neighbor had walked out into his yard, shirtless, and started up his lawnmower. She unashamedly watched him as he mowed his yard before he started on hers. He seemed lost in the task and didn’t realize he was being watched, thank goodness. While he had on jeans to keep his legs from getting grass on them, he had no shirt on so she could look at his tattoos, broad shoulders, hard as hell pec muscles, and his washboard abs. Jesus the man was making her thirsty and not for water. Damn God for making a man that was way out of her league. She was starting to realize God was a prick for making her the way she was and that man yummy as shit.

      Jamey watched as best as she could without being obvious as he did both yards, sweating up a storm in the waning sunlight. She caught him waving to Ms. Starlings when he caught her staring out of her window. Yep, this was going to be very interesting indeed.
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      Keith knew he was being watched and couldn’t help but chuckle when he caught his sexy neighbor peeking out of her window when he started mowing the yard. He’d decided after he’d finished painting the walls in the living room, bedroom and bathroom that he should go ahead and take a break because of the paint fumes to do their yards. He’d opened a few windows in the house to air it out while he mowed.

      When he had looked up once, he saw the woman Jamey had told him was Ms. Starlings standing in front of one of her windows staring at him. He waved at the elderly woman and smiled. He couldn’t help but chuckle when the woman appeared to have sniffled and turned away, leaving the window.

      He looked up when he saw a car pulling into his driveway. Turning the mower off, he recognized the car of his second in command, Jasper ‘Bear’ Collins. Like him, Jasper was tall, just a well built and a softy for kids, hence the name Bear. That and he was grumpy as a damn grizzly without coffee or when shit goes sideways on a mission.

      “Jasper! What’s up? Everything ok?” Keith asked, walking towards teammate, wiping his hands on the shirt he’d had tucked in his back waistband.

      “Trying to make nice with the neighbors already?” Jasper asked, looking towards the window Jamey had been watching him out of.

      “Yeah, I guess. She was out here earlier trying to fix her lawn mower and it had bit the dust apparently, so I offered to do her yard when I did mine. Just got done painting the rooms I wanted to get done so I’m letting the house air out. Now, what’s up?”

      “When was the last time you checked your phone?”

      Keith looked at Jasper in confusion. “Just before I came out here to start mowing, so, maybe hour and a half ago. Why?”

      “Delmar has been trying to call you. Colson is at the hospital. He called Delmar earlier today, left some off the wall bullshit on his voicemail. When Del heard the message, he hauled ass over to Colson’s place. Found him face down in the bed. Tried taking his head off with his service pistol while drunk off his ass and high on pain meds. Delmar thinks it’s because Colson would be facing a medical hearing since the doc isn’t wanting to sign off on him being cleared back to full duty after this last concussion he suffered. Said his TBI was pretty bad this time.”

      Keith rubbed his hands over his face. “Fuck! This is all Colson knows. We’re the only family he has. Let’ me put the mower away and grab a quick shower. I’ll follow you over to the hospital. What about Colson’s girlfriend?”

      “That bitch hauled ass when she overheard him talking to the XO about his medical hearing.”

      “Which sent him into the tailspin of today. Son of a bitch!”

      “You know you have a secret admirer watching you?” Jasper chuckled as he waved at the window where Jamey stood watching them.

      Keith turned towards the window to see Jamey watching him and Jasper talking on her side of the yard. When she waved and mouthed ‘thank you’ he couldn’t help but smile and wave back as he nodded at her direction.

      “Yeah, she’s a firecracker. That’s for sure. She’s a cop with the local PD, so I feel safer here already.”

      “Lucky you. A neighbor with her own set of handcuffs.” Jasper cracked, wiggling his eyebrows as they walked back towards Keith’s side of the property.

      Keith just shook his head as he put his lawn mower away and headed into the house. “Give me ten minutes to shower and get ready.”

      Once he’d cleaned up, they climbed into their respective vehicles and headed out. When he got to the hospital, he checked in with his XO letting him know he’d gotten the call and visit from Jasper letting him know about Colson. As soon as he knew more, he’d call the XO back.

      The next four days was a whirlwind for Keith. When he wasn’t at the hospital with Colson, who was in a coma, on a ventilator, he was at home trying to get everything ready for him to load up his moving truck on Sunday to get things moved into the house. He barely saw his sexy neighbor since she was usually gone by the time he got home from sitting at the hospital. By the time she would get home from work, he’d be back at the hospital or at home catching a few hours of sleep while one of the other guys sat with Colson.

      When Sunday arrived, Keith, Jasper and two other teammates moved all of his possessions out of the storage unit he’d been renting and moved everything into his home. While he grilled burgers for the guys, they all sat around with a beer in their hand, the mood somber. They were all trying to reel in what was going on with Colson.

      They talked about what they should do since Colson didn’t have any family and what the doctor had told them today before they had left the hospital. It wasn’t good. Colson was basically brain dead and it was recommended for him to be taken off of the ventilator. He’d gone too long without oxygen by the time Delmar had found him. Despite him doing CPR and him getting a pulse, their friend wasn’t going to survive.

      The next day, they all sat Delmar down and decided as a team to sign the paperwork and pull the plug on Colson since the doctors said there was no hope for him to recover. He would always need a ventilator to breath and Colson had always said he didn’t want that if anything should happen to him in the field.

      The rest of the week went by bleak and weary for Keith. They cleaned out Colson’s apartment, planned his funeral, went to his funeral and said goodbye to a brother. It’s one thing, Keith realized, losing a brother on the battlefield and another to lose one by his own hands. Everyone, including Delmar, blamed themselves for not seeing the signs that Colson was suffering sooner.

      The team was at Keith’s house, drinking a few rounds, sharing stories of Colson when there was a knock on the front door. Opening the door, Keith saw his next-door neighbor with another woman standing behind her.

      “Hey Jamey. Sorry if we’re being too loud.” Keith said somberly, stepping back, inviting her into the house.

      “Oh, no. Is everything ok? I came by to bring you this. I made some cookies earlier today and wanted to bring them by as a thank you for doing my lawn last week.”

      “Hi, I’m Tara. Jamey’s work partner.”

      “Hi. I’m Keith. Guys! This is Jamey, my neighbor and her work partner, Tara. Ladies, this is Jasper, Delmar, Wilson, and Oscar.” Keith introduced each of his teammates to the women.
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      “I hope we’re not interrupting. I just wanted to bring these by.” Jamey said after saying hi to the others.

      Jamey couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable with Tara with her. She wanted to run since Keith seemed to be staring at Tara. Hell, all of his teammates were. She backed up towards the door after putting the plate of wrapped cookies on the table by the door and turned around to leave.

      “Stay. We’re just having a beer and hanging out. We, um, we had to bury a friend today so we’re having a…”

      “Celebration of life?” Tara finished for him, grabbing Keith’s beer and taking a drink from it before handing it back to him.

      Jamey watched as Keith looked down at the beer her partner had put back in his hand. She didn’t know why it bothered her as much since that was how Tara was. She knew she was beautiful and went after what she wanted. She also didn’t care if someone else was interested in that person also. She took it as a challenge. One of the reasons Jamey loved and hated her partner and a reason she tended not to invite her over as often as she could.

      When Keith just handed Tara back the beer she had taken from him and walked to the kitchen to grab another. Jamey was surprised when he handed her one after opening it and tapped his beer bottle to hers.

      “Why don’t you two come join us.” Keith offered, leading Jamey towards the sofa.

      When Tara sat in the spot Keith had intended for her to, Jamey rolled her eyes at Tara, who just smirked at her. Apparently, Tara assumed that she would be sitting next to Keith, staking her claim. But instead, Keith motioned for one of the guys on the loveseat to sit next to Tara while he led her to the loveseat, sitting next to her. Jamey couldn’t help but cheer inside when Tara seemed to pout. But it was short lived when Oscar sat next to her.

      “Sorry about your friend.” Jamey murmured to Keith, patting his hand.

      “Thanks. He was having a hard time coming to terms with possibly being medically discharged from the Army. Unfortunately, the TBI he suffered was worse than he led us on to believe.”

      “That can be hard. If you need anything just let me know.”

      “Thanks, beautiful! You being here right now is helping.”

      For the next several hours, Jamey and Keith spoke quietly amongst themselves, and at times with the group assembled in the house. Many stories were told by both parties. Laughter, groans and more laughter were shared among the group. Before too long, it was late so the party broke up, Tara leaving to go wherever she was going, Oscar following behind her.

      When Jamey went to walk across the yard, Keith followed behind her, using the excuse it was dark outside so he wanted to make sure she got home safe. While they walked the few feet between doors, the two continued their conversation they were having earlier, exchanging chuckles and smiles.

      “Thank you, for the cookies and the laughter. It’s what me and the guys needed tonight.”

      “What neighbors are for. Anytime. Sorry about Tara though. She’s a little forward, sometimes a little too aggressive with letting someone know she’s interested in them.”

      “Well, I’m not interested in her, hence why I stuck her with Oscar.”

      Jamey couldn’t help but sigh in relief at the comment. “He didn’t seem to mind. Although tomorrow could be a different story.”

      “Oscar doesn’t do girlfriends. He’s a one and done. Do you work tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. I was off yesterday and today. Tomorrow starts my new week.”

      “Still on swings?”

      “Sadly. I’ll be on swings for a couple of more months then we get the joy of going to nights. Every four months we change shifts. Only thing I hate about this department, but I love the job.”

      “I can relate, sometimes.”

      “Well, I better get inside. Get some shut eye before work tomorrow. I see that you’re officially moved in now.”

      “Yeah, the guys helped me get everything moved in Sunday. I finished the kitchen, living room and master bedroom and bath. All that’s left is the two guest rooms, guest bathroom and the yard. I can work on those in my free time between work and down time.”

      Jamey watched as Keith shrugged his shoulders as he talked about the rest of the house for him to work on. She watched him for a few moments before she decided to make her move.

      Stepping forward, she wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him. She had started to move back out of embarrassment when he didn’t return the gesture until she had felt his arms wrap around her and pull her in tighter. When Keith had nuzzled his face into the crook of her neck, she relaxed.

      “Thanks. I didn’t realize I needed that.

      “My mom always said a hug can make anyone’s day brighter.”

      “You and your mom close?”

      “Yeah. She and my dad live in Raleigh. I have six older brothers who are spread out around the country. I’m the only one that didn’t go into the military like our dad did.”

      “Ah, military brat?”

      Jamey watched as Keith leaned back onto the railing, crossing his arms over this chest as he watched her. She said down in one of the lounge chairs she loved that adorned her front porch.

      “Yeah. Dad was career Army. He was stationed here at Bragg when I was little. When he retired, they moved to Raleigh where mom got a job as a teacher, and he went to work for the state. I was an ‘oops’ baby. My parents had six boys and had given up on having a girl after Justin was born. To their surprise five years later, mom thought she had the flu or food poisoning and later found out she was knocked up with me. Since they had six boys, they assumed number seven was a boy and had only picked out a boy name, hence why my name is James. But they call me Jamey instead of James.”

      “Your brothers went military also?”

      “Yeah. Cory and Brian went Army like dad did. Cory is stationed here at Bragg. He’s Special Forces, so I don’t get to see him that often and I can’t stand his girlfriend. Fake bitch and all. He cares about her so I suffer for his sake. Brian is at Benning in Ga with his SF team there. Darrell and Larry went Marine Corps to piss dad off, but secretly dad is proud of them. Darrell is in San Diego at Miramar and is a helo pilot. Larry is stationed at Camp Lejeune with a SF unit there. Chase, being the computer geek he is, went Air Force. He's stationed in DC or Va, I can’t remember which it is, with a unit up there. He’s hush hush about what he does so we don’t fully know. And Justin was always the fish in our family, so it wasn’t surprising when he joined the Navy. He’s a SEAL in Va.”

      “They have all the bases covered.” Keith chuckled, causing Jamey to laugh along with him.

      “Yeah. It becomes very interesting during the Army vs Navy game every year. Dad, Cory, Brian and Chase all root and talk shit towards the other three. Mom and I just laugh and stay out of it. I don’t think we’ve had a holiday in the past ten years where everyone has managed to make it home. Usually, it’s always me and whichever brother has made it home if they aren’t shipped off somewhere.”

      “Yeah, it can be hard.”

      “What about you?” Jamey was curious about Keith. He didn’t really talk much about himself. She kind of understood since some of the comments he made hinted he was special forces like her brothers.

      “Grew up in Texas. Parents own a ranch. I’m one of five kids. Large family like you, just a few siblings shorter.”

      Jamey couldn’t help but stick her tongue out at Keith at his remark, laughing along with him when he huffed out a laugh at her sticking her tongue out at him.

      “There’s four boys and a girl. Our sister isn’t the baby, she might as well be. There’s Connor, who runs the ranch with my dad and the oldest out of us. Jason who is a cop in San Antonio. Me, obviously I’m still in the military and here. Then there’s the twins Sarah and Weston. Sarah is an elementary school teacher in Houston and Weston is in the Navy, also a SEAL, but he’s at Coronado.”

      “Nice. Do you get to go home often?”

      “It’s been probably two years since I’ve managed to make it back home. Mom is begging me to come home this year for Thanksgiving or Christmas. Haven’t decided yet, hell, really can’t since I won’t know until the last minute what’s going on.”

      “Yeah. It’s the same with Cory, even though he’s stationed here. Usually if mom and dad see him, they’ve come out here to see me and sneak a visit with him, getting him to come over here.”

      “Wait, Cory…Cory ‘Reaper’ Newton is your brother?”

      “Well shit! I shouldn’t have told you.” Jamey groaned, letting her head fall back onto the back of the chair she was sitting in.

      “It’s good, beautiful. Yeah, I’ve met your brother a few times on a couple of missions. I don’t really know him though.”

      “Okay, Good. Well. I guess I had better turn in. I’ll let you go get some rest.”

      Jamey stood up and turned to go but stopped when Keith didn’t move. She stood, watching him for a few moments before she took a step towards him.

      “I hope I don’t scare you with this, but I’ve been wanting to do this since I’ve met you.” Keith murmured before snagging Jamey by the hips and pulling her in, placing his lips on hers.

      Jamey gasped when she felt his tongue tease her lips, giving him access to her mouth, their tongues dueling for control. Jamey gripped his shirt, tugging herself closer to him, moaning as she felt his fingers tighten on her hips as the kiss grew hungrier and more heated.
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      Keith reluctantly pulled back, touching his forehead to hers, both of them breathing heavy. Fuck! This woman would tempt a fucking saint! He was no saint.

      “Jamey, you better get inside before this goes further than you’re ready for. We’ve just met, and I’m not looking for a one-night stand. I can’t get your sexy ass off my mind and if I go inside with you, I’m going to devour every fucking inch of you, and you’ll be going to work with very little sleep.”

      “I can sleep when I’m dead. I haven’t been able to get you off my mind and I’m not looking for a one-night stand either. I know it’s crazy. We just met and both of our professions make this crazy…”

      Keith didn’t let her finish, he took Jamey’s keys out of her hand and unlocked the door. Turning around, he hauled her up in his arms and carried her into the house.

      “Keith! Put me down. I’m heavy.”

      “Where’s your room, Jamey?” Keith asked, not putting her down.

      “That way.”

      Keith didn’t waste a minute. As soon as he got her into her bedroom, he stripped her naked, sat on her bed and pulled her over his knee, spanking her ass until it was red. He ignored her squeaks, yelling at him to stop, and her legs kicking.

      When he was done making her ass red, he palmed her ass cheeks, letting the fire seep into her skin before he moved his fingers down to her pussy. Fuck she was soaked.

      “Seems like you liked that spanking more than you’re admitting. Let’s get two things straight. One, no more calling yourself fat. Two, I’m in control in the bedroom. I need the control. If that’s a problem, tell me now and I’ll walk out of this room. I don’t know who made you feel like you weren’t beautiful, but it stops now. Do you understand me?”

      Keith looked into Jamey’s eyes as he wiped away the tears with the pads of his thumb. He held his breath as he waited for Jamey’s answer. Luckily, she didn’t make him wait long.

      “You really think I’m beautiful?”

      “Fuck! You’re so God damn beautiful, I wanted to gouge out my own teammates eyes tonight for just staring at you.”

      “They weren’t staring at me. They were staring at Tara. She’s the beautiful one. The one the guys always go for.”

      “She does nothing for me. It took everything I had tonight, not to kiss you senseless in front of my men or pull you into my lap. I wanted to feel my hand on these sexy ass cheeks of yours since the second I laid eyes on you.”

      “Then why are you still dressed?”

      “On the bed.”

      Keith wasted no time while he watched Jamey do his bidding. He shucked his clothes as she got on the bed and laid down in the middle of the bed.

      “Hands above your head, holding onto the headboard. If you touch me right now, I won’t last.”

      Keith studied her naked body for a few minutes. Her luscious fucking full tits on display had his mouth watering. Her nipples were a nice rosey pink color, tight and hard, telling him how turned on she was right now. She had rolls on her stomach, which he couldn’t help but run his hands from her tits to her stomach. Her hips were nice and full. His mother would call those childbearing hips. Fuck, it was too soon to think about that shit right now. She had thick thighs. Her ass cheeks was more than a handful, and he was going to love playing with them later.

      Keith moved his hand down, running his hands down her thighs, spreading them for him to get his first good look at her plump, wet pussy. He knew she was going to taste like heaven. He already knew that just one taste was not going to satisfy him. Jamey is what most men and hateful women in society would call fat. Fuck them! He was calling her his.

      Keith leaned down and got his first real taste of her juices. Groaning in delight, he gorged himself on her pussy. Licking, teasing, sucking, using his mouth, teeth, tongue and fingers. He made a buffet out of her pussy. Loving the sounds she was making, hearing her call his name as she came all over his fingers.

      Not letting her catch her breath, Keith reared up, coving her body and her mouth with his. Thrusting in hard, he had to still because she was so fucking hot and tight, he almost came then and there, just from the feel of her surrounding his cock.

      “Fuck! You’re so tight and feel so fucking good!” Keith laid his forehead against hers, both of them panting.

      “You’re so fucking huge, of course I’m going to be small.”

      Keith huffed out a chuckle before he leaned down to kiss her lips. “Babe, I’m not that damn big.”

      “You’re bigger than anyone I’ve been with. Plus, it’s been about four years since I was last with someone. I think my mom…”

      Keith didn’t let her finish. He crushed his lips to hers, silencing her rambling, while he started thrusting.

      “Damn baby! You feel so damn good. I can’t be gentle this first time. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Keith. Fuck me like you really want me.”

      Keith growled as he stared into her eyes, leaning up onto one of his forearms, he reached down, lifting one of her legs at the knee, wrapping it around his hips as he started thrusting hard and fast into her core. Never breaking eye contact with her.

      “Feel that, Jamey?”

      “Uh huh” Jamey panted, biting her lower lip, sending him into overdrive.

      “My cock has never been that fucking hard or that fucking needy for any woman before. This is all for you. If I didn’t want you, this cock wouldn’t be inside this pussy. Guess what baby? You just surrendered this pussy to me. I now own this pussy. Understand me?”

      When Jamey didn’t answer right away, Keith moved his hand from her thigh, smacking her thigh one hard time before wrapping his hand around her throat, forcing her to look into his eyes.

      “I asked you a question!”

      “Only if I own this cock sliding in and out of me!” Jamey challenged, staring him in the eye, her hand holding onto the wrist of the hand wrapped around her throat.

      Keith leaned down, his forehead touching hers again, staring straight into her eyes. “Yeah baby. You and only you will own this cock from now on. He only gets hard for you, feeds only on your pussy!”
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      Jamey kept staring into Keith’s eyes, one hand holding the wrist of the hand wrapped around her throat while her other one anchored her to his shoulder. When she realized he’d slowed down, she arched her hips, meeting his thrust.

      “No! Don’t! You start that, it’ll be over before we both want it to.”

      Licking her lips, Jamey did it again. “I want you to fuck me, hard. Please.”

      Jamey has never pleaded for anything before and really wanted Keith to pound into her. When he growled before kissing her hard, she cheered inwardly when he started thrusting into her hard and fast.

      “Fuck baby. I can’t last this first time. You feel so fucking good! I need you to get there.”

      Jamey reached down and started playing with her clit, feeling Keith’s cock sliding in and out of her, she looked into his eyes, glazed with desire, realizing that look was for her, she leaned up and bit his lower lip, making him growl down at her, him squeezing her throat just a little tighter.

      All of that combined, sent her over the edge as he growled her name, his thrusts harder, uncoordinated, punishing. She opened her mouth on a silent scream as she spasmed, something she’s never done when she felt his cock push in hard, almost painful on the last thrust, sending her completely over the edge, her orgasm something she’s never felt before, her pussy going on lockdown.

      When Keith roared his release above her, she held on as she felt him come, sending her into a mini orgasm, something she never thought possible.

      “Baby, you have to release my cock from this pussy, or I’ll be pounding into you again. I need to take care of you. I want to make sure I didn’t hurt you.”

      It took several minutes for her to come down from her spasms, realizing that Keith was talking to her softly, kissing her lips, her forehead, her cheeks. When she relaxed, Keith was able to slowly remove himself.

      “Oh fuck! I forgot to put on a condom!” Keith said, looking shocked at her.

      Jamey had to do math in her head and realized she was due to start her period next week. “I’m clean. It’s been four years since I was with someone.”

      “I’m clean too. Haven’t been with someone in the last year. Even before that, never been with a woman without a condom. Are you on the pill?”

      Jamey started to pull away when Keith pulled her back to him, his hand on her chin. “Baby, I don’t mean that I wouldn’t want a baby with you. I would love to. But, when you’re ready to have one, if you want to keep me around that long. I’m always gone, I can be moody, quiet at times and I’m an alpha male. I’m dominating. I’m not controlling, but to me, you would come first. That means your safety and happiness.”

      “I can handle you being gone, Keith. I’m a cop for Christs sake. Hell I can be moody, since I’m a woman, quiet at times and a bitch. As long as you’re not going to tell me I have to quit my job and just sit at home waiting for you day in and day out and you’re not going to cheat on me, as long as you communicate with me, and no I don’t mean where you’re going job wise since I know how that works, but talk to me in general, let me know what’s on your mind, then we’ll be fine. I think I’m ok and don’t think I’m in that range to wind up pregnant. But, if I do, it’s not the end of the world for me. I’m not getting any younger and I wouldn’t expect you to marry me just because I got knocked up.”

      “Oh baby, we’re definitely getting married. I thought my parents were joking when my dad said it was love at first sight with my mother. They were married a month after they met and are still happily married to this day. I’m not saying I love you, yet, because I don’t to scare the hell out of you. We will be getting married one of these days, baby or not.”

      Jamey studied Keith’s face while he spoke and realized he was serious. He really wanted to give this, whatever it was between them a chance. Nodding, “Ok. Not saying we’re getting married, but I’m willing to see where this goes.”

      The rest of the night, Jamey got very little sleep. When Keith had taken her to the bathroom, put her in the shower to wash her off, they wound up getting dirty again in the shower. They talked, kissed, went at each other at least two more times during the night before Keith let her finally fall asleep as the sky started to get a little bit of light outside.

      When Jamey woke up, Keith was gone, but a note was on his pillow. He didn’t want to wake her since she had to get a few hours of sleep for work, as much as he wanted to lay next to her, duty called, and he had to head to base that morning. He’d also left his number on the paper and asked her to text him later in the day. Yep, they were really going to do this.

      Jamey didn’t get a chance to really see Keith during the week, between shit going down in town and his job, they mostly spoke on the phone when she was between calls or exchanged text messages. She hated having Tara there when they would talk on the phone because she always became nosey and wanted to interject herself into the conversation.

      Jamey wondered, if not for the hundredth time if tonight was a full moon because the people were crazy as all get out this evening. She and Tara were just discussing what to grab for dinner when the call came over the radio for a possible robbery in progress. While Tara drove, lights and sirens, Jamey responded they were enroute to the location and would advise if backup was needed.

      Upon arriving to the outlet store, a popular locale for teenagers to hang out, they assessed the situation. No one seemed to be in a panic, running away or trying to stare into the store. The location was also where a lot of the military came to get a few quick items if they didn’t want the hassle of going to the PX for simple items. The owner, being prior military knew how it was trying to get on base sometimes.

      Tara decided that since nothing seemed to be out of place outside and nothing seemed to be hinky from what they could see through the glass panes, they were going to walk in and talk to the owner. As soon as they walked in, they realized too late their mistake.

      Well, fuck a rubber duck! Jamey looked at the kid with the gun, deciding it was a dangerous situation. He had the weapon pointed at the man behind the counter, a scared pregnant woman in front of him, using her as a shield. Jamey realized right away she recognized the kid. She was actually surprised to see him trying to rob the place. He’s never been a problem with the cops before. So, what happened to change all that?

      “Erik? What’s going on?” Jamey asked, establishing a relationship with the gunman.

      “God damn it, Whiskey girl! Why you gotta be the one responding. I don’t want to hurt you!”

      “You don’t have to hurt me, Erik. Talk to me, what’s going on. See, my hands are up here, nowhere near my weapon. Boston is the same. See, she doesn’t have her hands on her weapon either. What happened Erik? Why are you holding old man Jones at gunpoint and have that pregnant lady as a shield?”

      “I…I didn’t want to. But damn it, Bones is going to hurt my grams if I don’t give him money. My…my little brother got into trouble. Bones was making him deal at his school. Only way to get my little brother away from Bones is give him the money he claims my brother owes him. If I don’t, he’s going to make Wayne become one of his boys…”

      “Ok, Erik. You’re between a rock and a hard place. How much is Bones claiming Wayne owes him?” Jamey asked, stepping a little closer to Erik.

      “Too fucking much. Even with me working, and staying with my grandma, we can’t come up with the ten grand he claims is owed to him.” Erik yelled out, the gun turning towards Jamey.

      Jamey forced herself to stay still. Movement behind Erik caught her attention. Yep, fuck a royal yellow rubber duck! Keith’s teammates Jasper and Delmar were in the store. Son of a fucking bitch so was Cory. Slightly shaking her head at all three men, telling them to stand back, she turned her eyes back to Erik.

      “Ok, Erik, we can figure this out. But right now, with you waving that gun around, you’re scaring that lady. Let her go, you can use me as your shield if you’re scared of Tara. I won’t let anyone harm you.”

      “Are you fucking crazy, Jamey?” Tara yelled out, her eyes darting between her and Erik.

      “Apparently so since I’m still partnered with you! Now, take the pregnant lady outside so she can get checked out. I’ll stay here with Erik. Tell the others to stand down.”

      In the time that they had gone into the store, more cops arrived, including some from the town over since it was considered a robbery and they hadn’t responded to dispatch for information. Taking a step forward to Erik, Jamey pulled the lady from in front of him, placing herself between Erik and the pregnant woman. Jamey didn’t even turn around when she heard sobs as the woman rushed past Tara to get out of the store.

      “You’re fucking crazy, Whiskey! You can’t help me with Bones. I know you want to, but this is the only way to save my brother, or one of us dies. If it has to be me, then so be it.”

      “If you die, how does that save Wayne from Bones? Huh? You die or wind up in jail right now from this robbery, Wayne still winds up in the hands of Bones. This isn’t the way. You’re a good kid. You’re getting ready to graduate with honors from high school. You’ve signed the dotted line to join the Army. You take this money and you fuck up everything you’ve busted your ass for. Don’t do this Erik. Let me help you save Wayne. Old man Jones understands and won’t press charges. Right, Mr. Jones?”

      Jamey turned pleading eyes to the old man who stared at the kid. Knowing how the old man was, she waited him out.

      “You being for real kid? That Bones asshole is trying to get his hooks into your kid brother?”

      Erik startled a little at the question before looking over at Jamey, unsure how to respond. “Y…yes, sir. He’s just a kid, fourteen. I’m trying to teach him the right way to be. Work hard, study hard and do right.”

      “How old is your grandmother? Where’s your mom and pops?”

      “Grams is in her late seventies. Don’t where my parents are. They dumped me and my brother on my grams doorstep when we were babies and never came back. Grams has been raising us since I was six and my brother was two.”

      Jamey held her breath as old man Jones looked between her and Erik. After several tense moments, old man Jones nodded. “You put down the gun, I won’t press charges and tell the badges outside it was a misunderstanding. You wanted to look at the gun and it was assumed you were holding people hostage. I’ll even talk to Sherry, the pregnant lady. You’ll get no beef with me. I expect you to do as you promised, graduated high school and join the military. Let Jamey here deal with Bones and your brother.”

      “But…”

      “Erik, we can save your brother. You just have to trust me.” Jamey said softly, her hand going onto Erik’s holding the gun, lowering it from old man Jones’s direction.

      Erik lowered the gun, breaking down into sobs as he fell to his knees. Jamey took the gun away, placing it on the counter as she held onto Erik, letting him cry into her uniform shirt. Several minutes later, she led him and old man Jones out of the store, holding off anyone who came to touch Erik.

      Just as Erik was placed into the back of her patrol car, a shot rang out. Everyone dropped, looking around trying to figure out who fired the shot. Jamey couldn’t speak as she reached up to touch her neck where a stinging sensation seemed to resonate. Pulling her hand away, she saw red. Shit, her neck was bleeding. Why was she getting lightheaded all of the sudden?

      Hearing someone shouting her name, Jamey looked around just as her world went dark. She never saw who was screaming her name or who it was that was touching her, preventing her from hitting the ground.
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      Keith sent a text to Jamey letting her know he was home from the gym and to let him know when she was free. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Tonight, he had made plans to wait up for her, since it was a Friday night. He’d gone three days without seeing her or being able to touch her and it was driving him insane. The only thinking keeping him from going postal was their text messages and talking on the phone. He’s never been this gone over a woman before.

      When he stepped out of the shower, he heard his phone ringing. Wrapping the towel around his waist, he rushed to grab it, seeing that it was Jasper.

      “Hey Jasper, miss me already?”

      “Keith…fuck man. Old man Jones place was being robbed. Delmar and I got caught up in it. Fuck! Man, your girl responded to the call. She managed to talk the fucking kid down. Literally put herself between him and the old man, talked him into surrendering himself. Even had old man Jones willing to not press charges. As soon as she put the kid in the back of her squad car, someone opened fire. Dude…Jamey was shot…”

      “She was wearing her vest, right?” Keith asked, trying to remain positive.

      “Yeah, but Keith, she was shot in the damn neck. She’s in emergency surgery. Delmar was able to get to her quick. But we don’t know if what we were able to do until the medics got there saved her. Her brother is a fucking mess, man. He had to watch the whole fucking thing.”

      “What hospital?”

      “Keith…”

      “Jasper, so help me fucking God, what hospital?”

      Keith didn’t let Jasper finish his statement as soon as he said the hospital name. He hung up on him, rushing to get dressed. Once he had his boots on, he was out the door and, in his car, breaking every speed limit and law to get to the hospital she had been air lifted to. Arriving, the hospital waiting room was crowded with cops waiting for word on one of their own. Suddenly he had someone in his arms crying. When he pulled back and realized it was Tara, he stepped away, nodding at Oscar to come deal with the woman.

      Jasper walked forward with a man who looked almost like his woman’s identical twin. “Dragon, this is Cory Newton, Jamey’s brother.”

      “Newton, any word?”

      “You’re the one dating my sister?”

      “Yes, I am. How is she? She ok?”

      “What are your intentions with her?”

      “Newton, that’s between me and your sister. I get that she’s your sister, but she’s my woman. I only answer to her and Uncle Sam. Now, what is the word on her?”

      Keith was barely holding to his sanity with worry for her. He couldn’t lose Jamey when he had just found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. God couldn’t be that damn mean, could he?

      “You’re serious about her, aren’t you?”

      Keith bit his tongue as he studied Cory for several seconds. Taking a deep breath, he ran his hand over his head. “Yeah, man. I’m crazy about her. I know it’s stupid and fast, I can’t explain it, but I’m in love with her. She’s it for me. I can’t lose her. Not when I just found her.”

      “Damn, Captain Keith ‘Dragon’ Albright has bit the bullet and was the first one to fall!” Jasper said, slapping Keith on the back, smiling sadly at him.

      Keith waited for several seconds, holding his breath as Cory stared at him intently before nodding and offering his hand. “I guess welcome to the family is the only thing that can be said. But, if you hurt my baby sister, I will fucking gut you. My family has a large yard. I have plenty of places to bury your ass. Hear me?”

      Keith had to smile at the threat. He was glad someone had his woman’s back if he couldn’t be there. “Newton, if I intentionally hurt your sister, you have my permission to gut my ass and bury me alive. Now, I’m not going to ask again…”

      “We don’t know. They won’t tell us anything other than she’s in surgery and they are doing everything they can to save her. My parents are on their way in. I’ve put in calls to all of my brothers. The two that are in VA are on their way down. The one at Benning is also on the way in. The two in California are catching the first flight they can to get here.”

      “She’s a fighter. She won’t give up.” Keith proclaimed, hoping like hell he wasn’t lying.

      “Cory!”

      Keith and her brother turned at the sound of a woman’s loud yell. He watched as an older couple came rushing towards their son, pulling him into a tight hug. He now saw what his woman would look like as she got older. Beautiful as hell. She looked just like her momma, with her daddy’s eyes.

      “Mom, dad, this is Captain Keith Albright. He and Jamey had just started dating. Captain…”

      “I’m not a captain in this room, Newton. You can call me Keith.”

      Keith watched as Cory nodded, pulling his mom in closer as she sobbed. “Mom, dad, this is Keith. Keith, this is my mom, Janice and my dad, Gerald.”

      “Everyone calls me Gerry. So, you’re dating my baby girl?”

      Keith couldn’t help but smile at the old man who was trying so hard to sound like the tough military man he was when he was holding on by a thread.

      “Yes sir. I plan to marry her one day, if she’ll have me. I know we just started seeing each other…”

      “When you know, you know. I met my Gerald my sophomore year of high school. I told my sister I was going to marry that boy. She thought I was nuts. Two weeks after I graduated high school, we were married. Two years later, we started spitting out six boys. I’d given up on having my little girl when five years after I had Justin, I found out I was pregnant with my baby girl…”

      Keith couldn’t resist stepping forward to hug Jamey’s mother. “She’s got you for a mom, your husband for a dad and six brothers who have taught her how to be a fighter. She’s going to be ok. I refuse to believe anything else.”
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      Keith paced the waiting room that was full of her co-workers, which had him laughing internally since some of the officers gave her a hard time at work. During the few times that they have managed to talk on the phone, she told him about the hard times her fellow officers had given him. Oscar had told him that his one-night stand with Tara had been a mistake since all she did was put Jamey down. He had to laugh when Oscar admitted he had a hard time getting it up for the woman when she kept whining about Jamey.

      It took everything in Keith right now not to go off on her partner or co-workers for their treatment of her. He felt sick every time her partner would come up and try to put her arms around him and seek comfort with no tears in her eyes. He wanted to call her out for trying to cozy up to her partners man, thinking she had a chance. He felt filthy anytime the woman came near him.

      “Hey, are you good?”

      Keith looking over at Jamey’s brother Larry walked over with Cory on his heels. Both men were looking at him with a cross between concern and wanting to interrogate the man their baby sister was seeing. Keith reluctantly nodded at both men. It wouldn’t do any good to rant and rave at them.

      “Yeah, just trying to not let loose some feelings I’m having right now.” Keith said on a heavy sigh, rubbing his face with his hands.

      “That chick you keep glaring at…” Larry started to say.

      “Is a menace to your sister. She’s nice to Jamey’s face but as soon as her back is turned or she’s not around she’s putting Jamey down and thinking she’s better. She’s about as two faced as a fucking scar face in fucking Batman.” Keith grumbled, watching her pretending to be sad with one of his teammates, sneaking looks his way.

      “Thank the fucking lord I wasn’t the only one who thought the woman was faking her sadness.” Larry said, shaking his head, patting Keith on the back hard.

      “Yeah!” Cory sighed deeply, rubbing his hands over his face and head. “She’s friends with my ex-girlfriend.”

      “Ex? Jamey said you had a girlfriend. Said she didn’t like the woman but since you were crazy about her. She tolerated the chick because she was afraid the woman would turn you against her.” Keith said, confusion in his voice as he looked at Cory.

      “What? She seriously said that?” Cory asked Keith in disbelief.

      “She wasn’t the only one.” Larry admitted, looking at Cory in concern. “None of us really liked her.”

      “Why didn’t anyone say anything?” Cory questioned, looking over at his parents, who were walking up along with Justin, Chase, Brian and Darrell, who had just arrived at the hospital several minutes ago.

      “Because you seemed happy, son. While we may not have liked her, you did. We didn’t want to cause a rift and she seemed like the person who would do that.” Jamey’s father admitted to his son.

      “Is that why Jamey didn’t come around when I would invite her?” Cory asked Keith, who looked down at his feet contemplating his answers.

      “All I can say, is that is what I’m understanding from the conversations we had. But most of our conversations were short and mostly through text because of her partner. Whenever she would find out that we were on the phone, she would interject or make talking extremely difficult.”

      “I can’t stand that woman!” Cory admitted, shaking his head. “She’s friends with my ex, as I said earlier. They were constantly putting Jamey down. If I said anything, my ex would just pat my chest and tell me it’s sweet I took up for her since no one else did. I’d finally had enough. Had planned to tell her it was over but came home and found her in bed with one of the cops and Tara. Kicked them all out right then and there. Reminded her I owned the house, and she was a guest since she had her own place and had the locks and codes changed that evening.”

      “Thank fuck!” Jamey’s mother mumbled to the amusement of her husband and sons.

      “Newton family?” A man in scrubs said as he walked into the waiting room.

      “That would be us!” Jamey’s father spoke up as everyone gathered around. “I’m her father, this is her mother, these are her brothers and this is her fiancée.”

      Keith looked over at Jamey’s father in shock as he introduced him as the fiancée. When he did, Jamey’s mother winked at him as the brother’s showed support in the introduction. He wasn’t expecting such a warm welcome so soon.

      “Ok. Your daughter came through the surgery fine. It was touch and go there for a moment, but she pulled through. I have her in a drug induced coma to give her a chance to heal without stress or movement. Since the bullet was actually more in the crook of the neck where it meets the shoulder, she is lucky that whoever shot her was a lousy shot. A few millimeters to the left and she wouldn’t have made it into the ambulance alive.”

      “I want someone sitting with her at all times. We can take turns.” Jamey’s father announced, looking at Keith and then his own sons.

      “Sir…”

      “Doctor, someone shot my daughter. These people behind me don’t know who did it, and I’m not leaving my daughter unattended for whoever it was to come finish the job. Someone will be sitting with her at all times, and I want whatever doctor, if it’s not you, that will be attending her and whatever nurses that will be attending her to be fully vetted.” Jamey’s father continued without giving the doctor a chance to finish his statement.

      “Mr. Newton, my department will be investigating who shot one of ours.” Jamey’s lt. stated, stepping forward.

      “I hope so, because so help me God, I find out your department is half assing the investigation, I will make heads spin and every damn one of you will lose your jobs. My daughter may not have said anything to me, her mother or her brothers, but I know how you people have treated my daughter. I know you all speak rudely about her because she’s not some fashion model looking cop, but she’s damn good at what she does. She has more heart than all of you put together. Find who shot my daughter and it better not be a cover up. I will know.”
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      Everything hurt. Why does everything hurt? What’s that beeping sound? Jamey tried to turn her head until pain literally shot up through her neck into her head causing her to groan.

      “Don’t move baby. Your mom went to get the nurse. You were shot and have been in a drug induced coma.”

      “K…K…” Jamey’s voice was cracked and made her throat hurt like a bitch when she tried to talk.

      “Ms. Newton. Glad you’re awake. You’ve given your family quite a scare. Let me check your vitals and then we can get some cold water in you to help sooth that soreness in your throat.”

      Ten minutes later, she sighed in relief when the cold trickle of water went down her throat. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for several seconds.

      “W…what…”

      “You were shot in the neck, baby. Don’t push it. It’s going to hurt to talk for a while.” Keith softly told her.

      Jamey looked at Keith in disbelief at what he had just told her. Suddenly it all came back. She had just escorted Erik out of the building towards the squad car and had put him into the car. She heard someone call her name and then the sting in the neck before passing out. She made the motion for paper and a pen when her mother handed her a small whiteboard and a marker.

      “Do they know who shot me?” Keith read out loud for her.

      “No. The doctor was able to give the department the bullet fragment that was lodged in the shoulder area. Forensics is saying whoever did was close to you.” Cory answered for her.

      Jamey closed her eyes trying to remember that day before her eyes popped open looking at her brother. “Erik? The kid who had held up the outlet. He’s ok right?”

      Cory read her words and nodded. “Yes. I told everyone what had happened in the outlet. You were crazy as hell putting yourself in that danger, but I couldn’t have been prouder of my baby sister. We’ve been to check on him. Old man Jones didn’t press charges, and neither is the pregnant woman once she found out what was really going on. We’ve been by to check on him, his grandmother and brother. They have all come by the hospital to check on you too…”

      When Cory trailed off, Jamey’s eyes narrowed at her brother. “What?” she wrote on the white board, tapping it several times.

      “Tara has been trying to claim it was Erik who shot you from the back of the patrol car.” Her father finally answered, when both Keith and Cory were hesitant to answer.

      “No! I had his gun. I explained to him why I had to cuff him. His hands were cuffed behind his back.” Jamey wrote fast and messy, shaking her head adamant that Erik didn’t do it.

      Erasing the words already on there, haphazardly, leaving some of the marks still on there. “Someone called my name after I put him in the vehicle. When I turned to look, that’s when I felt the sting to my neck.”

      “Shit, she’s right!” Cory confirmed. “I forgot about that part.”

      Jamey watched as her father stepped out of the room with his phone to his ear. Looking around the room at her brother’s, who had all came when Cory informed them of their baby sister’s accident, to Keith, she was overwhelmed at the support and love she felt with them. She knew they loved her and would always have her back, but seeing it actually happening, it overwhelmed her.

      “It’s ok, babe. We’ve got you.” Keith said softly, kissing her forehead.

      When Keith stood up to go to the door when her father called his name, Jamey started to panic slightly. She gripped his hand that had been in hers and held tightly, not wanting him to leave the room.

      “Babe, I’m just going into the hall. I’m not leaving you. I promise. I’ll be right back.”

      When Keith leaned down to kiss her lips, he leaned his forehead to hers, breathing deeply as if to inhale her scent. She probably smelled freaking horrible since she hasn’t had a bath in a couple of days from what she’s understanding.

      “I’ve got you, baby girl.” Her mother stated, taking Keith’s seat, patting her leg. “Let the men go do their manly talk. I need a few seconds with my baby.”

      While the men were out in the hallway, her mother went quickly into the bathroom and came back with the pink wash tub, soap and a rag. Jamey was torn between horror of her mother giving her a whore bath and relief. She let her mother wash her face, arms and hands, brush her hair and rub lotion on her skin. She hated to admit she felt somewhat better. When she asked about brushing her teeth, her mother gave her a small toothbrush with a bit of paste and had a cup of water on standby to rinse her mouth out. Once she was done, she felt ten times better.

      When the men came back into the room, she could feel the tension between every one of them. What the hell happened in the hall. It wasn’t until her father had stepped to the side when she saw her captain walking into the room with the men that she understood why they were agitated.

      “Newton. I came by to check on you when your father let me know you had just woken up. Last thing I want to do is agitate you.”

      Jamey had to look at her captain in confusion before looking at her father, brothers and Keith. Making the motion to write something down since it was advised to rest her throat at least for today before trying to talk some more, she wrote down her questions.

      “What’s on your mind, captain?” Keith spoke for her, having taking a seat next to her bed, his hand on her arm, showing support.

      Her captain sighed deeply, his hands going to his waist. “Were you aware that your partner, Tara and Jedidiah were having an affair?”

      Looking at her captain in shock, she shook her head no. “Jedidiah is married. He’s always talked highly of his wife. Granted he did make mention he wished she would lose weight after having the kids, but he loves her.”

      “They have been having an affair for the last six months. His wife found out last week when she saw a text from Tara on his phone while he was in the shower. They got into a huge fight, he admitted it and admitted he was in love with Tara. Turns out he’s been having issues focusing on work and making mistakes because your partner has been pulling away. She’s apparently made comment to a few fellow officers about a bet that she could steal your man.”

      Keith burst into laughter at that last part causing everyone, including her to look over at him. “I’m sorry. Yes, she has tried to get my attention. Even tried to pretend to be Jamey on Tara’s phone claiming her phone had died. I know my girl here. I know how she types. It’s part of my job to notice little things that are out of the ordinary. Especially when my woman has just told me that she was getting ready to do something and would text me in a few hours, then several seconds later I get a different text saying something else.”

      “Has she tried to meet you without Jamey around or anything of that nature?” Jamey’s captain asked Keith.
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      Keith had to really think about a few things, considering what he was just learning from Jamey’s captain. A lot of things were now making sense.

      “We’d just got home from a funeral when Jamey and her partner had come over. Jamey had seemed a little uncomfortable coming over, but I had figured it was because she’d never been inside my house. I’d just bought the house a month before and was fixing it up before officially moving in. As soon as I invited them in, her partner tried to push Jamey out of the way then got a little upset when I paired her with Oscar. Jamey and I went to the loveseat and sat down, talked and pretty much paid no attention to her. She went home with Oscar that night.”

      “Jamey, how did she know about Keith?” Cory asked, moving towards the bed, placing his hand on her foot.

      Keith watched as Jamey blushed as she looked over towards her mother who just smiled. Keith figured it out just from that. So his girl had been talking to her mother about him. He couldn’t help but smile at that thought.

      “We’ve talked about him a few times on the phone. Sometimes I would call during her shift to check up on her, ease my mind a little since my little girl is a cop, even if it is a small town.” Jamey’s mom admitted, taking her daughter’s hand on the opposite side of where Keith was sitting.

      Keith squeezed Jamey’s hand in support and acknowledgement when she nodded sheepishly. God he was crazy about this woman!

      “Ok. So, she knew about him from your conversations. Were you two already dating at this time?”

      “No, sir. We’d only been talking in passing. Being friendly neighbors. I’d ask how her shift went, told her I’d do my best to keep the party noise down, as a joke with all the banging, sawing and stuff I was doing fixing up the rooms I was trying to get done before move in day. She’d ask how the remodel was going and if I needed anything. Thanked me a few times for mowing her yard since her mower had died. But that was it.”

      “Has she tried to see you in person any besides that night of the funeral you mentioned?” Jamey’s captain asked, staring at him intently.

      “I never thought of it before, until your statement. She’s run into me a few times at the local grocery store I’d stop at if I didn’t want to deal with the PX on base. Always had a dress on that showed cleavage or a little more provocative. Oscar, the guy she went home with made comment when I mentioned to him the woman made my skin crawl that she had it out for Jamey, but we never thought she was dangerous. Just jealous of Jamey’s natural ability to make friends.”

      Keith watched as Jamey’s captain wrestled with what he was about to say next. Was this Tara chick the reason his girl was laying in this hospital bed.

      “In the course of our investigation, we’ve uncovered a serious issue. Seems that Tara was sleeping with a couple of men in the department, including your shift supervisor, Jedidiah and two others. Your shift supervisor was the one who came forward about everything first. When we pulled Jedidiah in, he confessed to everything. He was angry at you because he blamed you for putting this young man…” the captain pointed at Keith, “into Tara’s line of vision. She apparently had broken things off once she had him in her sights. Jedidiah stated she was bound and determined to take him away, any way she could. She’s also the reason for the tension on the shift because of statements she was making about you to the others. Telling them you were a rat for internal affairs, you were threatening her with all kinds of things and so forth. We’ve had her under investigation for the last two months. I’m just sorry we didn’t deal with her in time to prevent this. Jedidiah has been placed under arrest for attempted homicide. He was the one who shot you the other day. He’s confessed to it.”

      “Did anyone check Tara’s gun?” Justin asked, stepping forward. “You did state she was planning to get rid of my sister any way she could.”

      “We have also arrested Tara and her weapons are also being looked at. We brought in SBI as well as the state troopers to help with this investigation so that there is no bias. We want this handled properly so that she doesn’t escape. During the course of the SBI and state troopers, we’ve found this isn’t her first department, and Tara isn’t her real name. She had a good hacker who forged her information and she was hiding in North Carolina after doing this exact same thing in another state out in the Midwest.”

      “What the hell?!” Was shouted amongst every male in the room that heard the statement.

      “She’s wanted by three other states for homicide, attempted homicide or inciting a homicide. This is her M.O. She always does this to a woman who is plus sized to make herself feel better, from what we’ve learned of the other crimes.” Jamey’s captain stated, stepping closer to the bed. “Jamey, you are ordered to take all the time you need to truly heal because this department wants you back. What you did for that young man, Erik, that’s the kind of cops we need on our force. Your shift supervisor, and the other two officers who have caused you grief have been fired. The other’s in our department have all come forwards and expressed their mistakes and when you’re ready, they will come to you one at a time and apologize. It will be up to you if you accept their apology. Me, personally, if I were you, I’d make their asses suffer because a real cop wouldn’t have taken that bitch at her word. Now, young lady, you let this man who showed how he really feels in the face of a barracuda make sure you get better and I look forward to when you return.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Jamey’s captain shook hands with her father and Keith and walked out of the room. Keith was at a loss for words. Never in all of his years had he thought of that kind of scenario. He really could have lost his future!

      “Sir…” Keith spoke up, so that he and Jamey’s brothers could hear him. “I know this is probably not done this way, but after what I’ve just heard, I’m not wasting time. I know this is fast, I just met your daughter a month ago, but with your permission, if she’ll have me, I’d like your permission to marry your daughter. Her laughter, her smile, her everything, I can’t live without. She’s the sun to my darkness, she’s my Harley to my Joker, even though she’s more of the joker than I am, but she makes me want to be better. Our talks are the highlight of my days. I know I can be shipped out at any time, but knowing she’s waiting for me at home, or I’m at home waiting for her to get off and I can make her smile when she steps into the doorway, that’s my reason for breathing.”

      Keith knew he should be looking at her father, but when he was speaking, all he could do is look at Jamey. She was the one he wanted to make sure knew what he was truly feeling. He wanted her to know he was crazy about her, knowing it was just a couple of weeks, she was it for him. He’d never felt that kind of pull for anyone and knew he wouldn’t ever again.

      “Son, time means nothing. I met my wife and knew the second I saw her she was it for me. I couldn’t handle being without her and begged her to put me out of my misery two weeks after we met. Everyone said we wouldn’t make it and here we are, thirty plus years later and she still takes my breath away. If my daughter wants to marry you, then you both have my blessings.”

      Keith had to look over at Jamey’s mother when he heard her break out into a sob. He actually got scared for a moment, causing her sons to laugh when he looked up in a panic at Jamey’s dad.

      “Relax, son. These are happy tears. Jamey is her baby, our only girl and that’s all we’ve ever wanted for her was someone to love her as much as we love each other and we love our daughter and sons. Welcome to the family.”

      Keith looked down at Jamey who had tears in her eyes, smiling up at him. He couldn’t help but lean down and kiss her lips.

      “I love you, Jamey Allyson Whiskey Newton. I look forward to the rest of our lives together, whatever comes our way. Having you by my side, I know our lives will be amazing.”

      

      THE END
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      “Hello?” The door chime rang out as I made my way to the front desk. “Anyone here?” I could barely hear how frantic my voice was over my heartbeat. I leaned on the counter, trying to peer around the doorway behind the desk.

      Finally, I saw someone appear. For a moment, I forgot why I was here. Standing in front of me was a tall guy with dark hair that was buzzed on the sides but longer on the top. His hair flopped casually in front of one of his eyes and he shook it out of the way. He was wearing scrubs, but I could see part of a partial sleeve tattoo peeking from the sleeve hem. His skin was much deeper than mine, as if he spent most of his days in the sun.

      “What can I do for you?” His smile reached all the way up to his deep eyes and he tilted his head.

      “Um.” I started then shook my head to focus my attention. “My dog. She ate chocolate.”

      He peered around me and furrowed his brow. “Where is she? How much did she eat?”

      I felt my face flush. “A dozen cake donuts?”

      “Glazed or powdered?” His face was serious, but I still had to stifle a nervous laugh as he came around the counter.

      “What?” What did that have to do with anything? Was he just trying to get me to calm down? Because it wasn’t working.

      “Glazed with more chocolate or powdered? Helps me get a better understanding of how much she consumed. And I’m guessing she’s in your car?” He looked past me and made his way to the door.

      I scurried to catch up to him, my short legs taking twice as many steps. “Um, powdered. And yeah. She was already starting to throw up.”

      “That’s good.” His voice was calm as he made his way to my car. It was the only one in the parking lot and, admittedly, was parked haphazardly—like someone was in a hurry.

      “G-good?” I stammered, feeling my back sweat more.

      “The more that comes up means the less I have to pump from her stomach.”

      “Oh, okay.” I popped open the hatch to my small SUV and we both came face to face with a rather lethargic Great Pyrenees laying in a pool of vomit. The smell hit both of us immediately. I staggered back but the guy—that I assumed, and hoped was the vet—forged forward, scooping both arms around Izzy and heaving her up. I watched with my mouth open as he turned and carried my ninety-pound fluffy dog without a problem.

      I finally kicked back into gear and ran to open the door as I clicked my key fob to close my car hatch. I scurried behind him as he made his way into the back. As we went through a short hall, I heard a few other dogs barking. I craned my neck and saw two rooms on either side. One was small and had cats roaming around. The other was larger and I could see another door on the other side that seemed to lead to a small field. I could see a few dogs running around, playing with each other.

      “Those are the ones I have up for adoption or fostering.” His voice brought me back to the room appearing in front of me. I watched as he set Izzy on the metal table and began caressing her head. He dropped down to her level, looking deep in her eyes. “Okay, sweet girl. Let’s get this chocolate out of you. I know you think it tastes good but it’s tearing up your stomach.” He gave a sweet smile, as if trying to calm Izzy down just by gazing at her.

      And it did. She laid her head down on her paws and let out a small huff. I slowly made my way over to them, mouth dropped in awe.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so calm around someone she’s never met before.” I whispered, not expecting him to hear me as he began rooting around in a drawer.

      “She’s a sweet girl with a great heart. She’s protective of you.”

      “They say dogs are a great judge of character.”

      “That they are.” He nodded as he went to work, helping Izzy to undo her—and my—mistake.

      “I really didn’t know she’d get into the donuts. She never gets into anything. And I never leave anything like that out, but my friend brought them over and then I had to go shower and get ready and when I came out, she’d already ate them.” I rambled, wringing my hands together. I felt so guilty that Izzy got sick over something I should have thought about.

      He paused and looked up to me. “It happens. And you did the right thing bringing her here.” He gave me a soft smile meant to help soothe my nerves. It did a bit but I still couldn’t relax.

      I gulped and nodded.

      “Would you like to wait out there? You can go play with the dogs or cats if you’d like while I’m taking care of her.”

      “Okay.” I gave him a weak smile and excused myself. I was of no use pacing back and forth here. I’d only cause more harm than good and right now, my sweet girl was sick. I needed him to stay focused on her, not on the chaotic mess of a human standing behind him.
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      “Okay, Izzy is good as new and just resting.”

      I snapped my head up and saw the veterinarian leaning against the doorway with his arms crossed. I’d been so consumed with the kittens running around me, chasing each other that I hadn’t heard him come in. I started to stand up when he held his hand up and shook his head.

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. It’s what I’m here for.” He pushed off the doorway and came to the middle of the room to sit across from me. He stretched his arms out and danced his fingers, immediately catching the attention of two of the kittens.

      “I notice there aren’t any cages in here for the cats. Do they get to roam around all the time?”

      “Pretty much. When they first come in, they’re slowly introduced. But as long as they all get along, they stay together. It gives them the companionship they need while they’re waiting for their forever home.” He smiled when he said it, eyes lighting up.

      “Is it the same with the dogs?” I peered around his shoulder, curious.

      “Not exactly. I do have some separation with some of them. They still socialize and I don’t keep any of them completely alone unless I absolutely have to. I just can’t have fifteen dogs running around all the time together.”

      “Do you run this place by yourself? I haven’t seen anyone else here.”

      “No, I have some help. But it is just me today. I run the clinic, of course, but I have a couple people who help run everything else, including a couple volunteers that usually help more on the weekends.”

      “It’s truly amazing what you’re doing here.”

      “I wish I could do more. But for now, I can only house about ten to fifteen of each.”

      “It’s still amazing. It seems like you sacrifice so much of your time to take care of these animals.”

      “It’s not a sacrifice when it comes to something I love more than anything in the world.”

      They way he said it made my heart melt. I could see by the way he was playing with the kittens that he truly meant it. This place was his life.

      “You know, I could use something a little more fulfilling in my life if you need more volunteers.” I shrugged, letting the offer spill from my mouth before I could stop it. I worked full time and didn’t really have much spare time on my hands but for some reason, I couldn’t hold back on offering.

      “I’m always happy to use more help. Although, I’m going to have to ask that you leave the chocolate donuts out of reach of the pups. You can leave them for me though.” He smirked, letting me know he was joking.

      I held up my hands. “I swear, that is never happening again. Izzy will never get the taste of sweet chocolate again.”

      He let out a light laugh. “She’s alright. And you are too. It happens far more often than you’d think.”

      I brushed my hands on my thighs. “I guess that makes me feel a little better.”

      He pushed up to his feet. “Well, I’m sure she’s anxious to see you.” He held out his hand, helping me to my feet. When my hand met his, I felt the warmth spread through. His hand was soft but firm, and he pulled me up with ease.

      He led me back to the room and I saw Izzy laying on a large dog bed, chewing on a soft bone.

      “It’s a special mixture that is supposed to help settle down upset stomachs. I’ve got a couple more in a bag here for you to give her.” He held out a small bag and in it, I saw a collection of treats.

      “This is amazing. Thank you so much.” I beamed up at him. “I’m so sorry, I never did catch your name.”

      He broke out into a wide grin. “I’m Luca. Dr. Luca Dinelli. But everyone just calls me Luca.”

      “That sounds very Italian.” I blushed, wondering why I felt the need to say that out loud.

      “It is. Mia Madre is from Italy. And what is your name? I saw Izzy’s on her collar, but you don’t have one.” He joked, hinting at my neck. “I’m sorry, that was a horrible attempt at a joke.”

      I laughed. “No, it was good. My name is Rhys Calleto.”

      “Rhys.” He repeated and suddenly, I wanted to hear him say my name over and over. “I like that.”

      I like the way it rolls off your tongue. I thought to myself, instantly blushing.

      “Thanks, my mother wanted something a little different.”

      “It fits you.”
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      By the time I loaded Izzy back into my car, I’d had Luca’s phone number programmed into my phone and he’d done the same. He’d had a volunteer that had to move away and lucky for me, he had some shifts open that he could really use some help with. It worked perfectly with my schedule. And the best part? Izzy could come with me.

      I took my sweet girl home, making sure to give her extra attention as I programmed Thursday evenings and Sunday mornings into my phone for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t place my finger on it, but something told me this was exactly what I needed to do.

      I’ve always loved my job. For the most part, it was fulfilling. But it wasn’t like I felt a specific calling to it. It was just that—a job. This seemed like a chance to add that extra little something in my life. Plus, it would get me off my couch at least a couple days a week.

      I’d just curled up on my couch when I heard my phone ding. I leaned towards the coffee table, causing Izzy to huff. She’d just gotten comfortable with her head in my lap, body stretched out over the couch.

      Becca: Hey, how’s Izzy doing?

      Me: She’s fine. Resting now.

      Becca: Good. I’m so sorry about the donuts. I promise, I’ll never do anything so dumb again. I’ll even pay your vet bill if you want.

      I smiled to myself. Becca spent almost as much time with Izzy as I did. The moment I told her Izzy got into the donuts, she was freaking out—maybe more than I was. I was surprised she didn’t meet me at the vet.

      Me: It’s fine. She got great care and I actually ended up signing up to volunteer at the vet clinic.

      Becca: Oh? What made you do that?

      I thought for a moment. What was it exactly? The feeling of something missing in my life? The fun of being surrounded by animals? Or did it maybe have something to do with the admittedly handsome vet with the sweetest eyes and warmest smile?

      Me: He just lost a volunteer and I could use something to fulfill my time.

      Becca: He???

      I grimaced. I should have known better. Ever since Becca moved in with her fiancé, she was determined to help me find my one and only. She wasn’t about to let me become the old spinster dog lady—her words.

      Me: Yes, the vet is a he.

      Becca: And?

      Me: And what?

      I don’t know why I was encouraging her.

      Becca: You know what.

      Becca: Anywho, when do you start volunteering there?

      Me: Thursday.

      Becca: Oh, that’s soon. Are you volunteering on Monday nights too?

      I could feel her concern all the way through her text. Monday nights were our nights. She would come over to my place and we’d just watch movies, eat junk food, and usually pass out somewhere after midnight. She even kept a few of her clothes in my closet for this particular reason. It had been our night for years and I couldn’t see it changing any time soon. We both needed it far too much.

      Me: No, our Mondays are still sacred.

      Becca: Good.

      I was about to set my phone down when I felt it vibrate again.

      Becca: So, any chance I can “accidentally” meet this vet?

      I rolled my eyes and sent her the emoji to match.

      Becca: Oh, come on.

      Me: You’re acting like this was a date or something. It wasn’t. It was me taking my dog to an emergency vet appointment because she found the chocolate donuts even more irresistible than we do.

      Becca: Touché.

      But I could tell this conversation wasn’t over. It was just on the back burner, simmering until she could bring it up again.

      I turned off the screen to my phone and squished down further into the fluffy pillows, pulling Izzy further on top of me. I didn’t need a blanket when I had her. And she was more than happy to oblige. This dog still had no idea just how large she was, thinking she could curl up in my lap like she was still just a small puppy.
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      I hurried home from work Thursday evening to switch into a pair of jeans, t-shirt, and sneakers. Izzy was hopping all around, following me, and running between me and the door, like she knew something was up. I’d barely opened the front door before she barreled out, bounding down the steps and launching herself into the back of my open SUV.

      “Alright girl, I get it. We’re both excited.” I called out to her, trying to hide my nerves.

      I didn’t really know what to expect. I knew it wouldn’t be all fluffy cuddles and dog kisses. I knew there would be some hard work involved.

      I also knew there would be a ridiculously attractive Italian guy with sun-kissed skin, deep eyes, and a smile that warmed my soul that I really knew nothing about and couldn’t seem to get my thoughts off of.

      ”Come on, Rhys. For all you know, he’s married. Or gay. Or just an awful human being.” I mumbled to myself as I started the car and put it into gear. But there was no way he could be awful. He ran a vet clinic and shelter nearly by himself. Anyone who loved animals that much could never be awful. I thought to myself as I made my way down the street to the clinic only a matter of minutes from my house.

      I pulled into the lot and saw a handful of cars. Luca was lifting a small poodle out of the backseat of an older woman’s car as someone who looked like his assistant was carrying two cat carriers to the front door. As I got out of my car, I heard one of the cats let out a deep growl, obviously not happy with whatever predicament they were facing.

      I hurried towards the door, grabbing it just in time for the other person in scrubs to enter.

      “Thanks.” She mumbled, exacerbated already.

      I looked over my shoulder to see Luca cradling the poodle and the worried woman hot on his tail. “Oh Gigi. It’ll be okay.” Luca crooned to the dog as he pressed his forehead into hers.

      I had to stifle a laughter, having not anticipated the cute, child-like tone to come from him. He looked up just as he got to the door, eyes catching mine directly.

      “Oh, Rhys! Hey, how are you?” His voice was normal again, not showing a hint of embarrassment or anything.

      “I’m okay but it looks like you guys have your hands full.”

      He swung his head back and forth. “Just a normal Thursday. Are you here early?”

      I followed him back towards the same room he’d carried Izzy into—suddenly remember that Izzy was still in my car. “No, not really.”

      “Oh, wow.” He looked up at the clock. “It’s already four o’clock.”

      “Yeah, uh. What would you like me to do first?”

      Luca looked around. “Ah, can you catch up with Hilary? She’s my vet tech assistant. She can give you a crash course on how to help anyone walking in the front door. Gigi, here, and the two hellions—I mean cats—are the last appointments of the day but people can still come in at any time.”

      “Okay.” I spun around, making my way to Hilary before halting. “Oh, wait, I have Izzy in the car. Is it still okay to bring her in?” I scrunched my forehead, worried it was too hectic in here.

      “Oh yeah, of course. You can keep her behind the counter with you.” Luca responded without even lifting his head from eye level of Gigi.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next four hours flew by. Hilary bounced back and forth every time the door opened, making sure I wasn’t abandoned at any point. Izzy got more attention than she ever had, lavishing up every second of it. Luca stayed in the back mostly. The moment he finished his exam on Gigi, he was on to the two cats who hadn’t stopped their crying from their carriers. There was a walk in that brought his golden retriever just in time for closing—although, I was getting the drift that Luca wouldn’t turn anyone away.

      I was helping close the front area when Luca finally emerged from the back, pulling the collar of his scrubs up to wipe his face. As he did so, I saw the slightest hint of what looked to be a tattoo peaking out from his side, as well as a well-toned stomach. “Hilary, thanks for staying late. You can get going now. I’ll close up the back tonight.” His voice was muffled, still covered by his scrubs.

      Hilary looked at me, silently asking if that would be okay. “You guys sure? I don’t mind staying.”

      Luca came around the counter, bringing his warm smile into place. “No, no. You were here bright and early. I appreciate it. Go home and get some rest. I’ll see you on Tuesday.” He broadened his smile, but I could see the exhaustion clouding his eyes.

      “I’m here to help too.” I jumped in, offering a weak smile.

      “Okay. Have a good weekend, Luca. And thanks for your help, Rhys. It was great to meet you.” Hilary stepped towards me, pulling me into a quick one-armed hug. “I hope I get to see you again soon.”

      “You too.” I muttered and nodded as she made her way out the door.

      “You really don’t have to stay.” Luca offered but I could tell he secretly wanted the help but wouldn’t ask. I didn’t get the feeling he was too proud. It felt more like he was too nice. He didn’t want to infringe on my personal time.

      “No, no. I’m here to stay. I don’t have anywhere to be.” The moment the words left my mouth, I realized how sad that sounded. “You know, it’s a Thursday night.” I tried to recover and brush it off before stepping forward and straightening an already straight stack of papers.

      “This is where I spend every Thursday night, so I totally understand.”

      “Well, what else do you have to do so you can get out of here?”

      “Who says I need to get out of here?” He smirked.

      “Okay, okay.” I countered.

      “But, if you’re up to it, I could use a little help wrangling the dogs outside for another bathroom break.”

      I followed him down the hall and into the room with nearly a dozen overly excited dogs. He opened the two doors that separated the dogs and they all barreled towards the back door.

      “Do you need leashes?” I paused, indicating the rack full of leashes that he’d walked straight past.

      “Nope, there’s a fenced enclosure. Those are mostly for potential adopters.”

      “Oh.” I watched in awe as he opened the back door, letting each dog run out into the enclosed yard. I could see a wooden fence that started from each side of the building and went back a few hundred feet. It was tall enough that no one on the outside could see over, creating a perfect little sanctuary in the middle of our town. “How did I never know this was here?” I whispered to myself.

      “Because I worked really hard to hide it from the world. Back here, the dogs get to be themselves. They get to pretend this is their little slice of uninterrupted heaven. They don’t have to worry about the distractions of cars or strangers. They get to just be dogs. On the slower days, I’ll just let them all run around out here for as long as I can.”

      “That’s amazing.” I watched as the biggest dog of them all—a German Shepherd—was nearly tackled by a cocker spaniel mix.

      “You could bring Izzy out here and let her run around for a bit with them, if you’d like. There’s a small couch over here.”

      “She would love that.” I turned and bounded back into the clinic, calling for Izzy. She came barreling around the corner, tongue lolling out of her mouth and huge grin on her face. She barely stopped at me long enough for a head scratch before she raced to meet her new friends. “Well, I’m chopped liver now.”

      Luca let out a laugh as he made his way to the couch. “So, Rhys. Tell me. What did you think of today? Have we scared you off yet?”

      I made my way over, sitting beside him and watching the dogs as they played. “I actually loved it. I spend all day doing calculations and reports for other people. And I’ve always loved my job. I’m an analytical person. But tonight, being around the animals and actually talking to people just felt so…” I trailed off, looking for the right word.

      “Freeing?”

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” I sat back and pulled my knees up. “Was this always your dream?”

      He let out a light laugh. “Yeah, it kind of has been. I remember when I was a little kid, I was always trying to rescue any animal I could. Even the worms had to be saved.”

      “That’s so cute.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” I watched as the color rose in his cheeks.

      “Was it difficult opening this place?”

      He hemmed and hawed. “I started out as a vet tech at a normal veterinarian clinic. I spent nearly six years there before I was able to finally open this place.”

      “Had to save up?”

      “Well, it started that way.” He dropped his head, looking at his hands instead of me or the dogs. I felt the air shift around him. “But then I came into just enough money to buy this place and get it going. And since then, it’s been my whole life.”

      “It really is quite the accomplishment.” I softly spoke as I looked all around, taking in the place again. As I did so, I saw a balcony just above our heads. Originally, I thought it was just an overhang, covering the little deck here. “Wait, does someone live up there?” I could see the faint illumination of a light from inside what now looked like someone’s home.

      “Yep.”

      I looked down to see him grinning at me.

      “Wait, you live there?”

      “Yep.” He repeated.

      “That’s awesome.”

      “It actually is. I don’t have to drive to work. And if there’s ever an emergency on my days off, I’m close enough to just drop in. Plus, once I sunk all my money into getting the clinic going, I didn’t exactly have any left to get a separate place.”

      “So, you turned the upstairs into your home?” I finished.

      “Yeah. It’s actually really nice. I finally got it to look more like a home and less like the squatting quarters of a homeless man.” He let out a laugh and I echoed it.

      We continued with some small talk for a bit longer until Izzy was finally worn out enough to come curl up between our feet. “Well, it looks like someone is ready to go home.” I stretched my hands on my jeans and pushed up. Luca followed suit.

      “Well, thank you for everything tonight. You were a huge help. Plus, it was nice just sitting and talking for a minute.” Luca’s lips curled into a bashful smile.

      “I really enjoyed it.” I met his smile with one of my own. Izzy danced between us, begging for Luca to give her attention.

      He crouched down, scratching her behind her ears. “You behave. No desserts tonight.” Luca looked up while still crouched down and winked at me.

      I rolled my eyes playfully. “Trust me, Becca and I have agreed that chocolate donuts will not be gracing the presence of my apartment again any time soon.”

      “Becca?” He tilted his head as he stood.

      “My best friend. She was the one who’d brought them over. She still feels so bad.”

      “It’s okay. Izzy is no worse for wear.”

      “Thankfully.”

      I offered one last smile before we corralled the dogs all back inside and I went on my way.
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      I found myself counting down the minutes to my next volunteer shift. Becca did her best to distract me on Saturday but even she failed when she kept asking questions about the clinic—mostly focusing on Luca. I kept dodging, not because I didn’t want to talk about him but because I did. I really did. And it scared me.

      But I also still didn’t know that much about him.

      It didn’t stay that way for long though. Sunday was a slower day, and it was just Luca and I at the clinic so we spent the majority of the day playing with the dogs or the cats. Izzy was beyond overjoyed to just be with the other dogs.

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to get her to go home with me.” I joked as we watched Izzy rub up against the pit bull mix named Rocky. “I think she’d rather stay here with Rocky.” We were sitting outside on the couch again but had the side door to the lobby propped open in case anyone came in. The sun was beaming down, bringing with it the summer heat. I’d decided to wear shorts and a t-shirt, hoping it would be okay but also keep me from wanting to die.

      “I’d say she’s more than welcome to, but I get the feeling you would not be too happy.”

      “Oh no. I don’t think I could sleep if she wasn’t with me.”

      “I’m the same way with that guy over there.” Luca nodded his head towards Rocky.

      “Wait, is Rocky actually yours?”

      “He wasn’t supposed to be. He came in as a rescue up for adoption just like all the others. But his breed preceded him. It didn’t matter how cute and sweet he was. He just stayed here. And him and I just bonded.”

      “How long has he been here?”

      “He was one of the first dogs we took in. He was barely a year old. And he’s almost five now.”

      “He still acts like a puppy.”

      “Oh yeah, he’ll probably always be like that.”

      I watched as Izzy and Rocky continued to lay together, letting the other dogs run around them. I smiled, finding their sweet innocence so warming. “How does he handle dogs coming and going?”

      I heard Luca sigh. “He handles it better than I do.”

      I turned to face him and tilted my head. “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t help but get attached to every dog and cat that comes in here. So, when they finally get adopted, it’s so bittersweet.”

      “I can imagine.” My voice came out soft, slightly sad. “It’s such an amazing thing you do here but it really can’t be easy to have any of them here for a while and then they aren’t.”

      “Yeah, but I have a whole wall of photos that people send me over the years of their pets.” Luca broke out in a wide, proud grin.

      “Oh, I’ve seen that. I was wondering what that was.” I remembered the wall that was to the left as one would come in the front doors of the clinic. The entire span of the wall was covered in photos of dogs, cats, and some people. I had caught a glimpse of some letters and postcards but hadn’t read any of them yet. Knowing now that they were from people who cared enough to send him photos over the years just made my heart swell with joy.

      The rest of our afternoon continued just the same. The clinic closed at five, but I didn’t make my way home right away. Instead, Luca ordered some food and we enjoyed it outside while about eight drooling mouths watched us.

      “So, Rhys. Tell me more about you. I feel like it’s all been about the clinic and me.”

      I quickly chewed the bite of burger I’d just taken. “What about me?”

      I watched as Luca rolled his eyes up, thinking. “Okay. Tell me more about what you do for work.”

      “I’m a data analyst. I’ve always had an analytical mind, so I like it. It keeps me busy.”

      “How long have you been there?”

      “About four years.”

      “Are you from here?”

      “Nearby. Becca and I are childhood best friends and moved here after college. Then she got engaged.”

      “What about you?”

      I furrowed my brow. “What about me?”

      “Anyone else in your life than Becca?”

      I could see him beating around the bush, spelling out just the right amount so I’d know what he was referring to. “My parents still live in the house I grew up in. My brother lives in San Diego with his husband. My older sister lives in Guam with her husband and my youngest sister bought the house three doors down from our parents. She is getting married next July. And I am just me. It’s just Izzy and I at home these days.” I shrugged and gave a smile like it was all okay.

      Having all three siblings in committed relationships didn’t help my case when I went home to visit my parents. They were just traditional enough that they couldn’t help asking me when I was going to find someone to settle down with. They didn’t push as much these days. Not since Jared broke up with me when I thought he was going to propose. But I could tell they were getting to the point where they couldn’t bite their tongues anymore. It had been a little over a year and I hadn’t had a boyfriend since. I’d dated a bit here and there, but my trust just wasn’t there to give anyone a chance.

      I wasn’t unwilling to try. I just wasn’t willing to bend too far.

      “That’s quite the family.” Luca replied and I tried to read his expression, but it was indiscernible.

      “Yeah, but holidays are great. Everyone always manages to come together. They pick on me for only bringing Izzy these days. But my family is amazing.”

      I watched Luca smile and felt like there was so much more behind his smile. “That is amazing.”

      “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, your family or…” I trailed off.

      “It’s always been just my mom and me. We lived in Italy until her parents died. Then we moved here. She had a cousin that had moved here just after she had graduated, and my mom had always dreamed of coming here. But she had to take care of her parents and me, so she waited.”

      “Then she suddenly only had to take care of you.” I whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “How old were you?”

      “When we moved? Eleven.”

      “How beautiful is it there?”

      I watched as his eyes lit up and the smile spread across his lips. “It’s the most gorgeous place on earth.”

      “Would you move back?”

      He slowly nodded. “Yeah, I’ve thought about it a few times.”

      “But now you have this place.” I gestured to the building around us.

      “Yeah. One of my dreams come true.”

      “What other dreams do you have?” I couldn’t help wanting to know everything about him. The way he looked at his rescue showed me the passion running through his veins.

      I watched as he suddenly turned bashful, blushing. “Na, it’s—”

      “Oh, come on. You can tell me.” I bumped his shoulder, trying to encourage him.

      “As much as this place is my whole life, I’ve always wanted a family of my own too. Like yours.” He dropped his tone at the end, like he was scared to say it.

      I felt my heart melt at the way he looked. I watched as his eyebrows stitched together, burrowing together the fear of admitting something so private out loud. But it shouldn’t be something he was scared to say.

      “Why don’t you have that yet?” I asked, then realized how blunt and terrible that sounded. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say it like that. It’s just that I assumed that if that’s what you wanted, that you’d have that by now. I mean, come on. Look at you.” I felt the blush rush to my face. I rambled long enough to allude to the fact that I found him attractive.

      I saw him stifle a smile, also blushing slightly. It was hard to see with his olive skin, but it was there. I’d been around Luca just enough to know that he was a private and shy person. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I-I just mean…” I trailed off, not sure how to respond. I wasn’t prepared to have to put my current thoughts into words.

      “Thank you, Rhys.” He said, giving me a bashful grin. He took a deep breath and looked off, his face growing serious. “I almost had it all.” His voice cracked, nearly shattering my heart. The pain in his words was not something I was prepared for.

      “What do you mean?” I whispered, afraid to hear but also needing to know. Whatever had caused him this anguish hurt me enough to want to fix it.

      He took another deep breath and grimaced. “I was engaged a few years back. To an amazing woman. We’d been together for a few years before I proposed, and we were set to marry just a year after that. But less than two months before our wedding day, she died.”

      I felt all the oxygen leave my lungs, letting out an audible gasp.

      “Yeah, it was sudden.” He gulped and I saw his jaw tremble. “It knocked me back for a while. I nearly lost the clinic. If it wasn’t for my assistant and our volunteers, I would have. I’d lost my mother only a little less than a year before that. It was actually how I was able to get this place. I bought it with the inheritance she left me. And we put everything into this place. It was ours. So, when I lost her too, I couldn’t even stand to be here. But I didn’t have anywhere else to go. So, I just wallowed in the loft.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I whispered.

      He gave me a pained smile. “Thank you.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Almost three years.”

      “Wow.” I let it sink in. “How’d it happen?” I asked, cautiously. “You don’t have to tell me.” I quickly followed, reaching out a hand to rest on his knee.

      “No, no. It’s okay. She was in a car accident on the interstate. Someone was speeding in the rain and slammed into her. It sent her car under an eighteen-wheeler. It killed her instantly. She was on her way home from picking up groceries. I’d just taken the dogs out and was starting dinner for us.”

      I didn’t realize I was crying until I felt the tear hit my chest. I took in a shaky breath, trying to stabilize myself. “I’m so sorry.” I whispered, my voice cracking.

      “Thank you.” He fought to smile again, fighting back the tears I could see burning. “I know it’s been three years but…” He trailed off.

      “Three years is nothing when you were planning the rest of your life.”

      “Yeah.” He breathed. “I’ve tried to move on though.”

      “How has that gone?” I asked, scoffing more at my past than his.

      “Well, I’ve always been a hopeless romantic. So, I wanted to try. I remember when I was a kid, my mother would joke with me, saying I’d choose love over candy any day. Hell, even when love tore me completely apart, I refused to lose hope. But somewhere along the line, it’s gotten harder. Losing her was its own world of hell. There’s no doubting that. But trying to meet someone these days just isn’t easy. And I’ve dealt with far too many women assuming I was loaded or a pushover or whatever other assumptions they wanted to make about me because I’m a vet with my own business. But when they find out how much work I put into this place, they would run the other way.”

      “Their loss.” I joked.

      I watched as the color flooded his face and he looked down. When he finally lifted his head, I saw the bashful smile back in place.

      This guy—with his deep olive Mediterranean skin, dark hair, inviting eyes, and fit physique that obviously turned heads—was one of the shyest guys I’d ever met. The exterior didn’t seem to match the interior, in the best of ways. By assumptions, he could get away with being shallow, living off the attention he gained just by flashing his smile. But I could tell he didn’t think that way.

      And that alone made me need to know him even more. I’d known him less than a week and I was already completely enamored with him. I wasn’t sure if it was quite crush territory yet, but it was certainly something that I actually felt myself wanting to explore.
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      With July fourth just around the corner, I was preparing to make the trek back home. It would just be my younger sister, Rylie, and I celebrating with our parents. Ryder and his husband couldn’t take the time off this year and Ruby and her husband were taking their own trip with their family.

      I’d already let Luca know that I wouldn’t be able to make it to either volunteer shift this week. Just sending him the text, reminding him, was hard. Volunteering had become the best parts of my week.

      But it had also been a few months since I’d seen my parents. For me, it felt like a lifetime. Plus, I needed to catch up with Rylie.

      I loaded my car with my suitcase and Izzy’s favorite toys, food, and plenty of treats before finally loading her in and making our way onto the highway. The drive was thankfully quick. It was a three-hour drive but sometimes there was enough traffic to add an extra hour or so. I’d decided that leaving Thursday morning would probably help me beat the traffic—and I was right. We breezed the whole way to my parents, making it there just in time for lunch.

      “Rhys!” My mom called out, meeting me at my car before I could even climb out.

      “Were you waiting at the door for me?” I joked, falling into her hug and embracing her as we both danced back and forth.

      “No, Rylie just walked down and said she saw your car on the main road.”

      I laughed and pulled my bag from the car before letting Izzy out. She’d been here enough times to know exactly where to go—straight to my dad who was undoubtedly waiting with the biggest bone he could find to spoil her with.

      My parents had a beautiful large house in a cul-de-sac. Rylie had the house at the edge of the community and could see the main road from her house. Her house wasn’t as large as our parents, but it was perfect for her and her fiancé. They were already planning on starting their family pretty much as soon as they got married. In her words, they were going to need all four rooms in that house. We all liked to joke that they were trying to outdo our parents and were going to create their own little football team.

      I made my way into the house and sure enough, found my dad already playing tug of war with Izzy.

      “Hey Dad.” I called out, dropping my bag at the bottom of the stairs and joining him on the floor.

      We spent the next twenty minutes tossing a ball back and forth with Izzy and catching up with each other. It was no secret that I loved my family. I’d always been close to my mom and was certainly a Daddy’s Little Girl. Ruby and Ryder were always closest to Mom while Rylie and I were nearly carbon copies of our Dad. There wasn’t anything we didn’t discuss with each other. We were just as invested in each other’s lives as we were our own. Which is why I think my whole family was just as devastated as I was when Jared broke up with me.

      But at least as hard as that had been, I was happy my family was there to support me. And spending time with my family was a lot of fun. I spent the next four days talking to Rylie, cooking with my mom, playing with Izzy with my dad, and playing games with everyone in the evening. We spent the fourth of July itself on the lake with everyone my siblings and I had grown up with—some family, some friends. By the time the sun went down, I could feel the sunburn growing on my arms and legs. My hair was finally mostly dry from swimming earlier in the day. Rylie and I won at chicken fight and volleyball—as usual. Just before the city’s fireworks were set to start, we all climbed into the back of our neighbor’s old Ford truck. Johnny had lined the whole bed with pillows and blankets. Rylie and I crawled to the back, wedging ourselves in the corner by the cab. Our parents, Johnny, and his wife, Tess, sat towards the tailgate. Johnny and Tess’ had two sons that had also joined us. Ryan sat closer to his parents, but John hopped over the side of the truck, making himself comfortable next to me.

      Rylie and I, being the closest in age, had grown up with John. He was the same age as us but had stayed in town as well after high school. For the longest time, we were all convinced that Rylie and John would get together. They were close enough, having dated a couple times. But Rylie had told me in confidence that she could just never see him that way—not long term at least.

      “How you ladies been?” John asked, resting his forearms on his knees and leaning forward enough to see both of us.

      “Just fine.” Rylie answered for both of us.

      “How’s the city life treating you, Rhys?” John asked, bumping my shoulder with his.

      In another life, maybe John and I would have ended up together. While everyone thought he and Rylie were perfect for each other, Rylie thought John and I made more sense. We liked a lot of the same things, both enjoyed math, and loved dogs. But there was one glaring difference between us that would keep it from ever working. He had no desire to leave our hometown and I couldn’t imagine ever moving back. There was no compromising between us.

      “It’s been good. I’m volunteering at an animal shelter clinic type place.”

      “Oh?” John tilted his head.

      “Yeah.” I explained to him the entire story, from the beginning where Izzy ate the donuts—cue Izzy looking at us with her sweet eyes—to the shelter, to volunteering, and even to including tidbits about Luca. John was fully immersed in what I was saying but every time I mentioned Luca’s name, he seemed to flinch slightly.

      “That’s amazing.” He said with a smile that wasn’t completely genuine.

      “It really is.” I gave a weak smile back, trying not to seem too overjoyed. “How has everything been here for you?”

      “You know, same old same old.” John looked up, watching as the fireworks began.

      About a quarter of the way into the show, a cold breeze wafted in from the lake, causing me to shiver. Without even a word, John pulled a blanket out, tossing it over the three of us before sliding his arm behind my shoulder, pulling me close.

      It didn’t feel romantic—not in the way it might have any other year. This time, it just felt normal. Here I was, between two of my closest childhood friends. And I was happy.
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      I was exhausted and thoroughly sunburned by the time I made it home from my parents. I was tempted to call in sick to work the next day but had already taken off so much that I was certain my boss wouldn’t appreciate it. But the idea of faking food poisoning was still heavy on my mind as I dragged myself out of bed and in to work that Wednesday.

      Since we’d missed our Monday night, Becca met me at a local restaurant for dinner after we were both done with work. Her and her fiancé had flown back to his parent’s house for the holiday themselves and she had plenty to share with me about his eccentric family.

      We laughed together until we were nearly snorting and choking on our mojitos. I told her about the fireworks—both the show over the lake and what I had found myself to be sad on missing with John.

      “Rhys, you know it didn’t work with him for a reason. You guys could only have ever been a fling and that would have ruined your friendship.”

      “Yeah, but look at how well it worked with Jared. Not.” I snorted as I took a long drag of my drink.

      “Just because Jared turned out to be a bag of dicks, does not mean you need to reminisce about something that wasn’t meant to happen either. Plus, I think you’ve got better things on your horizon.” The way she raised her eyebrow scared me.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just saying, you seem happier these days. And it all coincides with a certain someone who runs a certain clinic.”

      “Luca?” I nearly squealed. “No.” I felt the color rise to my cheeks.

      “Come on, admit it out loud. You’d love for something more to happen between you two.”

      “I-I—” I sputtered.

      “See, I know these things.”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes. I lowered my head, for some reason feeling the need to whisper. “But you know it won’t work. Luca is…” I trailed off, looking out into the dining room. “He’s perfect.”

      “And what’s wrong with perfect?”

      “I don’t get perfect.” My voice came out melancholier than I anticipated.

      “Rhys.” Becca breathed, mirroring my sadness. “That’s not fair to say.”

      I looked back at her. “I’m sorry. I just…” I huffed. “I’m tired of being alone.”

      “So, do something about it. Ask him out. I bet you he’d say yes.”

      “Even if I was a hundred percent confident he’d say yes, I don’t think I could.”

      “Want me to?”

      “We’re not in middle school, Becca.” I rolled my eyes at her.

      “Then grow some balls and ask him out.” She shrugged, nonchalantly and took another sip of her drink.

      “I’m pretty sure if I grew some balls, he’d definitely not say yes.”

      We both let out a roar of laughter and I felt my pity melt away.

      We finished our drinks and splurged on some dessert before finally going our separate ways.
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      The rest of the week went by much faster. I’d fallen into a steady rhythm—which was welcome in my life. I didn’t always handle a lot of change well. I’d always been a creature of habit, only changing sometimes when I had no choice. In this case, I’d happily altered my weekly rhythm. Izzy seemed to be just fine with it too. I still had Saturdays to do whatever I desired—which sometimes meant just lounging in my apartment all day. Then Sundays, I made my way to the clinic, usually with coffee in hand for both Luca and myself.

      I walked in with two large mochas for us, finding Luca in the room with the cats. I joined him in cleaning the room, their litter boxes, and feeding them before we made our way to the dogs. We made small talk here and there. The front door seemed to be a revolving door with pet owners and prospective pet owners all day. We barely had a chance to sit and take a breath, much less scarf down the sandwiches that Luca had ordered for us for lunch.

      It wasn’t until we were closing up that I finally checked my phone. We were about to walk out of the front door when the 1 New Voicemail and 1 Missed Call lit up, causing me to pause.

      “I’ll see you in a few days, Rhys.” Luca called out.

      “Oh yeah.” I responded, looking up to wave.

      “Have a good night.” He said but his words were drowned out by the pounding in my ears from my heart, nearly ricocheting out of my chest.

      Missed Call: Jared Thompson

      “Rhys?” Luca called and out of the corner of my eye I saw him coming back towards me. I quickly straightened myself out, plastering a fake smile on my face.

      “You too.” I called and turned to my car. I loaded Izzy in the back and climbed in before Luca could say another word.

      I drove home in silence, a million thoughts swirling through my mind—not a single one able to make sense of why he called me.

      I avoided my phone like it was the plague when I got home, choosing to only focus on my television until my eyes were too tired to keep me awake any longer. I barely touched my phone all day at work too on Monday. I only checked it long enough to make sure that Becca would still be grabbing dinner before meeting me at my place.

      I tried to act normal as we set ourselves up on my couch and found a cheesy chick flick to watch.

      “What’s going on with you tonight?” Becca asked, eyes still mostly focused on the movie.

      “Huh?” I asked, bringing my attention back to the room.

      “What’s going on? You seem weird.” She finally looked at me, looking me up and down with narrowed eyes.

      I shrugged, trying to force the words to come out. Finally, I opened my mouth. “Jared called me.” I dropped the bomb on Becca just as she took a bite of pizza.

      She nearly choked and I had to grab her glass of wine for her. “I’m sorry. What?” She asked, eyes wide.

      “Jared called me.”

      “Okay, so I did hear you right. I thought I was having a heart attack or something.”

      “Oh, trust me, when I saw his name pop up on my phone, I thought I was having a stroke.”

      “What did he want?”

      “I didn’t answer.”

      “Did he leave a message?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did it say?”

      “I haven’t listened to it.” I was terrified to if I was being honest. I hadn’t heard from him in a year. He walked out of my life, voluntarily. What could he want with me?

      “When did he call?”

      “Yesterday when I was at the clinic. It was so busy that I didn’t see the missed call until I was leaving.”

      Becca’s mouth hung open, shock taking over her entire face. “Well, let’s listen to it.” She finally said.

      I took a deep breath and shakily pulled out my phone, dialing my voicemail. I skipped the first two messages—one from my mom reminding me to tell Ruby happy birthday and one from the pharmacy, telling me my prescription was ready for pick up.

      The moment I heard his voice, I could have sworn my heart stopped.

      “Hey Rhys. It’s me. Jared. I uh, I know this is completely out of the blue but if you could call me, I’d really like that. Just, uh. Please call me back.”

      I could hear the nerves shredding through his voice. We replayed the message two more times, both of us squinting as we each tried to dissect the message.

      “Call him back.” Becca said, motioning to my phone.

      “Right now?” I balked.

      “Yeah, while I’m here. I’ll be silent but supportive.” She faked sealing her lips for emphasis.

      “I don’t know.” I trailed off.

      “You know you want to know why he called.”

      “But I was doing so well at pretending he didn’t exist.”

      “Were you though?” Becca’s words were accusing but accurate.

      “I was trying at least.”

      “Just call him. That way you know and can maybe actually move on. If you don’t, you won’t be able to stop thinking about it.”

      I sighed then took a deep breath and dialed his number. I put the phone on speaker and Becca held a finger up to her mouth, reminding me that she would be quiet.

      “Rhys?” Jared’s voice came through the phone, sounding just as I remembered.

      “Yeah.” My voice was trembling.

      “I’m so glad you called back.” I actually heard a sigh of relief come through the phone.

      “Why did you call me?” I blurted out, unable to wait any longer.

      He hesitated. “I need to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “Can I see you? Please?”

      “I’m busy.”

      “I know. I mean tomorrow maybe? I know you’re with Becca now, probably. Hi, Becca.” Becca and I shot each other a look before looking back down at my phone.

      “Hi, Jared.” Becca said, sheepishly.

      “What do you say, Rhys. Will you meet me tomorrow? Please.”

      I looked back up at Becca and she nodded.

      “Um, where?”

      “How about the park?” He didn’t have to say anything more. I knew where he was talking about. There was an old picnic table that we used to sit at and have lunch. Then we’d all wade into the lake—Jared, myself, and Izzy.

      “What time?”

      “When you get off work?”

      For a moment, I was frustrated that he still seemed to know my schedule.

      “Okay.”

      “And one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “Can you bring Izzy? I miss her.”

      At the mention of her name, Izzy lifted her head, cocking one ear to the side out of confusion. “Maybe.” I said, feeling like Izzy was my child or something and I didn’t want her to get confused from seeing him for the first time in a year just to never see him again.

      “Thank you, Rhys.”

      “Good night, Jared.” I ended the call before he could say anything else and finally let myself breathe a full breath.

      “Well, then.” Becca said, saying all that either of us could muster at the moment.

      “Yeah.”

      I could tell Becca was itching to ask questions, try to talk it through, but she was avoiding it for my sake. She knew I was trying to process it all.

      So, instead, she brought her focus back to the movie, filling our evening with small talk before she finally gave me a hug goodnight.
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      My nerves were a disaster throughout the entire day of work. I couldn’t focus to save my life and found myself mindlessly scrolling social media nearly every moment I could. Luckily, I had my own private office and barely anyone needed me for anything all day. I knew it was bad when I found myself doing a deep dive on Jared’s social media, trying to glean any information I could.

      Finally, five o’clock arrived. I drove home, staying just long enough to get Izzy. I’d debated back and forth on bringing her but finally landed on needing her. She could be a great buffer for me. She’d always been so infatuated with Jared and I knew it killed her just as much to not have him around.

      I took the short drive to the park, making my way down the gravel path until I found the secluded section that we’d always loved. Luckily, there wasn’t anyone else in the area.

      I pulled my car in beside Jared’s, recognizing his bumper stickers immediately. I got out and slowly made my way to the driver’s side but saw that he wasn’t in the car. I looked around, finally seeing him sitting on the picnic table down on the sand.

      I knew he knew I was there. The gravel road was loud enough to hear anyone driving by from the table. But he didn’t turn to look to me until he saw Izzy.

      The moment his eyes landed on mine, I saw him break out into a wide grin. It caught me completely off guard. I offered a smile back, no where near as enthusiastic though. He jumped off the table and knelt down, pulling Izzy into a bear hug and letting her kiss him all over, surely leaving bits of dog drool all over. But he didn’t seem to care one bit.

      Finally, he stood and came towards me. “Rhys.” He breathed, smile back in place.

      “Hi Jared.” I managed, voice shaky.

      Izzy was completely unaware of the tension filling the air. She was tugging at her leash, desperately trying to get freedom to chase the birds.

      “Here, let me take her. Want to take a walk?” He reached out, wrapping his hand around the end of the leash but also wrapping his hand around mine.

      The fire shot through my hand and I felt betrayed. Just a momentary touch from him still had my body wanting to propel into his arms.

      I forced a nod and let him take the leash as we made our way down the beach, slowly walking. It was a silent stalemate at first. I refused to speak, and he seemed to be working up the courage to say whatever it was that had him reaching out to me after a year of radio silence.

      We made it a few yards down the beach before he finally spoke up. “Rhys, I just want to start by saying I’m sorry. I don’t think I ever really said that to you.”

      I gulped, knowing a wave of tears were going to erupt at any point but trying to put them off for as long as I could. “Thank you.” I choked out.

      “You didn’t deserve what I did to you. It wasn’t fair to you. I was scared.”

      “I was too.” I whispered. “We were young. We still are.”

      “Yeah, but I ran instead of staying by your side.”

      The tears burned more, and I had to face the lake. I couldn’t risk looking at him. Not now. It didn’t matter how he looked at me, one look into his eyes and I’d collapse into a mess all over again. I was barely holding on as it was. “But it is what it is.” I said, not believing a word I said.

      “I’m so sorry I told you I wasn’t ready. I’m so sorry I hurt you. I never wanted to do that, but I did.” I heard his voice crack and stole a moment to glance out of the corner of my eye. I could tell he was fighting back tears just as hard as I was. “I think I realized almost right away that I’d made a huge mistake.”

      “What took you so long to reach out then?” The question slipped from my lips before I could hold back.

      “Fear. Regret. Shame, mostly.”

      “You could have, you know. You could have reached out. I was hurt but I didn’t hate you.”

      “I don’t know how you didn’t. I hated myself. Hell, I still fight with that often.”

      “Then what made you reach out now?”

      Jared looked away and squinted his eyes. “I saw you at the grocery store the other day. I wanted to come up to you then but couldn’t get myself to. I just watched you as you got your vegetables. And I know that makes me sound like a creeper, but I think I couldn’t approach you because you looked happy. You looked okay and I didn’t want to mess that up. I’d already hurt you so much. But watching you shop just reminded me of all that I’d lost. And I struggled every day since then before I realized I couldn’t not try.”

      “Try what?” I asked, hesitantly.

      Jared turned towards me and took a deep breath. Izzy had laid down in the sand beside us, panting from the summer sun. “I had to reach out. I had to ask if there was any way that we could salvage this. Any way that I could get you back. Rhys, I messed up. I mean, I really messed up. And there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think about that. There isn’t a day that I don’t think about how I should have stayed and proposed like I wanted to instead of running like a coward. I’d never thought I was good enough for you, but I should have tried.” I watched the first tear fall from his eye. I’d never seen him so vulnerable in all the years that I knew him.

      “Jared, you were always good enough for me.” The tears were flowing now, and I made no effort to stop them.

      “Is there any chance? Any chance we can be us again, Rhys? I’m ready to marry you right here and right now. I know that with my entire body, heart, and soul.”

      I think in that moment, I stopped breathing. I felt my chest squeeze and swell all at the same time. My throat went dry and my sight tunneled in. “Wh-what?” I stuttered, sure I hadn’t heard him right.

      “Rhys, I want to marry you. I don’t just want to date you. I want to make that commitment. I’m ready to make that commitment. I want to be there with you, buying vegetables. I want that life and I want it with you. I never want to be without you. I need you. And I am ready to say I do if it means keeping you by my side for the rest of my life.”

      Jared reached out for my hands, taking both of them in his before pulling them up to his lips and laying a soft kiss on my knuckles. His heart was bared open right in front of me and I could tell every word coming from his mouth was pure honesty.

      But I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t even think straight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I should have been thrilled. Ecstatic. The man that I admittedly was still in love with me wanted to be with me. Hell, he was ready to marry me. He was ready for me to be his wife and him to be my husband.

      So why wasn’t I jumping up and down? Why wasn’t I screaming it to the world or calling my family for a group video chat?

      Why was I wallowing in my bed at two in the afternoon on a Wednesday, having called out sick to work? I knew they didn’t believe me, but I couldn’t care less at this moment. The only thing that seemed to comfort me was Izzy nuzzling her nose under my chin.

      “I’m so sorry I told you I wasn’t ready. I’m so sorry I hurt you.” His words ricocheted in my mind, cracking my heart more and more. “I’m ready to marry you right here and right now.”

      My phone continuously going off didn’t help matters. If it wasn’t Becca asking for updates, it was Jared checking in on me.

      Understandably so. I walked away from him without even so much as a word. Even Izzy was confused, not sure if she should stay with him or follow me. She caught up though when Jared started running towards me. I could remember him calling my name, asking me to at least say something.

      And I remember that the only words that left my mouth were “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      I managed to drag myself out of bed and in to work on Thursday. No one questioned my mystery one-day illness. I think it was still written all over my face. Between the puffy eyes and deep dark circles, I probably looked like the walking dead. I spent the entire eight hours hiding in my office with my door closed, fighting the urge to grab my purse and find my solitude under my blankets again.

      The only saving grace was my volunteer shift at the clinic. It would be easier to ignore the constant ringing and beeping of my phone if I had fluffy dogs and sweet cats to distract me. And it worked until I had to cover the front desk. It was a slower night, so I didn’t have nearly enough to distract me. Izzy was off somewhere with Rocky and the other dogs.

      So, I tried to busy my time by organizing—and reorganizing—the files behind the counter.

      My phone went off again and I huffed before I finally turned it off and threw it in my bag. I still didn’t know what to say.

      “Everything okay?” I heard Luca’s voice as he came up behind me.

      It was almost time for us to close and head out for the night. Him, upstairs for his weekend off, Hilary off to her boyfriend’s place, and me to my apartment. Alone. At least I had Izzy.

      “Yeah.” I lied.

      “I don’t believe you.” His accusation caught me off guard.

      I whipped my head around just as he leaned against the counter beside my chair and crossed his arms. As he did so, his shirt raised just enough to expose half an inch of the deep ink running around his hip. I wanted to change the subject, asking him what his tattoo was but I knew he wouldn’t go for it. I’d finally caught a better look at the one on his arm one of our evenings taking the dogs out. It looked to be a part of a family crest with a few names and dates scrolling around it.

      “It’s just…” I trailed off. “It’s nothing.” I signed.

      “Obviously, it’s not. Something is wrong.”

      I swallowed a few times. He was right. But I wasn’t ready to talk about it. If I couldn’t find the words to say to Becca or Jared, how would I say them to Luca? He might not have known how enamored with him that I was, but I did. I wasn’t about to crack open, blubbering about my ex-boyfriend proposing to me when all I could really think about was Luca’s sweet smile and warm eyes.

      “Well, I’m here whenever you’re ready to talk about it.” Luca stayed, hesitating, hoping I’d suddenly have the courage to open up to him. When he realized I wasn’t ready, he pushed off the counter and silently made his way into the back.

      I didn’t touch my phone for the rest of the evening. I waited to turn it on after I’d finally climbed into my car, silent and locked away from anyone who could see me. Izzy was laying in the back, completely worn out and oblivious to my inner turmoil in the driver’s seat.

      The moment my phone booted up, it began vibrating.

      Jared: Rhys, please answer.

      Jared: Rhys, I’m sorry. I just had to tell you. I know I scared you but please, can we talk about it?

      Jared: Please talk to me.

      Jared: Rhys, please call me and give me a chance when you turn your phone back on.

      Becca: Dude, why is Jared calling me? What happened?

      Becca: Rhys.

      Becca: Hey.

      Becca: Yo, why is your phone off?

      Becca: Okay, now you’re freaking me out. If you don’t call me back, expect me to be waiting on your doorstep.

      I took in a deep breath and put my car into gear, turning up the volume on my music just enough to try to drown out my thoughts. I wasn’t ready to face him. I didn’t think I ever would be.

      As much as I didn’t really want to talk to anyone, part of me wouldn’t be upset if Becca was waiting at my place for me.

      But when I got home, there wasn’t anyone on my stoop. I admittedly felt my heart drop as I walked towards my front door, until I heard him call out my name.

      I spun and saw him emerging from the side of the building. Right behind him, Becca was hot on his trail.

      “Jared!” She yelled, obviously already exacerbated. “Jared, stop!” Her voice was fierce and enough to stop me dead in my tracks.

      But not him. No, Jared kept towards me, eyes only focused on me like I was the only thing in the world. “Rhys.” He finally said when he was within a foot of me. He started to close the gap, but I instinctively took a step back, bumping into the hood of my car. As I did, I heard Izzy bark beside me, causing me to jump. I turned, trying to squeeze past him to get her. “Rhys.” He said again, catching my arm with his hand. The fire shot through me, causing all of my nerves to fire and clash together. I didn’t know how to react. His touch was still electricity to me but now, I could tell there were frayed ends, fizzling out. It wasn’t all right anymore. It wasn’t all smooth and beautiful between us. It was tainted.

      But it was still there. And I hated it.

      “Rhys, can we talk? Please?” His voice was low, and he still had his hand on my arm. He stepped closer again, as if he needed to be against me to know my thoughts.

      “Rhys.” Becca called out as she tried to wedge between us. “Rhys, do you need me to stay? Do you need me to do anything?”

      I gulped but didn’t nod or shake my head.

      “Well, I’m going to be in my car. And Jared?” She turned her attention to him. “My finger will be hovering dangerously close to the call button for 9-1-1 if I so much as think I’m getting a signal from Rhys.”

      “Understood.” He muttered but didn’t look at her.

      I waited until she was secured in her car before I finally opened my mouth, pulling courage from somewhere I didn’t know I had. “Jared, I don’t know what you expect me to say. You left me a year ago. You broke my heart without even so much as a reason. Not a reason that you were honest with me about at least. Then you suddenly show up, telling me that it was just because you were scared? Do you know how ridiculous that is? No one told you that you had to propose. There was no timetable. No requirements out of you. The only thing I ever wanted from you was to love me.”

      “And I always have. That never wavered.” He interjected.

      “But it obviously wasn’t enough for you. It was for me, but you didn’t give me that chance. You didn’t talk to me, tell me what you were thinking. You clammed up and just ran away. And now you’re back, telling me that you can’t be without me? That you’re ready to marry me? Don’t you think that’s just a bit insane?”

      “Yes, it is. But I learned my lesson. I’m here if you’re willing to take me back. I promise, I’m not going anywhere this time.”

      “And how am I supposed to trust that? How am I supposed to believe that a year without me has got you so damn sure of yourself and of us? We couldn’t survive before. What makes you think that we could now?”

      “Because I’ve had to live a year without you, and it was the worst year of my entire life.”

      “You didn’t have to live without me. You didn’t have to wait a year. You had over three hundred days to reach out. And you didn’t.” My last words came out as a whisper. I was struggling to keep the tears from erupting but felt a few spill over. “You broke me, Jared. And I still haven’t healed from it.”

      “I know.” He hung his head, and I watched his jaw quiver. “I know.” He whispered.

      “I don’t know if I can take that chance again.” I pulled my hand from his. “I love you, Jared. I won’t lie. I still do, definitely far more than I should. But I can’t do this.”

      I slipped from between him and my car and made my way towards my door, Izzy reluctantly following. I didn’t dare turn back. I couldn’t.

      Because if I turned back, I knew I’d run back to him. I knew I’d let him wrap his arms around me. And I knew I’d let him hurt me all over again.
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      “Rhys, what are you doing here?”

      I looked up from the desk and saw Luca standing in front of me. He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and I hated the way my eyes wanted to trail every inch of him.

      “Oh, uh, I decided to help out tonight.” I lied. Hilary almost wouldn’t let me stay. But since I was a volunteer, she couldn’t exactly force me out. And I didn’t want to be home.

      “Uh huh.” Luca said, narrowing his eyes at me and seeing straight through me.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Just checking in.”

      “Is that so?” I shot back the skepticism.

      “Kind of. I saw your car out front.” His honesty shocked me. “And after last night, I wanted to check in on you again.”

      “Luca, I’m fine.”

      “See, the way you say that tells me that you’re not.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter and bringing his face within inches of mine.

      “I appreciate it, Luca. I really do. But I just want to distract myself tonight.”

      “Okay, let me propose something then.” His eyebrow shot up and a smirk spread across his lips.

      I narrowed my eyes out of curiosity, ignoring his choice of words. “What’s that?”

      “Let’s go grab some dinner and catch a movie. A movie is the perfect distraction.”

      “What about Izzy?”

      Luca stood and reached his hand out. “You already know that answer to that. So, don’t look for another excuse.”

      “But Hilary.” I started.

      “Hilary will be just fine, right?” He looked up and past me and I spun the chair around to see Hilary standing just a couple feet behind me.

      “Yep. Go, Rhys.” She gave me a sweet smile, but her eyes told me I’d better listen to her.

      “Okay. Fine.” I sighed and pushed back the chair. I grabbed my purse and made my way around the counter.

      Luca reached out, gently slipping his hand onto my lower back to ease me towards the door. Just the heat from his hand was enough to cause me to let out a small gasp. It was warm, soft, and sweet. There were no hidden agendas, no façade he was holding up. Not even a hint of him being selfish. Just Luca trying to help me forget the anguish he knew nothing about.

      He drove, letting me pick the music. We made our way to a small Italian restaurant on the other side of town.

      “It’s the closest I can get to my mom’s food. She was an amazing cook. And this place is pretty authentic.” He shot me an excited smiled before making his way out of the car.

      As we made our way to the front, he slipped is hand into mine and it just felt like home.

      “Luca, amore mio!” A woman much shorter than me but stout and with a head full of gray hairs reached up, grabbing his cheeks. “It’s been too long, Polpetto.” She pulled him into a hug, dancing around with him. “And who is this bella donna?” The woman turned towards me and held out her arms. I walked into them, welcoming her embrace.

      “Giada, this is Rhys. Rhys, please meet my adoptive mother. She spoils me and fattens me up almost as good as my own mother did.”

      “Not good enough, Polpetto.” Giada playfully smacked the back of her hand against Luca’s stomach and he faked clutching it. “You need more spaghetti.”

      “Oh, you’ve done plenty. I have to work out twice as long after you feed me. I have to keep up the muscle so I can continue lifting the great Pyrenees dogs who love donuts.” Luca winked at me and I swore I felt my heart melt.

      I let out a chuckle. “I for one, am starving and all for letting you fatten me up if it tastes even half as good as it smells in here.” I felt my eyes go wide as I rubbed my rumbling stomach, finally hungry for the first time in days.

      “Follow me, mio caro.” Giada led the way through the small and packed dining area towards the back. She stopped once she found possibly the most secluded booth in the entire restaurant. The backs of the booth were high enough that once seated, no one could see in. It was rounded so we wouldn’t just be forced to sit across from each other.

      “Thank you, Giada.”

      “Of course. Would you like to order tonight or let me pick?” Giada’s eyes flashed and I watched Luca look between us.

      “Oh, have at it. I think I trust you with my life at this point.” I joked.

      “Good choice.” Luca said, through laughter.

      From there, we enjoyed a sweet bottle of red wine—not normally my choice but in this case, I never wanted to drink anything else—some calamari and bruschetta to share. Giada had the chef bring us Saltimbocca, carbonara, and lasagne to share. But she didn’t stop there. She brought us a small plate of tiramisu and a delicately wrapped bag of what Luca told me was something called Torrone, which was one of his favorite desserts. Despite being absolutely stuffed, I had to try a bite. My eyes rolled back as the taste of the honey, citrus, and toasted nuts hit every taste bud.

      We talked the entire night too. Not once did he ask me more about what was going on with me. He avoided it and I was thankful. Instead, we focused on everything else under the sun. He told me more about his childhood—both here and in Italy. I told him more about my family and our holidays parties, including fourth of July. I watched as his eyes lit up every time I talked about my siblings and how close we were. I could feel myself falling in love with how enamored he was with every word I spoke. And I loved hearing his stories from when he was young, all the way up to an adult.

      By the time we left the restaurant, I was sure that I wouldn’t be able to walk. We’d had to package up much of the food still and Giada had thrown in a brand new bottle of wine for us. I tried to offer to pay at least part, but Luca gently pushed my hand back, slipping his own credit card into the black folder. I was terrified to think of how much the bill would be but Giada and Luca both insisted that she was taking good care of us.

      When we made it to the movie theatre, I refused to let him pay for the tickets, nearly shoving him to the side as we approached the will call counter.

      “No, you got dinner and I don’t even know if I want to know how much that cost. I’m getting this.”

      “Oh, come on.” Luca smiled, trying to weasel his way back in front of me. “Giada treats me like her son. She doesn’t charge me nearly as much as she should.”

      “The only way I’d even let you help pay for the movie is if you told me it was free.”

      “Well.” He trailed off, his voice higher pitched.

      “Okay, then back off.” I joked. “Besides, you’re already doing me a huge favor tonight.”

      “I am?” He raised one eyebrow, puzzled.

      “Yeah, remember? You’re distracting me.”

      He nodded, remembering. “Ah yes, from the thing that you still won’t tell me about but that has you severely distraught.”

      I dropped my head, hiding the pain that flashed for a moment. “Yep.”

      “Hey, don’t worry. Tonight is just for us to have fun. I think that’s something we both deserve. You can tell me tomorrow.” He bumped my shoulder, causing me to look back up at him. Again, he had his warm smile and I felt it cascade over me.”

      I had to look away to keep him from seeing the blush rising into my cheeks. I couldn’t help but wonder if he meant to say tomorrow or if it was just an expression for him. I led the way to the theatre, finding our way towards the back. As we climbed the steps, I felt his hand slide onto my back, as if it was just the normal thing to do.

      I was almost sad when he had to pull it away for us to sit down but it wasn’t long into the movie before he brought his arm around my shoulder, pulling me to nestle against his shoulder.

      The theater seats had moveable arm rests and he smoothly lifted the one between us, helping me to slide my body against his. He didn’t go further than to swirl his thumb on my shoulder, but it still stirred something inside of me.

      I wanted to run my hand on his thigh. Hell, I wanted to turn into him and reach up, pulling him into a kiss. But I didn’t. I fought every urge not to. And for a while, I wondered if he was fighting that same urge too.
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      We drove back to the clinic, listening to soft quiet music and casually chatting about the movie. Every light was off as we made our way into the clinic, looking for Izzy. We found a note on the front counter from Hilary.

      I fed the dogs and took them out. I also brought Izzy and Rocky up to your place and left their dinner up there. They seemed more than happy to be up there. I hope you two had a great evening. I’ll see you guys later.

      “Okay.” Luca said, nodding. “Well then, now I guess this is where I ask if you want to come upstairs?” He smirked, letting out a small chuckle. “To get Izzy, that is.”

      “Oh yes. Of course.” I felt my cheeks grow red again and scolded myself.

      I didn’t stay long. Just long enough for Luca to show me around his loft. It was open and beautiful. He’d truly turned it into a home. He had installed walls to section off a large bedroom with bay windows. The living, dining, and kitchen were all open and spacious. Even his bathroom was gorgeous.

      I could tell we were both unsure of where to go from here or what to do. So finally, I was the one to break.

      “Well, I should probably get going. Thank you again, Luca. Tonight was amazing and just what I needed.”

      “Same here, Rhys.” He stepped towards me, carefully brushing his hand against my arm.

      I couldn’t help wondering if he wanted to go further too, if he felt the same about me that I felt about him. I felt like he did, but I also saw the hesitation in his eyes. Maybe it was because he wasn’t sure what I wanted or because he was carefully trying to protect me, remembering my current fragile state.

      “I’ll see you Sunday.” I offered one last smile before turning.

      “Oh, Rhys?”

      I spun around, too quickly and too eager. “Yes?”

      “Take this with you.” He held out the leftovers to me, including the bottle of wine.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Maybe share it with Becca, if you’d like?”

      “Yeah, I need to talk to her.” I took the bag from him and made my way for the stairs, Izzy following behind me.
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      I finally called Becca when I woke up the next morning. I’d felt far more clear headed and calm and was ready to finally discuss the entire week. She immediately volunteered to come over.

      I’d barely let her in the front door before I just started spitting everything out, from beginning to end. She sat there, mouth wide open for most of it, sipping on her glass of wine.

      “So yeah. That’s been my week. How about you?”

      “Hold on. I’m still processing.” She ran her tongue around her teeth, absorbing. “So, you mean to tell me that Jared proposed. Didn’t just finally apologize or tell you he made a mistake but straight up told you he wanted to marry you?”

      “Yep. At least twice, if I remember correctly.”

      “And you just walked away from him?”

      The way she asked suddenly filled me with worry. “Well.” I started but she shook her head.

      “No, I mean that in the best way. Rhys, I know you love Jared. I know you haven’t stopped yet. But honey, you’re right. He destroyed you. But look at you now. Now you have Luca and look how happy he makes you.”

      “Becca, I do not have Luca.”

      “But I think you do.”

      “Becca.” I started. “He is a friend who just helped distract me last night.”

      “No, he is more than that. Neither of you have made the first official move yet but you will. He will.”

      “How can you be so sure? You haven’t even met him yet.”

      “First, we need to fix that. Second, the way you described last night? That was more than just a consoling friend. That was someone who deeply cares about you. Just a friend wouldn’t have lifted the arm rest last night while at the movies. Just a friend wouldn’t have paid for dinner. Hell, Rhys. I know for a fact he cares about you on a romantic level just because of where he took you for dinner. He didn’t just take you to any restaurant. He essentially introduced you to the people he considers his family. He took you somewhere sacred to you. That tells me that he’s completely and irrevocably enamored with you.”

      I let her words sink in for a moment. “I really hope so.” I finally admitted, letting myself really smile and imagine that there could be something between us.
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      The air was different between Luca and I the moment I stepped into the clinic on Sunday. I felt him looking at me more and when he wasn’t, I was looking at him. I watched every move he made. I felt my breath quicken every time he came near me or smiled at me—which seemed like more than usual.

      It was a slow day for the clinic and the tension between us was building. He ordered lunch in for us, as usual, but the moment it was delivered, he flipped the open sign to closed, turned off the lights, and locked the door.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, puzzled.

      “There’s no more appointments today. If anyone has an emergency, there’s a number on the door for them to call. Let’s go eat lunch upstairs. Maybe watch a movie or something?” I watched his lip curl up as he grabbed the bag of food in one hand, holding out the other hand for me to take.

      I happily obliged, following him up the stairs. We ate our sandwiches on his couch, watching reruns of sitcoms for several hours. His phone never did ring and for that, I was immensely thankful.

      As the hours went on, we found ourselves getting closer and closer until yet again, his arm was wrapped around me and my head was tucked on his chest. I let my hand roam around his thigh, carefully tracing my fingers as his thumb rubbed circles on my shoulder.

      Finally, I couldn’t handle it anymore. I slowly lifted my head, bringing my face close to his. He turned his head and suddenly his lips were a mere inch from mine. I leaned up, gently laying my lips against his. I felt the fear and excitement course through my body, terrified he’d reject me. But he didn’t. Instead, he deepened the kiss, pulling his other hand to my jaw and wrapping it around to hold me closer. I twisted my body until I was facing him, nearly straddling his lap.

      And from there, the kiss just kept going. I trailed my hands from his thigh, up over his chest, gripping at the t-shirt he’d changed into. I shifted myself fully onto his lap and his hands slid down my back, grabbing at my hips. I felt a small moan escape my lips as his warm, strong hands, pulled me tight against him. I leaned back just far enough to pull his shirt up over his chest, letting my fingers trail the entire way up. I watched as his eyes rolled closed and he let his head fall back while I left scattered kisses from his jaw to his navel. I leaned up, taking in his full chest. From here, I could see the tattoos almost on full display. I took my time taking in the family crest on his bicep before dragging my eyes down and tracing the one on his hip. It was deep ink etching from the front of his hip bone and up his side towards the back of his ribcage. There was lettering etched around a lake and mountain scene. I couldn’t read the full quote but knew that I would soon. I was too distracted by the low guttural moan he was fighting back.

      “You’re killing me here with your fingers dancing so dangerously low, Rhys.” His voice came out deep and full of need.

      I felt a devilish smirk spread across my lips as I leaned forward, pulling his mouth back in with mine. He slipped his hands up the hem of my shirt, wrapping them around my back and pulling me close.

      “I could stay like this all night with you.” He whispered between kisses.

      “I’d like that.” I whispered back.

      “Good.” He peppered a kiss on my lips. “Stay.”

      I nodded before kissing him again.

      Unfortunately, we were both distracted by the whining of a dog. Izzy was lightly whimpering, begging to go outside and Rocky quickly joined her.

      “Well, I guess we have to put a pause on this.” Luca said, obviously disappointed.

      “We’ll be back.” I teased as I shifted back and stood.

      Luca had to readjust himself before we could make our way for the stairs to take the dogs out. He started to reach for his shirt, but I pulled it away before he could.

      “Okay, then.” He smirked, tilting his head before walking to the stairs.

      I enjoyed the entire view down, taking in the rest of his tattoo as it etched up his back. When we got outside, I stepped up behind him and trailed my fingers along the tattoo, finally able to read the quote. “Those we love never truly leave us. There are things that death cannot touch.” I whispered, reading it out loud. “That’s gorgeous, Luca.”

      He turned and pulled me up, wrapping his arms tight around me. “I told you, I’m a hopeless romantic.”

      “I remember.”

      “It’s just one way I can remember them.”

      “I love it. It’s beautiful.”

      “Do you have any tattoos?”

      “Not yet.” I whispered, looking deep into his eyes.

      “Maybe we’ll change that.”

      “I’d like that.” I smiled, laying my head against his chest and listening as his heart beat.

      We stayed like that, letting the dogs run around for a bit to tire themselves out.

      Finally, I let out a breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t let you in the other day and tell you what was wrong. I was just going through a lot that I didn’t quite know how to process. But I have now. And you helped with that. You helped me see what I want and what I deserve.”

      “I’m glad I could be a part of that. I hope I can continue to be.”

      “I hope so too.” I admitted.

      He was silent for a minute and I could tell he was lost in thought. I wanted to ask him what he was thinking but knew he’d share soon enough. And when he did, my heart completely melted for him. “You know Rhys, I can do more than just carry donut-binging dogs. I can carry you too. You don’t have to take on this life alone.”
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      We got married on a sunny Saturday evening on the same lake that my family spent most of our summer days at. My sister and Becca joined me at the front and Luca’s closest friends were by his side.

      The ceremony was small and beautiful, full of sunflowers and lilacs. Izzy and Rocky we the perfect flower girl and ring bearer. The reception was some of the most fun I’d had in a long time, aside from my days spent with Luca. We all danced until our hips couldn’t handle it anymore and then those of us that were left—mostly my siblings and our friends—all gathered around the fire pit, roasting marshmallows. I was tucked safely under Luca’s arm, just relishing in the moment.

      We left for Italy the next morning for an extended honeymoon. He planned to show me all around his home country. We spent two weeks in Italy before we made our way into Spain then a bit of Germany before ending the month in Ireland and England.

      We made our way home to the loft, hiding there for a few more days, just the two of us. I’d moved in with Luca not long after getting engaged. It had been fast for us, but it had all felt right. I never once questioned his love for me, even if it seemed too soon for others. My parents were overjoyed, falling in love with him immediately. Rylie loved him just as much too, gushing to Ruby and Ryder that I’d found someone perfect.

      And Izzy and Rocky were more than happy to spend every minute of their days together.
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      I can be punished for staring at a Noble, especially a Noble prince, but I can’t take my eyes off of him.

      Prince Zavier sat at the head of the large table, glowing like a diamond. Blonde hair cascaded over his shoulders and framed his face, adding to his feminine beauty. His eyes were a brilliant shade of gold. Displaying his vampiric nature, they sparkled like the jewels that were cuffed around the shell of his pointed ears. Every time he smiled or chuckled, his fangs glimmered under the artificial light.

      “Damn,” Nicoya muttered, ripping her eyes away.

      The faces of all the Nobles who gathered on the fourth deck of the Club Elite luxury airship carried a celestial beauty. But Prince Zavier had to be from another damn planet, ‘cause his attractiveness was God-like.

      Every time he boarded the ship, she felt this odd throbbing in her body. Before she even laid eyes on him, she knew he was in the vicinity. And it wasn’t just that. There was something so eerily familiar about him, like she’d met him in another life or something.

      The mortals called him ‘the golden prince.’ He was the fifth or sixth son of Emperor Viktor, one of the oldest living Nobles. His mother, the empress, was an elven priestess. The sorcery she wielded somehow skipped his siblings and passed down to him, including her entire face. Seriously, he looked exactly like her. The magic he’d gain through birth made him one of the most powerful hybrid vampires around. So yeah, he was hot shit.

      Unlike the others, he didn’t carry a snobbish air. Maybe that’s why he looked out of place. The pasty fanged ones bickered at each other across the table. The reds and the silvers, also known as the Ravens and the Dragons. Some sneered, and some raised their voices in anger, creating a noisy ass atmosphere. Despite the vociferous chaos around him, he always remained poised and breathtakingly gorgeous.

      “Jesus, man, turn the sexy off,” she sighed, doing her best not to stare again. “Why, God? Why’d you make him so hot?”

      Sitting to his right was a man who barely left his side. Actually, he wasn’t a man at all. He wasn’t a vampire or an elf either. Probably a shifter. His skin was dark as night, and his eyes were bright blue. He wore long silver dreads that contrasted with his skin tone. He was another stunner. She called him Ser Midnight.

      On the prince’s left side was the infamous ice princess. She was a tall redhead with a nasty attitude. Couldn’t quite figure out what it was about her, but every time Nicoya saw her, she would shudder with rage. This was her second time on the ship with the prince. She often tried to hug up on him, offering a little PDA. He would smoothly shake her off and cut his eyes at her. Clearly, her affection for him wasn’t reciprocated.

      Desiree’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Got a big order coming in, Nic-Nic.”

      Nicoya tapped the comm device that was secured to her temple. “Ready when you are.”

      She watched Desiree make her way along the oversized table, working the room while collecting orders, per usual. The jewels she wore on her curved horns and pointed ears sparkled just like her personality. She was wild, vocal, hilarious, and unapologetically sassy. And the vampires loved it. Well, most of them did. No surprise there, since vampires had a natural attraction to elves. The one who loved her presence the most was the prince. She brought the biggest smile to his face. He actually requested her service each time he boarded.

      I’d put a hit out on her if she wasn’t my best friend.

      Nicoya blinked rapidly and snatched her gaze away for the umpteenth time. As the bar-droids bustled around her, she took a deep breath and went back to filling the orders for Hall B. Her skin tingled as she worked. Every time she looked away from him, that happened. Weird.

      “Hey, Nicki. Got a minute?”

      Startled, she jerked to the right then sucked her teeth. “Geechi, we’ve talked about this. You can’t just pop up in my bar pit. We wear comms for a reason.”

      Grinning, he adjusted his goggles. “Thought you’d be glad to see me. I’m certainly glad to see you.”

      She didn’t have to see behind his goggles to know his eyes were roaming in all the wrong places. “You’ve got five seconds to tell me what you need before I buzz Anil and tell him you left your bar unmanned.”

      Lips twisted, he huffed. “Got an order for a vampire experience, but something not on the menu.”

      Sometimes, though not often, human patrons would visit the Elite Club in search of blood cocktails. Some of them were fascinated and obsessed with vampires. The bartenders who serviced the human decks always came to her for specialty blood orders.

      “Preferred spirit?” she asked.

      “Bourbon.”

      “Coat the rim with honey and crimson crystals, drain the blood along the inside of the glass, layer the bottom, then make an Old Fashion and top it off with a blood cherry. Voila. There’s your vamp experience.” Flicking her hand in a shooing manner, she returned her attention to the large vampire gathering. “Now get out of my pit, please. I got a big order coming in and you’re—” She lost her words as she damn near choked on a gasp.

      Prince Zavier. He was staring directly at her. Those golden eyes seized her where she stood.

      She couldn’t move, look away, or even fucking breathe.

      Geechi muttered something at her side, but she couldn’t hear a word he said.

      That heart-stopping smile lit up the prince’s face, drawing a soft moan from her. For the longest, they stared at each other. A warm tingling soared down her spine. While lost in the depths of his golden gaze, an image of their bodies entwined emerged.

      Smile growing wider, he tilted his head. Then his silky voice entered her mind. “Is that an invitation?”

      Nicoya stumbled back from the bar with a yelp climbing up her throat. The glass dropped from her trembling hands and shattered at her feet.

      “Nicki, you alright?” Geechi asked.

      Heart banging viciously against her chest, she sprinted out of the bar pit and made her way down the stairs to the kitchen. She slapped her hands over her mouth and let out a muffled scream. He’d never done that before. Looked directly at me, let alone communicate with me. Oh God, did he really get a glimpse of her sensual vision from across the damn hall? The man had been coming to the club for four days and had never cast a glance her way. Why? Why did he do that?

      Her wristband chimed, snatching her away from her chaotic thoughts.

      “Nicoya, the thirty-nine orders are in.” The brown-eyed, dark-haired droid they called Tremaine approached with the patron list projecting from his arm. “Shall we start?”

      She briefly closed her eyes and did her best to shake off the daze. “Yeah, c’mon, let’s make them in the blood chamber.” Because lord knew she wouldn’t be able to handle another sultry gaze from that man without losing her shit. She scanned the list of orders. Within a minute, she had them all locked in her memory. Every order required blood. No surprise there.

      She started her timer and loaded the ingredients on a hover cart. She then headed to the blood chamber with Tremaine in tow.

      Hundreds of pretty red vials lined the length of the walls. They were stacked to the ceiling in small crystal cases, casting a crimson glow over the room.

      On the left of the chamber was animal blood, grade B. On the right, human blood—the good stock, as many bartenders called it. Animal blood was never served to the Nobles. Only the regular vamps and the humans who wanted to experience blood-tasting partook in the grade B stock.

      Nicoya headed to the right side of the room and plucked out several vials. She quickly concocted many of the orders with Tremaine’s help. When she got to the prince’s order, she attempted to steady her nerves before proceeding.

      His words danced in her mind. ‘Is that an invitation?’

      A tremor coasted through her. Its effect lingered between her legs. “Jesus effin’ Christ!” she strained out with a squeal. “Why would he do that?”

      “Are you alright?” Tremaine asked, blinking at her awkwardly.

      She pulled in a deep breath and shook her arms wildly.

      Focus, Nicki. It was nothing. He was just toying with you for amusement.

      As she exhaled, she did her best to summon calm. “Yeah-yeah, I’m good.” But she wasn’t. Not by a long shot.

      The golden prince ordered a gin sour with a side of blood caviar. But her mind told her that wasn’t the drink for him.

      It was a big no-no to change a patron’s order without their permission, especially regarding the Nobles, but just this once, she would take the gamble.

      Instead of the gin, she reached for the top-shelf whiskey. She paired it with sweet and sour liquor and a touch of devil bane bitters, then poured it into a curved crystal chalice rimmed in gold.

      “Now for the blood pearls.” She reached for another vial and paused. Instead, her hand made a go for the syringe case. “I must be outta my damn mind,” she murmured, handing the syringe to Tremaine.

      Without question, he wrapped a compression device around her arm. After sanitizing the targeted area, he inserted the needle and took the desired blood. He did it so fast, it was over before it started. He poured her blood into a spherificator and started creating the blood caviar.

      Watching him create the beautiful red pearls was nothing short of amazing.

      “Hey, Nic, is the council’s order ready?” Desiree sashayed into the chamber with her server drone trailing closely behind.

      Nicoya sucked her teeth. “Takes a little more than…” She checked her timer. “…fourteen minutes to concoct thirty-nine orders, Dee.”

      “You know the Nobles don’t have much patience.”

      “Just a few more and we’ll be done.”

      Desiree glanced at the compression cuff sitting on the tray. “Who’d you bleed for?”

      Rolling her eyes, Nicoya grabbed the cuff and shoved it back in its case.

      Desiree cackled and hooted as she used her fingers to puff her curly blue afro around her jeweled horns. “So, you’re making a go for him? Thee golden prince! Guuuurrl…”

      “No!”

      “Then why are you offering your blood?”

      “Leave me alone, Dee.”

      “If you really wanna get his attention, march out there with all that body you got and shake that big ass in his face. I guarantee he will notice you.”

      “Hush. I’m trying to concentrate.”

      “He’ll probably bite you on the ass right in front of the whole council,” Desiree continued with giggles.

      “Dee, stop,” she said, fighting the chuckles in her throat.

      “Guess what? I found out the ice princess isn’t his lady. She’s not even a prospect.”

      Her hands paused in the middle of pouring. “Who told you that?”

      Lips pursed, Desiree adjusted her collar and pushed her breasts up, making her cleavage more pronounced. “The sexy ass Ser-Midnight.”

      Nicoya swung her eyes in her best friend’s direction. “Please tell me you did not ask him about her while she was sitting at the damn table.” She knew the answer before Desiree even opened her mouth.

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Ugh, Dee, why would you do that? You’re gonna get us in trouble!”

      “For asking a question?” She snorted and flicked her hand nonchalantly. “If she’s feeling a particular way about me asking a question, that’s a her problem, not an us problem.”

      “You know she’s into him.” Nicoya helped Tremaine load the orders onto the floating drone server. “Asking about her relationship with him while she’s in the vicinity is rude as all hell, and she might get bitchy about it. Doesn’t help matters that she’s a high council member.”

      “Eh, she’ll get over it.” Desiree pressed the button on the side of the drone to shift the first level to the side so they could load the second tray. “If she doesn’t, that’s on her. It’s not our fault he’s not interested in her.”

      “Alright, enough of that.” She smacked Desiree on her hip. “C’mon, get those drinks out there to the council. I put them in order. Serve from the left to right.”

      Another drone drifted into the room.

      “Did you request a second server?”

      Desiree’s wristband chimed. As she checked the notification, a slow grin crossed her face. “The second drone is for you.”

      “Why?”

      “The golden prince has requested that you serve his order. Looks like you got his attention. Ass shaking not required.”

      “Wait—what?” Her heart slammed violently against her chest. The thought of getting close to him made her hot all over. Instant beads of sweat popped out on her forehead. “Hell no.”

      Desiree laughed and placed Prince Zavier’s order on the new drone. “Hell yeah. You’re doing this.”

      “Uh-uh, nooo.” She shook her head wildly. “I’m a barmaid. I don’t leave the bar pit. That’s why it’s encased in glass. You’re the server. That’s the arrangement. I’m not deviating from that.”

      Lips folded in, Desiree nodded. “Okay, let me get this straight, so I know what to tell Anil when this gets back to him. You’re declining a direct request from a member of the royal family because it’s not in your job description. That right?”

      “You’re such a bitch.” Palming her chest, Nicoya gagged as vertigo swarmed in on her. If it were any other patron, she wouldn’t have a problem with it. But to serve the prince… “I don’t wanna do this!” she whined. “I just wanna keep admiring him from afar.”

      “Listen, all you have to do is serve him the drink…” Desiree tugged on the bosom of Nicoya’s ruffled blouse, exposing her ample cleavage. “Thank him for cruising with the Elite Club and walk away. Easy.” Further adjusting her appearance, she palmed the sides of Nicoya’s breasts and pumped them up.

      Groaning, Nicoya slapped her hands away.

      “Afterward, you can take your secure place back in the bar pit.” Desiree grabbed her hand and headed for the sliding door. “C’mon, Nic. Let’s go serve the golden prince.”

      The trip to the great hall was nauseating. The closer she got to the large council table, the more she wanted to throw herself out the ship’s window.

      Once they reached the gathering, Desiree stepped away from her, releasing her hand. She nodded toward the head of the table as she started serving the drinks. “Go on. The prince is waiting.”

      Luckily, everyone was engrossed in their bickering and conversations and didn’t notice her standing there like a lost doe. She pulled in a deep breath and moved forward. The server drone followed closely behind.

      As she made her way down the lengthy table, she received a few shocked stares from the fanged patrons. Weird. Kinda seemed like they recognized her. She’d only seen these Nobles at the club. Never met any of them personally.

      Zavier glanced up and set those golden eyes on her.

      Once again, she found herself lost in his gaze.

      Desiree’s voice soared through the communicator. “Get it moving! He looks parched.”

      The giggle in her friend’s voice made Nicoya cut a glare at her. She received a snickering grin in return. Pulling her shoulders back, she swept her tongue over her dry lips and took long strides toward him.

      As she rounded the head of the table, he swiveled his chair, watching her approach. A second later, she stood before him.

      My God, the man is a vision!

      A jazzy patterned, royal blue and gold corset vest hugged his torso. Beneath it was a cream-colored button-down shirt. Matching pants and a pair of stylish shoes completed his enticing ensemble. His clothes did nothing to hide his dynamic physique. He was muscled and fit.

      This was her first time being this close. She’d only been gifted with views of him from across the hall.

      His succulent lips curved into a smile. “Hello.”

      “Hi,” she responded, her voice shaky.

      He lifted slightly, like he was about to stand. Then he paused and sat back down. Stirring in his seat, he crossed his legs and glanced over at Ser Midnight as if he wanted to say something. Could’ve been her imagination, but he suddenly seemed nervous as hell. He wore her emotion like she’d passed it on to him.

      Her eyes drifted to his other side, where the ice princess was twisted in her chair, staring wide-eyed at her. A sense of distress beamed from her glare.

      Why are these Nobles looking at me like I’ve got something strange on my face?

      Nicoya gave a curt bow and removed his order from the drone. Stepping forward, she said, “excuse me,” and placed it on the table.

      He didn’t move aside in the slightest. As a result, her hip brushed his arm.

      The brief contact sent a flash of heat racing through her body. “Uhm, sorry,” she huffed, swallowing a moan.

      “Thank you kindly for pleasing me with your presence tonight.” Gruffness laced his tone. “I appreciate it, Nicki—err, Nicoya.”

      Lord, did this man just call me by my nickname? Blinking rapidly, she cleared her voice. “Thank—thank you for cruising me. Wait, no, uhh…”

      Desiree’s boisterous laughter soared across the table.

      Ugh, bitch!

      “I’m so sorry—stumbling over my words here. Just nervous. Uhm, what I meant to say is…thank you for cruising with the Elite Club,” she said, sounding out each word. “Enjoy your drink, and have a great evening.” She offered another quick bow, then spun on her heels to make her retreat. While scrambling from the table, she damn near tripped over the server drone. She didn’t bother to look back to see if he saw her almost fall on her face, because she knew he did. The heat of his eyes on her traveled up her spine.

      God, I wanna die!
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      Nicoya rushed through the kitchen and dashed down the stairs, below deck, to the servers’ lounge. She released a strangled scream when she stepped into the room. She went to the back wall and pressed her forehead against it, wishing she could disappear. The soothing tunes wafting through the air did nothing to calm her frazzled nerves.

      “What’s wrong with you?” someone asked.

      Her coworkers were scattered around the room doing various things. Some were relaxing on the floating rest pads, and others were on their tablets or shoving food in their mouths.

      “I just made an absolute fool of myself,” she whined.

      Someone chuckled and said, “welcome to the fool’s club.”

      Shaking her head, she paced back and forth. Her wristband chimed and buzzed, but she ignored it. The look in the prince’s eyes caressed her thoughts. She was too flustered to notice upon meeting him, but there was something there. Emotions. Was I imagining it? Had to be. That man didn’t even know her. But it sort of felt like he did. He called me Nicki. Only the people closest to her called her by that name.

      “You’re messing up the vibe with all that pacing, Nicki,” Anil slurred, lying on the massaging pad with his eyes close.

      “You can’t even see me.”

      “I can feel you. Stop it. Get into the Zen.”

      “I can’t. I’m freaking out.” The prince’s drink. What if he tasted it and realized she took liberties with his order? Why did I do that?! He seemed like a chill guy, but what if that pissed him off? The anxiety was killing her. She slapped her hands over her face and let out another muffled shrill.

      “Why are you so stressed? Did you screw up an order?” While folded in a yoga pose, Christy stared at her. “That doesn’t mean it’s the end of the world. God, you’re such an annoying perfectionist.”

      Nicoya snatched her bonnet off, letting her kinky curls fall down her back. “I’m gonna quit. This job just became way too stressful.”

      “You’re not allowed to quit. I’m sure you’re stressing over nothing like you always do. Come lie down and clear your head.” He patted the padding. “Leave the droids manning the station for a bit.”

      “You said to never do that,” Gus mumbled with half a hoagie hanging from his mouth.

      Rolling her eyes, Nicoya huffed out a heavy sigh. “I changed a Noble’s order, Anil. The golden prince, to be exact.”

      A symphony of gasps bounced off the walls as a plethora of widened eyes whipped her way.

      Anil rolled off the platform and launched to his feet. “Dammit, Nicki! You should’ve started with that!” He strapped on his pit apron and smoothed his hair back. “Damage control mode activated.”

      As he approached the exit, the door slid open.

      Standing on the other side was the stunning creature usually joined at Zavier’s hip.

      Ser Midnight!

      With his hands lost behind his back, he stepped over the threshold. His powerful, demanding stature sent chills throughout the room. He swept those icy blue eyes over everyone, then zoned in on her. “Hello, Lady Nicoya. I am Ser-Kyan, Prince Zavier’s chevalier.” Arm crossed over his midsection, he bowed. “Your Highness has sent me to retrieve you. He would like you to join him in the VIP lounge.”

      Nicoya’s heart bounced around her chest like a rubber ball. “For what?” she heard herself squeak.

      Ser-Kyan quirked a brow and gave a small smirk. “He’d like to discuss the drink you made…” The rest of his words slid across her mind. “…as well as the blood you so graciously offered.”

      Thank God he kept that part private, but she still wanted to curl up and die. She scanned the room, catching the shocked stares from her coworkers.

      Maybe I should make a run for it.

      Nah, that wouldn’t work. Ser-Kyan stood at the only way in and out, and there was no getting around a…whatever the hell he was. Especially a creature built like a fucking shuttle truck.

      He moved further into the room and offered his arm. “Lady Nicoya? Please accompany me.”

      Her gaze found Anil, who looked like he could shit himself at any moment. She stretched her eyes at him. Save me, man! This has gotta be against the rules, right? This guy isn’t even supposed to be down here!

      A strained smile slid across his face as he matched her bug-eyed stare. “Nicoyaaa, Prince Zavier has requested your presence. Let’s not keep him waiting.”

      Ugh, you jerk! Way to throw me to the vampires.

      She flicked her eyes to the right, toward the restroom. There was a window in there. If she could climb down to the bay deck, she’d be able to jump on a shuttle and get off the ship, far away from the alluring prince. But thinking her wide hips and big bubble ass would fit through that window was a foolish thought.

      Not gonna stop me from trying though.

      She sidestepped to the right, keeping her back pinned to the wall. “Sure. Just let me use the lady’s room real quick.” She turned to shuffle in that direction. Air rushed across her face.

      Suddenly, Ser-Kyan was standing right in front of her.

      Nicoya stumbled back with a gasp. “Gah—Jesus! Seriously?”

      “Lady Nicoya, do you know how many times I’ve disappointed Prince Zavier during my tenure as his chevalier?”

      Standing erect with her lips pulled tight, she murmured, “none.”

      “Precisely.” Once again, he offered his arm. “Now, you can take my arm, or I can toss you over my shoulder. Either way, you’re coming with me.”

      “Why are you so damn scary!” she snapped, consumed with fear and anxiety. “You need to work on your manners and your overall persona.”

      He nodded with a chuckle. “Noted.”

      Huffing out a sigh, she looped her arm around his massive bicep.

      He escorted her through the lounge, up to deck four and across Hall A, past the gazes of the council. They headed up the lighted stairs to the penthouse landing where the VIP cabins were.

      When they entered the corridor, Desiree appeared. She wore a big stupid grin and gave a thumbs-up as she walked past them.

      Suddenly, Nicoya felt a pull from behind. She glanced back to see Desiree tugging on her corset.

      “Hold up.” Desiree started fixing her unruly hair. “Where’s your bonnet? You know your hair is a menace to society. Turn around.” She wrapped a silk hairband around her mane, creating a thick ponytail. “Alright…” Holding her by the shoulders, Desiree spun her back around and looked her over appraisingly. “That’s better—oh wait.” Yet again, she tugged on the bosom of her blouse.

      “Dee…” Struggling to restrain her giggles, Nicoya swiped her hand away. “Stop it.”

      “The girls need to be on display. God didn’t give you all that body to hide. Flaunt it in the name of Jesus.” Leaving her mischievous smile in her wake, Desiree sashayed down the corridor, then shouted, “halleluiah!”

      Laughing under her breath, Nicoya followed Ser-Kyan to the last cabin.

      A woman’s voice could be heard through the closed door. She was shouting in a different language. Sounded Irish.

      “You sure this is the right—”

      Ser-Kyan lifted his hand for silence as he narrowed a glare at the door.

      A few seconds later, the barrier separating them from the angry woman slid open.

      The ginger Noble from earlier stormed out. She marched past them, sneering at Nicoya. The sound of her heel hitting the deck sounded like gunshots.

      “Why couldn’t you stay dead, you insufferable black cunt?”

      The growled words ricocheted through Nicoya’s mind. Insufferable what? Blinking rapidly, she stared after the redhead, unsure if she had just been mentally assaulted. Did this chick really just say that to me? And what did she mean by stay dead?

      A flare of raging heat bellowed up through Nicoya’s body and burned hot behind her eyes. “Excuse me…?” She wanted to end it with Bitch, but she swallowed it instead. Had to remember she was dealing with an irritated Noble and she could get her life snapped away in the blink of an eye.

      Without looking back, the female vamp paused, flicked her lengthy auburn hair from over her shoulder, then continued her clamorous march down the corridor.

      “Nicki.”

      Nicoya’s attention was snapped forward at the soft call of her name.

      Prince Zavier stood before her, his golden eyes glowing, his beautiful face set hard. “Did she say something to you?”

      She gawked at him. For a second, she literally couldn’t breathe. This moment felt like déjà vu, like she’d been this close to him many times before.

      “If Maeve said anything to you, I need to know. It’s important.”

      Her mind raced. If she narked on the haughty ice princess, would that land her in the middle of a feud? Three things she was certain of. One, that bitch was mad as hell when she stormed out of here. Two, she didn’t like her, not even a little bit. And three, there was some kind of twisted political shit going on between the vampire clans. Given all the meetings as of late, and the sneering and bickering made that so obvious.

      Even with that being the case, she couldn’t lie to the prince. Not when he was staring her dead in the eyes. “She uh, she said something about…staying gone.” She didn’t want to repeat exactly what was said to her, especially the insufferable black cunt part. Like, what the fuck? She was still trying to process the moment. She didn’t even know that broad. Stay dead. The words bounced around her mind, making her skin crawl. Why would she say that to me?

      A deep growl rumbled to her right. Ser-Kyan. With his back to them, he glared down the hallway, his body rigid and his muscles protruding. “I see.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at Prince Zavier, who wore the same grim expression. They exchanged glowing stares. Then Ser-Kyan nodded and headed down the path the ice princess had just taken.

      Aw hell, did I just get someone whacked?

      “I mean—I think she may have confused me with someone else,” Nicoya added, her voice quivering. “No big deal.”

      A hand slipped into hers. She found herself once again caught under his seductive gaze. A heated tremor rushed through her body and rested between her thighs.

      “Don’t worry about what just happened. It’s just politics and royal business.”

      Lips twisted, she hummed. “I’m getting mob boss vibes.”

      He laughed, displaying those pearly fangs and that amazing smile.

      She smirked, relieved he didn’t take offense to her comment. “You’re not denying it.”

      “And I’m not going to.”

      “Okay then.”

      “I’m just teasing. I’m more of a glorified referee. Just the guy who keeps the clans from killing each other.”

      “Oh.” She looked down at their joined hands. She was shocked by the bold gesture, but at the same time, she felt accustomed to his touch. How?

      “Did you really try to run?”

      “Who told you that?”

      He snickered. “Who do you think?”

      “Okay, listen. Maybe you’re used to him ‘cause he’s your boy, but he’s terrifying to us regular human-folk. Handsome, but terrifying.”

      “That’s my fault. I should’ve listened to my gut and retrieved you myself.”

      “No offense, but I still would’ve tried to make a run for it.”

      Caressing her fingers with his, he lifted her hand and pressed it to his chest. “Why? Am I handsome and terrifying as well?”

      Her breathing escalated and her mind went blank.

      His heart thumped against her palm. Its frantic pace matched hers. “Now you know why I sent him instead. I can’t stop my heart from beating frantically when I’m around you.”

      For the longest, they stood in the doorway, silently looking at each other.

      Why didn’t this feel new? Why didn’t he feel like a stranger? Relief, happiness, anxiousness. Not to mention unbearable arousal. That’s what she felt the first time she laid eyes on him before he even noticed her. Now that she was close to him, lost in his starry eyes, it wasn’t just about the physical attraction anymore. It was something so much deeper.

      “Would you like to join me in the cabin, Nicki?”

      “Yes please,” she responded behind a whimper.

      He back-stepped into the room, holding her hand against his chest. She moved with him. As the door slid close behind her, she surrendered to the fact that from this moment on, she belonged to him.
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      Zavier motioned toward the large red leather lounge couch. “Please, have a seat.”

      Nicoya was slow to pull her hand from his. He was even slower to release her. Her entire body ached with need as she found her way to the couch.

      The cabin was fashionably dated, styled with a Victorian flare. Deep reds, off-whites, golds, and cherry wood dominated the space. In addition to the couch, the room was equipped with two armchairs, a crystal firepit, a cigar case, and a wet bar. A transition window stretched along the length of the three walls, allowing the view of the dark clouds to shade the room in a purplish-blue hue. The flames dancing over the bed of crystals added to the romantic ambiance.

      Her gaze zoned in on him as he hovered by the corner console, strolling through the music selection. The way his clothes hugged his magnificent frame made her mouth water.

      A soft wave of jazzy rock tune wafted throughout the room, making her smile and sway. She loved jazz rock.

      Nibbling on his lower lip, he gazed at her with a boyish spark in his eyes. “May I sit next to you?”

      “Of course.”

      He grabbed the crystal chalice from the wet bar. It was the drink she’d made him earlier. Sipping on it, he lowered next to her. “It’s so delicious. I’ve been nursing it, so it lasts longer.”

      She smiled. “No need to nurse it. I can always whip you up another one.”

      Sliding his tongue over his lips, he slid a sexy gaze her way. “Are you trying to get me drunk, Nicki?”

      Every time he looked at her that way, she wanted to scream. He was so damn sexy and dreamy, it was unreal. “Maybe.” As soon as she said it, she wanted to retract it. Was she allowed to be this comfortable with a royal? “Sorry. I keep forgetting I’m in the presence of a prince.”

      He cringed. “It’s just a title. Nothing more.”

      Weird. Felt like he’d said that to her before. “The league of Nobles who worship the ground you walk on would like to enter this chat.”

      A steely expression consumed his beautiful face as the flames from the pit danced in his eyes. “You’ll be surprised by how little they respect me.” He briefly looked away. When he rested his gaze back on her, his charming smile returned. “I took the liberty of ordering some delicacies, just in case you’re hungry.”

      A server drone emerged from beneath the cigar case and positioned itself in front of them. The translucent cloche slid back, exposing a decadent display. Spicy conch fritters, escargot, and a platter of oysters stared up at her. Her favorite hors d’oeuvres! There was a flute nearby filled with a translucent pink substance. A layer of foam topped it off. Submerged in the liquid was a hibiscus flower. A hibiscus mimosa. Another fave!

      She cut a skeptical glint at him.

      Baring a minxy smile, he popped a fritter into his mouth. “What?”

      “These are my faves. There’s no way you could’ve known that. It was Desiree, wasn’t it?”

      “No. She suggested the room, not the food.” Without dropping that smile, he shrugged. “Lucky guess on my part.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she hummed incredulously. She partook in the escargot. Swaying, she hummed and drummed her feet on the floor as the combination of garlic, butter, cheese, and snail exploded on her tongue. “Mm yes, so good.”

      He chuckled. “That’s adorable.”

      “Gotta throw a little celebration when something pleases my palate. More people should do that.” She took a healthy sip of the mimosa. The flavor pulled another hum from her. “It would make the world a better place.”

      “Indeed.” He lifted the chalice and quaffed the rest of its contents.

      “Ready for another one?” she teased.

      “In a moment. First, let me ask you something? Why did you change my order tonight?”

      There it was. The million-dollar question. She knew he would ask eventually. Truth was, she didn’t have an answer for him, because she didn’t even know why. “Intuition, I guess. I thought it was weird that you ordered a drink with gin in it.”

      “I didn’t. Maeve ordered that drink for me.”

      Nicoya clucked her tongue and rolled her eyes. The mere mention of that chick’s name made her hair stand on end. “She clearly doesn’t know a thing about you ‘cause you don’t care for gin, particularly when it’s being served with blood.” She perked up as soon as the words left her mouth. Baffled, she stared at him.

      A slow smile curved his lips. “Correct. I knew you would change it. That’s why I let her order it. Or at least I hoped you would.”

      “Hold the hell on. Why would I know that about you?” Maybe there was something mystical at work here. “Is this some vampire voodoo shit? Are you voodooing me right now?”

      Boisterous laughter erupted from him. “No voodoo. I promise. Well, maybe a little,” he jested with a wink.

      She laughed with him, even though she was still a bit on edge about the bizarre things happening between them.

      “Doesn’t it feel natural sitting here with me? Like sitting with an old friend?”

      “It kinda does, and that’s honestly a bit weird.” Rubbing at her nape, she relaxed back on the couch. “I’m actually a lot less nervous than I was earlier. But you gotta know that your presence is a lot. It’s overwhelming.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be. I’m just a lonely soul who’s desperate to reclaim his eternal heart.”

      Such a sad, yet beautiful statement. “Wow, that’s pretty damn profound.”

      “Sometimes being profound is the only way I know how to express myself.” He ate another fritter as he turned toward her. “I want to ask you about your friend Desiree. She’s quite…”

      “Yeah, I know,” Nicoya said, grabbing an oyster. She recalled the shocked expressions he made many times during his interactions with Desiree. Laughter would always follow. “She probably says some really inappropriate things to you.”

      His cheeks flushed. “Highly inappropriate.”

      “I’m sorry. My girl is a special kinda crazy. She can’t help it; she was raised by humans.”

      “That explains a lot actually. I’ve never met an elf soo vibrant and lively.”

      “Imagine if she was a magical type elf like your mother. She would be an absolute menace.”

      Chuckling, he sucked down an oyster. “Her personality is refreshing compared to my usual company. She’s the reason I’m able to stomach these summits. How long have you known her?”

      “Little over three years.”

      “How did you meet her?”

      Gaze narrowed, Nicoya shifted in her seat and turned her hips toward him. “Sounds like you’re really into my friend. Wanna know what flowers she likes or her favorite color? Lilies and blue.”

      Wiping his hands on a cloth, he settled back and let his knees fall apart. He gazed at her for a second before speaking again. “If that were the case, she would be sitting where you are.”

      “Couldn’t help but assume you were interested. Desiree is a charming elf. Plus, vampires love her.”

      “I assure you my questions have nothing to do with her and everything to do with you. Indulge me, please. How did you meet her?”

      “Okay, well we uh—we met at a hospital in Switzerland. She was there visiting a cousin, and I—I was…” Suddenly that female Noble’s face flashed in her mind. “I think I was…” The hospital. That Noble chick was there. Or was she? “The redhead…”

      “What redhead? Maeve?”

      Everything was so clouded and convoluted when she thought back to that day. This was the first time the Noble’s face had popped up. A burning sensation awakened in her heart. Tears followed. Tears of frustration and anger. She quickly blinked them away. Maybe she was confusing the past with the present again. That happened sometimes.

      She felt the prince’s hand slip into hers.

      He perched on the edge of the couch, clutching her hand with desperation. A combination of sadness and rage flared in his glowing eyes. “Did you see Maeve at the hospital, Nicki?”

      “I think so, but then again…” Nicoya shook her head. “It’s weird. I don’t remember much from that day. I don’t even know what I was there for. I remember Desiree though. We left the hospital together and we’ve been joined at the hip ever since.”

      “Do you remember your life before the hospital?”

      “Yeah, I mean—I remember my childhood. What schools I attended, my parents, my first boyfriend, my first job, first heartbreak, first misdemeanor…” She snickered. “All the firsts.” Her smile swiftly faded. “But there’s a gap in my head. I feel like something happened to me. I just—I can’t remember what it was, and it makes me feel so broken inside.” She squeezed his hand, absorbing the comfort from his touch. The band of his ring bit into her finger, but she cherished the sensation. “Have you ever felt like something really important was missing from your life?”

      Deep sorrow radiated from his stunning face. Glassiness veiled his eyes. “Yes, I know the feeling all too well.”

      For a long moment, they said nothing.

      Nicoya stared out the window, trying her damnedest not to break down in an ugly cry. She could feel his gaze on her. Maybe she’d said too much. She rained on the parade like she always did when talking about her past.

      “Nicoya, listen, there’s something I should—”

      “Ugh, shit! Please ignore everything I just said. I have a habit of doing this, ruining the mood. That’s why Dee calls me Princess Buzz Kill.” She laughed, but not so much in humor. “I’m so sorry. I hate being like this. I’ve ruined many dates doing this very thing. As soon as they ask about my past—”

      “I’m sorry—what?” His Adam’s apple bobbed. His grip on her hand grew tighter as his bright eyes stretched wide. “You’re dating?”

      “Well…yeah. Sometimes. I mean, I’m not out there on the dating field like Dee is, but I entertain company every now and then.”

      “Oh.” His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. He rocked next to her, his posture shifting from stiff to deflated and back again. “I see.” A tremble rushed through his arm and radiated through their joined hands.

      “Is there something wrong with me dating?” she dared to ask, puzzled by his reaction.

      His voice cracked when he spoke again. “No…and yes, but no.”

      She giggled. “Oh-kaaay.”

      He straightened his back and pulled in a deep breath. “So, tell me. How much entertaining have you done…since the hospital?” The fact he growled the word ‘entertaining’ didn’t pass her by.

      Head tilted, she stared at him awkwardly. “Really, with that question?”

      “Just answer please.”

      Again, she chuckled. “No. And you can’t make me.”

      Prince Zavier lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips, making her breath hitch. Then he nipped at her. Not with his fangs, but with his front teeth.

      She drew in a sharp inhale. The sensation that followed made her lady parts quiver erratically. “Uhm, sir…” she huffed on a moan. “You know you’re not allowed to bite without consent.” The need to be bitten by him stirred within and made her tremble. “Just ‘cause you’re a prince doesn’t mean the rules don’t apply to you.”

      “I’m sorry.” He swept his tongue over the back of her hand where he had nipped her. “At this point, I can’t help myself.”

      Jesus, did this man just lick me?!

      Heat consumed her screaming body.

      Eyes closed, he rubbed the back of her hand along his cheek. A soft moan fluttered from behind his lips. “This is maddening.”

      Stunned speechless, she watched him with her mouth agape.

      He slowly opened his eyes and pinned her with that tantalizing gaze. “Nicki…” He pinched the curve of her chin and leaned in close. Their faces were mere inches apart. “I can’t stand the thought of someone else touching you. It makes me fucking crazy. Promise me it will never happen again.”

      What the hell is happening right now?!

      “Oh wow,” she purred, damn near panting. “What a possessive prince you are.”

      “Yes. When it comes to you, I’m incredibly possessive,” he whispered, his gaze focused on her lips.

      “Well, if you don’t want anyone else touching it, then you better claim it.”

      Husky chuckles bubbled out of him. “There she is. There’s my Nicoya.” He grabbed her and yanked her into his lap.

      A startled cry lurched out of her as she found herself cradled in his arms. She stared up at him, oddly familiar with his embrace.

      “I’ve waited a long time to hold you like this.” His fingers crawled over her knee. He then bunched the skirt of her dress in his grip. “I couldn’t wait a moment more.”

      She huffed out a quivering sigh as she attempted to swallow the whimper dangling in her throat. “Zavier…”

      “Feels natural, doesn’t it?” he crooned. “To say my name so casually? You haven’t addressed me formally yet.”

      She wouldn’t have noticed had he not pointed it out.

      “And it pleases me, because that means somewhere in that lovely mind of yours, you haven’t completely forgotten about what we shared. I’m going to help you remember it all.” The space between their faces vanished as he claimed her lips.

      Oh my God, is this really happening?!

      Her mind swirled. She remembered the sweet taste of his kiss and the sensation of his body close to hers.

      Opening up to him, she instantly returned his passion. Their tongues danced, and their lips caressed. He somehow kissed her tenderly and fiercely at the same time. Needy whimpers floated between them. This felt like a dream. A beautiful, sensual dream.

      As he kissed her breathless, he tugged on her skirt, causing the hem of the fabric to climb up her legs.

      Nicoya slid her thighs along each other, doing her best to resist the quivering in her core, but the heat washing through her only increased the sensation.

      Zavier pulled back, leaving her lips wet and throbbing. “Do you remember?” He smoothed his hand down her leg and unlaced her boots. First the right, then the left. They fell from her feet and hit the floor with two thuds. From her ankle to her thigh, he rubbed his hand back up her leg in a caressing manner. “Do you remember my kisses, my touches, my undying desire for you?”

      Her heavy breathing made her breasts rise and fall at a rapid pace. She could barely breathe, let alone speak. But as for remembering…she totally did! The intense passion they shared sailed across her mind as beautiful fragments of memory. They fell into place like puzzle pieces.

      How could I have forgotten about this?

      “Mm, yes. I can see it in your eyes,” he crooned. His hand ventured up the length of her thigh, gliding over her curves. “I can feel it in your pulse…” He brushed his face over her swelling cleavage, drawing in a deep whiff. “The memories that are fueling your feverish need for me.”

      Oh God! Closing her eyes, she threw her head back and bared her throat. The moan she’d been holding exploded out of her.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Nicki.” His nose and lips brushed along her neckline. He hummed as he continued. “I often think of the day we met, of how our hearts reached out for each other.”

      The silk band Desiree had wrapped around her hair loosen, allowing her wild tresses to break free. Nicoya didn’t even care how much of a mess it looked. She just wanted this man inside of her.

      Losing his hand in her hair, he cupped the back of her head. His sparkling eyes glaze over with emotion. His breath feathered over her lips. “I’ve waited three years to reclaim my eternal heart. Now that I have you, I’ll never let you go again.”

      Overcome with ecstasy, Nicoya latched onto the sides of his face and clamped her mouth over his.

      He responded with fiery lust, kissing her deeply.

      The sound of fabric ripping reached her ears as the sweet pain of the threads biting into her flesh stimulated her. She fed him a mousey cry. He could rip every thread off of her and she would love every moment of it!

      His hand drifted along her inner thigh.

      She parted her legs, eager for him to explore her most sensitive parts.

      He brushed his fingertips over her fluttering folds and slid between her valley. Then he teased her quivering bundle of flesh, tweaking and stroking it. His touch triggered the network of fibers within, sending pulses up to her nipples.

      Grinding on his hand, she whimpered and moaned.

      A low chuckle rumbled in his chest. “Oh, sweetheart, the sounds of your passion and your heady scent are driving me fucking insane.” His lips and tongue traveled down her chin, over her neck, to her collarbone, leaving a wet trail.

      She arched her back and cupped his head, digging her fingers into his silky hair. His golden strands spilled over her cleavage, tickling her flesh.

      As his lips and tongue traveled along her heaving bosom, her blouse was drawn down. Neither one of them used a hand to do it, which meant his magic was present. The second her nipples were uncovered, his mouth found them. She shuddered and squirmed in his lap as he went from one to the other, sucking and licking her into a frenzy.

      Nicoya moaned wildly. She didn’t care who heard her or how slutty this made her look. She never wanted him to stop ravishing her.

      Another vision seized her mind. Once again, she saw herself entangled in his web of ecstasy, his creamy-toned physique fused to her curvy brown body. She could feel him inside of her, stroking the walls of her passion while sinking his fangs into her jugular.

      A swelling pressure built within her core then exploded. Clinging to him, she let out a broken cry. “Mmm—yes, baby!”

      During her orgasm, he slid his fingers into her welcoming entrance.

      Her breath hitched, and her body gushed. She couldn’t tell how many fingers he used, but it felt amazing. Widening her thighs even further, she rocked on his hand, riding his slow strokes. The wet sound of her greedy sex consuming his digits echoed throughout the room, mingling with the jazzy music. She wanted to move faster, but she couldn’t. Her hips were forced to sway with the pace he set. It was like he had control of her body.

      “Because I do.” He withdrew his fingers, then smeared her sticky essence over her nipples and areolas. “You once asked me if I could handle a real woman like you…” he continued, his voice sailing across her mind. “A woman with bountiful curves and a hefty sexual appetite.” He sucked her juices from his two middle fingers, humming in satisfaction as he did so. “I assured you I could do more than just handle you; I could make you fall in love with me. You laughed.” He clutched her hair and kissed her passionately, sliding his thick tongue into her mouth, sharing the taste of her essence. “You told me I was too delicate, pretty, and pristine to make such a vow…” He ripped his lips from hers, palmed her left breast, and attacked it with hunger. “…and that I was about to bite off more than I could chew. Do you remember that?” He lapped at her budded flesh, cleaning her nectar away.

      Gasping mewls erupted out of her. They were accompanied by giggles. Amusement and ecstasy joined forces. If what he said was true, she was probably intoxicated and caught up in a little flirty banter with him. That would be the only reason she would say something so fucking crazy to a Noble, a Noble prince at that. “And did you?” she breathed out, helplessly bowing and shuddering against him. “Bite off more than you could chew?”

      “You tell me.” He slid his hand back between her trembling thighs. Matching the pace of his probing fingers, the stroke of his tongue and the pull of his lips sent electric pulses darting through her entire body. The throbbing pressure spiraling around her pussy grew stronger.

      Then suddenly, she felt a pinch. Or more like a tiny stab. It stunned her, jarring out a yelp. Before she could fully process the sensation, a burst of fiery pleasure erupted inside of her. Lost in the euphoric feeling, she threw her head back and screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t supposed to let it go this far, but I miss her so much.

      Zavier thought he could take in the simple pleasures with his beloved without giving in to his desires.

      How incredibly wrong he was.

      The barrier he erected around the room was strong enough to conceal her cries of pleasure from the ears of all who cruised on this ship. Despite that, the Nobles whose senses were strong enough to pierce the shield may have gotten an earful. That would prove to be a problem, one he would deal with if it should arise.

      When he boarded, his objective was to help guide Nicoya back to her memories without mental manipulation so they could track down the traitors within the council. He figured getting this close to her would help recollect the pieces missing in her mind.

      ‘Behave, my prince,’ Ser-Kyan cautioned before Zavier requested Nicoya’s presence in the private cabin.

      It seemed doable at the time. After all, he suffered through four meetings with her in the vicinity and managed to maintain his sanity. However, the second he touched her, the need to have her again consumed him. After that, his promises went up in flames.

      He swiftly retracted his fangs and swept his tongue over the puncture wounds, healing them. Her hot life fluid spiraled through his system, feeding the monster within. Her blood was potent, full of enchanting stimulants. It affected his body like no other. His cock was so painfully erect he feared it would rip right through his pants. Unlike with others where he could feed until his heart was content, he could only take a little of her blood at a time. Of course, he would never take more than that, even if he could.

      Standing, he cradled her curvaceous body against his chest. For a brief second, he thought about leaving everything behind and taking her with him. But he couldn’t do that until the mission was complete. He carefully laid her on the couch.

      The shudders continued to coast over her body, making her breasts and thighs jiggle. She cried out repeatedly in short bursts. The stimulants from his bite would continue to drown her in ecstasy as it worked its way through her veins.

      It was a beautiful sight to behold.

      “Zavier,” she breathed out, her eyes squeezed shut, her lips trembling. “I remember…us.” Her eyelids fluttered open. “It was…it was a one-night stand.” She tried to sit upright, but another wave of convulsions took her back down into a shuddering mass. “Je-sus.” She laughed. “I forgot how crazy you can make me feel.”

      Smiling down at her, he unfastened his vest and pulled his tie from around his neck. “I’m going to make sure you never forget it again.” As he shed his shirt, the memory of the first time he laid eyes on her caressed his mind. “You worked at a night lounge, where you made drinks for celebrities. I went in seeking an escape from my royal duties when I saw you. You wore a black and gold body suit. The way it clung to your voluptuous curves…”  He hissed out a soft moan. “It gave me heart palpitations and an extremely painful erection.”

      A giggle bubbled out of her. “Fun fact. That was my haptic suit. I was gaming before work and lost track of time.” Sitting up, she reached out for him, her eyes glazed in awe.

      “I remember that.” Zavier moved closer, allowing her delicate hands to graze over his flesh. She was always so fascinated by his elven markings. They shimmered on his skin, creating a design along his entire body. He cupped her face, shuddering in excitement from her touch. “You flitted around the lounge, making cocktails and stealing hearts with your infectious smile. Then, with a mere glance, you took hold of my heart and didn’t let go.”

      Her curious fingers swept down his shaft as it stretched along his thigh, bulging against his pants. Her lips parted. He could see the hunger beaming from her beautiful brown eyes.

      She leaned in and dragged her tongue across his erection, making it pulsate.

      A heavy groan rumbled in his throat. An image of her swallowing his length teased his thoughts. It made him lightheaded with desire. Despite how good she was at making him sing soprano, he wanted to satisfy his craving for her first. Before she could unlatch his pants, he sunk to his knees.

      “Zavier…”

      “Yes, m’luv.” He caught her by the hips and pulled her to the edge of the couch, spreading her legs on either side of him. “Never stop calling out to me.” Hooking his arms under her thighs, he palmed her bountiful ass and swept his nose along her moist slit, taking in her wonderful scent.

      He would usually spend a little more time on foreplay before losing himself between her legs, but he was ravenous. Three fucking years! It’d been three years since he tasted her and ran his hands over her soft flesh. He wouldn’t deny himself the pleasures of her body a second more!

      He dove in and eagerly lapped up the evidence of her earlier orgasm. The savory taste of her nectar coated his tongue, instantly intoxicating him.

      Moaning and trembling, Nicoya slipped her fingers into his hair and thrust her sweet cleft onto his mouth in a rocking motion.

      He couldn’t help but moan and sway with her. The simple act of pleasing her drove him wild. It took little to no time to coax another climax out of her.

      She gasped then cried out, “oh God, ohhh—Zavier!”

      Her wet flesh pulsated against his lips. The intense throb strumming through his body matched her rhythm as he continued to devour her. The desire to bite her again arose. He instinctively knew she wanted it too.

      As she rode the tide of the escalating orgasm, he extended his incisors and sunk them into her inner thigh.

      Her breath hitched and her body bowed as her hot blood rush into his mouth.

      He released a muffled cry. Before her delicious offering could overwhelm him, he sealed the puncture wounds with a kiss. Then he stretched her along the length of the couch and climbed on top of her.

      Shaky hands reached down and unlatched his pants. But they weren’t his hands.

      Nicoya quickly unsheathed his lance, like she’d done so many times in the past. She caressed his length, pumping her fisted hand over each bulging vein, guiding him toward her entrance.

      Seconds later, his mouth was on hers, and their bodies were joined. They were catapulted into an erotic craze and fell into oblivion together.

      His thrusts were slow, yet intense. He delivered blow after blow to the sweet spot that resided deep inside of her. Her body squeezed his cock repeatedly, embracing him with each powerful stroke.

      She latched onto his backside, pulling and pushing him without rushing the motion, which drove him insane in ecstasy. The couch shifted with their movement, scooting across the room.

      Soon, she arched beneath him. Her body splashed him with hot wetness. It melted over his lance and soiled the crotch of his pants.

      “Yes, m’luv! Bathe me in your essence!”

      Pressure swelled in his midsection and thundered through him like a firestorm. Fisting her hair, he surged into her with piston-like thrusts. She swallowed his sputtering moans as every ounce of his heated passion left his body and entered hers.

      For a moment, they lay there panting.

      Clinging to her, Zavier lifted their joined bodies into the air. While levitating, he spun them around, positioning her on top, then lowered back onto the couch. Still hardened, his member remained deeply lodged inside of her.

      “Did I hurt you?” he whispered, stroking her hair.

      She responded with a muffled, “uh-uh.” She lifted her head slightly. “Did you just use vampire voodoo to flip us around?”

      He chuckled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” As he pulled her into a kiss, a buzzing emerged in the back of his mind.

      “Prince Zavier, the ship has landed at the island port and the club is closing for the evening.” Kyan’s voice was an unwelcome distraction from this beautiful moment, but he could only block him out for so long. “I’ve concluded the summit and pacified the councilmembers for the time being. I’m sure you know many of them are fuming about you disappearing right in the middle of the meeting. We need to move. The hunter curfew will begin in half an hour.”

      Nicoya jerked back with her eyes shifting and her brows bunched. “Was that Ser-Kyan?”

      He forgot that when they were connected in body, they were also connected in mind. Thankfully, Kyan didn’t say anything that would further confuse her. “Yes. I blocked him out again. He’s gonna be angry.”

      She snickered, then her smile faded. “How the hell did I forget about this, about us? Why? Feels like-like there’s still a lot missing.” She palmed her head. “There’s a blank spot in my mind.”

      “It’ll all come back to you, sweetheart. I promise.”

      Sadness veiled her face. “My heart…it hurts knowing that we have to leave this room and go our separate ways.”

      He cradled the sides of her face. “Momentarily. Not forever.”

      “But what if I forget again?”

      “Please don’t say that.” He kissed her lips tenderly and hugged her against him. “The mere thought destroys me.”

      “There’s something going on, something you’re not telling me. I can feel it. The questions you asked earlier…” Her lips pulled tight as her breathing fluttered. “Am I in the middle of some shit? ‘Cause that’s something I need to know.”

      Sighing, he swept her curly hair back from her face. “You’ve always been good at reading me. Yes, there’s a lot I’m not telling you. You’ll be privy to everything soon, but until then, I have snakes to catch. I don’t want you to worry about your safety because—”

      “That’s the thing. I’ve never felt as safe as I do when I’m with you.”

      “Nicki…” His heart almost burst out of his chest. He’d never wanted anything more than for her to feel safe while with him.

      “I’m more worried about you than I am about myself. The night watchmen will move in soon. Your princely status won’t stop them from eliminating you.”

      He chuckled. “They can try.”

      “I don’t want you to go, but…”

      A delightful sensation spiraled up his length and scattered throughout his body. That’s when he noticed she was moving her hips, rocking just slightly.

      Just enough to make me want more.

      “Nicoya…” He should be making haste to move. He had to get to the shuttle before… Releasing an embarrassing high-pitch moan, he dug his head into the couch and lifted his hips, encouraging her tantalizing motion. “Are you trying to get me killed, m’luv?”

      She pressed her palms into his chest and undulated against him in a hypnotic pace, her face drawn in utter pleasure. “You can always throw me off.”

      Chuckling, he grabbed hold of her hips. “I’d rather die.” All thoughts of leaving her drifted away.

      Fuck the mission. Fuck the promise to Kyan. I’m taking her home with me tonight!

      “I’m so sorry, baby,” she whimpered, rubbing and clutching her breasts. “You make me feel so good. I can’t get enough.”

      Zavier watched her through glassy vision, completely taken by her curvy form and the way she swayed while caught up in rapture. “That’s alright, sweetheart. Take all of me.” The many nights he’d fallen asleep and awakened inside of her arose in his memory. They would laugh, intoxicated by each other, then make love again.

      A blissful smile found its way to her luscious lips.

      Then the realization struck him. It wasn’t his memory. It was hers.

      It drugged both their minds. Giggles laced their sounds of pleasure.

      Nicoya’s insatiable sexual appetite had always been an attractive trait. Most mortal women couldn’t handle him. But Nicoya…her sexual prowess was unmatched. Her need for more left him in a constant state of arousal. If she was near, he was always willing and ready.

      Her riding pace quickened. Every time she ascended, a piece of his soul was drawn upwards. The wet passion they’d created together melted down on him. Her body contracted; his body responded. The swirling pressure within thickened, then it peaked. He choked on his next breath as a tide of euphoria washed through him. Spasms followed.

      “I love you, Nicoya.” The words he’d said many times drifted off his tongue without thought.

      She fell over him, kissed him deeply and desperately. Then all of a sudden, she dismounted him.

      He gasped as she completely broke their physical connection.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t…” The rest of her words were lost on mumbles as she grabbed her boots, adjusted her blouse, and dashed out of the room.

      Panting, still trapped in an orgasmic state, he stared at the door. “Nicoya!” But she didn’t come back. He sat up, holding his throbbing erection, contemplating going after her. That would be a mistake. Nevertheless, every part of him wanted to do just that.

      She needed more time. He knew that before he seduced her. He knew that before he forced her to remember things that would leave her further bewildered.

      What a selfish asshole I am.

      The door slid open. Hopefulness lifted his heart, but he knew by the scent alone that it wasn’t Nicoya.

      Kyan stepped in the doorway, his face bunched in annoyance but his eyes glimmering in amusement.

      “Not one fucking word about it,” Zavier growled.

      Kyan snorted and tossed a clean pair of pants at him. “Two minutes, and we’ll be surrounded by a gang of mortals who are eager for a fight.”

      Zavier quickly shed his slacks and discarded them. Seconds later, he was fully dressed. He spotted the panties he’d torn off Nicoya. He shoved them in his pocket and vacated the room.

      He and Kyan flashed through the hall and off the ship, moving too fast for the human eye to see. During their exit, he briefly searched for Nicoya. Disappointment filled his heart when he couldn’t find her.

      His royal shuttle hovered above the port, ready to depart.

      The rapid footfalls of the approaching threat reached his ears. At the edge of the port, he kicked off the ground and vaulted into the air, with Kyan right behind him.

      They slipped into the carriage entrance seconds before a horde of hunters moved in over the port like ants.

      Angry eyes glared up at them, making him chuckle. “Well, that pissed them off.”

      Kyan lowered onto the velvet bench with a grunt as the shuttle took off. “That was too damn close.”

      “I thought you enjoyed the rush.”

      “Only when I’m allowed to kill. Had we taken out any of those hunters, we would’ve had to deal with the Cross Knight union. The thought alone gives me a headache.”

      Zavier settled on the bench across from him. Shifting in his seat, he stared out the window at the port, anxious to get the slightest glimpse of his beloved. Again, he was disappointed. “I hate this,” he grumbled.

      “Just a little while longer and you two can be together again.”

      Despite his selfish actions, it was wonderful to see her again. To hold her, to kiss her, to taste her… A disturbing thought blitzed across his mind, chasing his smile away. “She—she’s been…dating,” he heard himself croak.

      Kyan erupted in chesty laughter.

      Zavier sneered at his friend.

      “I told you before you locked yourself in the cabin with her to prepare your emotions. It has been three years. She lost her memory. She doesn’t know she’s spoken for, so of course she’s dating.”

      “I want to hunt down each and every guy she entertained and rip their fucking throats out.”

      “Now, now, Prince Zavier. Let’s not be rash. No unnecessary bloodshed. Remember?”

      Zavier huffed out a groan. “Please drop the title. You know I hate it.”

      “I like to keep my decorum sharp so I don’t slip up in front of the Nobles.” Kyan stretched his arm out over the backrest. “So, does Lady Nicoya remember anything other than your royal cock, your Highness?”

      He cut a glare at him and hissed, “Fuck you.”

      Kyan’s husky chuckles danced around the transport.

      Zavier closed his eyes and tried to recall everything they discussed before he lost himself between her legs. “Maeve. Where is she?”

      “In the wind.”

      “You let her run?”

      “The more they run, the greater the hunt.” A primal need beamed from his icy blue eyes. His fangs extended as a wide grin claimed his face. “I have a feeling she won’t disappoint.”

      Ser-Kyan was a top-tier chevalier, but beneath that, he was an apex predator, raised and trained to kill. He was, after all, the son of the most vicious assassin in the nation. Zavier met Kyan during one of his assassination assignments. That was about three years ago, right after he lost Nicoya. Kyan was charged with terminating Zavier’s uncle. There was a vicious power struggle between two clans and his uncle got caught in the middle. Once Zavier got word of it, he intercepted Kyan’s attempt and defeated him in battle. He was supposed to kill him immediately for going after a royal, but he thought better of it. Kyan was just an agent doing a job. The biggest concern was who sent him to do that job.

      After their battle, Kyan offered his services as a chevalier. It was an unspoken rule with assassins. If you are bested and fail to follow through with your mission, you either terminate yourself or serve the one who bested you. Zavier didn’t want to see him die, especially since he could prove to be a valuable asset, so he accepted his offer. He became more of a friend than a chevalier, but he played the part to suit Zavier’s purposes.

      Still, taking a blood-thirsty assassin under your wing came with its challenges. “You can’t kill her. Yet.”

      The lethal gleam in his hooded gaze brightened. “But I can squeeze her until I get all the information I desire.”

      “You’ll have to catch her first. Nobles are good at disappearing, especially those from the Raven clan.”

      Kyan laughed heartily, displaying his silver fangs. “When have you ever known someone to successfully hide from a pack of black panther assassins?”

      A smile teased his lips. “You sent your trackers after her.”

      “They have orders to keep their distance. Her safe houses are being watched. I’d like to see who she runs to in her desperate need to flee from her misdeeds.”

      “Maeve may be rash, but she isn’t stupid.” He knew that much after being in her presence for the last couple of years. She’s very crafty, but devious on a downright disturbing level. “She would much rather dig her own grave and stay there for decades than reveal her accomplice.”

      “We shall see. By the way, your plan was successful. I admit I doubted it at first, but parading Lady Nicoya in front of the council was very clever.”

      “And chancy.” He hated to use Nicoya that way, but given the circumstances, it was necessary. She was the one person who could lure the snakes out of hiding. “Tell me, my friend, what did you notice when Nicoya approached the table?”

      “Princess Maeve wasn’t the only one shocked to see her. I counted six council members on the Raven side who recognized her. Now how would that be if you hadn’t presented her to the council as your mate yet?”

      Zavier bit back a growl. “That’s the question now, isn’t it?”

      On the day of the attack, Zavier had planned to present Nicoya as his mate to the Noble council. They’d been together for two and half years, but were forced to hide their relationship. Because of this, the clans constantly shoved Noble princesses in his face, demanding he marry them. He wanted it all to end. He wanted everyone to know that Nicoya was his woman. His parents cautioned against it. While they adored Nicoya, they feared presenting her during a summit campaign would cause a political uproar, given that the others wouldn’t welcome their union.

      As always, they were right.

      Again, he was being selfish. Sure, he could’ve chosen a princess, married her, and kept Nicoya as his mistress. That may have ended the clan discord. Then maybe not. That wasn’t a chance he was willing to take. Besides, he didn’t want to be tied to either clan because they all craved power. A marriage to the royal family would give them that, including the rare ability to wield blood magic.

      His mother, the empress, was one of the only hybrid priestesses alive who carried this ability—an ability she passed down to him. If he were to marry a Noble princess and give her children, they would most likely be born with the gift. And the whole vampire nation knew this. He didn’t care to be trapped in a loveless marriage all for political bullshit. He wanted something real and pure. Nicoya gave him that. And then they took her away from him. Not many knew of his private affairs with Nicoya, only close family members, which left him to believe that the treachery loomed closer to home than he would like.

      Bending forward, Zavier rested his elbows on his thighs and rubbed at his temples. “Give me names.”

      Kyan rattled off the names of the Nobles who stirred in the wake of Nicoya’s presence, making the knot in Zavier’s stomach grow tighter.

      “These are the same councilmen who are taking drastic measures to secure a union between you and Princess Maeve. So, it makes sense for them to have a hand in Lady Nicoya’s attack.”

      Zavier fell silent. The faces of the smirking Nobles flashed behind his eyes. Rage flared up inside of him. “All over fucking politics,” he grumbled. “They will not take her away from me again.”

      “Indeed. I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen. Since this is such a delicate situation, I’d like to handle it carefully. After a little interrogation, Maeve will give up her allies. I guarantee you that. I’ve never met a prey I couldn’t crack. That includes Nobles. So once we are certain who the traitors are, I would like your permission to line them up and mow the lawn.”

      Brow cocked, Zavier stared at his friend awkwardly, then burst out in laughter. He quickly noticed he was the only one laughing. “Ah, so you’re serious.”

      “You’ll be surprised to see what falls out when you start shaking the tree.”

      “Kyan, as much as I would love to set you loose to do what you do best, I can’t give you permission to go on a slaying spree. Especially when Nobles are involved. It’ll get too messy. Besides, you’re my chevalier, and everyone knows that. The last thing I want is for any of this to be traced back to my family.”

      “It won’t. I’m clean, efficient, thorough, and best of all, discreet. You know how I work.”

      “Yes, I do. I also know if given the choice, you’d terminate the entire Raven clan.”

      “The whole lot of them,” he said with a nod. “And then the other clans would heed the warning and fall in order. Talk of war would vanish. And no one would dare disrespect the throne again. If you propose this option to the emperor, he would agree.”

      “But my mother would not. Slaughtering an entire clan would send the wrong message to the vampire community. Tell me you have another option, my blood-thirsty friend.”

      “Yes, of course I do, my merciful prince. Choose one councilman to make an example of. If I take out one, that will apply the necessary pressure to expose all involved. They will scramble like rats and make rash decisions, which will lead to a trail of mistakes. They always do.”

      Zavier pondered on Kyan’s request. Given the circumstances, it didn’t seem like a bad idea. Three years of waiting for the opportune time to exact his revenge had driven him closer to the edge of madness. He needed Nicoya by his side. He needed her more than his next breath, but he couldn’t have that while those responsible for the attack roamed free and unscathed. Kyan’s right. An example had to be made. Perhaps it was high time for him to stop thinking and behaving like a royal. Perhaps it was time to release the beast.

      “They see you as the peaceful prince. That’s why they made such bold moves against you. You went three years without lashing out because you knew what would happen if you did.” Rubbing at his beard, Kyan grinned and shook his head. “If they knew what I knew about the beast within—the one you keep locked away from the world— they would’ve thought twice about going after your beloved. But they don’t know, and I’d like to keep it that way until the time comes when you have no choice but to surrender to your bottled rage.”

      The thing about blood magic was it came from the darkest parts of one’s heart. It manifested from emotion. The bad kind. Over time, he had learned to suppress and control it, but it was difficult to restrain while his heart was submerged in flames. Kyan only knew this because this power nearly dismembered him.

      “It’s time to start making aggressive moves, my prince. The moment Lady Nicoya came back into the picture, we were on the clock. Please grant me permission to eliminate one player in this game to send a clear message that we are not to be trifled with.”

      “What about Nicki?” When the words left his mouth, his heart ached. He should’ve just taken her with him. She would be safer. “Are we considering all sides of this?”

      “I’ve considered every side. Lady Nicoya resides in the Belmont east tower, near the Cross Knight barracks in the Millennium city, where vampires and shifters aren’t allowed. There’s no Noble crazy enough to go near those barracks.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Zavier muttered inwardly.

      His friend smiled. “My point is she’s safer than you and I. Besides, she’s guarded by the priestesses who live in that building. The empress-mother will not allow anything to happen to her.”

      “My mother is the reason it has taken three years to find her,” he grumbled.

      “For good reason. The empress-mother knows you better than you know yourself.”

      When Nicoya disappeared from the hospital, her ID register vanished, making her untraceable. That was his mother’s doing. It had to seem like Nicoya had died in that attack, so those responsible wouldn’t seek her out. While he was aware his mother did it to protect Nicoya, it made the circumstances no less frustrating.

      Briefly closing his eyes, Zavier settled back on the backrest with a sigh. “Just one?”

      Excitement claimed Kyan’s face as he slid to the edge of the bench. “Just one.”

      “Greshaw. He called my mother a cocky conniving whore when he thought no one was listening. You may use him to send our message to the others.”

      Presenting a wide fang-bearing smile, Kyan nodded. “Much obliged, my prince.”
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      Nicoya lounged in her oversized lazy chair, surrounded by fluffy pillows. She gazed out the wall-length mirror at the storm sailing over the city.

      Thoughts of her night with Zavier had been on her mind for the last two days. God, the way that man made me feel. The memory of his mouth and hands caressing the most sensitive parts of her body brought on a flood of heat. The glimmer in his golden eyes as his beefy member stroked her soul sent a shudder rippling down her spine.

      Suppressing a moan, she drew her knees to her breasts and squeezed her thighs together. I need to see him again.

      Problem was, she had no idea where he was staying for the series of council summits. Actually, no one knew. She’d asked around and searched the cyber web, desperately seeking the information, like a fiend. His whereabouts were classified. Shouldn’t be surprised. None of the royals broadcasted their location when they traveled. She thought of heading to the boarding port for the Elite Club to see if he would show up. But she kept talking herself out of it.

      As the days grew long, memories of her life with him expanded. After their one-night stand, she saw him again and again. They spent hours talking and dreaming together. Then they would make love like there was no tomorrow. They dated secretly for more than a year, then she flew halfway across the world to Romania and moved in with him at his sky palace. She met his parents, the emperor and empress, and many of his family members. It played out like a fairytale, like a beautiful dream in her mind.

      After that, things got foggy. She was back at the hospital in Switzerland, unsure how she got there.

      While sifting through her new memories, one thing became very clear. She was deeply in love with him, and she was sure he felt the same way about her. The thought made her heart flutter wildly.

      She clutched her shirt and groaned. “What am I gonna do?”

      A beep sounded, indicating the front door opening. “They had this gigantic sale at Brakers today. I was out there running up numbers like I ain’t got bills to pay.” Desiree’s voice filtered down the hallway. The clack of her heels followed. “I couldn’t help myself. Look what I got for—Nicki! What the hell? I left you in this chair yesterday. Have you even moved?”

      Nicoya snuggled deeper into the nest of pillows. “I got up and did stuff.”

      Desiree stepped in front of her, her gaze narrowed. “Like what?”

      “Like wash and condition my hair…and other stuff.”

      Staring at her with furrowed brows, her friend pursed her lips.

      “Leave me alone. It’s my day off,” she whined. “I don’t wanna do nuthin’ but sit here.”

      “I don’t like this. You’ve been weird and distant ever since you met up with the golden prince. What’s going on?”

      She slapped her hands over her face and muffled out a scream. “I can’t—I can’t function without thinking about him. Ughhh…”

      “Is it his bite, or was the dick ride that amazing? I know you came home without your panties, so it must’ve been top notch.”

      Nicoya almost laughed, but she couldn’t stop feeling like she was losing her mind. “I’m pretty sure I’m in love with him.”

      Desiree snorted. “Gurl, whuuut?” She squeezed in next to Nicoya, forcing her to scoot over. “Are you being for real?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, Dee, but this didn’t just happen. I loved him way before the night at the club, way before…the hospital.” She hugged a pillow against her chest. “I can’t shake what I feel for him, and I don’t know what to do.”

      Desiree eyed her quietly for a moment before speaking again. “So, you only remember your time with him?”

      “I remember the ice princess too.”

      “Wait. For real?”

      “Well, sort of. That part’s still kinda foggy.” She palmed her head. “Just a bunch of blurred fragments bouncing around my mind.”

      “But he clearly did or said something to jog your memory, right?”

      “The day he walked into the club, the visions started, so yeah, he seems to be a trigger for the events hiding in my brain.”

      Desiree shifted in the seat to face her and grabbed her hand. “I know you don’t enjoy doing this, but let’s try digging again. What happened before the hospital, Nic? Think hard. Why were you there?”

      Usually when she’d ask this, Nicoya would get irritated because she tried so hard to remember and she couldn’t. But with spots of clarity coming in after all these years… “I still don’t know. But a better question is, why did we leave together when we didn’t even know each other before that day?”

      “Yeah, that’s a good damn question. All I know is a woman’s voice popped into my head, and she told me to find you and take you far away from the hospital.”

      Nicoya perked up. “I think—waaait! I think I heard a voice that day too. A voice that told me to go with you.”

      “Did she sound like the elf empress?”

      “Oh my God, yes!”

      They gaped at each other for the longest. Nicoya held her breath in fear of what this all meant.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Desiree launched to her feet. Pacing in front of the window, she clutched at her horns, something she did when she was anxious. “Why are we just now remembering all of this? Does that mean my memories got lost too? And what part does the prince play in the events that happened that day?” She suddenly gasped, hopped in place, and turned to face her with her hands out. “We need to find a way to get to the prince, ‘cause I bet he has all the answers. Maybe he’s the catalyst to what went down that day, which is why the empress had to get involved.”

      “Naw, I don’t know about that. He asked me some bizarre questions the other night. I think he’s just as clueless as I am. Not about our relationship, but about that day.”

      “The fact he’s even asking means he knows something. Maybe that was his way of finding out how much you knew.”

      A sense of dread crawled up her chest, making her groan. “I don’t think I wanna know what happened that day.”

      “What do you mean? We’ve been trying to figure this out for years. And now you’re saying you don’t wanna know?”

      “I think someone tried to kill me, Dee!”

      Desiree stumbled back with her eyes stretched wide. “Why do you think that?”

      “I was canoodling with a Noble prince. A highly eligible and really fucking powerful Noble prince. All the clans were looking to match their prospects with him to gain power and prestige in the supernatural community. And here he was falling in love with some plain-ass human. If any of them got tipped off about our love affair, they would take me out without a second thought. And I have a feeling that’s what happened.”

      “No, Nic. If a gang of Nobles wanted you dead, you would be dead. Believe that. We wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought at first, but I don’t know…” She shook her head. “I could be wrong. Hell, I hope I’m wrong, but what if I’m right? What if Zavier came back into my life to protect me from a second murder attempt? Maybe that’s why he stayed away from me for so long. To protect me from them.”

      Another wave of silence fell over them.

      “Shit,” Desiree finally huffed.

      “Yeah. Shit.”

      “We need wine.”

      “Uh-uh, we need something much stronger than wine.” Nicoya climbed out of the oversized chair and lumbered to the kitchen with Desiree swift on her heels.

      “You may not wanna know, but I think it’s beneficial for you to find out for sure if the Nobles put a hit out on you. You should reach out to Prince Zavier.”

      “How, Dee? How am I gonna do that?” She pulled out all the ingredients needed to make a cocktail. “He’s royalty. I can’t just reach out to him.”

      “Actually, I think you can. I heard some kinda spiritual connection happens when a person gets bitten by a Noble. I mean, I don’t know for sure ‘cause I’ve never been bitten by one…that I know of,” she added with a snicker. “But word is, they feel it when you call out to them. And they can lock in on your location or something like that, like a tracker drone, and come to you.”

      Rolling her eyes, Nicoya hissed a sigh through her teeth. She would’ve called out to him two days ago if it were that easy.

      “Seriously! I don’t believe all the shit I hear about Noble vampires, but I believe that. Try it. Call his name and watch him pop up like a genie.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “No it’s not! Think about when y’all were together. Was there ever a time when you said or thought his name and he just showed up?”

      Nicoya paused and stared at her friend. There were indeed times when she wanted to see him, or just hear his voice, and she would mentally call out to him. He would always appear. She would be so happy to see him, she never thought to ask. She just figured he wanted to see her too.

      “Say his name. See what happens. If he shows up, you gotta make gumbo on Thursday. And I don’t want Kendell touching it. I want you to make it from start to finish. I want all thee spice! My nose better be running and my ass better be on fire by the end of the night.”

      She poured Desiree’s drink then popped a few cherries in it. “Kendell makes great gumbo.”

      “Kendell doesn’t make it like you make it. It always tastes like a machine made it.”

      “Because he’s a machine!” she crowed out with laughter, sliding the drink over to her.

      Kendell poked his head around the corner, his artificial eyes flashing. “Yes, madam?”

      “Nothing. We’re just talking about you.”

      He blinked and offered a stilted smile. “Thank you for thinking of me. Carry on.” Then he disappeared.

      They both burst into giggles. It was refreshing to laugh at something so silly, given the seriousness of what was just discussed.

      “And what do I get if he doesn’t show up?”

      Head tilted, Desiree twisted her lips and pondered. “I’ll pay for your spa session for the rest of the month. But I’m not gonna lose, ‘cause he’s gonna show up.”

      “And get past a seven-tier defense system? Yeah, you forget this place is five miles from the barracks. There are Cross Knight soldiers everywhere. As powerful as he is, even he wouldn’t chance that.”

      “He’s gonna show up,” she reiterated, lifting her glass. “Deal?”

      “Okay—deal.” Nicoya tapped her glass. “Zavier,” she said casually as if he was standing in the room.

      “No, no, you can’t say it like that. You have to say it from the heart. You have to feel it. And don’t say it out loud. Just think about him and say his name in your mind.”

      Chuckling under her breath, she shook her head. “This is ridiculous.” She pulled in a deep breath and closed her eyes. A vision of him wrapping his arms around her filled her mind. Allowing herself to be immersed in the sensation, she uttered his name in her thoughts. “Zavier.”
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      “It has been over fifty years since the Blood War, but we are still fighting for equality. The humans hold too much power over our right to exist…”

      Kyan sat across from Greshaw’s chevalier, listening to the elder Noble drone on about politics, war and such.

      The air carriage drifted through the stormy skies, far from the Capital building. The sound of the rain drumming on the vessel was interrupted by Greshaw’s nasally whine.

      “I shouldn’t have agreed to this,” Zavier groaned through their mental link. Turned away with his legs crossed, he propped his elbow on the backrest and rested his chin in his palm. He stared longingly out the window. “This is fucking torture.”

      Seated next to him, Kyan suppressed a snicker. “Is it torture due to the company, or your nearness to her?” he dared to ask.

      “Both.”

      Miles of woodland stretched out over the area below. Beyond the forest was a Cross Knight barracks filled with soldiers who specialized in eliminating vampires, shifters, and Nobles. There was no question as to why Zavier chose this path. On the other side of the military housing was Millennium city, where Nicoya lived.

      For Zavier, this was as close as he could get without breaking the law.

      Kyan noticed Greshaw’s chevalier glaring directly at him. Offering a wry smirk, he returned the vampire’s glower. “I can always shut him up and free you of this torture.”

      Though Zavier was facing away from him, Kyan could feel his smile.

      “There you go stroking my dark side again.”

      “I am your dark side.”

      Zavier’s shoulders shuddered as a husky chuckle drifted through their link. “Has the limo-pod been prepared?”

      “Cloaked and ready. The biggest concern now is whether she will board it.”

      Greshaw’s voice rose, spearing into their conversation as he fixed a heated glare on Zavier. “The Cross Knight Federation has grown mighty bold. They are placing curfews in vampire and shifter territory in all regions, spreading their knights out in our sectors. Something has to be done. This region falls under your watch. What do you have to say about this?”

      Zavier groaned. It didn’t seem like it, but the prince was dangling off the edge of his patience. Barely noticeable waves of crimson slithered throughout his golden aura. The peaceful prince was about to go nuclear, and Kyan was the only one who knew. The second he pulled Lady Nicoya into that room with him, Kyan knew shit was about to get really interesting.

      “Have you forgotten there’s a treaty at play?” Zavier muttered. “This was one of the stipulations. They are making moves to protect humans from the uncivilized members of our species. It’s necessary.”

      “But many of their knights carry those Noble Killer blades, weapons specifically crafted to kill us!”

      “Not all Nobles are civilized now, are they?”

      A hiss carried Greshaw’s tone when he spoke again. “Are you speaking as a Noble? Or a human-sympathizing elf, half-blood?”

      The vessel suddenly slammed to a halt in midair, making everyone jerk in their seats. Everyone except Zavier.

      Zavier slowly swiveled around to face the councilman. He pinned Greshaw with a blazing glare, forcing the elder vampire to slide back in his seat. “I see you’re quite comfortable with me, given how loose your tongue is.”

      Greshaw cleared his throat and thrust his chin in the air. This would be the perfect moment to apologize for bringing the prince’s hybrid origin into the discussion. But of course, he would do no such thing.

      Zavier stood and walked across the transport. He retrieved a chalice from the bar stand and sat next to Greshaw. Settling on the bench, he stretched an arm across the backrest behind the Noble and crossed his legs. “Let’s see what we can do about that, councilman.” He held the chalice in front of Greshaw, then removed his hand to leave it floating there.

      Greshaw’s eyes flicked from the cup to the prince and back again. “What is this?”

      “A valuable lesson.” Crimson washed over the gold in Zavier’s eyes.

      Suddenly, Greshaw grunted and twitched. He lifted his trembling arm and held his hand over the goblet. He then dragged his nail over his wrist, parting his flesh. His dark blood drizzled into the chalice. Clenching his fangs, he winced and huffed. The gash didn’t heal and his blood didn’t stop flowing. “Alright, your point is made!” he snarled. “Remove your dark hold on me!”

      Emotionless and unmoved, Zavier watched the Noble helplessly bleed into the chalice.

      Kyan grinned. This was it! This was the side of the peaceful prince no one had ever seen, until now.

      Greshaw’s chevalier launched to his feet, reaching for his weapon.

      Kyan’s dagger was at his throat before he could draw. “Don’t be stupid, vampire. Reclaim your seat.”

      Sneering at him, the servant slowly lowered back onto the bench.

      Greshaw’s blood continued to gush. It spilled over the edge of the goblet and into his lap. His skin grew paler and dry. It cracked around his eyes and mouth, clinging to his skull. “My Prince, please…!” he cried out.

      “That’s right. Your prince.” Zavier stood and took hold of the chalice. “It will do you well to remember that.” He took a swig of the dark blood, then grimaced and made a gagging sound. “I don’t know who or what you’ve been feeding from, but you should stop. Your blood tastes awful.” He dumped the goblet, along with the blood, into the waste receptacle. “Now, about this meeting…surely you didn’t call me to the skies away from prying ears and eyes to discuss the curfew. State your actual business, councilman.”

      Clutching his wrist, Greshaw stared at him, his beady eyes stretched wide, his skin paper thin.

      Kyan chuckled. The elder now knew that he was in the presence of a monster. Splendid!

      The Noble cleared his throat before speaking again. “It has been three long years of courtship, yet you haven’t made Maeve your consort.”

      “Courtship?” Zavier released an airy chuckle. “Is that what she told you?”

      “The Raven clan would like to hold a blood-bonding ceremony tonight to solidify your union to her. All the arrangements have been made.”

      “Ah, the Raven clan. Endeavoring, as always.”

      “Securing this union will dissolve a conflict before it starts.”

      Eyes narrowed, Zavier asked, “a conflict with whom?”

      Greshaw clamped his fangs together, making his jaw clench. “My Prince,” he bit out. “It’s important we resolve this tonight.”

      “Let me put your worries to rest, councilman.” Zavier flashed across the vehicle to the carriage hatch. “I chose my consort over three years ago.” He swept his hand over the panel and the door opened. Rain and wind rushed into the vessel, causing his hair to whip wildly about. “But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

      The guilt that spread across the Noble’s face was classic!

      “Kyan, you were right. I’ve been too merciful. This treachery and disrespect to the throne shouldn’t go unchecked. I give you permission to shake the tree and mow the lawn.” That said, he held his hands out and fell out of the carriage.

      Kyan rushed to the open hatch and watched the forest swallow his blonde friend whole. “Much obliged, my prince.”

      The trees swayed and parted as Zavier blitzed through the woodland, moving so fast the drones couldn’t track him. They swirled about frantically, their spotlights whipping across the forest. Judging by the direction of his explosive spiritual pressure, Zavier was headed straight for the military housing. Was he really going to cut through the barracks to get to her? How wonderfully insane!

      Kyan turned his attention to the pair, who wore shocked expressions.

      “Did that half-blood brat really just jump out of the carriage over Cross Knight territory?” Greshaw huffed. “I hope the knights rip him to shreds.”

      “That’s not a very nice thing to say about our prince.”

      “You dare speak to me without permission,” he spat, grabbing his chevalier’s arm to feed. “Know your place, servant!”

      Kyan closed the door, then removed his jacket. “I wrestled with the thought of how I would get you alone.”

      Greshaw’s chevalier rose from his seat, his eyes narrowed, his fangs bared.

      “As luck would have it, you’ve graciously offered yourself on a silver platter.” In a flash move, Kyan drew his blade, the Noble Killer, from over his shoulder, closed in on the servant vampire and sliced him right down the middle. Before his two halves could burst into dust, Kyan had the glowing steel pressed to Greshaw’s jugular. “Now, my Lord, let’s have some fun.”
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      “I think I’m gonna give Geechi a try,” Desiree uttered out of the blue, perched on the kitchen bar. She finished her drink and chuckled. “Sometimes the little dudes be hiding big packages.”

      Relaxed on a lounge pod, Nicoya burst out laughing. “Please don’t.”

      “Why not? Geechi is cute.”

      “He’s also our coworker.”

      “Easy access.”

      “Stop it, Dee. Don’t you have enough men on the hook? You know that elven coochie makes them crazy. We had to call the authorities on the last one. Remember that?”

      She snickered. “Hey, that’s not my fault. I told him not to fall in love. He chose to do otherwise. I can’t believe you’re policing my body count. If I had a sexy ass Noble prince with a big cock to knock my back out like you do, I wouldn’t need a league of men to satisfy my needs.”

      Nicoya waved a finger at her. “Don’t do that. Don’t mention him when we’re talking about your salacious lifestyle.” She wiggled to the edge of the deep pod seat then slid to her feet. Sighing, she swayed. “I don’t think he’s coming.” Sadness laced her slurred tone even as she felt him close in her heart. “I’m ‘bout to go lay down and dream about him since that’s the only way I’m gonna see him.”

      For a moment there, she thought he would show up. Or at least she hoped he would. But there was no way for him to sneak into the city without being caught. It was a fool’s fantasy. She shouldn’t have called out to him in the first place. If he had attempted to come, he could’ve gotten hurt. Tomorrow, she would take her ass to the vampire Capital, something she should’ve done two days ago, and pray he’d be there.

      Desiree hopped off the bar and lumbered into the kitchen. She grabbed the cocktail pitcher. “I’m gonna finish this batch, then hit the streets to get into some heathen-like activity.”

      “Don’t get caught out after curfew again, Dee,” Nicoya grumbled over her shoulder, stumbling down the hallway. “I’m not bailing you out this time!”

      “Yes you will!” she shouted back, amusement in her voice.

      “Crazy ass elf.” As soon as the door to her room slid open, Nicoya nearly choked on a gasp. “Oh Jesus!”

      “What? What happened?” The patter of Desiree’s bare feet approached. Hovering at Nicoya’s side, she peered into her room and laughed. “And I want some steamed rice and cornbread on the side too. Ooh, that gumbo is gonna be so gooood.” Cackles trailing in her wake, she skipped back down the corridor. “Later, Highness.”

      With a breath caught in her throat, Nicoya gaped at the gorgeous man standing in her bedroom.

      The glimmer from the city lights reached through the glass and bathed his perfect form, making him glow.

      “I didn’t think you would come,” she whispered, doing nothing to suppress her tears.

      He smirked and held his arms out. “Has there ever been a time you called out to me and I didn’t come?”

      Nicoya rushed into the room and threw herself into his embrace. She buried her face in his neck, sobbing and trembling uncontrollably. God, he smelled and felt so good, like a dream.

      He held onto her tightly as if he would never let her go.

      The years of passion they shared washed through her mind, along with a tide of heat. It continued its path through her body and sent pulses to her lady parts.

      His hand cradled the back of her head as his lips found hers. Their tongues caressed and their teeth softly collided. The feverish throbbing within grew, creating a layer of wetness between her thighs. She muffled out a soft moan, eager to lose herself in his seduction.

      Long and beefy, his member pushed against her, letting her know he was just as ready as she was. He tugged on her shirt and slid a hand over the curve of her ass, where he gripped her possessively.

      She whimpered and shuddered, then suddenly shoved away from him. “Zavier…” She shuffled backward, struggling to catch her breath.

      Eyes gleaming brilliantly, he sauntered toward her.

      Giggling, she thrust her hands out and pressed them against his chest. His powerful heartbeat drummed her palms. She remembered this about him. Once he was worked up, it was damn near impossible to cool him down. “Before we go any further, we gotta talk.”

      He briefly closed his eyes and sighed. “I know.” Raking his hair back from his face, he moved away from her.

      She instantly missed the sensation of his body close to hers. She found herself walking toward him, then she stopped. Talking was the last thing on her mind, but she had so many damn questions.

      “Give me a second to contain myself,” he uttered softly with his back to her.

      “Should I even ask how you got past seven layers of security to get into my room?”

      He leaned against the wall length window and offered a boyish grin, displaying his fangs. “It doesn’t matter how thick the security is. Nothing will keep me away from you. By the way, I shut your droid down.”

      Good thing he did that. Kendall was equipped with sensors that was connected to the city’s main defense system.

      Smiling, she shook her head. “You’re amazing.” She hovered near the bed, fighting to keep the distance between them. “I remember so much about us. You showed me the world through your eyes, and I felt more joy than I thought was ever possible. We shared an extraordinary love in an environment that told us we couldn’t be together. Then it all faded away into darkness. Like what we shared just disappeared.”

      “It never disappeared. A lot happened between us, Nicki. It resulted in something tragic, and I suspect you mentally blocked much of it out.”

      “Why would I do that? You were the greatest thing that had ever happened to me.”

      “Our love was so much deeper than you know.” He took one step toward her, then flashed across the room, eliminating the space between them.

      Startled, she stumbled back.

      He caught her hand, keeping her close as he retrieved something from his pocket. Presenting his closed hand to her, he pulled in a deep breath. When he unfurled his fingers, a mousey yelp burst out of her.

      A shiny full-finger ring sat on his palm. Princess-cut diamonds and amethyst stones joined forces to create a wraparound vine design. A sparkling snake chain connected it to a bracelet of the same style as the ring.

      She gaped at him. Her heart slammed against her breasts so hard, she thought it would explode out of her. “Oh my God, Zavier. Is that what I think it is?”

      “The day I proposed, you thought I’d gone crazy.” Lowering to his knee, he gently slid the coiled band onto her finger. “You said a Noble who is heir to the throne can’t marry a regular ole’ human, and I said, there’s nothing regular about Nicoya ‘Nicki’ Cooper, the woman I want to spend my eternal life with.”

      The chain took on a life of its own and slithered across her hand. The bracelet coiled around her wrist and locked itself in place.

      “I shook up tradition and followed my heart. But I didn’t stop there. I wanted to present you to the council as my wife, so the entire world would know. Do you remember?”

      Tears trickled down her face. The memory entered her mind as if it had happened yesterday. “It was a private ceremony. Your parents and a couple of your brothers attended. Your mother helped me choose the gown and helped style my crazy hair.”

      He pushed to his feet and pressed his lips to her temple. “You were so beautiful,” he whispered. “I cried because I couldn’t believe you were mine.”

      She laughed, even as tears continued to fall down her face. “I couldn’t believe you were mine. You made my fairytale come true.”

      “We were married in secret for thirteen months, two weeks and four days.” He scooped her up into his arms. “And then our world imploded around us. There was conflict and disorder in the vampire community. Clans were at war over power.” He carried her to the bed and sat her down. “If I had wedded a Noble princess from one of the clans, it would’ve tipped the balance, maybe even ended the discord.” Settling next to her, he bent a leg on the bed to face her. “But I refused to have you at my side as a mere concubine, as my brothers suggested.”

      As he spoke, she remembered that conversation so vividly. She told him she didn’t mind being his mistress as long as they were together. It was frightening to know their union could add fuel to the clash of the clans.

      “That would’ve been a dishonor to you and our vows.” He lifted her hand, briefly nibbled on the heel of her palm, then kissed it.

      A warm tremor cascaded down her spine. Dammit! She almost fell on her back and splayed her legs. The way her body responded to his seduction was sinful. “Zavier, why was I at the hospital that day? I feel like you know and you’re not telling me.”

      “My mother told me to resist telling you. She said it could damage your psyche to force you to remember things you’re intentionally trying to forget.”

      “Just tell me, Zavier. We promised we wouldn’t keep things from each other. Didn’t we?”

      “We did,” he groaned. “The day I saw you at the Elite Club…” His voice quivered. “I knew we’d have this conversation. I’ve been dreading it ever since.” Shaking his hair back from his shoulders, he stood up and made his way to the glass door that led to the balcony. He stared at the traffic buzzing through the air. “You’re going to hate me.”

      She moved over to him, wrapped her arms around him from behind, and rested her head on the back of his shoulder. “Nothing you say will change how I feel about you.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” he muttered sadly. He placed his hands over hers as she squeezed him tighter. “I was afraid of losing you in the middle of all the bullshit that was happening between the clans. I had a feeling some of the councilmembers would find out about our marriage before the formal presentation. They claim to be the civilized side of our species, but they are worse than the mindless bloodsuckers. When they don’t get their way, people die, vampires and humans alike. I’ve seen it happen too many times to doubt how far they would go to seize this power.” He slowly turned around with his hand out. A glowing mass of crimson liquid swirled above his palm, like dancing snakes. A white glow emerged around him, then turned bright red. “So, I took precautions.”

      She’d only seen him use this blood magic once, and it was terrifying. He could make a person move and do things against their will, like a puppet master. He could break limbs, dismember, and drain someone of every single drop of their blood without laying a finger on them. The most horrifying thing was, that wasn’t even the extent of what that power could do.

      “Did—did you kill someone?” she stammered, slowly backing away from the frightening magic.

      Shaking his head, he stared at the power as if captivated by it. “No.” He clutched his hand into a fist, ending the blood display. “But I should have.”

      “Uh-uh.” She closed the distance between them and tapped him on his lips, making him smirk. “Don’t talk like that. Remember, you’re a lover, not a fighter.”

      “So true, but I’d fight for you, Nicki. If I had followed my gut and allowed myself to be just as savage as they were, you and I wouldn’t have lost three fucking years of our lives together.” He folded his lips in as if he didn’t want to say more, then finally, he said, “Your fears are true. You were attacked and killed.”

      Suddenly, another flurry of memories seeped in, making her head jerk. She stumbled back and lost her balance.

      Zavier caught her by the arm to keep her from falling.

      “That day, I was angry about something. I left to get some air and think things through,” she huffed, blinking rapidly. “Maeve—she was there. But not at the hospital. The shuttle station.” Images flashed across her mind in a rapid sequence. “There were a bunch of suits with her—her bodyguards, I think.” She remembered the menacing look on Maeve’s face through the throng of passengers and the icy smile she sent her way. “Then there was an explosion. I remember feeling a burst of pain, then…nothing.” She suddenly gasped and slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh no, oh my Lord! A shuttle full of people died that day, and I miraculously—”

      “Survived,” Zavier finished softly.

      “How?”

      He glanced away from her and groaned. “I started with a little. Just a drop here and there. I put it in your drink sometimes. But I did it often when we made love, when you were too intoxicated on lust to notice I was feeding you.”

      She stared at him, her mouth agape. “Feeding me…what?” Then it hit her. “Wait—wait. Zavier, you wouldn’t…would you?”

      The sorrowful expression on his gorgeous face said it all.

      Heat soared straight to her head. “When, and how long?”

      “The night we got married…” He winced as if it hurt to say the words. “…Up until the night we argued.”

      We argued? That’s right! That was why she was at the station. She stormed out once she found out that he… “Seriously?” she snapped. “Over a damn year?! We made a vow to be honest with each other, and you had been drugging me with your blood since our wedding day? Holy shit, Zavier!” Fuming, she paced and clutched at her hair. “I can’t believe you kept something like that from me!”

      He lowered his head as the shadows in the room wrapped around him like a blanket, shading him from her sight. He didn’t have to say a word. She felt his regret and sadness as if it were her own.

      His blood. He had to be truly afraid to do something so deceitful to her. But if he hadn’t, she would be dead.

      In the midst of the moment, another missing fragment assailed her.

      She shuffled to a halt. The argument. She remembered every second of it, every hurtful thing she said to him. She was livid. The way she found out was what triggered her. While preparing a meal, she cut herself pretty badly, and the wound healed instantly. Like, her blood didn’t even get a chance to spill. Didn’t take her long to figure it out. Thinking back, it wasn’t much of an argument. She slapped him, screamed at him, and then stormed out, without giving him a chance to explain himself.

      Nicoya pulled in a deep breath, summoning calm from the heavens above. “Zavier,” she said softly. “It wasn’t the fact you did it. It’s the fact you didn’t tell me. That is as bad as lying.”

      “I know,” he responded from the shadows. “I’ve had three years to think about how badly I fucked up. Nicki, I am so sorry. Blood bonding has been a sacred practice in my family for generations, but it’s usually only for vampires. I wanted to ask you to blood bond with me to solidify our union, but I was afraid…” A flutter carried his voice. “I was afraid you would think it was satanic or something, and look at me differently, so I took the choice away from you, and for that, I will forever be remorseful.”

      She followed his voice and swept her hand across the patch of darkness until she felt him. Pressing her body to his, she palmed his cheek. “And to think, if you would’ve asked me, I would’ve said yes.”

      “You would have?”

      “Without a second thought, because I love you.” She pushed up on her toes and captured his lips.

      He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed a whimper out of her. They kissed feverishly, feeding each other breathless moans.

      His lips and tongue trailed down her chin to her neck.

      Palming the back of his head, she bared her throat and whispered, “What are we gonna do about the council, or at least the ones who were so against us being together, they had to kill me?”

      The faces of the Nobles who wore shocked expressions that night at the club flicked through her thoughts. At least now she knew why Zavier requested her presence in front of the council. He wanted them to show themselves.

      He drew back slightly to look into her eyes. “I released my demon, so they are currently being dealt with. Every single one of them.”

      “Wow. They really sat in my area, sipping on my drinks, after trying to murder me?” The more she thought about it, the more her blood boiled.

      Zavier cradled the sides of her face and kissed her tenderly. “Sweetheart, let’s take a trip to my estate in Italy and forget all about this royal and vampire clan bullshit. Let’s get lost in a web of passion and make love until we’re too exhausted to go on.”

      “No.”

      Anxiety screamed from his golden gaze. “No?”

      “We’re not running. Three years ago, I would’ve said yes ‘cause I was afraid. I didn’t want to ruffle any feathers or cause any problems. I don’t feel that way anymore.” A sense of determination stirred in her gut. She looked her husband in his eyes, hoping he felt the fire burning inside of her. “I say fuck them and their politics and their backward ass thinking. Do you know what a union between a Noble royal and a human will do for global relations? We can change the world, Zavier, and the council doesn’t want that. I say we go to the Capital right now! Let’s announce our marriage and show them we won’t be intimidated. Let’s show them we are a united front. And if they can’t accept us being together, let’s dismantle the whole fucking organization.”

      Zavier’s breathing accelerated. He stepped away from her as a series of emotions flashed across his face. “Oh, Nicki.”

      “I mean, assuming you can do something like that. I’m talking big ‘cause I’m pissed, but yeah...fuck the council.”

      Hand over his mouth, he made a frantic trip around her room. Seeing him move with such eagerness was a great contrast to his usual poised demeanor. Suddenly, he stopped and screamed, “God, woman, I love you so goddamn much! I’m so happy. I feel like I’m going to explode!”

      “So, we’re doing this?”

      “We’re definitely doing this!”

      The balcony door slid open, allowing the symphony of the night traffic to invade her room. Hovering right outside the door was a luxury limo-pod.

      Excited, she gaped at it. “Zavier, you parked a limo on my balcony? Are you crazy?”

      Zavier pulled her into his arms and kissed her so passionately her knees grew weak. He then stepped back, bowed, and swept his hand toward the vessel. “After you, my princess, my wife, my eternal heart.”

      Nicoya looked down at her loungewear and groaned. She had to change and glam herself up to look halfway decent before they declared war on the council. And what about Desiree? She couldn’t do this without her partner in crime.

      Before she could utter a word, he waved a finger at her. “You should know better than that. Your husband is always prepared. A wardrobe and a team of stylists are waiting at the Capital. Desiree is on her way there. I had a pod retrieve her a few moments ago.”

      A bout of happiness stormed through her, making her laugh. “No need to try to impress. You already got the job, baby.”

      He kissed her again, then took her hand. “Let’s go shake up the world.”

      “Let’s do it, my prince, my husband, my eternal love.”
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      The bar wasn’t on my way home, but home alone is the last place I want to be. I’m nursing my second glass of vodka, the condensation dripping down the sides into my hand. I know I need to pace myself. Ignoring the nagging in my head, I chug the rest of it. It burns going down and I relax a bit. Thankful to be feeling anything other than this anger. How the hell could she have put me through that? Almost an entire year of my fucking life, wasted. And for what to show for it? Fucking, nothing. 

      I nod my head holding up my empty glass, silently asking the bartender for a refill. He obliges, pouring some of his most expensive vodka into my glass. With fresh ice, I allow myself a sip. Running my hands through my hair I try to think about anything but my day. 

      Looking around the bar is pretty empty, especially for a Saturday night. But what do I know, I hadn’t been to this bar in years. My days of drinking all night and partying were well behind me. So what was I even doing here? 

      My cheek was still sore from earlier, for a woman who was almost a foot smaller than me, she could really hit. I hold my glass up to my cheek causing a temporary relief. 

      It’s then when I see her, long brown hair flowing all the way down her back. Stopping just above her ass that is clad in the tightest of jeans. Maybe that’s what I needed tonight, a distraction. The mystery woman was chugging a beer while her friends hollered. I notice the matching black t-shirts all except one, who’s proudly wearing a white sash with pink sequins saying the word “bride”. You have got to be fucking kidding me. I almost crack the glass in my hand with how tight I hold it. I chug the rest of it just so I can put it down. My jaw clenches and I have to look away from the group. Surely the universe was testing me. The ring I had used only hours ago suddenly felt like a thousand pounds in the pocket of my jacket. 

      “Thomas?” My name being called startles me, causing me to spin around on the barstool. 

      “Mallory?” In front of me was the woman I had just been checking out, and none other than my little sister’s best friend. 

      “What are you doing here?” She leaned in for a hug, giving me a whiff of her floral scented perfume. 

      “I uh, just wanted to grab a drink.” I could lie and say I didn’t know why I was surprised, but I do. 

      Mallory had always been a few years younger, coming over to see my sister Charlie. I hadn’t seen her in about 10 years now, in that time she definitely grew up. I was trying not to look like a creep, but damn she was beautiful. 

      “Is Charlie here?” 

      “Nah, it’s one of my work friend’s bachelorette party.” 

      “Oh, okay.” I shift uncomfortably. This might be the longest conversation we’ve ever had without Charlie acting as a buffer.  

      “You should come drink with us!” She says suddenly, her red lipstick highlighting her plump lips. She orders a round of shots while waiting for my response. 

      “I don’t think so, I’m just having a drink and heading home.” God, that sounded sad. 

      “That’s sad, come on you can’t you have a drink with your favorite sister’s best friend?” She teases knowing Charlie was only one of my five sisters.

      “I’m not touching that one,” I chuckle. My sisters and I were close, they could be my best friends or tell it like it was. Depending on their mood, of course.

      “Well, if you change your mind I’d love to catch up, Tommy.” She grabs the tray of shots, a round of cheers come from her direction as her friends all take one.  

      It’s the first time all day I can manage a smile. And for the first time all day I don’t think about what happened. Maybe that’s why I order a water, walk over to her table and take her up on her offer. Maybe that’s why I’m now in over my head. Because the way I’m looking at her, and the way she’s looking back is not the way someone should look at their little sister’s best friend.
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      The snoring wakes me and I go to hit Thomas like an alarm clock when I shoot up in bed. Oh my gosh, I was at his apartment. Charlie was going to kill me. Thomas was shirtless and I have a distinct memory of having sex on his kitchen counter. Somewhere between the many shots and the flirting, we ended up going home together. Well, in an Uber the bartender packed us into. Fuck, I was late for work. Considering the bachelorette party wasn’t a secret at work, it would not look good on my end. But right now I was more worried about making it out of Thomas’ apartment undetected.

      He turns over in his sleep away from me and I take this opportunity to make a run for it. Grabbing my clothes off the floor, I get dressed in his kitchen. Throwing everything on as quickly as possible and finding my shoes kicked off in our drunken haze. I grab my keys and smack my hand against my forehead. My car was still at the bar, glancing at the clock I decide I’ll have to grab it after work. Making sure I don’t slam the door on the way out, I order an Uber to work and try not to think about how much of a mistake that was.

      “Look who finally made it to work.” My coworker, Dee, teases. She’s what I call my work bestie. No one could replace Charlie who’s been my best friend since preschool, but during working hours Dee was it.

      “Stop, my head is killing me, I tried to get here as fast as I could.” I sink into my chair and throw my purse on the ground.

      “Who’s shirt are you wearing?” She eyeballs me and I look down. It was a t-shirt, just like I was wearing last night but instead of my bachelorette one, it was clearly a man’s t-shirt. I had accidentally stolen Thomas’ shirt.

      “Um…” I hesitate. I don’t know if I should tell anyone about what happened.

      “Oh, my gosh! Did you have sex last night?!” She all but screams and a few older coworkers shoot us dirty looks. We were definitely some of the youngest in the office, I had only gotten this job because my intern boss was so impressed with me.

      “Yes, okay I did. But we’re not talking about this.”

      I try to turn my computer on. I, at least, needed to look like I was doing some work. Meanwhile, I could feel Dee’s eyes on me trying to figure out who it was. She had gone home early last night with the rest of the group so it was unlikely she’d figure it out.

      “OH MY GOSH!” She squeals, earning us some shushes.

      “What?” I whisper. She grabs her post-it’s and scribbles something.

      ‘WAS IT THAT HOTTIE U SAID WAS UR BESTIES BRO?!’ She sprawled and my cheeks turn red. I just nod and turn away, scratch what I said about not figuring it out. I guess I was more obvious than I thought.

      “Good morning Miss Ferrell, thank you for joining us.” My boss stops at my cubicle. He and I had been at odds with each other since I made it clear I wasn’t going on a date with him. Since then he’d made it his job to harass me each morning. Considering his father owned the company, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      “Hi Mr. Wells.” I smile politely. “I had car trouble.” We both know it’s a lie, but I have to at least try.

      “Car trouble eh? Didn’t see your car out there today.”

      “Yes, that was the trouble. Broke down on the way to work, I had to Uber in.”

      “Seems convenient, say did you girls have fun last night?” He adds with a smirk.

      “We did, do you ever consider getting married sir?” Dee says sassily.

      “Get back to work everyone.” He snaps when her comment gets more than a few chuckles.

      “Dee!” I squeal my eyes wide. She just laughs and I attempt to get some work done.

      I work for a bit until Thomas’ name appears on my screen. I didn’t even know he had my number. Oh, duh, he’s probably had it his whole life. From Charlie. I still felt guilty for all I did behind her back. I let it go to voicemail, not wanting to take the chance of answering non-work calls today. I needed this job more than they needed me. A minute later a text appears with a photo attachment. I wasn’t about to open a dick pic from him was I?

      ‘I think this might belong 2 u- Thomas’ attached was a photo of him wearing the way too small bridesmaid t-shirt I left at his house. I can’t help but laugh out loud.

      ‘Idk looks pretty good on u’

      ‘Wanna meet 2nite?’ Was he asking me out on a date? ‘2 exchange tees’ he adds.

      I laugh to myself, of course he wasn’t asking me out. He just wanted his shirt back, and probably to explain last night was a drunken fluke. I don’t blame him; he was probably drunker than I thought and just wanted someone to hook up with. It’s not like I was expecting him to change suddenly. I was just his little sister’s best friend and it would be something we put behind us. I could probably do that. Just ignore my impending feelings. No biggie.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I meet Thomas, he asks me over to his apartment. I assume because it’s easier than going out. I knew most of the time he enjoyed working remotely. Since he ran his own firm, it was easier for him to do this when he wanted. His apartment is very him, very minimal furniture and decor. He’s always talked about wanting to buy a house so it doesn’t surprise me he has put little effort into this place.

      “Hey, want a drink?” Thomas asks as I stand in his doorway waiting for instructions. Was this a hangout?

      “Do you have my shirt?” I ask confused.

      “Oh, yeah, it’s on my bed. I didn’t know if you wanted to hang out a bit?” He asks. I stand there still confused about what’s going on.

      “Uh, sure?” I say it like a question shrugging off my jacket. He passes me a beer and I wonder if he was trying to get me drunk again. Of course last night had been my idea.

      “So, about last night…” he starts.

      “We don’t have to talk about it,” I sip the beer. He had called me over to let me down gently.

      “Look, I just got out of something. But I had fun last night,” he says.

      “You did?” I blurt.

      “Of course, I just wanted to make sure we’re good.”

      “Yeah,” I nod. I was still confused on where exactly we stood but I guess he was making sure I was okay after fucking me and me leaving this morning.

      “Good, because I would be down to do it again sometime, if you wanted?”

      “Thomas, are you asking me to fuck you?” I say bluntly. I couldn’t handle this speaking in riddles business.

      “Yes.” Who knew one word could make me blush and soak my panties?
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      Never in my life have I met a woman ask for sex so bluntly, yet never have I been so turned on. I knew I could’ve let Mallory keep my t-shirt but there was something unfinished about us. Last night was more than memorable and considering the two times I got off in the shower this morning it was clearly making a lasting impression on me. I felt like a teenager again, Mallory was lighting a fire in me. Or at least in my dick.

      “Take my shirt off.” I stand above her, our eyes locked, and the tension is thicker than her delicious thighs.

      “Yes, daddy.” She whispers, and my dick stands to attention. Fuck, did she just unlock a kink I didn’t know about? Mallory stands, lifting her t-shirt over head and exposes her black lace bra and full breasts.

      “Fuck,” The memory of last night floods my brain.

      “Now what?” Was she waiting for me to tell her what to do? We were going to have fun with this.

      “Get on your knees.” I smirk, thinking this would be the moment she slaps me or tells me I’m terrible. But she drops to her knees and waits for me. I take a few steps forward and run my fingers through her dark hair.

      “Can I?” She glances at my aching dick and I hide my surprise.

      My lust obvious in my voice, “Yes”

      Mallory fumbles with my zipper and I can feel her fingertips brush over my gently causing me to grab her hair. What surprises us both is the moan that escapes her lips. Clearly there was more to learn about each other. I was eager to find and experience every inch of her. I drop my pants and boxes, standing naked from the waist down. Shrugging off my t-shirt too, I enjoy the wide-eyed look on her face. I’m about to ask if this was still okay when she takes me in her mouth.

      Warm and wet, her tongue swirls over the head of my dick and it’s so sensitive I almost bust right there. God that would be embarrassing. My muscles tense and I can feel my heart racing with each lick and movement from her. My hands twist themselves into her hair and I tug back gently. She was wearing too much clothing for this.

      “Yes?” She hesitates, then says more confidently. “Yes, daddy?”

      “Stand up,” I had an overwhelming urge to kiss her. She stands up and smiles in anticipation.

      Covering my lips with hers, I can taste myself on her lips. Something that only turns her on more. She’s reaching behind her to take off her bra while I’m unbuttoning her jeans. Shimming them down her delicious thighs, I pull her closer to me. Last night was fun, but being sober to experience all of her was unlike anyone else I’ve been with. I nibble on her bottom lip and she pushes her body against mine. She has one hand on my throbbing dick, while I paw at her chest.

      “Bedroom. Now.” I growl between kisses. I needed her. Now.

      She runs first, letting me watch that perfectly round ass bounce with each step. I’m close behind, watching as she lays in the middle of my unmade bed. I climb on top of her and watch as her hand slips between her legs, exploring her body on the way down. She circles her clit with one finger, sliding down her dripping slit. I’m wondering what she tastes like and if I can try but the scene before me is too hot to stop.

      “I want to watch,” I growl. I have one hand on my dick rubbing and tugging slowly as she dips one finger in her center and throws her head back on my pillows.

      “Oh!” She continues touching herself, flicking her clit gently. She pushes her finger in deeper, the moans continuing as she works herself into a frenzy. Her pussy was literally dripping in anticipation of what was to come.

      “I want to cum,” She says in a hushed voice. I can see the tension building as she picks up the pace, and just as the tension builds I grab a condom, slip it on and push her hand away.

      “W-oh!” She’s about to complain but I’m already buried deep inside her wet pussy. She digs her nails into my back as I press into her.

      “How do you like that?” I look into her eyes as I slip in and out of her.

      “I love it.” She moans, her mouth slightly agape.

      “Tell me how much,” I coax her.

      “So fucking much. God, I love it so fucking much Daddy,” she says and I can feel all my muscles tighten.

      “Cum for me.” I demand looking into her eyes.

      “Yes daddy,” she slips a hand between us and the slightest touch sets me off. I’m coming before her, as I grip the headboard above her.

      “Oh! Oh! Oh!” I can feel her tighten around me and I groan as we cum together.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself as I pull out of her. I quickly dispose of the condom in the trash next to my bed and slip back beside her.

      “Wow,” She’s smiling, her cheeks flushed, body completely exposed to me.

      “Yeah,” I nod. We hadn’t really talked about what this meant and now I definitely would not kick her out.

      “Do you want a t-shirt?” I glance at her. The last thing I want to do is cover her up, but she looks chilly.

      “Isn’t that how this started?” She chuckles and I smile. It was easy being with her because I had known her for so long. There were no impressions or anything to be made.

      “True,” I nod. Then I pull up the sheets over us and extend my arm. It happens before I have time to think about it but she slides in without hesitation.

      Mallory fluffs her hair and I inhale the scene of something sweet. I assume it’s her shampoo, but it was unlike Alex’s Vanilla shampoo I had gotten used to. A knot fills my stomach as I think about my ex while in bed with my little sister’s best friend. Mallory is fast asleep in my arms but I was all over the place. What the hell were we doing? What did this mean? God, life was so much easier a few days ago when I thought I was marrying the girl I loved. Now I was in bed with a woman I equally knew and was a stranger.
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      When I wake in Thomas’ bed for the third day in a row, I think we should probably talk about what this means. But I know talking about it would probably mean ending everything. Things were simple when it was just us, wrapped in the bubble called his apartment. As soon as we talked about things, we’d have to acknowledge I was just his little sister’s best friend.

      After night two turned into morning number two I didn’t leave and he didn’t ask me to. I offered to head home a few times, but he made excuses for me to stay and hang out. We watched a handful of old movies and some of the Marvel ones after I made the mistake of saying I’d seen none of them. They were surprisingly pretty good. Although he said it would take a long time to get through all of them.

      “Good morning,” He kisses my lips and I shy away. Somehow we skipped the part where morning breath was an issue.

      “Good morning,” I smile. His sleepy voice is equally sexy and sweet.

      “Want breakfast?” He asks getting out of bed and throwing on a pair of boxers. I nod and find one of his t-shirts and my panties off the ground. I’d been living like this for a few days now.

      Thomas makes us both pancakes and I wonder how he learned to be so domestic. But then again Mamma Henry would never let her only son grow up to be incompetent. She was the biggest supporter of holding men accountable for their actions, and that included her son.

      After breakfast we end up on the couch, watching a movie. But after a bit I climb on his lap and look at him. I’ve had a crush on Thomas since I was four and he was ten. He didn’t glance at me back then but he had his eyes on me now. He smiles and tilts his head, as if to ask what I’m thinking. Instead of answering I press my lips into his. Just because I can. But also because I’m not sure how much longer this will last.
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      I make an excuse to head home after breakfast. I just couldn’t be in his apartment basically playing house while harboring these secret feelings for him. So I go home to my apartment and the second I step in the door, Charlie is calling me.

      “Hey girlie,” she says happily from the other end.

      “Hi bestie, what’s going on?”

      “Wanna come over? I feel like I haven’t seen you this week.” That’s because I was seeing your brother, I want to say.

      “I actually just got home. Can you come here?”

      “Of course! Give me twenty.” She hangs up before I can say anything else. I wonder what’s got her in such a good mood.

      I hop into the shower before she comes over. I probably smelled like sex and that was the last thing I wanted to explain to her. She’s knocking on the door as I step into my bedroom with a towel on.

      “Where are your clothes?” She laughs as I open the door.

      “This is for you baby,” I joke with her. Although it felt different today. I had never lied to my best friend before, especially about a guy.

      “Go get dressed,” she rolls her eyes.

      I nod and head into my room, throwing Thomas’ t-shirt on the bed and heading into the living room. I get dressed in leggings and a sweater, my apartment was a little chilly from not being home the last few days.

      “So what’s up?” I ask Charlie as I towel dry my hair.

      “I think I met someone,” she says shyly.

      “You what?! That’s amazing! Tell me everything!”

      “Okay, so he’s cute and smart and we met at work. He works for another publisher,” She blushes. Charlie had been openly bisexual but it’s been awhile since she’s met a guy she was interested in.

      “Did he ask you out? Did you ask him out?”

      “Oh, gosh no! I don’t even know how, I’m so out of practice.” She shakes her head anxiously.

      “When will you see him again?”

      “Well,”

      “Of course,” I nod. I hadn’t missed a Thanksgiving since I was eighteen and could choose where to be for the holidays. But this would be the first time going and knowing what Thomas looks like naked.

      “Why don’t you ask her for coffee?” I suggest.

      “Mallory. She works in a coffee shop.” She deadpans.

      “Oh shit. Well, why don’t you ask to see her again and see how she interprets that? It's open-ended and not so much pressure.”

      “That’s actually a good idea.”

      “Hey, don’t sound so surprised. I know what I’m doing sometimes.”

      “Yeah, how’s your life going then?” She raises an eyebrow.

      “Okay! So how’s your book coming?” I change the subject. Keeping the truth from her was bad enough but I wouldn’t lie to her face.

      Charlie goes into detail about her current novel, and I smile. I loved how talented and passionate my best friend was. I didn’t love reading, but I picked up and read each of her stories when they were published.

      “I’m cold, can I grab a sweater?” She asks.

      “Of course, there’s one hanging on my dresser.” I smile. Charlie retreats into my bedroom but she gasps a second later and my face pales. Thomas’ t-shirt.

      “You like this band?!” She holds up Thomas’ t-shirt and asks about the band I’ve literally never heard of.

      “Um, yes?” It’s more of a question than a response.

      “Wow, the only person I know who likes this band is Thomas. You should ask him about it, he’s always trying to get me to listen to them.” She shrugs and goes to put the shirt back. Phew. That was a close one. It immediately replaced the relief I feel with the guilt I feel for lying to my best friend.
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      Every year around Thanksgiving, my family spent Sundays at my parents’ house. All five of my siblings, their significant others, and my nieces and nephews made an appearance. It was a tradition of sorts, so we got to see more of each other during the holiday season. I wasn’t sure if Mallory was coming today but she had an open invite to these kinds of things. We’d both had a busy week, so we texted but we haven’t been able to see each other since our little impromptu weekend together. So I did not know how she was going to react to seeing me today.

      “Still eating?” I tease Melanie who was pregnant. They wasted no time after the wedding, making a honeymoon baby. But all jokes aside I knew I’d love the little spawns they create.

      “Thomas, must you make fun of your sisters?” My mother scolds and suddenly I’m ten again.

      “But ma, she started it.” I pretend groan with a laugh. My sister Melanie and I were teasing each other like usual. She had a tendency to push my buttons.

      “Alex isn’t coming?” She teases and my sister Ivy shoots her a look.

      “Nope.” I clench my jaw. I had told my family about what happened but Melanie was the only one who wasn’t sorry to see her go.

      “Anyway! Mira made second chair in the band!” Ivy boasts about her daughter in an attempt to change the subject.

      “That’s amazing sweetheart!” My mother kisses Mira’s head as we all congratulate her.

      “Auntie Charlie’s here!” My niece Addie cheers from the window. She’d been waiting for her to arrive all day.

      “And she brought a friend!” She adds, and I ignore the feeling in my chest knowing it’s Mallory.

      “Let’s go help,” I suggest. Melanie shoots me a glance but no one else second guesses my motives.

      After we greet Charlie and Mallory, I carry their bags to Charlie’s old room. With it being November and the usual amount of snow on the roads, mother always insists we spend the night with her so we don’t get into any kind of accident. I was staying in my old room on the other side of the house. One perk of being the only boy growing up.

      “Hey,” Mallory’s warm hello puts a smile on my face.

      “Hey,” I say back.

      “So…” she starts and I have a pretty good feeling of what she’s about to ask.

      “I enjoy spending time with you, why don’t we just see where this goes?”

      “Okay,” she smiles. Probably happy it didn’t have to be a long discussion.

      “Now, do you think I can get a kiss before someone sees us?” I smirk. I’d been dying to get my lips on hers from the moment she left last week. She blushes and I pull her in close before we get caught. Not that she was a secret, but it wasn’t ideal to announce our maybe relationship with my entire family present.

      It’s a quick kiss that leaves me wanting more of her but it’ll have to do. She disappears to find Charlie and I go to the living room to watch part of the game. My sisters are chatting about life while me and Melanie’s husband quietly sip beer and watch the game. Most of the kids are hanging out downstairs in the basement. I can hear Charlie and my parents in the kitchen laughing. There was something comforting about all of this. I couldn’t help but wonder when I might bring someone to these events. If that someone might be Mallory. Suddenly, that thought wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be.
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      I bring Mallory her favorite beer and sit next to her on the couch even though all I want is to put my arm around her. I thought after Alex, I wouldn’t want to even look at anyone else. Still, I knew I shouldn’t be getting into anything serious right now. It wouldn’t be fair to Mallory or myself.

      At half-time, I go to the bathroom and sneak outside for a few minutes. Something about being so close to her, I just needed a break from the pressure like someone was going to figure out what was going on. The porch doors open and close behind me but I can tell by the perfume who it is.

      “Hey,” I smile looking at Mallory. Her brown hair was pulled on top of her head in a bun and she was wearing more makeup than usual. Either way, she looked gorgeous.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yeah, just needed some air.” We were far from anyone seeing us, the porch only accessible from the office. So at least we’d know if someone was coming. When I was a teenager, I used to sneak out here to smoke pot without my parents knowing. For two full years they thought a skunk was living under the porch.

      “It’s chilly,” She says and I shrug off my jacket to give to her. I put it around her and pull her close to me by the buttons. Mallory glances at my lips and I smirk. I’m glad she is thinking the same thing I am.

      I lean in, like I’m going to kiss her but instead whisper in her ear. “Meet me in my room tonight.”

      “Thomas!” she squeals.

      “Hey, keep your mind out of the gutter, I just want to kiss you.” I smirk. Sure I also wanted her, but I doubt I’d be able to get it up in a house full of people and my mother down the hall. I wasn’t seventeen anymore.

      “Okay,” she rolls her eyes. We decide to head back before anyone notices we’re gone.

      Dinner and the rest of the night is routine for us. We eat together as a family and are around the table talking until one of us calls it a night. Then one by one we all call it a night. Mallory and Charlie are two of the last to leave. I retreat to my bedroom and brush my teeth, busying myself while I wait for Mallory. She had texted that she was waiting until Charlie was sleeping. Luckily for us both she was a sound and incredibly deep sleeper. Someone once put a fire alarm next to her head as a joke and didn’t wake up.

      It’s just after one am but if she doesn’t come soon, I might end up falling asleep. I had driven all morning to get here, and I opted out of that second cup of coffee so I was running on fumes at this point.
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      By the time Charlie finally falls asleep, it’s after 3am. She and I spent a lot of time talking and catching up about her and the bakery woman, named Lauren. I sneak out of the room, careful to close the door behind me and get to the other side of the house with no one hearing me. We really didn’t think this plan through. The last thing I needed was for his mom to catch me sneaking that way. Luckily I make it all the way to Thomas’ room without making a sound.

      I turn around, about to strip down and show him the lingerie I brought, just in case. When I realize he’s fast asleep. His body face down on the pillow, snoring away. He sounds like a chainsaw gnawing at wood but it was sweet. I keep my clothes on and climb into bed next to him.

      “Mallory? Mmm.” He leans over to kiss me.

      “Hi,” I smile.

      “Kiss me,” he mumbles and I think he’s half asleep until his hand slips between my legs, trying to find my waistband.

      “Thomas,” I groan. This isn’t the best idea but I’m too horny to care. He slips his fingers into my panties and finds my clit. I’m already wet and he growls.

      “Is that for me?” He mumbles against my lips.

      “All for you, Daddy.” I gasp as he slides his fingers down my slit achingly slow causing my body to arch to his hand.

      “Good,” He opens his eyes and I bite his bottom lip gently.

      He kisses me, and I realize it’s in an attempt to quiet me. My gasps and moans are getting harder to conceal with each brush against my clit. I’m almost gone when he slides not one but two fingers inside me. Curling them, pumping in and out with our lips on each other, I want to call his name. This was torture and pleasure wrapped in one.

      “Quiet, or you can’t cum.” He orders and I hold back a moan, that was so fucking hot. I stay quiet just long enough for him to make me cum. But his lips aren’t enough and he holds a hand over my mouth, biting down gently on one of his fingers as I ride his hand.

      “Fuck that was hot.” He takes his fingers out of my pussy and licks them each clean causing me to get even more turned on. Who knew about all these hidden kinks I had?

      I figure it’s his turn next but instead of asking; he pulls me in close and kisses me. A mix between passion and softness. I’m not sure what it means but then he wraps an arm around me and spoons me.

      “I can’t stay,” I remind him. We aren’t at his house.

      “Just for a bit,” he pleads. I nod and he holds me tighter. I will myself to stay awake, knowing I need to get back to my bed. But with the post orgasm sleepiness and the warmth of his body, I can’t help but shut my eyelids.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on!” I hear a voice say. I open my eyes for a second, realize no one’s talking to me and close them again.

      Wait. Was I still in Thomas’ bed?! My eyes shoot open.

      “Oh fuck!” I whisper shriek, causing Thomas to wake up. He does the same thing I did and we both try not to panic.

      “What are we going to do?” He asks like I have all the answers.

      We both pause and realize everyone must be awake already. Was anyone looking for me? Did they know I was in here? Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Damn, Thomas with his magic fingers and warm body.

      “Can you just sneak out?”

      “Oh sure, let me walk into the hallway like I didn’t spend the night in your room.” I glare at him.

      “Why are you looking at me? You fell asleep!”

      “You spooned me and fucked me to sleep! What did you expect?” We whisper shout at each other.

      “Just wait until it’s quiet and make a run for the kitchen.”

      “What if someone sees me?”

      “Say Charlie was snoring, so you slept in the guest room. Everyone will believe that.” Thomas suggests and I nod. Clearly snoring ran in the family.

      “Okay.” We both stay silent, waiting for the moment I can make a run for it. It takes what feels like forever but I’m sure it is only a few minutes.

      “Go go!” Thomas all but pushes me out of bed.

      “See you on the other side!” I joke and he pulls me in for one last kiss.

      I close the door behind me careful to not make a sound but stop short when Melanie and her belly come waddling down the hall. I stand like a deer in headlights while she smirks. She was my least favorite of Charlie’s sisters and she knew it too. She loved causing chaos and trouble for no reason so this would only further her agenda.

      “What do we have here?”

      “Melanie, come on. Please, it’s not what it looks like.” I whisper.

      “It looked like you had a late night with my brother while your best friend was down the hall.” She blinks, waiting for me to deny it. I don’t, she’s right that’s exactly what was happening.

      “What do you want?” I sigh. Maybe it would be better to give in to whatever she wanted instead.

      “Nothing. Just don’t hurt my siblings. It’s obvious you’ve had a crush on him for forever. It’s about time he made a move.” She shrugs. And like that, my enemy somehow became my ally.

      I sneak my way back down the hall and slip in just as Charlie is waking up.

      “You up long?” She asks stretching.

      “Nope, just had to pee.” I lie. Charlie yawns and nods, getting out of bed presumably to do the same.

      Again, I take a deep breath in and release. That was way too close for comfort. I was wondering if Thomas was worth the risk. Charlie comes back and we go to the kitchen together for breakfast. I’m on edge already so I skip the coffee but Thomas walks in a few minutes later with a big smile on his face.

      “Good morning,” he says cheerfully.

      “What’s got you in such a good mood?” His mother asks.

      “Nothing,” he shrugs.

      “Just got a good nights sleep?” Melanie says cheekily. Of course she wouldn’t tell but would drop hints along the way.

      “Yes, I suppose I did.” He glares at her.

      He takes a seat next to me, grabs a blueberry muffin and takes a bite. I roll my eyes, knowing his smirk is about me. There was no subtlety in this family. But as he glances at me, I can’t help but think he is worth the risk.
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      “Can I see you later?” I whisper into Mallory’s ear as I help her pack up Charlie’s car.

      “Maybe,” she teases. “What did you have in mind?”

      “You, me, a bottle of wine and a nice dinner?” I can tell it’s the last part that throws her off.

      “That sounds like a date?” She questions.

      “I suppose it does,” I muse. Was that such a bad thing?

      “Where would we go?” I ask. I know what she is saying ‘where no one will recognize us?’

      “I know a place, just be ready by seven and text me your address.”

      “All set?” Charlie comes out holding a gigantic bag of leftovers from mom.

      “Yes,” Mallory and I say in unison. While Charlie gets in the car, she lets her hand linger on mine just for a second. It’s as if she’s letting me know she misses touching me too.

      “Have a safe trip!” I tap the hood of their car and then get into my truck behind them.

      When I woke up this morning I hadn’t planned on asking Mallory out, but as soon as I saw her it kind of slipped out. It wasn’t like it was that crazy of an ask, I had slept with her and seen her naked on over one occasion. I was curious what else she was hiding behind that sexy exterior. By the time I get home I’m exhausted. Looking at the clock I decide to have time for a nap and pass out on the couch.
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        * * *

      

      My phone rings twice and I groggily pick up. “Hey, so I know you said seven but can it be eight? I’m running a little late.” My eyes shoot open and I realize I’d slept most of the day away.

      “Yes, no worries.” I try to sound casual in my response.

      “Thank goodness! Okay, see you then!” Was it me or did she sound extra excited today?

      I quickly shower, change into a button up and dress pants and grab my keys. On the way to her apartment, I stop for flowers, Chrysanthemums because she once said they were her favorite. It took two people to find them but once I got them I was on the way to her place.

      “You remembered?” Are the first words to slip from Mallory’s mouth but my eyes are on her outfit. She was wearing a low cut gold dress that hung to her curves. My imagination was getting the better of me and it took all my restraint not to carry her back inside and rip that dress to shreds.

      “Of course,” I finally answer, clearing my throat. She walks away to put them in some water and I watch her ass bounce gracefully with each step. Her heels clicking along makes it something out of a sexy fantasy.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, why?” I clear my throat.

      “You look a little flushed.” She smirks and I know she’s enjoying what she does to me. I push her against the front door, our bodies clashing together and kiss her achingly slow.

      “W-What?” She protests when the kiss is over.

      “We have dinner to go on.” I’m the one smirking now.

      We go to this quiet little restaurant I know in the town over. It was unlikely we’d run into anyone we knew and the food was fantastic. Of course there was a slight chance we’d run into Alexandria. That wouldn’t be the worst thing would it? I can’t help but enjoy the thought of getting to show off Mallory as mine. Alexandria would get a taste of her own medicine for once.

      Dinner goes off without a hitch. We run into no one and never run out of things to talk about. It was easy to keep the conversation going with her. It’s like I’ve known her forever but I still have so much to learn. Like how she doesn’t like steak or when her gravy touches her peas and she loves red, white over white. The little things you learn when you’re- I can’t bring myself to say dating. Even just thinking it sounds weird. With Alexandria, we had slipped right into things so naturally and I thought she was someone I’d spend my life with. Now that she’s gone it’s hard to imagine doing that with anyone else. I also can’t help but keep comparing her.

      We decide to take a walk near the lake, Mallory kicks off her heels and I carry them for her. A lady shouldn’t have to carry her own things. The moon is almost full, a sliver away from shining completely on us. I take her hand and we walk through the sand at the shore.

      “Did you always want to be a lawyer?” She asks and I pause, no one’s ever asked me that before.

      “No, actually I didn’t.”

      “What did you want to be?”

      “A pilot.” I admit. “I’ve told no one that before.”

      “What made you change?”

      “I wanted a career where I could be home for my family. Which of course seems ironic to me now since I’m pushing thirty something and don’t have one.” I force a laugh.

      “You want kids?” She asks surprised.

      “Yes, I loved growing up in a big family. It’s important to me to have one.” This was technically our first date and here we were talking about kids.

      “I do too, want a big family I mean. Growing up with no siblings kinda does that to someone.” She shrugs. Instantly, I think about having a family with her. Our little copies running around us in a big house, it’s something I can picture with ease and that slightly terrifies me. But what terrifies me more, is how suddenly, I can’t stop thinking about it.

      “I had fun tonight,” Mallory says on the doorsteps to her apartment. I was taught to bring a woman to her door if it was a date or not.

      “I did too,” I smile.

      “Do you want to come in?” She looks between us like she’s not sure what to do.

      “I’d love to,” I hadn’t planned on coming in but I could never turn her down.

      She takes my hand and opens the door, dropping her stuff on the table next to the door. I shrug off my jacket and do the same, but when I turn around, she’s only wearing the tiniest pair of panties. I’m instantly hard.

      “Fuck,” I utter. How was this girl still single?

      “Come on,” She walks down the short hallway and I follow her. Staying a few steps back so I can enjoy the view on the way.
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      I knew it was bold, but I couldn’t wait any longer to have his hands on my body. Ever since he fingered me yesterday, I had been dripping with desire for him. Anytime I was around him, it was like it instantly turned me on. This was turning into a bit more than I bargained for. That first night at the bar he had loved my boldness, so I went for it. I was confident in my curves, and I knew he was dying to come in. He had been checking me out all night long. Plus, despite this being our first date, it wasn’t like we hadn’t done this before.

      I lay back on his bed, my head on the pillows waiting for him to tell me what he wants. I never knew I was sexually submissive, I usually hated men or anyone telling me what to do but with Thomas I can’t help it.

      “Daddy?” I look up at him expectantly and he growls, climbing over me in bed.

      “Take these off.” He groans looking at my panties.

      “Okay, Daddy.” I delicately and purposefully slide my panties down each thigh and kick them across the room. Thomas’ eyes are glued to my pussy. I’ve never felt so confident before, because honestly vaginas are weird to look at but the way he’s looking at mine makes me blush. Before I can ask what’s next, he peels off his t-shirt and throws it across the room.

      “I want to watch you touch yourself.” He says gently, like he’s ordering takeout or something. Not asking to watch me fuck myself.

      “I—” I’m about to hesitate when he tugs off his jeans and boxers, laying as bare as I am. He’s hard, and grabs his dick in one hand.

      “I want to watch.” He repeats with a growl.

      “Yes, Daddy.” I say breathless. Watching him was proving to be hotter than I expected.

      I slide my hand down my chest, touching my breasts. Stopping to squeeze and knead each nipple between my fingers. After a few minutes of that, I get brave and slide my hand between my legs. Gasping gently as I feel how wet I am. It’s been awhile since I’ve touched myself without a vibrator but I’m not about to go admitting that right now. Thomas is slowly rubbing himself as he watches me. The sexual tension in the air was thick enough to cut with a knife.

      My fingers graze my clit for just a moment before delving inside my pussy. I moan as I slide a second finger inside. My breath hitchs as I slowly pump them in and out. Thomas mimics my pace and I take this as an opportunity to tease him. Slowly pumping then speeding up just to stop and over again. He catches on after the second time and glares at me with a scowl. I press my thumb to my clit just enough and keep my eyes on Thomas. I was turned on before we started this, so it wouldn’t be long now.

      “I want to cum,” I moan, locking eyes on Thomas.

      “Baby, cum for me.” He stops touching myself and starts kissing, licking and sucking on my neck. The sensitivity is too much for me and pushes me over the edge.

      “Fuck! I’m coming!” I gasp, my back arching as I feel the orgasm take over. As it flows through me, I close my eyes calling out Thomas’ name.

      My legs start to give out just when my hands are pushed away. I shoot my eyes open when I see Thomas’ positioning himself between my legs. He doesn’t hesitate to fuck me, pumping quickly, and it’s only a minute before I’m coming again, this time the orgasm even bigger. He collapses on top of me as he comes and I have to catch my breath. I had heard of women having multiple orgasms but I’d never experienced them until now.

      We lay breathless in my sheets, curled into each other. Thomas wraps his arms around me and I find myself in the crook of his neck once again. He’s rubbing my hair softly, and I can hear his heartbeat speeding faster than a racehorse. It was nice, but it was hard to tell where we stood. As much as I hated the stereotype, I didn’t understand why a woman asking where she stood with a man was needy. I deserve not to waste my time, despite my lifetime of feelings. I’d rather protect my heart before falling even harder.

      “What is this?” I ask bluntly. I can’t see his face but his hands freeze on my hair.

      “What do you mean?” He asks clearly playing dumb. He had to know what I meant.

      “This, us. What are we doing here?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re mad.” He sighs.

      “It’s hard to know if I’m betraying my best friend for a relationship or a booty call.” I snap. I am a little tired of this in between we accidentally started.

      “Hey,” he pulls me back as I get up.

      “What?” I don’t know where they came from but the tears start.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” He frowns and grabs a tissue.

      “If you don’t want me like that, it’s fine. But then let’s just call it friends with benefits and call it a day, okay?”

      “Mallory, there’s no way I only see you as friends with benefits.”

      “Okay, then I’m a tad confused here.”

      “I like you, I enjoy spending time with you and getting to know you as more than my little sister’s best friend. But I just got dumped like a month ago, I’m not ready for a relationship because it wouldn’t be fair to you. With that being said, if you need to step back I understand. I’m not saying no, I just need more time to heal before we really start something.” He admits.

      “Oh,” I’m speechless. I didn’t know Alexandria dumped him and clearly it hurt him if he wasn’t ready for anything new.

      “That’s all you can say?” He chuckles.

      “I’m just surprised. Did something happen there?”

      “She was talking to her ex while we were together, so it feels like I got cheated on.” He sighs.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks, I just don’t want to hurt you. I care about you and I’m enjoying this. Whatever it is, I just need to take it slow. I’m sorry.”

      “No, thank you for explaining. We can take this slow, as long as I know you’re feeling whatever this is too.” I blush.

      “I’m definitely feeling this.” Thomas pulls me into his lap and holds me. His golden eyes boring into mine, I feel relief. Even if it took him some time, I knew it would be worth it. I just hoped everyone else would think so too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THOMAS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do we have to go grocery shopping?” Mallory groans. I’ve never seen a grown woman complain about going grocery shopping before, it was kind of adorable.

      “Yes, I can’t make you dinner if we don’t have the ingredients.” I remind her as I glance at the pastas. Looking for the medium shells so I can make her favorite.

      She sighs and pushes the cart but I spin her around, pressing my body into hers and whisper in her ear. “Plus, then I can have you for dessert.”

      Mallory nods eagerly and smiles. We’d had a lot of sex these last few weeks, but we haven’t done that yet and I knew she was waiting. It wasn’t my favorite thing, but for her I was dying for a taste.

      “Have you thought more about coming out with me this weekend?” She smiles as she grabs a box of tomato sauce.

      “With your work friends?” I clarify. She knew we were ready to introduce each other to our friends, but work friends were fresh territory.

      “Yes, I may or may not have told them about you. And you sort of already came out with them.” She reminds me of that fateful night we reunited.

      “Thomas?” The voice sends chills down my spine. Looking up to see Alexandria, her son Elijah and Eden were not on my list of people to run into today.

      “Alexandria,” My mouth forms a line. I grip Mallory’s hand in mine, I know it’s childish, but as if to show I moved on too. “Eden.”

      “Thomas.” She frowns. Elijah says nothing but looks between us. We’d met once before but I doubt he remembered me.

      “Hi, I’m Mallory.” She extends her hand to Alexandria, then Eden but Alexandria’s eyes are glued to me.

      “It’s good to see you,” she smiles.

      “Wish I could say the same,” I snap. “Let’s go.” I turn the shopping cart around and storm down the aisle with Mallory in tow. I leave the cart in a random aisle and don’t look back until we’re both at the car.

      “What the hell was that?” Mallory asks as we get back into the car.

      “My ex.” I say simply.

      “The one who you just…”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I snap.

      How could she already be with Eden? I knew I was being hypocritical but I was only sleeping with Mallory. Eden was someone she basically cheated on me with the entire relationship. She was always in the background of us, and now she goes back to her? What happened to her fiance? So much for Eden not being a threat. I guess it is always the people they tell you not to worry about.

      “I need you to take me home,” Mallory says calmly.

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I don’t like the way you just acted and if you can’t, at least, explain your anger, I don’t feel comfortable being with you right now. You went from zero to one hundred in seconds.”

      “She was with the woman, Eden she was talking to our entire relationship. Her ex. I never once met her son while we dated because she didn’t feel ready and I respected that. But it’s not even a month later and there he was with her all happy like a family.” I retort. It wasn’t even that I was angry that they were together, it bothered me how much she told me not to worry and that there was nothing going on. Only for all of that to be a blatant lie.

      “I understand.” Mallory reaches for my hand. I want to pull away but I don’t, I was just tired of feeling like this. Shouldn’t I be over Alexandria by now? Yet every time I think I’m doing better she snakes her way back into my head.

      “I’m sorry.” We walk out of there buying nothing. I just had to get out of there or I’d explode.

      “It’s okay, why don’t we go back to my place and order in some pizza? I have some beer in my fridge.” She smiles.

      “You don’t have food in your fridge but you have beer?” I laugh.

      “Hey! I have the necessities!” I look at her while she laughs, full of joy. Before thinking about it I pull her in for a kiss, just enough to get a taste of how she’s feeling.

      We head back to her apartment and order a pizza but my mind is on anything but the movie she put on. About halfway through, I make an excuse to leave.  I end up going home instead of spending the night at Mallory’s. I assure her it’s work related but I’m pretty sure we both know that’s a lie. Alexandria was in my head and it hurt how much I was angry and could still miss her. What the fuck was up with that? If I hadn’t put myself out there in the proposal, I don’t think I’d be this hurt, but that was embarrassing as fuck. I don’t know if I’d ever want to propose to someone ever again.
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      Charlie calls me on the way to Thomas’ apartment and I lie about where I’m going for the third time this week. I hated what this was turning into. Before Thomas, I never had a reason to lie to my best friend.

      “So where are you going?” Charlie asks.

      “Just for a drive,” I lie. I couldn’t have come up with a better lie?

      “Girl, I know where you’re going, no need to lie.” She says and my blood freezes. My hands grip the steering wheel tighter.

      “Uh, what?” I try to sound normal but it comes out three octaves higher than expected.

      “If you’re going to Taco Bell, you don’t have to lie.” She laughs. I was notorious for my late night runs to Taco Bell but that was definitely not what I thought she was going to say.

      “Lauren’s here! Look, just have a Crunch wrap for me and we’ll call it even. Love you!” She says happily.

      “Love you,” I say back but I’m not all in it. Lying to your best friend, even for the right reasons, made you feel like shit. Wouldn’t she eventually find out? Would she ever forgive me for how long it took me to tell her the truth?

      I pull up to Thomas’ apartment but I don’t see his car parked in his spot. I check my phone and realize he texted saying he was going to be late. It was raining bad, but I hadn’t considered it to hold him up. He texts me where to find the key and to ‘make myself at home’.

      When the guy you’re not really seeing tells you to let yourself into his apartment and where the spare key is, of course you have to snoop. It’s like in the rules or something. So when Thomas left me outside his apartment for twenty minutes and a text of the key hidden above the door frame, I find myself inside. He wouldn’t be home for another hour and he was insistent on having me here when he got home. It was kind of cute; we were becoming domestic and shit.

      I don’t bother with the kitchen but check out the books he has in the living room. Most of them are from law school, I’m sure mostly to impress any company. His bedroom door is open so I take that as an invitation and look for a t-shirt to wear. I didn’t want to invade his privacy, but maybe see if he had any porn in his nightstand. I take everything off and slide into one of his bigger t-shirts. He would be happy to come home to me in this.

      I lay in his bed for a bit, scrolling through my phone and waiting for him to get here. My curiosity gets the better of me and I slide over to his side of the bed and ponder looking in his nightstand. Surely he has nothing embarrassing, besides I was sleeping here most nights. Of course he wouldn’t have anything he wouldn’t want me to see.

      Pulling open the drawer, I find some chapstick, a bottle of lotion I’d be asking about later and a bunch of boring work papers. The man really was a workaholic. But it’s the small black box that catches my eye. It was small enough to look like an engagement ring box, but surely he didn’t have one of those. I guess it can’t hurt to look inside. Popping it open, I audibly gasp.

      Inside was a huge diamond engagement ring. The diamond is the side of a quarter, at least. Was Thomas going to propose?! What the hell happened to taking things slow? I thought we had more time before we talked about stuff like that. Why had he already bought the ring? Maybe he was just holding it for a friend, I try to reassure myself. I take the ring out of the box and look inside for an inscription.

      `Alexandria, with all my love- Thomas’

      “What the fuck.” I say aloud.

      “Mallory? Are you here?” Thomas calls. Of fucking course he’s here right now. I don’t move, not that I could. I was frozen in shock.

      “Hey, there you ar…” His voice stops as he sees what I’m holding. “What are you doing with that?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “You invaded my privacy and you’re mad at me?” He scoffs.

      “You were engaged and never mentioned it.”

      “I wasn’t engaged.” He walks over and holds out a hand. I give it back to him and he puts it back in the box.

      “What?” I ask confused.

      “I asked her and she said no. Actually, she broke up with me right then and there.” His jaw clenches. I’ve never seen him this angry before. No wonder he had gotten so upset when we ran into her.

      “Thomas,” I reach for him but he steps back like someone has electrocuted him.

      “You should go.” He growls.

      “We can talk about this, I’m sorry I found it but-” he cuts me off.

      “No. I’m done talking about this.” He shuts me down.

      I would not beg for his attention, if he wanted me to leave I would. I realize I’m only wearing his shirt but I don’t stop to take it off or change. I would pretend I had some sense of dignity. Grabbing my clothes on the way out, I race to my car. That’s when the tears pour down my cheeks, knowing I was responsible for the ending of whatever Thomas and I were.
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      I show up at the only person’s house I know without putting their address in my GPS. I probably shouldn’t be driving between my tears blurring my vision and this terrible rain but I make it there safely. As I wait in the rain for her to come, I ring the doorbell and hope she is still home. While also hoping none of her roommates open the door. I was still only wearing Thomas’ t-shirt and no pants. Maybe I should’ve thrown some on before I knocked but it was too late now.

      “Hello?” I look up to see a man I’ve never seen before, answer the door.

      “Hi, shit I’m sorry to interrupt date night.” I probably look like a shit show. This was probably the guy she was telling me about. “I’m Mallory. “

      “Roger,” He holds out his hand. “Charlie! It’s Mallory! Please come in, you look freezing.” He ushers me inside and I’m thankful for the warmth.

      “Mallory?” Charlie comes down the hall with a confused look on her face. “Shit, Mal are you okay?”

      “No,” it’s the question that sends me over the edge. The tears start again and I collapse in her arms. “I’m sorry,” I sob into her arms.

      “I’m going to head home, I’ll see you tomorrow babe.” Roger kisses Charlie’s head on the way out and I feel even worse.

      “I’’m so sorry I interrupted date night.” I sob.

      “Why don’t you come get some dry clothes and then we can talk about what’s wrong?” She suggests. I nod and follow her to her bedroom.

      Charlie hands me a dry t-shirt and a pair of leggings but I realize I don’t want to change my shirt. It’s the last and only thing I have from Thomas. If she took it, it wouldn’t smell like him anymore. Isn’t it ironic? We started because of a stupid t-shirt ,and now that’s all I have left of him.

      “Is that Thomas’ t-shirt?” She asks when she realizes I don’t want to take it off.

      “Yes.” I say trying not to cry again.

      “Why are you wearing my brother’s t-shirt?”

      “I’m so sorry.” I sob.

      It’s uncontrollable, and I watch as my best friend realizes what’s going on. I wait for her to kick me to the curb but she pulls me close for a long hug. She just holds me while I cry, waiting for me to calm down. When I finally run out of tears I tell her, from the beginning, what happened. She’s completely silent, listening to each detail.

      “So you and Thomas?” She sits on the edge of her bed, trying to wrap her head around it.

      “Yeah.” I nod.

      “I mean I knew you had a crush, but I considered nothing ever happening.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize, you’re both consenting adults. I’m just hurt you didn’t want to tell me.”

      “You’re not mad we were together?” I ask not hiding my shock.

      “Obviously I’m not happy being lied to, but no, I would’ve supported it. And had you told me, I would’ve mentioned his engagement. Mom told me not too long ago, just so I wouldn’t give him a hard time or anything.” She explains. It’s like the last few weeks of stress I was carrying onto was for nothing. My best friend only cared about me being happy, no matter who it was with.

      “I’m so sorry, I wanted to tell you but I was worried I’d lose you.”

      “That would never happen.” She takes my hand. “I’m sorry you found out that way and I’m sorry he asked you to leave. He’s an idiot.”

      “No, it’s my fault. I snooped and curiosity killed the cat.” I sigh.

      “I should’ve realized the first time you had his t-shirt. No one likes that stupid band.” She says and I laugh. Only Charlie would think of something like that.

      She makes some popcorn and put on some movie neither of us was really watching. I cried anytime a couple kissed, and she just patted my back, comforting me. I don’t take off Thomas’ t-shirt and she doesn’t mention him again. She said it was okay, but I am sure she was upset that I didn't tell her. But now wasn’t the time to bring it up.

      I finally fall asleep around eleven on the couch with her. At some point I feel her shift and head to her own bed, but she comes back with a blanket for me. Falling back asleep, I wake up at 4am, shaking from a nightmare. I was watching Thomas and Alexandria get married and there was nothing I could do to stop them. I screamed and screamed as they kissed but no one heard me. Luckily I wasn’t screaming in real life but the dream felt so lifelike it woke me up.

      I decide to check my phone and see one missed call from Thomas. Two hours ago. Why hadn’t I heard my phone ring? Maybe he was calling to apologize. To talk about everything. It was four am, but he was up two hours ago. Maybe he was still up now. I say fuck it and dial his number. On the second ring someone answers.

      “Hello?” A woman’s voice sends chills through my spine. He was already with another woman? Was I really just some rebound to him?

      “I-Is Thomas there?” I choke out.

      “Yeah, one second.” She says but I hang up as she calls his name. Thomas was with another woman. At four am. I wanted to throw up. I knew some people moved on quickly, but wow. There was no other reason a woman would answer his phone this late.

      I sneak into Charlie’s room “Can I sleep in here?”

      She nods and opens her arms for me groggily. I’m thankful because I didn’t want to be alone. My head hits the pillow but I don’t sleep anymore. Staring at her pale ceiling as she snores next to me, my head running with a million thoughts at once. The last thing I want to do is fall back asleep. I’m not sure if it’s because of the nightmares or the reality of my life.
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      Mallory leaves and I slam my fist into the bed. It was like Alexandria all over again; I felt betrayed. How could she invade my privacy like that? I thought I could trust her. I decide to call Melanie and ask if I can come over. Yeah, she wasn’t the first person on my list of spending my day off with. She was the only one who knew the truth about Mallory and I and I was dying to talk to someone about it. Ever since that night at her apartment I’d been having a hard time being around her. There was something off about us and this was just the final straw. I couldn’t be with someone who didn’t trust me, and who I didn’t trust.

      Some days I just wanted to spend all my time with her, it was simple, but the more I thought about it I thought we were moving too fast. It was like I wanted to take big steps with her but then anytime I did, it was scary as hell.

      Melanie tells me to come over so I get in my car and drive the 45 minutes to her house. It’s closer to our parent’s house than I am, but I needed a place closer to work. Plus, she was basing her life on school districts and babysitters. Her husband, Aiden answers the door before I knock. Melanie’s sitting on the couch eating and I remind myself not to make a sassy comment since she’s helping me.

      “So what did your little girlfriend do? That is why you’re here right?” She looks at me expectantly.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. Aiden leaves us alone to talk.

      “Well, what happened?”

      “She found the engagement ring I was giving to Alexandria,” I sigh.

      “I still don’t know why you did. She was clearly more into my wedding photographer than you.”

      “Thanks for that.” I glare. Maybe coming here was a mistake, I might as well tell someone else at this point now that Mallory and I were over.

      “I’m being honest, you deserve better. Mallory seemed like that. I just don’t understand, she found a ring and broke up with you?”

      “No, I broke things off with her.”

      “Ohhh, that makes sense then.” She nods.

      “Because she’s untrustworthy right?”

      “No, because you’re an idiot who just got his heart stomped on and you’re having trouble trusting again.”

      “What?” That wasn’t it at all.

      “Alexandria broke your heart, now you find a girl who’s literally perfect for you and instead of taking it slow and not using her as a rebound, you find reasons for it not to work. You don’t tell anyone, you make her keep it from her best friend so if it doesn’t work out it won’t hurt as much. Let me just ask you now, it still hurts doesn’t it?”

      “I hate you.” I grumble clenching my jaw.

      “No, you don’t. Maybe you hate my psychology degree though.” She chuckles.

      “What the hell do I do?” I hated that she was right. And how much of a mess I had made things.

      “Take some time and work on yourself. You just got out of a long-term thing where you almost got married. That takes more time than you gave it. I’m not saying don’t see her, but at least be open to communicating with her. You can’t keep shutting her out.” She says and I frown.

      “Okay,” I nod. “What if she won’t speak to me again?”

      “You’re as dumb as you look. That girl is in love with you, dumbass. No way is she going anywhere, but that doesn’t mean you get to string her along either.” She shoots me a tough look and I nod.

      The sight of her walking out of my apartment flashes before me. I can’t believe I kicked her out for finding out a secret I was keeping. I just felt like an asshole for how I handled everything with the engagement. I didn’t want Mallory to ever see that side of me. She deserved better than that.

      “If you’re going to stay can you get me more chips?” Melanie hands me a bowl and I chuckle.

      “Sure,” I head to the kitchen and dial Mallory’s number. It is late but I hope she’ll answer. When she doesn’t, I don’t leave a message or anything. Maybe she needed more time too.

      I bring Melanie a bag of Doritos and a glass of water per Aiden’s request. Something about her not having too much salt. He was a good guy. I didn’t know too much about him but from what I saw I knew he really loved my sister. If she could find love, maybe there was hope for me yet.
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      I’m standing on Alexandria’s front steps, looking for the mailbox in the dark. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea but I can't risk running into her and what is my other option, waiting outside her house until she left? I feel like mailboxes shouldn’t be this concealed. Why did it get dark so early, anyway? It is barely after six.

      CRACK!

      “Fuck,” I mumble. My shoe bumped into something and with the lightest touch, crumbled it. Surely if Alexandria is inside, she’d have heard it.

      “Hello? Is someone there?” All the memories come flooding back. The door opens and there she is, dressed in a robe and slippers. Clearly I should’ve done this at a more reasonable hour.

      “Hi Alexandria,” I smile sheepishly.

      “Thomas? What are you doing here?” Her tone changes as I step out of the shadows.

      “Babe? Who is it?” I hear a second voice call. That must be Eden. Was she already staying here?

      “I just wanted to drop this off, but I couldn’t find your mailbox.” I say sheepishly holding up the letter. She uncrosses her arms and holds out a hand.

      “What is it?” she takes it but doesn’t open it.

      “I wanted to apologize for everything. With our ending, you were right I did not mean us just to be and I shouldn’t have been pushing it so hard.”

      “Treat her the way you treated me in the beginning. I’m sorry too,” her girlfriend, Eden appears behind her. Alexandria actually cracks a smile. I guess I was predictable.

      “Thomas?” Her expression goes from angry to confused and back to angry.

      “He was just leaving, goodbye Thomas.” She smiles and I feel better, grateful. But no longer love. No longer angry.

      “Thank you,” I nod and turn to go. It didn’t even hurt to see them together as it once had. I truly wanted Alexandria to be as happy as I am with Mallory. Well, as happy as I was.

      I knew Melanie was right; I had things holding me back but no longer would that be Alexandria and I was determined to prove that to Mallory. No Matter what it took.
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        * * *

      

      The next two weeks go by in a blur, I miss Mallory like crazy but she never called me back so I figure, at least for now, she wants some space. I try to respect that. Mainly that involves not being anywhere we were together because the memory is too much for me. I’m on the way to a new bar when my phone rings. The last thing I want to do is talk to anyone, but I figure it won’t hurt to see who it is. Charlie’s name appears on the dash of the truck and I figure I should answer it. She was more of a texting sister; I didn’t get too many calls from her.

      “Charlie, what’s up?” I ask syncing to the bluetooth in the car.

      “Thomas, where are you?” She sounds panicked.

      “Uh, driving to the bar. Why?”

      “Oh, thank goodness. You need to go to Mallory’s office, right now.” Her voice sounds urgent, but I was weary.

      “Is this some kind of attempt at a ploy to get us together? Because I don’t like games Charlie.”

      “I think someone’s attacking her. She called me in distress and no matter how many times I call back she won’t pick up. Get over there now!” Charlie screams and my grip on the wheel tightens. I flip the truck around, not caring how fast I’m driving. Let them give me a ticket and see if I care. My girl needs me and I would not let anything happen to her.
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      It’s been two weeks, one day, and eight hours since I’ve spoken to Thomas. Not that I’m counting. Who the hell am I kidding? Of course I am. It’s been terrible every day since, I’m like a teenager chained to my phone hoping he’ll call. Today officially makes me pathetic by Dee’s standards. She says you’re supposed to give the guy 3 days to call, if they don’t you give yourself 2 weeks to get over it. I would not tell her what happened but when she asked if he was coming with us to thirsty Thursday and I started crying it was kind of tell.

      “You gotta get yourself back out there!” Dee gives me a look that tells me she doesn’t just mean going on a date. But the last thing I can imagine is dating anyone else, let alone sleeping with another man.

      “There’s no way.” I shake my head. “What about you?”

      “Funny you say that, there’s a special someone meeting us tonight.” She actually blushes and I realize this person must be pretty special for her to bring them around.

      “Okay, I see your ploy, this is just to get me to come out tonight.” I joke.

      “Well always, but for real she is coming tonight. I’m just not sure I want her to meet the group without you. You’re the better of the lot.” She whispers.

      “Good morning ladies, and what are we talking about?” Mr. Wells appears out of nowhere scaring the hell out of us both. I swear he got off on that shit.

      “Just business.” I plant a fake smile hoping that’ll make him leave.

      “Are you able to stay late today Mallory?” He leans over my cubicle getting closer than I’d like.

      “I wasn’t late today, am I in some sort of trouble?” I ask confused.

      “No, it’s nothing like that, just some things to discuss.” He smiles and waits for me to agree before heading back to his office.

      “Okay no, you’re not going to that.” Dee shakes her head. The man gave me the creeps, but he was our boss.

      “It’s not like I can say no,” I sigh.

      “You forgot, plain and simple.” Dee says like it’s obvious. I just nod and go back to work.

      Frankly, it wasn’t like I wanted to spend more time at work but I wasn’t in such a rush to get home to my empty apartment. Which is how I find myself as one of the last people in the office most nights. It was easier to get my work done then and get ahead on the next days. Maybe that was what he wanted to talk to me about. I didn’t think there was anything wrong with staying late but maybe it was one of those liability things I needed to know. There were reminders of him everywhere in my apartment, so I couldn't be there. I guess if I was being kicked out of the office I could just go to the bar. Scratch that, the last thing I wanted to do was run into Thomas there with another girl or hitting on someone. It was bad enough I was supposed to go out tonight, but I made them promise to leave if we saw him.

      “Are you coming?” Dee asks at six, she was a firm believer of not staying a minute past six pm.

      “I have to go meet Mr. Wells.” I remind her.

      “Do you want me to wait for you?” She glances at our other co-workers who are waiting for her at the elevator.

      “Nah, I’ll meet you guys soon. Go ahead.”

      “Okay,” she hesitates but ultimately goes.

      I clean up my desk, grabbing everything I need to leave and putting it on top of my desk. Then I go to see Mr. Wells with my phone in hand. I had glued it to me just in case Thomas called, anyway.

      “Ah! Mallory! Everyone else gone home for the day then?” He smiles and I nod. “Great, let’s get started, shall we?”

      He shuts his office door although it’s pointless since no one is here and all the doors and walls are made of glass. It was essentially the same as being inside a glass box; it was eerie but I guess some people like that. He takes a seat at his desk and starts typing something. I shift in my seat feeling anxious. I hated not knowing what this was about at all.

      “So you’ve been late enough that HR noticed and asked me to speak with you about it.”

      “I’ve been working on it and I swear moving forward it won’t be an issue.” I assure him.

      “Unfortunately, since it’s gone to HR, I have no choice but to put you on probation for firing.”

      “Are you serious? Is there anything that can be done?!” This cannot be happening. I was clearly having the worst month in my life. Who did I piss off to have this bad of karma? I can feel the tears building up but I don’t set them free.

      “It’s funny you say that, there may be something you can do.” He stands up and leans against his desk in front of me.

      “What?” I look at him confused. He reaches for my hand but I pull back. “Don’t.”

      “Come on, if you want to keep your job.” He says and I audibly gasp. No way he was saying what I thought he was. I stand up and turn away but he grabs me by my hair. “I’ve always loved a bigger woman.”

      “Mr. Wells.” I fumble with my phone, hoping I can call 911 without him realizing. My phone falls to the ground before I can check and he pulls me in for an abrasive kiss. I bite his bottom lip, which only makes him angry, and he tugs at my clothes but I fight back. It’s all I can do to make sure this doesn’t happen to me. I wasn’t going down without a fight.
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      I call Mallory’s phone over ten times on the drive over and each time it prompts me to leave a voicemail. Clutching the steering wheel, my knuckles are turning white but I can’t bear to let go. Mallory might be in danger and the only thing I could do was drive as fast I could go get to her. Charlie had rattled off her work address, and I was only two minutes away. I just hoped I’d make it there in time.

      I leave my car running out front, race into the building and skip the elevator. Two stairs at a time, I’m racing to her. When I make it to her floor, I quietly look around. Until I hear a woman scream on the top of her lungs.

      “GET AWAY FROM ME!” Mallory screams and then there’s the sound of something crashing and glass breaking.

      I race toward her and find her fighting with some man. He has bloody knuckles and a busted lip but he’s trying to get Mallory and she’s fighting back as hard as I can. I slam the door open and rush forward, punching this guy square in the jaw, knocking him to the ground. It gives her a second to crawl away, but he’s too stupid to stay down.

      “Who the hell are you?” He spats. Where the hell was everyone else? Why were they here alone, anyway?

      “Stay the hell away from her!” I scream, punching him again. I stop when he hits the ground again, going to check on Mallory. She was in the corner, shaking.

      “Are you okay?” I get down to her level but she flinches. I don’t blame her, she looks like she gave him hell. Her beautiful blonde hair was matted with blood on one side, her eye was bruised and swollen and her clothes were torn. I tried not to think about what happened before I got here.

      “What are you doing here?” She asks. Before I answer I see the man’s reflection in the glass, trying to sneak up on me. I kick his leg out from under him and give one last kick to the groin for good measure.

      “Call the police. Quick.” I growl at her. If it was up to me, I’d kill the guy for even putting a hand on her. The last kick seems to knock him out and I hold Mallory as she calls, monitoring him so he can’t escape. There’s glass everywhere, including a big gash down her arm. I grab my flannel and wrap it around her arm, just to keep it from bleeding until help arrived. We both stay silent but she leans into my chest quietly.

      After the police question both of us and take us to the hospital for mandatory checks, they let us know her boss, Mr. Wells is in custody. Apparently he had a warrant out for his arrest in another state and his father thought putting him in charge of a company of woman was a good idea. I swear it was like an episode of SVU over here.

      I was fine, just swollen knuckles but Mallory had a black eye, needed several stitches and a concussion. She didn’t speak to me directly but she also wouldn’t let go of my hand. I called Charlie as soon as I could and she was here within minutes, racing over to check on us both. Mallory said she fought him off as much as she could and he could only kiss her. I hoped that mother fucker would rot in a prison cell for this.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t have a car. I tried to get Thomas there as soon as I got your call.” Charlie sobs.

      “It’s okay, he made it just in time,” she offers Charlie a smile. Somehow she was tough and modest about the whole thing.

      Charlie asked a cop for help and went to get my car from Mallory’s office when we could finally go home for the night. Of course there was the question in the air if we were going to the same place. Mallory’s leaning into my chest, holding on to my arm and trying to close her eyes. She must be exhausted from today’s events.

      “Thank you, for showing up when you did. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t.” She sighs.

      “It’s my pleasure. I tried to get there sooner, I’m sorry.”

      “No, it was perfect.” She assures me.

      “Do you want to stay at my place tonight?” I hoped that didn’t come out the way it sounded.

      “This changes nothing Thomas.” She snaps.

      “What?”

      “I appreciate your help, but that was it. You saving me once doesn’t mean you or I owe each other anything. And it definitely doesn’t mean we’re going back to the way things were.”

      “I meant nothing by it, I just thought you might want some company tonight.” I explain.

      “Charlie will stay over, thanks.” She snaps again. Jeeze, you can save a girl’s life and she still won’t forgive you for being an idiot. She shrugs out of my arms and I take that as an opportunity to go for a walk. There are not too many places I can go, but I need to get out of here.

      “Thomas? Where are you going?” Charlie finds me on my way outside.

      “Leaving.” I growl holding out my hand for my keys.

      “I don’t think so, you have two bruised and swollen hands, how the hell do you expect to drive?” She looks at me and I scowl. I hadn’t thought of how painful it might be.

      “I can’t stay here all night.”

      “No, you’re coming with me. My roommates are out of town so I’ll be taking care of you two.” Charlie says matter-of-factly.

      “I can’t. She doesn’t want me.”

      “Yes, she does. She’s traumatized, but she does. Just let me make sure you don’t suffer from some latent injuries and you can monitor her too. She’s tough, but she needs help tonight.”

      “Okay.” I nod. “But you’re telling her it’s your idea.”

      “Deal.” She smiles and I roll my eyes at how bossy she can be sometimes.

      The ride to Charlie’s house is silent, I volunteered to sit in the back but Mallory and Charlie don’t make a sound the entire ride. Fine by me, talking was overrated. I have a killer headache by the time we get to her apartment so I down a few tylenol and ask where I can sleep.

      “The couch, unless you want the bed…?” Charlie looks between Mallory and I, who snaps.

      “No, I’ll stay in the bed with you.” She heads to Charlie’s room and slams the door. I knew I deserved it, but it still hurt not being able to help her.

      Charlie gets some water for her and then says goodnight. I try laying on the couch but clearly it wasn’t meant for a grown man to sleep, so instead I sleep on the floor with the pillows and blankets I found around the room. It’s not great, but it’ll do for one night. I fall asleep shortly after closing my eyes but it’s when I feel someone moving my arm that I wake up.

      “Huh?” I mumble but I’m immediately shushed.

      “I can’t sleep.” Mallory says and I extend an arm. She curls herself into my body and I inhale her sweet scent. It’s mainly masked by the scent of hospital but it’s there. I brush her hair lightly, and after a few minutes I hear her soft sighs. They’re the last thing I remember before falling back asleep.
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      “Shh, someone should take a picture,” Someone whispers.

      “I already did, don’t worry.”

      I peek open an eye and realize I’m still curled in Thomas’ arms. My back is killing me from sleeping on the floor but he’s fast asleep. I glance over to where the whispers came from and realize none other than ALL of Thomas’ sisters and her parents are huddled in Charlie’s kitchen.

      “Oh, you’re awake!” Their mother cheers stir Thomas. I’m wide eyed, well as wide eyed as I can be with my black eye.

      “Ow.” I groan. I’m feeling everything today, I probably look like shit but I’m too achy to care.

      “Do you need anything? You’re due for pain meds if you want them.” My best friend rushes to my side and Thomas excuses himself to the bathroom.

      What the hell was everyone doing here? And why were they creepily watching us sleep? I would wish I was sleeping at home but then again I wouldn’t have gotten to sleep in his arms. Since we ended things, I have been having nightmares, and I wanted to go one night without them. I wasn’t sure it would even work but sure enough sleeping next to him was enough to keep them at bay.

      “Yeah, and some water?” I ask reaching for the pills. I sit up on the ground and I’m glad I slept in clothes.

      “They were worried about you,” Charlie whispers. “And Thomas.”

      “I’m fine. No need to worry,” I wince as I say it. So much for trying to be convincing.

      “We brought all your favorites,” Melanie offers with a smile. Was she being nice? You know shit has to be bad for that to happen.

      “Someone mention breakfast?” Thomas comes back out and starts rummaging through the food they brought. I’m thankful the attention is off of me.

      “The police, um. need to speak to you again, but I told them to come back.” Charlie whispers.

      “About what? I told them everything.”

      “They just wanted you to know he’s been accused of harassment from other women now that you came forward. He’ll be behind bars for the rest of his life.”

      “Good.” I always had a bad feeling about him but never in my life did I expect something like what happened. To never have to see him again would be too soon.

      “Want some juice?” Thomas asks from across the room. It was like everyone else was afraid I was going to break.

      “Yes please,” Charlie helps me stand but as soon as I do I get dizzy. Thomas rushes to my side and I assure them both I’m okay.

      Luckily they don’t follow me to the bathroom but I’m pretty sure one of them is waiting outside the door, just in case. The real reason for this trip was looking in the mirror. I hadn’t yet seen the damage Wells left. I brace myself, gripping the sink and look in the mirror. A purple, swollen eye, a gash on my head, they had shaved a small bit of hair to do some stitches but not enough that anyone else would know. My arm looked bruised and still covered in dried blood, it had hurt too much last night to bother with a shower. I wash my hands and go back to the kitchen.

      Everyone looks on, as if wanting to rush to my side if I was suddenly going to pass out or something. I kind of hated feeling like a victim. Especially in front of so many people but I tried to remind myself they were only here because they cared. We all eat breakfast talking about anything but the last 24 hours.

      After a few hours, I ask Charlie to take me home but Thomas jumps at the chance. I figured this was another one of her plans. Last night she had told me I should give him another chance, but right now it hurts too much to think about anything. I unwillingly accept his help and he drives me to my apartment.

      “How are your hands?”

      “All good now,” He smiles. They looked terrible last night but now there were just faint bruises on his knuckles. I nod and he looks over at me.

      “How are you?”

      “Please don’t ask me that. I’m not okay but I’m not made of glass.”

      “Oh, I know that.” He scoffs.

      “What?” I ask confused.

      “You handled yourself like a champ last night, no way was I worried about you being made of glass. Now I’m worried you’ll never wanna beat my ass.” He chuckles and I laugh.

      “I could never.” I smile. He always knew what to say to make me happy.

      “I’ve missed that laugh.” He says solemnly.

      “Thomas,” I sigh.

      “I know, I know. I’m just saying.” He grips the steering wheel and I can see how much this is affecting him too.

      “Can we be friends again?” I ask hopefully. I couldn’t bear to lose him from my life.

      “Friends?” He repeats.

      “Yeah.”

      “Mallory, we were never friends.” He says sharply.

      “Oh. Okay.” I try not to be offended by his words.

      “Not like that. Mal, we’ve never been friends before. We went from you being my little sisters best friend to my almost live-in girlfriend. I wouldn’t know how to be your friend.”

      “Can we try?” I ask.

      “Okay.” He says after a few minutes. I can tell it’s not what he wants but I’m not sure what the other option is. Thomas drops me off at my house and I can’t help but wonder if I made the right choice, or my future was driving away.

      Sitting on my doorstep is a Dee, with a basket in hand and a frown on her face. “I was so worried about you!” She throws her arms around me and I try not to wince.

      “Come in,” I chuckle and she helps with the door.

      “I don’t want to say I told you so, but I need you to know we were all so worried when you didn’t show up last night.”

      “I’m sorry, I would’ve called, but I damaged my phone in the uh incident.” I wasn’t sure how much I could say and how much Dee knew already.

      “You gave that bastard what he deserved.” She opens her bag and pulls out the paper. Across the headline reads “Women fight back” and it’s a photo of Mr. Wells behind bars. I get the chills seeing him again, but I also get secret joy seeing him look so disheveled.

      “How many women came forward?” I ask when the number catches my eye.

      “Twenty-five.” She whispers. Twenty-five women who he probably did worse to. They were finally going to see some justice for this man. At least my face didn’t come at the cost of nothing.

      “I just want you to know that work is closed for the week. Since our office is basically a crime scene and our boss, his father also got bought out of the company. So you should get a lot of money for all this. Not that it makes it worth it but they said you have every right to sue many people.” She rambles when she’s nervous and I can tell there’s so much she wants to say but all I really want to do is shower. Dee stays for longer until I make the excuse of having to change my bandages and she sees herself out.

      I take a long, hot shower hoping to get all the remnants of a last night off of me. Then I slide into bed, wearing Thomas’ t-shirt and take a few pain pills. For the next few days, all I do is sleep and try not to have nightmares. When everything heals, I finally feel like a person again. Which means I can’t help but miss my favorite person. Thomas texts me every day to check in, Charlie stops by with food but I don’t see anyone else. I just need some time alone to heal from everything; physically and emotionally.
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      Thomas calls me that night and every night since the accident. We get coffee and talk about life; we watch shitty movies but we don’t kiss. His hands don’t so much as graze mine and I wonder if it’s killing him as much as it’s killing me. But we were learning to be friends, while we healed.

      I quit my job. Despite all the office changes, including management, I just couldn’t go back. I made a deal to avoid court and got a big lump of money that could keep me from working ever again. Eventually I want to find another job, but for now I’m enjoying the time off. Thomas took a few weeks off to stay nearby in case I needed anything. He didn’t say he did, but why else would he be free at noon every day to bring me lunch.

      Charlie even started writing some of her books at my house. She’d come over and work in my kitchen just to keep me a little company. It was sweet how much she cared. Eventually I told her I was fine, and we went back to just hanging out.

      Today, Thomas came over with a pizza and my favorite beer to celebrate my injuries being healed. If you didn’t look too closely, you couldn’t tell all the places they hurt me. There was only a scar on my arm I kept concealed with long sleeves and sweaters.

      We watch my favorite movie, the Notebook and Thomas rolls his eyes the whole time. We make popcorn and I lean into his chest. Not romantically, just in a ‘this couch is too small’ kinda way. Well, that’s what I’d tell him if he ever asked. But he doesn’t and I try not to think too much about it. Until I fall asleep in his arms and he kisses my head. It’s a warm and comforting feeling but I shy away from him and excuse myself to the bathroom instead.

      “Mallory Ferrell, will you be my girlfriend already?” Thomas shouts and I whip my head around.

      “What?” Hadn’t we just agreed to be just friends?

      “Will you be my girl? Because I can’t handle not being able to call you mine. I’m sorry I lied about the ring. It was embarrassing and I was scared. But I’m not anymore, because I’ve tasted life without you and I don’t want it. So please don’t try to talk me out of it. Will you be my girl, again? Officially.” He rambles and I frown. I don’t know what to say.

      “Thomas…”

      “Mal, I love you, I’m sorry I didn’t realize it and I’m sorry I was scared. But give me another chance?”

      “How do I know this will work?”

      “You don’t. But you owe it to us to try.” He says and I know he’s right. I’d live the rest of my life wondering if we missed out on us.

      “Yes.” I nod.

      “Yes?” He asks, confused.

      “I’ll be your girlfriend,” I clarify.

      “Thank fuck.” He takes me by the waist, picking me up and spinning me around. Our lips crash into each others and we’re two teenagers kissing for the first time. Our lips glued to each other.

      “I love you,” He whispers against my lips. My eyes go wide.

      “I love you too.” I smile back.

      He kisses me again, this time deepening. His hands on my waist, pulling me against him. We’re making out on my couch and it’s like all the shit we went through brought us to this moment. All I ever wanted was for him to call me his and not be afraid of what that meant. It scared the hell out of me being someone’s girlfriend. But being with Thomas is something that’s made sense. Even now.
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      A business deal gone wrong starts a whirlwind of trouble. Friendships are questioned. Relationships challenged. Nicole could lose her best friend if the truth is revealed to her, but what could she gain?

      Malcolm has lied to Nicole about who he is for their entire friendship. His occupation, who he works for, and how they met can never be told to her without consequences. Is what’s in his heart important? Will forgiveness be possible if she knew everything?

      

      Mafia ties, an overprotective father, and even heartache can’t protect either of them from what’s coming, but can they survive?
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NICOLE

        

      

    

    
      “Go to Vegas? When?” I walked out of my favorite coffee shop, warm goodness in my hand, and on the phone with Malcolm. He was my best friend and had been since I was fifteen. Thirteen years of friendship, and we probably knew each other too well. There was nothing we didn’t discuss. Relationships, work, school, drama, what we ate for lunch… There was no filter between us.

      “In a couple of days.” Malcolm’s background sounded like birds and outside life. He was off today, so why was he being so vague? Was someone around him?

      “Let me make sure that I understand. You want me, the woman with too much on her plate, to drop everything and go to Vegas with you for two weeks? You’re crazy!”

      “All expenses paid trip. Don’t forget to add that in there,” Malcolm joked. He was serious, though.

      “Why can’t you invite one of your floozies?” I took a sip of coffee before putting it on top of my car. I hit the unlock button on my fob and got in. It was hot and stuffy inside, making it hard to breathe. Quickly, I started it up, and the air from AC flooded the space until it was nice and cool. It was 89 degrees outside but felt like a 109.

      “Because I need someone real with me. You can attend your classes online. Your father will be fine without you looking out for him. I’m sure you can get away from work. If not, you don’t really like the job, anyway. Mr. Norman would help you pay your bills until you find another one. You're an artist, girl. That fucked job at the law office will not get you any closer to your dreams. Besides, sipping coffee can’t be the highlight of your day. You need some entertainment, Nicky. A break."

      Coffee. Fuck! I jumped out of the car to find my coffee just where I’d left it. On top of the car. I sighed.

      "Left your coffee on the roof again?" Malcolm chuckled, but I didn't find shit funny.

      "Screw you, Malcolm." I took a sip, hoping it hadn't suddenly gone to shit. Nope. My cup of heaven was perfectly fine.

      "Anybody ever tell you about your potty mouth? For you to be a spoiled princess, you sure don't talk like one."

      “Maybe I can tell them I have a family emergency.” My thoughts weren’t on his smart aleck responses, but on how I was going to pull this off.

      Vegas was on my “to visit” list and though I’ve been to lots of places, I’d yet to go there. All expenses paid; could I really say no? I had bills, ones that wouldn’t pay themselves. And though my father gave me a monthly stipend, I saved it for emergencies and to cover school costs. I wasn’t ungrateful for what he gave. I just didn’t want it to be for nothing. The money I earned, I used for adulting. My father also sent me gifts, which is where me being spoiled came in to play. Fact was, I was spoiled. And I returned the favor to my parents when I could. Father’s Day, Mother’s Day, Christmas, and birthdays. I saved up and got them things that they wanted. Not the things they needed. They already had that covered.

      “Nicky!” Malcolm shouted at me through the phone.

      I jumped, startled. “Huh?”

      “What emergency are you going to tell them happened?”

      I thought for a second. “My auntie died.”

      “You don’t have an aunt,” he corrected.

      “I do. Aunt Pearline… she… she died so suddenly.” I sniffed twice and put on my best emotionally distraught act. “We were so close. She lost her husband some years ago, and she was all alone when she… she…”—I sniffed some more—“died.” I pretended to cry, and Malcolm only laughed.

      “Mr. Norman ain’t got no sister named ‘Pearline.’ And Mrs. Norman is too young to have a sister named that.”

      “You will not talk about my auntie in that tone!” I raised my voice at him while giggling. “She was such a sweet soul.”

      “A sweet soul that doesn’t exist! You let me know what they say about ‘Aunt Pearline,’” he joked.

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. “I will. Don’t forget you said all expenses paid. If I go, I’m going to live my best life.”

      Malcolm laughed a rich laugh before he spoke. “I’m counting on it.”

      When I got to work, I walked in with that heavy, melancholic, and dreadful feeling. I hated it there, but they paid me good money to fix and update contractual agreements. My life’s passion was interior design. I didn’t just style; I created pieces to fit my clients. Specialty items that they couldn’t find elsewhere. This satisfied my pockets but didn’t feed my appetite for more. If I quit, I wouldn’t be assed out. I have savings, my father, mother, and they wouldn’t let me go without. I didn’t want to depend on either of those three things, so I lifted my head a little higher, put forth my professional demeanor, and walked to my office.

      Just take the time off and use it to figure yourself out. Worst-case scenario, I’d have this to fall back on. Best case, I’d have a plan that would allow me to choose a different path than this one. I picked up the phone and called my bosses’ line, where I gave her my sob story.

      “Oh, no! She left you in charge of everything?” Tina asked.

      Actual tears surfaced suddenly. The weight of this job settled in as I looked at the stack of new agreements on my desk. Could I make it two or three days without breaking down completely? Though, with this story, if I broke down, I’d have a valid reason for the waterworks.

      “We’re at the beginning of the quarter; anything you have shouldn’t be due until August. Take the rest of the month, and we’ll see you on the first Monday in July.” She was sympathetic in her delivery.

      “I won’t leave until Thursday, so I’ll try to finish up what I have here.”

      “Nonsense! Get your things together. I’ll get Ann to look at the things she placed on your desk. If I need to, I’ll get someone else on the files. It won’t be as good as when you write them, but it’ll have to do. I’ll see you soon. If you need anything, just let me know.”

      I should have felt bad. I really should have, but all I felt was relief. Time away, a vacation, a hiatus, whatever it needed to be called. Then it came to me. I had the perfect name for it. I was grieving, truly I was. Suppressing who I am forced me to feel like I’d lost something. So there really was an Auntie Pauline. She was me. And I was about to spend the next few weeks taking care of her remains. When I came back, no matter if I’d figured it out or not, I’d be in a better headspace. I was ready to take on Vegas; I just hoped it was ready for me, too.
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MALCOLM

        

      

    

    
      “Nicole just called me,” I said to Mr. Norman.

      “What’d she say?” He turned around in the chair he was sitting on in his office.

      “She’s going. She got that stupid story to work.” I folded my arms and leaned against the wall by the door.

      “Good. Listen, you keep her safe while we figure out a way around all the shit they’re trying to pull. I need her far away from here, Malcolm. Safe. Don’t let me down.” He gave me that assessing stare that communicated his message loud and clear. If someone hurt Nicole, I was dead. No need for that.

      Mr. Norman wasn’t a man that you messed over. I knew his rep. He was a badass who knew how to shoot you from far away and up close. He preferred not to play games and have a just cause to kill you, but they weren’t required.

      I was just some Hispanic kid he took under his wing. Computers were my thing. I could chip anything with nobody ever knowing it, break into hackers’ trails, and gain information quickly. That’s why Domino, leader of the Savage Kings, kept me around. Sometimes I worked with Turner, his brother, on projects. I know that working for a mafia dynasty was risky, but the other alternative was scarier. Drugs. They littered the bodies of 90% of my hometown area. Join them or take the offer? I chose this, and I had no regrets. I didn’t deal drugs, but I did things behind the scenes to keep the Savage Kings out of trouble. Blackmailing bastards who were up to no good was my specialty. And they paid me very well to do it.

      This favor I was doing for Mr. Norman was one I was doing readily. Nicole, my best friend, was in trouble and didn’t know it. In order to keep her nose clean, I was taking her on a trip.

      The catch? Well, there were a few. Nicole did not know that I worked with her father. She also didn’t know that I was put on watch detail thirteen years ago to make sure nobody touched her. Did I love her? I did. Somewhere along the way, I got to know her, and I fell in love with her spirit. She knew it involved her father in “bad” things, but she didn’t stress about it. Instead, she didn’t ask about his business. She had just asked him to be safe. That’s the woman everybody needs.

      Nicole didn’t know how I felt about her. I kept the blossomed feelings to myself and focused on making sure she was safe. It’d become a bad habit that I didn’t plan to give up. Nicole thought of me as her big brother, and that was the right way to go when I’d been threatened several times by her father. I knew if I touched what was his, I’d get a bullet unexpectedly. I didn’t want those problems. Fighting, shooting, and protecting myself and others I could do. Handling Mr. Norman… no, thank you. I liked my heart beating and my lungs breathing.

      “I understand. Is there anything that you don’t want her doing?” I asked, refocusing.

      “Yeah. I don’t want her kidnapped, injured, murdered, or knowing what’s up. Got that, boss?”

      He didn’t have to say a word about the “or else” part. I read between the lines to understand the way this worked. My life protected hers. Or it was the debt that he would settle all on his own.

      “I do.”

      He threw a duffel bag at me, and I caught it easily. I knew what was inside; there was no need to look. Money and all the protection I needed to keep her safe.

      “You leave Wednesday night. We booked a private plane that doesn’t come back to us. We don’t want anybody to know she’s leaving the state. Driving is too risky, so we opted away from that. The rental is in a different name. I called and spoke to a contact there and he’s going to look for you bright and early Thursday. Same for the hotel. Go straight there and check in with the same info. ID’s are in the bag. She can’t use hers, either,” Mr. Norman instructed.

      “What exactly am I supposed to tell her about why she can’t use her own?” I squinted at him, looking for answers. I knew what was up, but in order for her to play the game, she’d have to know something.

      Mr. Norman sat forward, leaning on his desk. He folded his hands but pointed his index fingers at me. “You figure that out. Give her some kind of computer nerd answer why. Don’t think about it so hard.”

      That was easy for him to say because he didn’t have to answer to him. I did. I thought of a reason and tucked it away. Hopefully, she’d buy it, especially since we needed her on board with the plan. She couldn’t know the truth, because if she did, she’d find out just how deep into this mafia thing her father was. And when she was involved, his give a fuck meter was broken.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “Try to have some fun while you’re out there, but not too much.” Mr. Norman leaned backward, lounging in his chair. This time, he opened his suit jacket and exposed his gun in its holster.

      I kept the chuckle to myself, but I found it funny that the man who could kill me without blinking an eye was showing me his gun. I knew it was there. He knew it was there. Showing it to me hadn’t made a difference. The same rationalities were still racing through my head. Don’t die.

      “Will do. Let me know if anything changes before then.”

      “It won’t,” Mr. Norman said quickly.

      I nodded a silent goodbye and left the room. Domino, Ward, Turner, O, Deer, Saint, and Perc were in the conference room across from us. The Savage Kings. When I walked out, the conversation they were having paused. I turned to close the door, but Mr. Norman was right there.

      “Sharp, we good?” Domino asked. His eyes conveyed things I had no clue about. I could tell by the way he continued to stare that they were communicating silently.

      “Better than good,” Mr. Norman, also known as Sharp, responded.

      I nodded my greeting to the men in the room and walked away. Too many ruthless men in one area. The seven of them, plus Mr. Norman on edge, were too intense. I needed to get the hell out.

      This mission was simple, if things went right. Get her out of town for a few weeks, have some fun, and when we come back, TSK and Mr. Norman would have this dilemma settled. Then things could return to normal.
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      Thirteen years ago…

      I looked through the scope, watching the twenty-year-old boy walk into the restaurant. Dressed in an all-white suit, he wasn’t difficult to see. It was dark out, and he’d also arrived alone. For him to be the prince of a drug and money laundering empire, he was stupid for going anywhere without two or three men to guard him.

      This was all new for Domino. His father died about two years ago, but he’d left everything to Frank, a friend of his, until Domino was twenty-one. That would have given him enough time to grow into who he was supposed to be, but three months ago, Frank had a heart attack and died while fucking some tramp. So maybe nobody had told him what his legacy was worth.

      Domino sat down and I slowed my breathing to ready my shot. Just when I was about to pull the trigger, somebody walked in front of the window and stood there, blocking my view.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I was you.” I whipped around, pulling my automatic from my holster and pointing it at the three men who’d joined me on the rooftop.

      Two of them, I recognized. Domino’s brothers. The other man was about ten years their senior. Who was he?

      “Who are you?” I asked, cocking the gun.

      “First, I need you to turn around so that you can understand why aiming that gun at me and pointing that rifle at Domino is a bad idea,” the older man said.

      Not trusting him, I turned only partially to look at the restaurant. The person blocking the window was gone and now there was a woman and child–wait. I squinted, but I still couldn’t have been seeing what I thought I was. I looked through the scope, disregarding the men for something much more important. Kelsey and Nicole. My wife and our fourteen-year-old daughter. My “keep it cool” meter went from 0 to 100. I spun around and aimed my gun at Turner as I pulled a gun from my back and pointed it at Saint. I knew they meant just as much as Domino did. The Savage Kings were a ruling family of seven. And three of them were in shooting range. But who was he, their sitter?

      “Want to tell me why my wife and daughter are at that table?” I saw red, and I wasn’t sure if there was anything that they could say to make me not kill everybody. How did they even know they existed?

      “Show him.” I heard a voice that didn’t belong to either of the three of them, and then I saw the phone in the older man’s hand. I must’ve been on speaker.

      Turner held up an iPad whose screen was lit up with a picture of Nicole on it. Underneath her name was a dollar amount that baffled even me.

      “See that number?” Turner pointed to the screen. “That’s how much your employer is selling your daughter for. It’s insurance to make sure that you stay in line. The moment that you stop doing what he asks or if you fuck up a kill shot, you can kiss Nicole’s virginity goodbye for twenty-eight million dollars. Though, depending on when that is, the price could be higher.”

      “Where did you get that, and why is any of that important to the Savage Kings?” Stalling, I did the math in my head. Even if I put all my money together, sold the house, cars, and went all in, I’d still be short ten million. What was their point in bringing me this info? Did they think the information was going to get Domino out of losing his life? If it wasn’t today, it’d be tomorrow. He’d kidnapped my wife and child; there was no way I could let him live.

      “We want you to come work for us,” Domino said through the phone.

      “Here’s how this will work,” the older man began.

      “Who are you?” I asked, annoyed that I had no clue who he was. I couldn’t make plans to kill him if I didn’t know where to find him, and without a name, I couldn’t.

      “I’m Ward. Like I was saying, all you have to do is pledge your loyalty to us. Let us track your daughter, since she’s now an investment of twenty-eight million dollars, and we can’t just have her running around freely and unguarded. In return, we’ll buy her freedom from this skin site, and when the time is right, you can make the son of a bitch pay for what he’s done.”

      “How do I know this isn’t a con?” They already had Kelsey and Nicole. What if they sold them back to him, or worse yet, killed them as revenge for aiming at Domino?

      “It’s not. The options are easy.” Turner stepped forward. “One: You join us and get your revenge. Two: You don’t join us and you die. Three: We let you and your family take your chances with him and your daughter. Not killing Domino activates the auction on this site and gives her to the highest bidder. What do you think he’s going to do to you after he sells her off?”

      “You son of a bitch!” I went to squeeze the trigger, but Ward pulled Turner behind him and Saint, too.

      “Your problem ain’t with us.” Ward took the iPad from Turner. “It’s with him.”

      He walked toward me, holding the device out for me to see. I popped the safety on for the gun that I’d had at my back and put it where I’d gotten it from. I took the tablet and stared at the screen. He was right. If she wasn’t on that screen, the bargaining chips would have fallen differently. Domino and my family were no longer in the restaurant. Not that it mattered, because I could never kill him in front of them.

      “If it helps, Domino has been looking for you for a while. When he got the drop on the hit you’re trying to make on him, he used it to his benefit. However, when we looked for shit on you, we did not know we were going to find this,” Ward offered.

      “If he purchases her, how do I know that he’ll set her free and not keep her for himself?” No answers. All the thoughts running through my head and I couldn’t figure a way out of this shit.

      “We don’t dabble in the bartering of skin.” Saint stepped from behind Ward. “Look, we don’t want issues. We want you to come work for us. In order to get that, we’re paying off the child molesters and giving you Jimmy to do as you want, as long as he ends up six feet under. The amount we’re paying for her is serious money. We think you’re worth it. We’re only trying to track her to keep her safe. If you’ve got the money to do it yourself, you better get it fast. No way we’re letting you get close enough to kill Domino. We knew you were here. Knew when the hit was. We have eyes everywhere! Do you really think you can get out of this without our help?” Saint threw his hands up in exaggeration. “Come on, man, you’re killing for a muthafucka who doesn’t give a fuck about you or her. At least with us, you ain’t gotta worry about that shit. Plus, we don’t want you to do hits. We want you to guard and defend us. Particularly Domino, since he’s the king of kings. You only have to use force when necessary. That’s gotta be better than hangin’ out on muthafuckin’ rooftops alone.”

      I hated to admit it, and maybe he’d said similar things as the other two, but he made more sense.

      “As far as finding out if you can trust us…” Saint pulled a gun from his waist and aimed it at me. “I could have killed you while you focused on Domino.” He uncocked the gun, took the clip out, and put it on the ground. He turned and walked from the rooftop through the doorway that led to the stairwell. Turner followed, leaving Ward with a very stressed-out me.

      “What’s it going to be?” Domino asked over the phone.

      “If you play me—”

      Domino hung up the phone before I could get the rest out.

      “Welcome to the family, Sharp.”

      The nickname was an ode to my shooting style, the way I dressed, and my focus.

      He put his hand out, and hesitantly, I shook it.

      “Get this shit cleaned up and meet us at this address in an hour.” Ward handed me a card with an address printed on it before he also disappeared out the door.

      What in the fuck had just happened? How was I here? I had all the answers to all the questions, but two important ones. Who snitched on the hit? How long would they make me wait before I got to knock Jimmy off the list of hits? He was the last one I’d do. After that, I wouldn’t blindly kill. I refused. My morals were catching up with me lately, and this was my way out of the assassin's life. This thing with Domino would be different. Especially if they were who they portrayed themselves to be. If they weren’t, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill all seven of the bastards to get me and mine safe. Hands down.
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      “We’re testing something new at work. I can’t tell you about it fully but… I need you to be this person when we’re out in public.” I handed Nicole the driver’s license with her new name.

      “Nicky Ortiz.” She snickered. “Okaaaay.”

      “I’m Mal Williamson.” I showed her mine, and she laughed at it.

      “Your picture is so much better than mine. Where’d you get this?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I put my hand out. “I need your license so that you don’t pull it out by mistake. They registered everything under these names.”

      “Fine. You better not leave me, though.” Nicole smacked her real license in my hand. “Be careful with that.”

      “I will.” I pulled out a rolled wad of cash and gave it to her. “This is a grand. Use it wisely.”

      “Do you know who I am?” She slipped the band into her purse. “It better not be fake.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Not at all. Ready for this?”

      Nicole nodded, and we exited the plane. I helped her down before I took a minute to smell the Vegas air.

      “Smells like sin,” I admitted.

      “Then let’s go find shit to do. We can repent on the way home.”

      This was why I liked her.

      Checking into the hotel was easy. Our suite had two-bedrooms and was huge as hell. Mr. Norman picked a swanky place, leaving nothing to be desired.

      “They have a full spa!” Nicole jumped up and down as she read the welcome pamphlet.

      “Have fun with that.”

      “I hope you have more money because I’ll be living there. Facials and mani-pedis every day.”

      “Your toes are going to fall off,” I teased.

      “Maybe, but they’ll be happy when they do.”

      “Funny.” I picked up the dinner menu so I could order room service. I was tired and didn’t really want to go anywhere. It was two in the morning and aside from needing food, I just wanted to sleep.

      We placed our order, and while we waited, we unpacked. I logged into my computer to make sure Nicole’s tracker was still working. It was in the diamond bracelet that Mr. Norman gave her. She never took it off unless it needed to be cleaned or maintenance, and I was the only person allowed to do it. The application pulled up immediately, and I tested the connection. Strong. Looked like everything was still working as it should.

      I closed my laptop and put on shorts and a wife beater. There was a knock on the door, and I exited the room to get to the door. Two carts rolled in, one pushed by a woman and the other by a male. They loaded all the food onto the dining room table before I tipped them on their way out.

      “Whoa!” Nicole exclaimed.

      I looked at the ridiculous amount of food we’d ordered. She’d wanted steak and fries, I’d gotten steak, eggs, bacon, and fully loaded tater tots. There was cherry pie, apple pie, ice cream, and chocolate chip cookies. Sprite and sweet tea were our chosen drinks, but I’d also ordered a whiskey sour. Everything looked magnificent, including Nicole.

      She wore a cropped peach tee and black boy shorts. I got more than a little idea of what she would look like undressed. The shorts accented her round ass and smooth thighs. Her stomach was exposed, and depending on how she moved, I could see the curve of the underside of her breasts. She pulled her long hair into a bun, and she was wearing her glasses, having already removed her contacts. Skin kissed by the sun, she was golden brown and beautiful.

      I wiped drool from my mouth, and she giggled.

      “It does all look good.” Nicky sat at the table, hiding all that body she was showing off.

      I followed suit quickly, so she didn’t see how hard I’d gotten just from watching her. “It sure looks good.” But I wasn’t talking about the food.

      We ate, and I stumbled to bed full and exhausted. Nicole curled on the couch to watch TV, so I left her alone. I didn’t have it in me to fight sleep and my urges for her. I masturbated after closing the door and locking it.

      In my bed and my imagination, it was Nicole who stroked me to completion, occasionally using her mouth to tease me. I didn’t last long, and after using a washcloth to clean up the mess, I passed out cold, still thinking about that booty and thighs. It was going to be a long trip.
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      “Are you ready yet?” Malcolm shouted at me.

      “No. I’ll let you know when I’m ready. If you stop asking me every five minutes, maybe I could actually be ready.” I rolled my eyes at him, but he couldn’t see.

      I leaned forward in the mirror to apply my mascara. You’d think as much as I wore it, I’d be able to put it on the right way. Nope. I blinked my lashes onto the brush and swiped. Blink and swipe. I looked at my eyes in the mirror and then snapped my fingers in praise.

      “Yaaaas, bish. Makeup is flawless.” I posed in the mirror, happy with my smokey eye look, added some matte black lipstick, and was surprised at how good it looked. I grabbed it when I was at the store the other day because it looked interesting. Panned out.

      “Who are you talking to, and why aren’t you ready?” Malcolm shouted through the door.

      “Myself! Don’t you give yourself words of encouragement?” I sighed, giving him another eye roll.

      He’d never had to deal with me getting ready for stuff. I primped and made sure I looked good before I left to go places. I was never late, but randomly when you decide to go out to a club, give me time to get ready. Was he acting like I’d been in here all day? Yes, but it’d only been forty-five minutes. He said he wanted to leave at ten, and I still had fifteen minutes. He was being a pain on purpose.

      “If you’re not out here on time… I’m leaving you!” Malcolm shouted.

      “Pfft. You’d never leave me. Best friend code says you wouldn’t, and we both know how we feel about living up to that. Besides, you love me,” I taunted.

      “Nicky, how much more do you have to do?” He sounded agitated, and it tickled me.

      “I still have to shower and stuff. Shave, makeup, masturbate, hair, and figure out what jewelry I want to wear.” I turned in the mirror to see how the cut of my new panties fit. They were black lace and matched my strapless balconette bra. I’d put some deep waves in my hair that had me checking out myself. I wasn’t conceited, but right then, I was feeling myself. That happened from time to time.

      “What in the fuck, Nicky!” Malcolm opened the door to my room, catching me in the mirror. “Damn, girl.”

      “What do you think? Too much?” I asked sincerely.

      “Na–nah. Um… Damn.” Malcolm looked me over from head to toe, freezing his assessment in all the right places.

      I’d never seen him look at me the way he was. It was nice since I’d had the biggest crush on him since I met him. I played it cool since he was so far out of my league. He worked for some big-shot company, making more money than I could imagine while doing what he loved. I was the opposite of that. My job met my needs, but that was it. I only got to dabble in my passion from time to time.

      Malcolm was beautiful. His skin was naturally tanned and bright, his dark-brown hair was a little longer than shoulder length, and he was only 5’10”, but since I’d only inherited my mother’s height and not my father’s, I was 5’8”. His lips were perfect, and my favorite feature on his face. Not too full or too thin, I often fantasize about what it’d feel like if he kissed me. I’d also thought that a tech junkie would either look like a twelve-year-old boy all the time in T-shirts and overly large shorts or he’d look corny with a pocket protector in his shirt. He was neither. Well-dressed. It was a requirement in his day-to-day world, and he made it look effortless.

      Like now, he was wearing black tapered pants, a teal silk shirt tucked in, a black leather belt, black and teal tennis shoes, and his thick hair was pulled back in a man bun. His ears were gaged, and the earrings in them were teal and black. Happy that he couldn’t see how wet he’d made me just from standing there, I turned around to distract my hands that wanted to touch all over him. Instead, I put my essential makeup, to touch up my face, in a mini pouch.

      Malcolm hissed when he got a good view of my backside. I didn’t turn to look at him. I didn’t know if I was strong enough to keep my actions in check.

      “I’m just… I’ll see you out here.” Malcolm walked out of the room, but I caught the bulge in his pants as he turned. I aroused him.

      I walked over to the door and locked it. I was too riled up to be around him like this. Pulling my vibe from my bag, I walked over to the sink and leaned on it, watching myself in the mirror. Turning the setting on high, I slipped off my panties and got to work. It surprised me to find myself soaked already, and being so far gone made my session so much easier. I held on to the counter tightly when my body started spasming. Holding that orgasm until my entire body shook, I imagined him watching me as I teased my pussy for him. Ready for the release that would clear my head, I leaned into the vibe, relaxing fully as the orgasm rushed me. I’d held back all sound until a second orgasm pounded through me, catching me off guard. Briefly, I cried out, but it was loud. What if he heard me? And the thought of him hearing what was happening in here was enough for a third to rip through me. It took me down to my knees, where I shook with the after-effects of my orgasms.

      I turned off my vibe and let the release relax me. It took a few minutes to collect myself, and then I stood on wobbly legs to see the damage to my hair and makeup. I definitely needed touchups, but it was well worth it. My waves were still present, but I needed to put my hair back in place.

      When I walked out twenty minutes later, Malcolm was sitting on the couch. He looked over at me, and I could see arousal burning through him. He was wound tight, tapping his foot and flexing his hands. Was he seeing me in my dress or still in my lingerie? Cause I swore he was ready to pounce on me and eat me alive.

      “Ready, Malcolm?” My voice was more breathy than usual, but I didn’t know if I could fix it, since the need was rebuilding itself inside me. I walked to the front door and waited for him to come.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to put something else on?” he asked.

      “What’s wrong with my dress?” I looked down self-consciously.

      It was all black, the right side was sleeveless, but the fabric circled around my neck and over to a full sleeve on my left side. The back was open, exposing my skin down to an inch or two below my underarms. The entire dress was fitted, and I added a chunky silver belt to my natural waist to break up all the black. My shoes matched the belt, making me two inches taller than Malcolm.

      “It’s… you should change,” he said from the couch.

      “What’s wrong with it? Did I get it dirty?” I sighed, looking for a mirror.

      “No, just… never mind. Let’s go.” He stood and looked down to see that bulge I’d gotten a quick glimpse of when he’d left my room.

      “According to your body, you like this dress.” I blew him a kiss and walked out of the room, leaving him to catch up.

      Malcolm took his time, and I figured I’d leave him alone for now and let him regroup. For now.
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      I watched Nicky have her own party on the dance floor. She'd been drinking and dancing since she got there. Guys have pushed up on her, but after a dance or two, she moved on. I sat at the bar, monitoring her and nursing the same drink. My phone rang, and I looked to see that it was Mr. Norman calling.

      “Hello.” Part of me didn’t like the fact that he was calling. It was like an omen to bed news.

      “Things aren’t going as planned. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Yeah?” I put my finger up to my free ear to block out some of the noise from the club.

      “You’re in Vegas, so it should be easy. Find one of those quick chapels and get married.”

      I had to have misheard him. “One second.” I stood and walked outside to get him to repeat himself. “Okay, repeat that. For a second, it sounded like you said `get married’.”

      “I did. Seems there’s a loophole. Domino can ‘do with her as he wishes’, including giving her away for others to toy with. Marriage is an option in that ‘giving her away’ part. If you marry her, that’ll put us on better grounds. If you don’t want to, Ward will fly out and do it,” he finished.

      “No!” I controlled my temper by stretching out my arms, shoulders, and then neck. This whole thing was stressing me out. “Is there a plan or am I just winging it?”

      “The plan is to marry her. The how is on you.”

      “You mean our real identities and not the ones we’ve been using, right?”

      “Yes. Get it done.” Mr. Norman hung up the phone without another word. I knew he didn’t like how any of this was playing out. It had to be hard for him. How in the fuck was I supposed to convince her to marry me?

      Inside, I checked to make sure Nicole was fine. She was shaking it up with some guy and when she saw me; she waved. I returned the gesture and walked to the bar to order me another drink. That’s when it hit me. I knew exactly how to get this thing underway.

      After I finished my liquid courage, I ordered Nicole’s favorite drink and took it to her on the dance floor. She took it, but when I turned to walk away, she pulled me back. She finished the drink off quickly, handed the glass to the guy she was dancing with, and then turned to me.

      “This is my song! Dance with me, Mal.” She put her arms around my neck and moved her body against mine.

      It took a second for me to focus on the music and as soon as I heard what was playing; I groaned. This was not what we should dance to. All The Time by Jeremih was on. It was about being able to have sex with a particular person all the time. I tried to pull away to give us both space, but she wouldn’t budge on her hold.

      Nicole leaned over and spoke directly into my ear. “I know you got hard watching me in my room. The way you looked at me, you’ve never done that before. Did you like what you saw?” Nicole nibbled on my ear, making me pull away from her mouth and sigh.

      Now wasn’t the time for this. Actually, the time for this to happen didn’t exist. Mr. Norman would kill me if he found out, and I’d agreed to keep my hands off his daughter. We were best friends, and though a small part of our relationship is based on a lie, I valued her more than I ever thought I would. It’d started off as a job, but Nicole wasn’t something you touched and washed off you in the morning. She stuck like glue.

      “Nicky, don’t.”

      “What about when you saw me in this dress? Did you really want me to change or was it because you didn’t want anybody else to see me in it? You liked what you saw then, too, huh?” Nicky moved one of her arms from around my neck, giving me a chance to breathe air that wasn’t intoxicated with her scent. My relief was short-lived when I felt her hand caressing my dick through my pants.

      “Yo!” I stepped back from her, giving her a look. She was playing too much. Crossed a line. “Nicky, we need to go. You’re obviously drunk and beside yourself. Let’s go.”

      Some girl in a red dress walked up to me and started dancing. I stepped around her, but she held onto my waist.

      “You’re cute,” she yelled over the music.

      “Thanks, I was just leaving, though.” I was uninterested, and I knew it showed on my face.

      “I’ll go with you. I’ve been watching you all night, and I want to fuck. As long as you don’t come in my hair, I’ll suck you off, too.”

      I looked down at her in shock. Just throwing all the offers out there for me to not take her up on.

      “No. I’m good. Have a good night. Tell the lucky bastard who goes home with you, congrats,” I said before walking away to a pissed off Nicky sitting at the bar sipping another drink. “Ready?”

      “So I’m not good enough for you, but that skank was?” Nicole slammed her drink down and stormed out of the bar.

      The bartender waved me down to pay for her drink. I did and then followed her out. Where’d she go? Then I saw her getting into a taxi, and I rushed over just before she closed the door.

      “Were you going to leave me?” I asked when I was inside.

      “I was leaving you to be with ol’ girl. That bitch wasn’t even cute!” she shouted.

      “First off, pump your breaks, watch your mouth, and calm the fuck down.” How much of a brat she was being irritated me. “There was nothing up back there. She had made me an offer, and I turned it down. End of story.”

      “Yeah, but at least you looked interested in what she was offering,” she slurred out.

      I snickered. “I did not want a blowjob from the prostitute.”

      Nicole’s head whipped toward me. “You don’t know that she was.”

      “I know she may as well should be. Meeting a stranger that’s been watching me ‘all night’ and offering to give me head as long as I didn’t come in her hair doesn’t sound self-degrading at all.”

      “She may have just known what she wanted. What’s wrong with that?” She looked at me, giving me vibes, like if I responded incorrectly, she’d hit me.

      “Nicky, I’m not sure what’s up with you tonight. You flirting with me and touching me. We’re best friends. We can’t even toy with the idea of something more.”

      Her expression only hardened. That wasn’t what she wanted to hear, either. I sighed because, honestly; I didn’t date all that often because I never have truly understood women. Sex was easy. Dating and getting to know the emotional rollercoaster known as female, not so much.

      “There’s nothing wrong with knowing what you want. It’s just that you can’t always have it your way. Sometimes circumstances prevent that scenario from being ideal. And you can’t violate somebody just to get those things.”

      “Yeah, okay.” She folded her arms and turned her attention back to the road.

      “I have something that we need to do as part of my job.” I told the driver where I needed to go, and he complied.

      “I’ll just go to the hotel.” Nicole said.

      “I need you to go with me.” I swallowed, hoping she’d forgive me tomorrow.

      Nicole opened her purse, pulled out a flask, and took a long drink. It was cute and girlie, but a flask, no less. She stuck to her silence, but continued drinking until we arrived at the chapel. It was open 24 hours and gave me chills.

      This wasn’t the way I dreamed of getting married. The person was right, hell so was the timing, but this wasn’t how I wanted to do things. I was about to trick her into this, taking away her rights to say “no” and know the truth.

      It’s for her protection. But that wasn’t enough justification for what I was about to do.

      “What are we doing here?” Nicole got out of the car and looked at the flashing lights.

      I joined her. “Nothing wrong with pretending to marry me, right?”

      “Pretend? No. For real? Yes. You won’t even talk to me about this thing between us…”

      I didn’t touch that comment. “They want to make sure the ID’s work for legal things. You ready?”

      Nicole was a fit of giggles as we walked inside. I took the flask from her and closed the lid. I put it back into her purse.

      “I need your ID,” I said to her, stretching my hand for her to give it to me.

      When she placed it into my hand, I pulled out my wallet and pulled out the real ones while she walked over to look at the wedding options.

      Suddenly, Nicole was laughing so hard that I wondered if this was really a good idea. I did the paperwork and then went to check on a still silly Nicole.

      “People really do this.” She pointed at the pictures on the wall. “Unbelievable.”

      I didn’t have time to answer before the woman who’d helped me with the forms waved me over for us to go into the chapel room. The knot in my chest grew as we followed her inside.

      The officiant was there waiting for us and our two “witnesses” sat in chairs. Nicole started laughing again, but I pulled her close to get her to focus on what we were doing. She grew silent and held onto me. When he started talking, we just stood there, looking at each other. Nicole had sobered some, or at least she seemed more aware of what was happening.

      When he got to the “I do” part, Nicole’s grip on my hands tightened. There were tears in her eyes that I couldn’t read. When one slipped free, I wiped it with my thumb, and Nicole turned her head to kiss my hand that held her cheek. Being caught in the moment, I pulled her closer. What was it about the stale air, cheesy wedding decorations hanging up in here, the officiant, and most of all the woman in front of me that suddenly made all of this feel real?

      Nicole nuzzled my hand just before she spoke to say, “I do.” She stole the show with just two words.

      The weight from my chest disappeared, and I got lost in her eyes. More tears rolled, but I looked past them to see the beautiful woman standing in front of me. She deserved more than this for a wedding. Her father should have given her away to me. Her dress… Well, this one was just fine on her, but I knew from the countless times that she’d explained her perfect wedding, that this wasn’t it. The moment that I repeated these words back to her, I would break every trust rule we’d ever created.

      I took another moment to savor our friendship before I said the words that shattered it completely: “I do.”

      And since I was in a groove, when he said “kiss the bride,” I did. Her eyes were hopeful and her lips accepting of mine on hers. She opened to me, putting her arms around my neck. Mine went around her waist, and I held her close. I put all that I’ve ever felt for her into this one kiss. It would be my only chance to express myself to her. I don’t know if it was the alcohol that made her melt into me the way she had, but it all felt right. When her fingers curled into my hair, I lowered my hands to grip her ass and hips. Her tongue met mine, and we lost more of ourselves in the other person.

      Nicole pulled away first, breathless. I rested my forehead against hers, panting for more. I needed to get it together.

      “Damn,” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, what you said,” Nicole replied. Her eyes were closed, but the buzzing desire between us was still pulsing and electrifying the surrounding air.

      “I need a cigarette,” one witness said as she stood and walked out of the room.

      We both laughed. We signed something for the license, and then we were on our way. Nicole ordered us a ride from an app. It arrived quickly, and we rode in silence. She slid her hand into mine, and I held it while she rested her head on my shoulder.

      When we got to the hotel, she was asleep. I hated to wake her, but it was necessary. We made it upstairs with minor complications. Nicole had to remove her shoes, though, so that she didn’t stumble as badly. She was wasted and had the good sense to admit it.

      Inside the suite, she went to her room, and I went to mine. I showered, and when I saw her door was closed and her lights were out, I put on shorts and went out to the living room to order room service. I sat on the couch and watched the movie Turner and Hooch.

      It didn’t take long before there was a rap at the door. After the delivery and tip routine, I grabbed my turkey and ham double decker and fries, and I resumed my movie and dinner. I took a soda from the fridge and a bottle of water, too. Content, I finished the movie and started another one that I’d never seen before.

      The door opened to Nicole’s room, and she came to sit on the couch beside me in her robe. She picked up my drink and sipped it before returning it to the table.

      “What’d you get me?” she asked.

      “Cheese burger, fries, and a steak. I didn’t know what you'd be in the mood for.”

      Nicole got up and came back with half the steak, half the burger, and her plate of fries with extra ketchup, all of which she’d rewarmed. She brought me another soda when she brought hers. After she finished her burger, she curled up to me while she ate the fries. “What’s this?” She pointed to the TV.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before.”

      “Hmm…”

      By the end, she was asleep again, but in my arms.

      “Nicky?” I said as I woke her up, but shaking her lightly.

      “Yes, dear?” she mumbled. She smiled at me through hooded eyes. “I can call you that since we’re married, right?”

      “You can call me anything you want.” The words slipped out before my rationality kicked in.

      “Mhm…”

      Her bathrobe was black and satin, undone at the top, and I had a generous view of her breasts. Her thighs, too.

      “I swear I never remember you looking at me with that look before,” she teased.

      “What look?” I wasn’t sure that I really wanted to know.

      “Like a starved lion or water deprived person waiting on that first sip.” She slid her hand across my chin.

      I groaned because I’d left my razor at home. I was protesting the idea of getting one while I was here because it wasn’t the same. Me and my razor had a trusting relationship.

      “I know. I need to cut it,” I said, changing the subject.

      “I like it. I’ve never seen you with facial hair.”

      “Well, you might now. I left my razor, and I refuse to get another.”

      “Oh.” Nicole sat up and then straddled my lap.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, after groaning.

      Her softness was in my lap, right on top of my dick. She knew what she was doing. At least I hoped she did.

      “Trying to convince you to give me another one of those kisses.” She ground her hips into mine, and I licked my lips. “See, lion.”

      “I’m not a lion,” I corrected. “I’m just Malcolm.”

      “Well, Malcolm, you look hungry. Starved even.” Nicole’s hands started at my shoulders and then caressed my chest.

      “You’re drunk.” My brain searched for reasons this couldn’t happen between us. Her hands were telling me differently, though. Especially when they slipped to the band of my shorts. I tried to move them, but her hand disappeared inside. She was quicker than I thought to be as tipsy as she was. Fuck! I needed to think of something quick because she’d just struck gold.

      “You clearly want me, so why can’t we just…” She squeezed the tip, and I pulsed in her hand.

      “Nicky, no.” I jerked her hand away and fought for air. It was hot as fuck suddenly.

      “No?” she asked.

      “No,” I confirmed.

      “Okay.” She untied her robe and let it fall behind her.

      Distracted by how good she looked in her bra and… I stopped breathing when I saw her pretty pussy looking up at me.

      She unhooked her bra, exposing her breasts to me. Mother of mercy. “If the answer really is no…” Nicole stood up then bent over in front of me to pick up her robe. “I guess you don’t need to handle the tent in your lap.”

      I dropped my head back on the couch, trying to think about anything other than Nicole.

      She came behind me and leaned over to kiss me. Her lips were soft, and she teased me into giving in. Being lost in her, she surprised me when her hand began stroking my dick again. Tasting her at the same time that she was pleasing me was too much. I bucked, put my hand at the back of her head to hold her still, and dominate her mouth. Close to coming, she moved her hand and pulled away from my mouth. She went into her room and moments later; I heard her with that damn vibrator of hers.

      I’d heard her earlier, but now, with the door open, the sounds were unfiltered. She also wasn’t holding onto the sounds. My dick was standing at attention out of my shorts, waiting for me to fuck her already. I wanted to. More than I should. I didn’t trust myself to go to my room, so I sat there torturing myself with the sound of her cries as she came. It didn’t stop after the first time she orgasmed or the second.

      I looked to see the pre-cum sliding down my dick. I licked my lips, trying not to give into temptation. But when she screamed out my name, I gave in. I stroked slowly, listening to the rhythm of her vibrator’s movement. My technique was to build up to my release. I did, but when she started begging, my hand moved faster. She was close, I could tell from her breathing and the sound of her voice. She always got louder when she was about to come.

      I groaned when I felt the tipping point for myself. “Fuck. Fuck.” I switched the angle, going for my sweet spot.

      “Malcolm, are you close?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Are you?” I needed her to stop talking to me, or I was going to blow everywhere.

      “Yes. Is the answer still ‘no?’” She cooed, and I closed my eyes.

      I teased my nipples, pinching them until everything fizzled together.

      “Yeah. No. I want to, but we can’t do that, baby.” The first stream broke free and I grunted while she moaned out her release.

      Out of breath, covered in my release, I sat on the couch for a minute to catch my breath.

      “You sounded amazing,” Nicole said, before closing the door to her room.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I stood up and went into the bathroom to clean up before assessing the damage in the living room. The couch and the table needed wiped off. I required another shower before I climbed into bed and passed out.
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      In the morning, Nicole avoided me. She even left the suite without telling me where she was going. When I opened my laptop, I saw the blip that showed her moving away from the hotel quickly. She must’ve been in a taxi. Twenty minutes later, she pulled up to the mall, calming my anxiousness.

      I hit the call button and “Sharp” appeared on the screen.

      “Is it done?” he asked. No greeting or pleasantries.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. They’re being assholes. Hit you back in a second.” He hung up the phone, and the phone inside the hotel rung. It could only be him; nobody else had this number.

      “Hello.”

      “Look, they want us to hand her over so they can determine if it’s a ruse or not. I don’t trust it. Sounds like a way to get her in their hands.”

      “Why Nicole? It’s been thirteen years.”

      “I thought it was about me, but I’m thinking it’s bigger than that.”

      “Anything else they say that could tell us anything?” I put the phone down and grabbed my laptop.

      “... they seem like they’re up to something.” Mr. Norman was saying when I came back.

      “I know. That’s why I asked. What’s the name of the organization again?” I pulled up a program I designed a long time ago to see if I could find out more about them.

      “Snatched.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.” I pulled up the site immediately and began reading up on what they do. “Let me call you back after I see if I can hack into their systems. Give me an hour.”

      “Done.” Mr. Norman hung up, and I focused on seeing if there was another way to protect Nicole.

      I pulled up photos of girls, and there were thousands of them. Age groups, virginity, race, and even the kinds of torture they responded to separate them. There were no names. Just numbers that identified them. I used what I knew about Nicole to see if I could find her on the site. It’d taken me no time thirteen years ago, but that was because they listed her on the front of the site in the wanted section. That’s where they put the girls that weren’t yet sold.

      I spent two hours checking and still didn’t have a match. I’d texted Mr. Norman to let him know I’d call when I found something. When the blip in the other tab beeped, I looked to see that Nicole was approaching the hotel. I got up and locked the door before going back to work.

      Alternating between the contracts they had and the pictures of the women and girls, I stayed busy all night. Nicole came in and out of the suite all day. I tracked her to her destinations. She returned around midnight and went to her room. Tired and needing a break, I ordered food, then stretched my legs. I’d had coffee earlier, and it was simmering off, leaving me feeling drained and jittery.

      I took my food in the room to eat while I continued multi-tasking. I found what I was looking for around three-thirty. Nicole was on the site and the bids were high. The comments caught my attention. Some mentioned that she was on here before and they were glad she was back. Her bid was double the price it was thirteen years ago. The other thing that was concerning was that the auction was live. Meaning that they promised her to the highest bidder at the close of business tomorrow. I picked up the phone and called Mr. Norman.

      “It better be good.” He was definitely asleep.

      “I found her on the site. The auction is live, too. He wants her so he can sell her.” I sent him a picture of my screen, then deleted it from the phone.

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      “She’s asleep in her room.”

      “Make sure she stays with you. Don’t leave her unattended. I know we planned for you guys to come back next week, but I think we need to postpone that. As long as she’s there, she should be fine.”

      “Got it.” It took everything in me not to skip town with her. I trusted her father and didn’t think he’d put her in harm's way on purpose, but the fact of the matter was that she was.

      “I’ll call you in the morning.” Mr. Norman hung up, and I could hear the weight of the situation and how it was affecting him.

      Needing to reassure myself, I walked to Nicole’s door and checked the knob. It was unlocked, so I entered. On the bed, she was sweating like crazy in her sleep. She kicked the blanket off, exposing her to me. Fully naked, there was no reason she should have been that hot. There was a half bottle of vodka on the nightstand with an empty glass beside it. Had she drunk all of that?

      “Nicole.” I shook her, and she groaned.

      “Too much movement.” She sighed, exhaling the potent scent of alcohol, forcing me to cover my nose. Yup, she’d drunk it all.

      I turned her shower on warm and then came back to the bedroom. I leaned down and pulled her into my arms before carefully lifting her.

      “No…” She tried to jerk away, and I held her tighter.

      “Stay put, Nicky,” I warned.

      I climbed into the shower while holding her. I let the cool water run over us until she woke up completely. Immediately, she began throwing up. I was thankful that she leaned away from me, letting the fluid go down the drain. When she was done, she went to lie on my shoulder before more vomit erupted from her mouth. I closed my eyes, trying not to think about the vomit she covered us in. I was already in the shower… I tried to focus on that, but then I felt it between my toes.

      “Nicole, I’m going to put you down, okay?”

      Hesitantly, she responded, “Okay.”

      I did, and then I assessed the situation. I moved her to the bench where she clung to the wall, moved the shower head around, and made sure everything was clean. Well, everything except us. I took off my shorts and dropped them in the corner for me to trash later. I washed with her body wash, and when I was clean, I moved over to see what damage she’d done to herself.

      “Well, looks like you need a shower, too,” I joked.

      “Ugh. I shouldn’t have taken that last shot,” she mumbled.

      “Or been drinking alone.” I got her to stand so I could wash her.

      “I still feel sick,” she slurred.

      “Then, move up toward the water.” As soon as she moved, she was back to it. I moved out of the way and let her have at it. There were no chunks in any of this, which I’d discuss with her later. Drinking on an empty stomach was never okay.

      When she was all done, I washed her, toweled her off, helped her brush her teeth, and prepared to put her in the bed.

      “That bed is gross. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “Nonsense.” I took her to my bed and put her in it. After I made sure that I settled her in, I turned off my computer and put on boxers. I made her an Alka Seltzer and brought it to her to drink.

      “Are you staying here?” she asked.

      “I can for a bit.” Then, I moved to the living room.

      I sat beside her, resting against the headboard with the pillows propping me up. After she finished her drink, Nicole rolled over and put her head on my lap. She pulled the blanket up over us and relaxed.

      “Want to tell me why you were drinking alone?” I asked.

      “You left me alone all day. Listen, Malcolm, I know I’m not your type, but am I really that bad that you won’t even touch me?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      She picked up my hand and placed it on her head. “Rub.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, dear.” I began rubbing her head, and she quieted. “You know I love you, right?” I admitted. I needed her to know the truth. At least a portion of it.

      “Yes, like a sister.” She scoffed afterward.

      “No, I love you a lot more than that.”

      “Then why…”

      “You were one of the first friends I had that wasn’t tainted by all the bad that’s happened to me. We understand each other and enjoy being in one another’s company. You’re my best friend. I don’t want to chance having sex or complicating the relationship.”

      “You know that theory no longer applies, right, Malcolm?”

      “Why doesn’t it?” I frowned at her, though she couldn’t see me.

      “Now that we know we’re attracted to one another, I’ve stroked your dick, and we’ve mutually masturbated to the sounds of the other getting off. Boundaries have already been crossed. I’m not sure we can undo the damage. And the way you look at me… Can you honestly say that you won’t think about what I look like undressed any more?”

      I hesitated while thinking about her on my lap the other night, the way she jerked me off while kissing me, not to forget the way she looked in that lingerie.

      “The goal was for you not to think about it. You’re telling on yourself.” She put her hand in my lap and touched my semi hard erection.

      “Shit.” I went to move, but she stopped me.

      “Hold me.” She moved to give me room to scoot down, and I did.

      I grabbed a pillow from the other side of her and put it between us. She laughed silently, making me pop her on her ass. She froze, but I didn’t care about any of that as I pulled her into my arms. I couldn’t see her expression in the darkness, but it quieted her.

      “Good night, Nicky.”

      “Night,” she whispered.

      It wasn’t long before she was fast asleep. Grateful that she was safe in my arms, I kissed her forehead and closed my eyes. Sleep won against the racing thoughts. They could resume in the morning, but for now, all I wanted was to enjoy the peaceful feeling I had. The rest could wait.
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      I was sound asleep when suddenly something pulled me into an unyielding hold. Not sure if I needed to fight or flee, I opened my eyes just as he held me even closer. Pressed on my ass was a stiff dick that was being flexed against me. I turned my head slowly to see Malcolm’s face, and I relaxed. He may have been asleep, but his body wasn’t.

      Until we finished the conversation we started last night, I was hesitant about my actions. I knew what I wanted. If his physical state was any sign of his feelings, he wanted me just as much. But…

      Malcolm rolled us over onto my stomach, and he was on top of me. His hand pressed my head into the mattress while he ground into me from behind. His boxers kept him from entering me, but barely.

      “Malcolm…” I called out to get his attention.

      “Your father would kill me if he knew…” His voice faded into grunts as he continued dry humping me.

      I licked my lips as he hit a sweet spot. And then again… and again… I moaned loudly, unable to fight the need for more from him. My mind was being kicked out of the game, and my body was moving into overtime.

      He adjusted himself and pulled down his boxers. Fear and excitement filled me, warring inside. I wanted him, but not like this.

      “Malcolm!” I shouted just as he inched inside me. “Wake up!”

      He stilled, and I knew he was now awake. I gripped the sheets, afraid to see what he was going to do. Would he finish or get up? He was partially inside me, skin to skin, and it was a lovely feeling.

      “I uh…” He moved to pull out, and I moaned, gripping him, too. “Shit…” He sank in deeper and bit down on the pillow near me. “We shouldn’t…” And as he went to move out, I milked him, and he came in harder.

      “Malcolm!” I cried.

      “This…” He lifted off me and gripped my ass. He inched deep, making me take all of him. “Shit, baby. Do you know how good you feel?” He chuckled once. “Way better than the dream I was having.” He spanked my left cheek, making me melt.

      “You should probably stop,” I suggested. It was my last attempt at doing the right thing because the next time…

      Malcolm held my ass as he moved in and out of me, slapping my ass as he did.

      Bye-bye, conscience.

      The more I moaned, the harder he rode me. I reached between us to play with my pussy, but he pushed my hand away. He stopped moving and grabbed a pillow. I didn’t know what he was doing, but suddenly, he was pulling my hands behind me and tying material around my wrists. Was that the pillowcase?!

      Malcolm used the binds to pull me against him. He popped my ass with the back of his hand and I hissed. Everything throbbed.

      “Don’t touch my kitten when I’m in it.”

      “Kitten?” I asked while he showed my pussy who was in charge.

      “Yeah, you don’t hear her purring? Listen…” He withdrew and entered me slowly. I didn’t hear this purr he spoke of, but the sound of wetness filled the room. And he did it over and over. “She’s drinking me up, too.”

      He was being nasty, and fuck me for liking it. The crude way he was describing my…

      “Greedy kitten,” he called her.

      “For you…”

      “Better be, just for me.”

      He was making claims that I hoped lasted beyond tonight. Especially since there was no condom on his thick dick.

      “Yeeeees…”

      Then, he went to work on making me come. No dirty talk, claims, or nice and easy. He fucked me into submission. I begged, pleaded, and even prayed for mercy, but he was relentless. It was too good, and I knew if he kept it up, we’d have a problem. I couldn’t be addicted to Malcolm. We hadn’t even figured ourselves out yet.

      “My wife got good pussy.”

      Wife… “Good... You feel so good, baby,” I admitted.

      “Tell me…” he started, “who you belong to? Tell me who you love.”

      My eyes widened in shock. We hadn’t talked about that. Only he’d said he loved me…

      Malcolm spanked me hard and long until I was a babbling mess. “You can’t do this to me!” I shouted at him.

      He didn’t stop, and my body agreed with him. It craved the abuse, but I couldn’t just give in to him when I didn’t know what we were doing.

      “Say it, Nicole…”

      I shuddered, and the jerking of my body became nonstop. I was coming, but he had something else in mind.

      Malcolm withdrew from me and I went into shock.

      “No, no, no! So close… What are you doing? Pleease! Malcolm. Malcolm. Malcolm!”

      He didn’t move to appease me. He just fucking waited.

      “You bastard!” I shouted at him.

      “True. That will not help you, though. If you want me inside you, you’ll answer my questions.”

      I tried to get up, and he pushed me down.

      “Say it.”

      Afraid. I kept my mouth closed. I struggled again to get on my knees, then he pushed me over.

      “Say… it…”

      “No. I’m not.” And I got to my knees, but he pushed me forward again. “Goddamn you!”

      “Say it.”

      I was tired of struggling, needy, yet my pride wouldn’t let me give in.

      “Say it.”

      “No, no, no! You will not fuck me, get me in my feelings, make empty promises, and then fuck me over tomorrow. NOOOOOOO!”

      Malcolm snickered and spread my legs. He entered me, and I relaxed, happy that he was over it. My orgasm was within reach, and I sought it. Just before I could, Malcolm withdrew. Then he slapped my clit repeatedly, punishing it for my lack of obedience.

      I tried to move, but he was between my legs, keeping them apart. I came, but that didn’t stop him from his torture.

      “Fuck!” I screamed as another one ripped through me. Everything burned, and my pussy begged for mercy. Every time, he acted like he didn’t hear me. And when I was limp and sore, he continued still. He wrangled everything out of me. Even my orgasms hurt. He wasn’t done yet.

      I used to think that he was this sweet guy; now I realized he was a fucking sadist!

      “Say… it…”

      What did he want from me? “Say–say what?” My mind was sluggish. A thick layer of fog settled there, creating a disconnection between it and my body.

      “Tell me you love me…”

      “You know I do…” I could hear the slur. I wasn’t intoxicated, but I felt sluggish like I was.

      “Say… it.”

      “I love you, Malcolm.” More than I wanted to.

      “Who do you belong to?”

      A sob broke free, followed by streams of tears. “I belong to you. My heart has always been yours.” And it fucking hurt that it was the truth.

      “Goooood girl.” He entered me then, and I didn’t know if I could hold on. Reality was tumbling away, and I was too weak to chase it.

      I didn’t think I could come again, but it was like my body listened to his desires, doing exactly what he commanded it to do.

      “Come with me, now.” He slammed into me, a new sensation that my body recognized and appreciated. I was already coming, and he bent over me, skin to skin, as he nibbled my shoulder. He jerked inside me, and I knew it was his time. “I love you too, baby,” he growled.

      Spiraling, I came so hard that it threw me into darkness, and I couldn’t tell you what happened next.
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      It had to be late in the day. My body felt it. I tried to move, but everything hurt. Shoulders, back, thighs, ass, pussy, arms… I groaned, not wanting to move.

      “What’d you do to me?” I mustered to say without moving too much.

      “Exactly what you wanted.”

      I heard him close his laptop before the bed dipped beside me. Malcolm wrapped his arms around me, and suddenly, nothing else mattered.

      “You’re a fraud, Malcolm Garcia. You pretended to be a nice boy for all these years.”

      “I was a nice boy, Nicole Norman. Then, I grew up to be a man.”

      “Yes, a man that likes to do naughty things to helpless women.”

      “Woman. You. And there’s nothing helpless about you.”

      “Not now. A few hours ago…”

      “All you had to do was ask, and I would let you go.” He kissed my neck and controlled my head by fisting my hair.

      I closed my eyes, giving in to the sensations. How was that possible when I was so sore?

      “Let’s get you in some hot water to relax your soreness.” Malcolm reached up and tweaked my nipples, and my body flared with awareness. He continued until I was moaning his name. He then rolled them between his thumb and index while squeezing. Was I coming? A sudden rush pulled me under, and I came while gripping his arm.

      “What in the hell?” I panted.

      “Let’s get to the shower.”

      I found out that his bathroom had a shower and a bathtub. His room and bath were clearly the master. Both rooms were spacious, so I hadn’t noticed. He made me a bubble bath and allowed me to soak while he finished working.

      I dozed for a bit, too relaxed. I let out the water before I tried to stand. When I could, I got in the shower and washed my body. I wrapped myself in a towel and the bathrobe behind his door. It smelled just like him, so I pulled it tight around me.

      Walking out, I entered the bedroom and tiptoed behind Malcolm to catch him off guard. When I neared, there was a picture of me on the screen with $62 million dollars underneath it.

      “What in the fuck is that?” I asked.

      I hadn’t even noticed that he was on the phone, which was why he hadn’t noticed me coming into the room.

      “Shit!” He hung up the phone, put it on the desk, and the screen lit up with “Sharp” as the caller. He closed his laptop and rose to his feet. “I can explain.”

      “Why in the fuck were you talking to my father?” I shouted. “What is all of that?”

      “If you sit down, I can explain it all.” He mumbled a few obscenities to himself, but then his phone rang. “I can’t talk right now, Sharp. let me call you right back. I know! Call you back in a minute.” He hit the end call button and returned his focus to me. “Sit, I know you won’t like anything I have to say, but it has to be better than that look you’re giving me right now.”

      “Are you trying to sell or buy me?”

      “God, no. Everything will make more sense if you’ll sit.”

      I backed up to the bedside table and palmed his wallet. As I turned to sit down, I dropped it into the pocket of the robe. On the bed with folded arms, I was as far away as possible from him. What was that site he was on, and why was my picture on it?

      “Thirteen years ago…” he started.

      I sat there in shock as he told me how much shit was going down. Sex trafficking site, purchased, tracked, this trip… All of it was a lie, including how we’d met. To make it worse, my father was behind everything. He was a liar, and so was Malcolm. My relationship with both of them was a lie.

      “You’re a liar, after all. I was kidding before, but now… It’s the fucking truth.” Standing up, Malcolm tried to touch me. I flinched out of his reach. “Never touch me again.”

      “Nicky, I know it’s a lot. How it all happened was so fucked up. We’ve been trying to keep you safe all this time. Nothing we ever did was to hurt you.”

      I looked at the bracelet on my wrist that my father was so adamant about me wearing all the time. Malcolm had told me there was a tracker on it. I unclipped it and threw it in his face as I walked around him to go to my room.

      “Fuck you, Malcolm!” I slammed my bedroom door, but all I wanted to do was get out of there. Everything about the trip was a lie, including the good time I’d had while there. I’d spent so much time trying to seduce and convince Malcolm that we should give this a try that I hadn’t taken a single moment to figure things out about my life that I needed to.

      The door opened, and Malcolm came inside. “Nicole, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to find out like this.”

      “Did you mean for me to find out at all?”

      His jaw flexed as he ground his teeth together.

      “Just like I thought. Was anything besides the marriage real? You even tricked me into that! I can’t believe that you work for my father!”

      “Everything between you and me was real. I told you I worked in tech, and that wasn’t a lie. The things I shared with you about my past were all true. How I feel about you? I couldn’t fake that if I tried. The way we met, Sharp arranged that. Last night, also authentic.”

      “You promised me…” I sniffed, trying to keep the tears out of this. But he really hadn’t, had he? “There’s no way that you love me. Love wouldn’t betray me how you have.” His cell phone rang from his room. “You should probably go see what my dad wants before he sends an entire squad after you.”

      Malcolm grunted, throwing his hands up. He went into his room, and I closed the door. That’s when I jumped into action. I pulled on clothes as quickly as I could. Shoes, too. I went through his wallet to find my driver’s license, cash, and I even took one of his credit cards.

      Grabbing my purse, I looked to make sure he wasn’t in view or lurking, and then made a dash for the door. I closed it behind me gently and then ran down the back steps. I didn’t want to chance him catching me waiting on the elevator, so I ran down eleven flights of steps and out the emergency door. My phone was upstairs so that he couldn’t track me on that either. There was a taxi in front of the hotel that I jumped in. He took me to the airport, where I caught the next flight home.

      I looked at the cheap wedding ring that was on my hand. I’d kept it on my finger all this time, pretending it was real. Now that it was, I hated everything about it. I took it off and let it fall to the floor of the plane. When I exited, I left it where it lay. With no bags, I maneuvered through the airport quickly. I walked outside to the taxi stand, and a car pulled up immediately. I got inside and told him the details of my destination. He put out his cigarette and rolled up the windows in the car.

      I sagged against the door, but just before we got on the highway, he stopped the car and another man jumped inside. He held a gun to my head, and I heard him cock it.

      “Move, and you’ll regret it.”

      I didn’t have my phone to get help. My bracelet was at the hotel, so no one knew where I was. I did not know what he was going to do to me, and I didn’t want to, either. I sat quietly, but that wasn’t enough. He hit me on the back of the head with the butt of the gun, knocking me out cold. Only God could help me now.
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      “Come again?” I massaged my forehead to keep away the stress that was there.

      I was still in Vegas and Jay, one of my guys, was telling me things I didn’t want to hear.

      “She got in a taxi. They found the guy that was driving dead a few exits down the road. They pushed him out of the car on the highway, and the person just drove off.”

      The bastards were shitting in Savage King’s territory and showing off. They thought they had Domino’s “girl,” a dead body on the highway, and a stolen vehicle. Wouldn’t surprise me if they started dealing, too.

      “Do you have a description of the guy?”

      “The guy who got away? No. When she left the airport, it was just her and the driver.”

      And now she looked like a suspect for murder.

      “Thanks, Jay.” I hung up more pissed than when I found out she was gone. Imagine how pissed Mr. Norman was when I told him.

      “Where could she be?” I spoke to no one in particular.

      The screen flashed red and I watched Nicole’s picture taunt me. Something dawned on me. I picked up the phone and called Mr. Norman.

      “You’ve got some nerve–”

      “Who was the person who snitched on you thirteen years ago?” I cut him off, not really wanting to rehash how pissed he was.

      “That’s not for you to know.”

      “Listen… the guy who snitched on you must’ve worked close to Jimmy. He has to know where he keeps the girls. If so, I think we should try there.”

      “Why would they take Nicole there?” he asked.

      “Because her account was just marked sold, which means they have to transport her.”

      “Saint! How do I get a hold of Hype?” Mr. Norman asked, moving the phone away from his ear.

      I hung up the phone and pulled Hype’s number up on my contacts list. It rang a few times before he answered the line, but he remained silent.

      “It’s Malcolm. I need a favor, Hype.”

      “Speak.”

      I didn’t tell him the entire story, but it didn’t matter. He knew what happened years ago, so when I asked for the location of the bin, it didn’t surprise me when he started talking in code, telling me about a girl he met in Vegas. I let him talk, but wrote everything he said down before he disconnected the call. I pulled up a map and zoomed in.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      Nicole did all of that running just for her to end up fifty minutes north of where I was.

      Mr. Norman called. Perfect timing.

      “She’s about an hour north of Vegas. How long will it take you guys to get here?”

      “No time.”

      “Good, because we’re already six hours behind them.”

      “You ain’t got to tell me.” He hung up, and I went back to packing all of Nicole’s things in her bag.

      I walked into my room to get dressed. With only a few weapons, I knew when they touched down, there would be enough guns and things to light up the world. I just had to sit tight and let them get here so I didn’t go in solo.
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      I woke up to me being carried over some man’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. My wrists were tied and so were my ankles. I was sluggish, like someone had drugged me.

      It smelled of sweat, feces, and lost hope. I saw the girls in the cells as we passed. They were all beaten and strung out. We moved past them to rolls of doors where I could hear grunts and screams through the cheap green doors.

      “I’ve got somebody special for you,” the man said.

      For me?

      He opened the door and dumped me on the bed. “If she gets frisky, let me know, and I’ll give her some H to relax her.”

      When he left me in the room, I turned to see a creepy looking old guy sitting in the chair. His hand shook as it rested on his cane.

      “When I’m finished with you, you’ll so be glad you’re not in one of those cells. Sixty-two million dollars… you better know how to suck a mean cock.” He stood on unsure legs to unzip his pants and drop them. “Let’s just have a little test run.” He moved toward me, but it was so slow that it was scarier than if he’d been quicker. He drew it out, giving me time to figure something out.

      Why hadn’t I stayed with Malcolm to hear what he had to say? I was angry with the two of them, but what if I never saw them again? The things Malcolm admitted to me that had happened without my knowledge was crazy, but I’d take it any day over being some eighty-year-old man’s sex slave. Would he even be able to get it up?

      The door suddenly opened and three men rushed inside with guns drawn and masks on.

      “Cover your face,” one of them said. I did and heard something fall to the ground. He rushed over to me when I was trying to turn my head to look. “Trust me, baby. You don’t want to see that.”

      “Malcolm!” I jumped up to hug him, but my hands were still tied.

      He cut me free and then pointed toward the doorway. “You'll go out with them while I go take care of something, okay?"

      "No, I'll go with you." The last time I left him, I regretted it.

      "Nicky, I don't have time to argue with you. Go outside with them."

      "You'll save the other girls?" I'd seen the way they were treated. I couldn't just leave them here to be subjected to that.

      "I didn't come here for them." His eyes pleaded with me to just leave things alone.

      "Mal, they're being raped and tortured with drugs."

      "Go." Malcolm quickly kissed me and then ran out the door.

      I stood up, but my legs were still tied. "Some help here?!" I shouted at the two men standing there waiting.

      "Sharp said we're not allowed to touch you."

      "Then give me the fucking knife and I'll do it." I sighed at the fools here. Whatever my father was into, he had to be one scary son of a bitch. First, Malcolm, now these fools.

      Once free, I followed them out. There were men everywhere. They dressed them in black with matching face coverings. They guarded the hall, taking me to my exit. I tried to move to open the doors and cells, but they blocked me every time.

      "Sharp said he'd kill you if you touched me," I said to the man who wouldn't let me through.

      "He also said if you saw any of the shit inside, he'd kill us, too."

      I sighed in frustration.

      "It's not all what you think. This is where they traffic women. And sometimes they're too far gone. Other times, they're so far from home they don't know what to do. Either way, opening these doors isn't safe. Listen to what you've been told and go outside, please."

      I didn't know his voice, but I recognized the “you don't want to see this kind of trauma” in it. The warning was something I didn't take lightly. Whatever they were doing to these women was brutal. And maybe beyond saving.

      Outside, I saw we were in a vast lot of condominiums. That's what the surface showed. Beneath the exterior, they gutted the buildings. At least, the one I'd just left was.

      They escorted me inside the car, where I waited. Every man that walked out, I wanted it to be Malcolm. It wasn't. When the driver tried to leave, I threatened him. I may have left that building without the girls inside, but I was not leaving here without my man.
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      We'd exterminated most of the building and there was no sign of the man Hype said was running the show, Orlando.

      

      On the top floor, I checked the last section only to find one of our men dead and stripped of his clothes. I searched his body for his phone, but then saw it smashed on the floor. I picked up the pieces, put them in my pocket, and sent out a text to everybody.

      

      Me: He’s here dressed as one of us. I found the man he stripped. He’s got his gun, but not his phone.

      Domino: Let’s find this bitch.

      Ward: Done deal. Just remember not to kill him.

      Sharp: That’s my job.

      Me: Unless I find him first.

      

      I put my phone in my pocket and moved with three men at my back. A text message caught my attention, and I checked it.

      

      Dame: Got something down here, boss. Front lot. He’s got the bait.

      

      The bait was Nicole. I ran down all twelve flights of steps, focused on getting to Nicole. Adrenaline fueled me to run faster and harder. My men stayed with me as we tackled the stairwells. When we got outside, I saw Sharp on the roof where he was hidden. His scope shined, being my indicator.

      

      I moved around to the front of the building, seeing the gun pointed at Nicole. He hid them behind the car door, not giving Sharp a clear opening. He had one shot and he wouldn’t pull the trigger until he had it.

      

      Me: If you get the opportunity, no matter what, take it. I’m going in.

      

      I put my phone away, ignoring the returned message. I signaled for my men to stay put while I moved forward along the building. He didn’t see me yet, so I lingered back. As long as I stayed out of his view, I had a chance of getting close to him.

      

      Orlando dressed in our garb and holding a gun toward Nicole. She was on the ground as if she’d fallen from the car. Had he tried to drive off with her? And where was the driver?

      

      I stepped on the gravel, and he turned in my direction.

      “Get the fuck back!” he shouted. He pulled the mask from his face, catching me off guard. I knew this fucker. We grew up together. His mother was a prostitute. Hadn’t he learned from her life what trafficking and skin sales did to people?

      

      “I just want my wife. I don’t care about any of this other shit. Let her go and you can get in that car and go.” I inched forward. My goal was to make him nervous enough to stand up.

      

      “Your wife? This bitch is worth 62 million dollars. I don’t give a fuck about what she was to you. Now, she’s a jackpot. As pretty as she is, I’m sure she could go for more. They’ll have fun destroying her. A 62 million dollar cum bucket. Hell, a pisspot, too. Stretch her out and do all kinds of shit to her. She’ll come to love it. Your precious little wife will be the most obedient whore when they’re done. Tell you what, I’ll give you ten million just to walk away from her.” He cackled like this entire thing was a damn joke.

      

      “Thirty,” I responded.

      

      “Fifteen.”

      

      “I don’t get out of my bed for less than thirty.” I pulled my gun from my hip and pointed it at Nicole. “Killing her pays more than what you’re offering to take her.”

      

      “Whoa. That can’t happen. Twenty. Best offer.”

      

      I cocked my gun and moved over in Nicole’s direction, taking me out of the direct view that Malcolm had.

      

      He pulled Nicole up and held her between the door and his body. His arm was around her neck, but he shielded her from me, leaving him partially open. I didn’t have an opening that couldn’t possibly hit her. I kept playing my game until Mr. Norman got the one he needed.

      

      One of my men shouted, “Left.”

      

      I looked left, seeing nothing, I moved left but fire hit my neck, and I dropped to the ground seconds before Orlando did, too.

      

      I held the spot on my neck, trying to drown out the shouts for Doc. Then, I saw him.

      

      “You’re going to be alright, Mal,” he reassured me. Then I saw the needle he was holding and everything faded around me.
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        * * *

      

      Groggy, I looked around the room to recognize Doc’s office. He had this corny poster on the wall of Independence Day, the movie. I reached up to touch my neck and felt the bandage there.

      

      Doc walked in then. “Eight stitches. Two-inch laceration. I gave you a shot of pain meds and antibiotics.”

      

      I stilled. “Pain meds?”

      

      “I remembered your family history. No narcotics.”

      

      I relaxed. “Thanks, Doc.”

      

      “You can really help me by calling your woman to let her know you’re okay. She threatened to kill me if something happened to you.”

      

      I chuckled. “She can be feisty when she wants to be.”

      

      “Mhm… you just let her know that I’m one of the good guys.”

      

      “Will do.”

      

      It took a minute for me to get my bearings, but when I did, I walked out of Doc’s office to see Mr. Norman sitting there. Maybe I was going to die today.

      

      “You saved my baby girl,” he started. “You could have given up on the search for her, but you didn’t. Hell, you even put your life on the line for her. By the way, sorry about that bullet graze.”

      

      “No need to apologize. I said to take the shot if you got it.”

      

      Mr. Norman nodded. “What are your intentions with my daughter?”

      

      Did he really have to ask? “No disrespect, sir. If you don’t know what my intentions are with your daughter by now, I don’t know if I can explain that to you.”

      

      “Your marriage?”

      

      “You already gave me your blessing when you told me to do it. I have no plans on changing that.” I held my ground, knowing that if I couldn’t stand up to him, I didn’t deserve Nicole. He was the rock that protected her for twenty-seven years. Letting go of her wouldn’t be easy for him, and earning the right to step in to fulfill any of those duties as her man wouldn’t be easy, either.

      

      Mr. Norman nodded his head, but it seemed more to himself than to me. “If you hurt her…”

      

      “You’ll kill me. I want you to.” And I did. For so long, she’d been the anchor to my humanity. I did foul things for a living. I needed light from somewhere. She’s been all of that and more.

      

      “Her mother might kill us both when she gets here.”

      

      “Rightfully so. We put her daughter in harm’s way. I’m just glad she’s safe now.” Then something dawned on me. “Orlando?”

      

      “Worm food.” He smirked. “Thanks to you and whatever you were saying down there.”

      

      “Thanks to us. I couldn’t have done it without that kill shot. You’ve still got it,” I joked.

      

      “Never lost it.” Mr. Norman sighed with what I know was a heavy heart when he said, “Go get my baby so she can stop terrorizing my men.”

      

      “Yes, sir.” I stepped forward to shake his hand. Something lit up in his eyes when his hand touched mine, and we shook. “Let’s go get her together.”

      

      Mr. Norman smiled. I wasn’t here to take her away from him. He’d always be her father, and I’d always be her man.

      

      When we walked out to the living room, Nicole was staring down a guard who was preventing her from getting through.

      

      “He’s my husband!”

      

      He didn’t move or respond to her. And I knew that only pissed her off more.

      

      “Baby…” I spoke to calm her down.

      

      She turned toward me, stopping her antics. “Malcolm!” She pushed past him and jumped into my arms. “Are you okay?” she asked against my chest.

      

      “I am.”

      

      “Good, because I’m still mad at you.” She never let go, holding me tighter.

      

      I leaned in to kiss her forehead and wrapped my arms around her, keeping her exactly where I needed her.

      

      “Okay.”

      

      “I’m mad at you too, Daddy,” she said loud enough for him to hear.

      

      “I know, baby girl. I’m okay with that, too.”

      

      “Let’s go home,” I said to her. I was still sleepy, and I wanted to hold her in my arms without all the stares from the men in the room.

      

      “Is that your house or mine?” she asked.

      

      “Wherever you are, that’s always where home is.”

      

      Nicole leaned up, and I met her lips for a brief kiss. I knew better than to look over at her father. He was probably clutching a gun in warning.

      

      We rode to my house in silence. The driver knew where to go, and I cuddled Nicole at my side. It took too long to get there, though it was only twenty minutes. Once we were finally inside, I took her to the bedroom and stripped her down. We showered quickly to get the filth from the kidnapping off our skin. Then we relaxed in bed. I held her against my chest, savoring the feel of her.

      

      “I love you, Malcolm,” she mumbled.

      

      “I love you too, Nicole.”

      

      Safe, it took her no time to fall asleep. Well, she thought she was safe. I still owed her ass a good wallop for leaving the hotel. I wouldn’t forget, and by the time I was done with her, she wouldn’t forget it, either. There was no rush; she wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was I.

      

      The End

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Entanglements! Hold on… Nicole and Malcolm’s story doesn’t end here. They’ll be back popping into other stories in the series. Until then, make sure that you visit the rest of the Savage Kings’ family inside their own books. Here’s a sneak peek at Guarded Truths and also The Domino Effect.

      

      Also, make sure to grab your FREE EBOOK GIFT too as an added bonus and thank you present.
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        * * *

      

      Guarded Truths, Chapter 1

      

      Abigail

      The room was cool since Domino loved to freeze the entire place to a teeth-chattering temperature. I looked a damn fool when I left daily with a sweater on during the end of the summer. Suave, he leaned back in his office chair, stroking his chin. Something was up. He had not tamed his curly hair as it usually was, and his goatee needed a serious lineup. A quick text to O, his brother, and barber, required him to come to fix the situation. I also made a note to get his laundry from his bedroom. Wearing a wrinkled shirt wasn’t allowed. Was that a stain on the collar? Leaning forward, I confirmed it was. His eyebrows furrowed together, bunched in deep concentration.

      Domino called me into his office because he had a special project for me. He’d mentioned how important it was that I came immediately, but he sat posed as if time had no place here. Unable to stand the disarray in his appearance, I stood and went to his closet. Inside, I pulled out fresh clothes: a blue and green pinstripe polo shirt, jeans, and blue and green tennis shoes to match. The man had more shoes than me, and I’m a woman who enjoys a new pair of heels often. My shoe closet is bigger than the ones with my clothes. Domino, though, had shoes lining the closet down here and the one inside his bedroom. Every outfit had a pair to match.

      I placed the items, minus the shoes, down on top of his desk. High tops on the floor. I leaned in, sniffing him. Clean. The clothes were our only problem.

      “Arms up,” I instructed.

      “What are you doing, Abbey? I called you in here to talk, not to redress me.”

      “Except I’ve been sitting here while I lost you to your chaotic thoughts, trying to sort through the issue alone. When you’re ready to include me, you’ll speak.”

      Domino gave me that intense stare that he used to get people to do his bidding.

      I giggled, not really sure why he was trying it with me. “You don’t scare me, and I still need to get you into clothes that aren’t stained and wrinkled. You look homeless.”

      “I don’t.” Domino looked down at himself, noticing the state of his attire for what seemed like the first time. He sighed before standing.

      “Talk,” I prompted him while I began unbuttoning his shirt and removing it from his body.

      “Paula claims to be pregnant.”

      My fingers didn’t miss a beat as I threw his dirty shirt in a pile on the chair. I checked his wife-beater for cleanliness before putting on his clean shirt. He helped when I needed it, and when I looked at his legs and then his face, he unbuttoned his pants.

      “Your undies clean?” I asked while turning away from him.

      “Yes, mother.”

      I laughed at his horrible joke while sending a text back to O, who explained that he was on his way over to cut Domino’s hair and shape him up. I slipped my phone back into my pocket and rocked on my toes.

      “Are you going to say anything?”

      I heard the zipper being put into place and turned back to him. “No reason for me to.”

      I grabbed his pants from the floor, added them to the chair, and then looked at his socks. Definitely not clean. Getting clean ones was a quick in and out of his closet. He was sitting down, and he tossed the socks he’d been wearing. Handing him the clean ones, I put all the dirty pieces into the laundry bag that I was carrying before I sat back down in my seat and gave him my undivided attention.

      “She’s up to something. I can feel it. I need you to go to Cincinnati. She’s there at her mother’s house. She swears she’s homesick, but I think it’s a ploy to keep me away from her lying ass. I believe that she’s pregnant, but I don’t think it was an accident.”

      “How would she have gotten your sperm then?” I quizzed him. I’d told him more than once that he needed to be the person to dispose of his condoms. Floozies were scandalous, and having a baby by Domino Foxworth, King of California, Savage King of kings, was like winning the lottery.

      “I don’t remember slippin’ up, but she had to get that shit from somewhere.” He bent down, folding himself in half as he put on his sneaks and laced them up. “I need you to watch her. Make sure that she doesn’t abort it or give it away for money. She’s not the type of woman who gets pregnant and suddenly becomes caring toward children. If she’s pregnant and it’s mine, the baby will live with me.”

      “And if it’s not yours?” I hoped he would not be cruel.

      “Let’s figure out the what-ifs if they happen.”

      “How long are we talking?” It was time to get down to business. I knew there was a catch somewhere. Where was it?

      “She’s six months pregnant.” Domino leaned back in his chair, waiting for my response. He thought I was going to object.

      I could see it all over his face. There were three ways I could respond. One, go ballistic about the fact that he was sending me away for three months. Or two, I could respond in kind doing what I was told. The third option was more my style. I was honored he was sending me to handle this. As silly as it might sound, sitting around there all day became melodramatic. There was a reason he was trusting me with this.

      Domino was right, though. If Paula was carrying his baby, it would be better off with anybody else but her. She wasn’t capable of being a mother. The child would become a bargaining chip that would give her all the financial gains that she wanted.

      “When is my flight?” I asked.

      There was a tap at the door, and Domino glared at the person disturbing his meeting with me. “It better be damn important.” His voice echoed off the walls.

      The door creaked open, and O filled the opening, his long dreadlocks draped in front of him. Girls fawned over his handsome face, yet most of the time, he was immune to them. He didn’t like the attention, an exact opposite parallel to Saint.

      He held a sandwich in his mouth and a duffle in each of his hands. He wobbled into the room and dropped both bags on the floor beside Domino’s desk. O took a bite of the sandwich he had and looked at us.

      “Am I interrupting something?” His focus shifted to Domino, who was eying him and his presumable behavior. “Bro, you’re past due on the grooming.”

      “Did you call him?” Domino twirled his thumbs as he watched O start unpacking his bags.

      “You know I did.”

      He was agitated, but that wasn’t why he had determination in his eyes. “Tomorrow.”

      Figures. Standing up, I grabbed the laundry bag filled with his poor choices for today inside.

      “Then I need to go pack my bag. Details?” I paused just before I exited his office.

      “We’ll cover them after dinner.”

      The buzz of clippers chimed in, ending the conversation for now. I knew the important parts of the assignment. Make sure that this girl did nothing stupid for the next few months, bring the baby to him, and as always, I needed to stay out of sight while I was there. I could handle that easily.

      Savage Kings Series, Prequel

      She's a Savage...

      Abigail

      When the King gives you a mission, you complete it. But sometimes, even the simplest things are easy to screw up. I didn’t expect a partner to accompany me, used to working on my own. Especially not one that would be my roommate, and so damn tempting. Forced proximity keeps us breathing desire-heavy air together, unable to hide from the chemistry. Making a mistake could lead to fatal repercussions affecting more than just my life, but is it preventable?

      Aaron

      I need to handle all possible legal matters as they surfaced in Cincinnati. Beyond that, the details were scarce. I was assured that once I arrived, the missing pieces would be filled in. In a split second, the dynamics change giving me a taste of a woman I’d considered off-limits. Attraction lowers my guard and distracts us from the assignment. Will we be able to do what we need to, or will we crash and burn?

      

      Get yours here!
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      The Doctor’s Mate: A Ramelian Bride’s short story

      

      Madge stood nervously in the line with all the other prospective Ramelian brides.  They'd set up a center to receive women that wanted to be brides to the big warriors and it was always busy.

      She felt out of place among the young women she waited in line with, Madge knew she was the oldest by far and probably had no chance of being picked as a potential mate to a warrior but she was so very lonely.

      Madge had run the restaurant for almost thirty years and every one assumed she'd never married but it wasn't true.  A long time ago when she'd been very young she'd married her high school sweetheart.  She sighed as memories washed over her, John had been everything she'd wanted and needed. He was gentle and loving but very firm, he'd paddled her bottom more than once when warranted but it was the loving mastery and dominance in their bedroom she missed the most.

      John had ruled completely there and he'd reveled in making her body sing for him. When he'd been killed in the Great War a scant year after they'd married, Madge had been devastated.  She hadn't thought she'd ever be able to love again but forty years was a very long time to be alone.

      Her body ached for the same dominant mastery that she'd known with her husband, and she knew she could find it again with a Ramelian warrior.  So here she was waiting in line probably with a very slim chance of being accepted as a bride but she had to try.

      As the line in front of her grew shorter Madge grew more and more nervous, what was she doing? She wasn't a young girl looking for adventure. She was sixty year old woman looking to get laid.

      There was no way one of those handsome warriors would choose her for a mate.  She'd just been about to leave when she head a deep voice call her name.

      "Madge Harrison?" Madge looked up when her name was called to find a tall Ramelian male standing there with a folder in his hand as he frowned out over the crowd of women. He was so handsome he stole her breath; not as quite as tall or as broad as most of the warriors she'd encountered he still cut a masterful figure as he stood there frowning.  She liked his silver hair and the silver goatee, Madge shivered as she imagined that beard against her inner thigh.

      "Madge Harrison?" he called her name again with a bit of impatience in his voice and a sudden burst of panic bloomed in her chest.  Madge did the only thing possible to her at that moment. She bolted.

      She'd only taken a dozen steps when that deep voice spoke from directly behind her, "Stop right there young lady."

      Madge froze in place as she turned to look uncertainly up at the man with silver hair and piercing grey eyes. Had he called her young lady?

      "Madge Harrison I presume?" he asked, a silver brow arched with displeasure.

      "I...umm...yes sir," she softly murmured.  "I changed my mind; I don't think I'm at all suitable for the program and..."

      "My dear it's much too late for that," the man said before taking her firmly by the arm and marching her past all the curious stares of the waiting young women and into a small door marked private.

      She found herself in a small medical office complete with an exam table.  Studying the table and seeing the stirrups attached at the end of it she shivered.

      "Strip," he said succinctly.

      "What?" Madge asked, alarmed by the intensity of his gaze.

      "I am going to exam you young lady, strip." he told her again.

      "Who are you?" she asked as she plucked nervously at the buttons on her blouse.

      "I am Dr. Marcus Pimel; I am in charge of accepting or rejecting prospective Ramelian Brides that come through these doors." Dr. Pimel told her sternly. "Are you going to strip young lady or am I going to have to spank your naughty bottom and them remove your clothing myself?"

      "You can't be serious?" Madge exclaimed, both shocked and excited by his words.  It had been so long since she'd been taken in hand.

      "Apparently a demonstration in is in order," he said matter of factly before setting down the file in his hand and catching her by the arm as he sat down in a straight back chair to pull her face down over his strong thighs.

      Madge immediately put a hand back to cover her bottom protectively, "You can't!"

      "Enough of this silliness Margaret," the doctor said firmly before he grabbed her hand and put it in the small of her back as he gathered her full skirts up in his other hand and tossed them over her head.

      Madge cringed as she imagined him staring down at her giant white polyester granny panties and gave a hysterical giggle. They really were granny panties; she was after all old enough to be a granny.

      When he caught the elastic leg band on one side of her panties and gave them a snap she jumped.  "Be still." He admonished giving her a sharp swat on the seat of her panties before he grabbed the waist band and jerked them unceremoniously to her knees.

      Madge found herself gripping his ankle with both hands in preparation for the feel of his broad palm connecting with her bare flesh. It had been so very long, she realized she ached for this almost crying in relief as his hand slapped down hard.

      Again and again his punishing palm connected with the tender flesh of her backside until she found herself kicking her legs in reflex. Several sharp swats landed on her thighs in response to her kicks, "That will be enough of that little girl."

      The doctor tilted her further over and clamped a strong thigh over the backs of her legs to prevent anymore kicking as he began to apply his firm hand to the crease of her legs where her bottom met her thighs.

      Madge howled as he lit a fire in her sit spots she knew wouldn't soon be extinguished.  Soon she was hanging over his lap limply sobbing out her apologies. "I'm sorree! I'll be a good girl!"

      Dr. Pimel immediately sat her back on her feet with another stern look, "I trust we won't have any further foolishness?"

      "No sir," she promised as she clamped her hands over her hot bottom.

      "Good girl. Now strip and climb up on the table." He told her as he turned away to gather some supplies from the cabinet next to the table.

      Madge hesitated only a moment before quickly stripping out of her clothing and folding it neatly on the counter.  She left on her shoes somehow feeling a little less naked with them on though she knew it was ridiculous to be sitting bare-assed on the exam table with her low heeled pumps still on her feet.

      She winced as her bottom came into contact with the table giving a little hiss of discomfort.

      The doctor turned around and to her surprise he smiled at her, "I bet you will be a little more quick to obey me in the future won't you little girl."

      Madge nodded in agreement, then blushed and looked at her lap as the doctor's warm grey eyes ran over her pudgy body and lingered on her sagging breasts.

      A firm finger beneath her chin lifted her gaze back to his, "You're beautiful Madge. You’re a grown woman, ripe and ready to be plucked. Do not be ashamed of your body, I enjoy looking at you."

      Madge felt shamed by his words, "I don't belong here." Fresh tears pricked behind her eyelids as she looked into those beautiful grey eyes.

      Dr. Pimel gave her a puzzled look, "Why do you say such a thing little one?"

      "I can't provide babies so I am worthless as a bride." She blurted the words out, relieved to have the truth out in the open.

      He waved off her concerns, "Your age is of no consequence dearling. You will be as fertile as a young girl."

      Sorrow filled her heart as she looked at him, "You don't understand." Resolve filling her Madge jumped off the table.  "I should never have come here, I have nothing to offer."

      Madge had no sooner climbed off the table than she found herself bent over it. She looked over her shoulder to see a long thin rod in the doctor's hand. With a snap of his wrist it left a line of fire on the already tender under curve of her backside.

      "Ohhhh!" she stomped her foot in an effort to shake away the sting, but a firm tap to the back of her thigh made her straighten her legs back into position.  The rod snapped down in the exact same place four more times leaving her sobbing once more.

      Then the doctor lifted her to stand and pulled her into his arms as he ran a soothing hand over her back. "Now tell me little one what is all this talk of being worthless about?"

      "I had ovarian cancer...complete hysterectomy...never have children...a womb...not a real woman at all anymore!" Madge sobbed into his broad chest.

      "Shhh...Shhh...my darling one...you are not worthless and I will never hear that from your sweet lips again. Am I understood?" he asked firmly.

      She looked up at him with wet eyes, "But what good am I for one of your warriors?"

      Dr. Pimel gave her a rakish grin, "None at all. None of my warriors would know what to do with a woman like you. You my dear are mine."

      "Yours?" she asked softly, almost afraid to hope.

      "Yes I knew from the moment I saw you trying to sneak out of the receiving center that you were my mate." Dr. Pixel told her with an indulgent smile.

      "But I can't give you children," Madge whispered staring down at his shoes.

      A gentle hand tipped her face back up to his once more, "Grayson, the Commander of the Ramelian fleet is the entire son I need. I raised him after his father died and I love him like my own."

      "What can I give?" she asked with fresh tears brimming in her eyes.

      "Everything," he told her firmly as he pressed a hand between her breasts to urge her onto her back.

      The stark dominance in his gaze sent a thrill through her body, "Everything?"

      "Everything; I will accept nothing less," the doctor lifted her feet one at a time to place them in the stirrups then pressed her knees apart until she was spread wide for him.

      "Doctor?" Madge asked uncertainly.

      "Marcus or sir," the doctor explained as he used the fingers of one hand to spread the lips of her labia apart.

      She gasped looking down her body to see Marcus leaning in to inhale deeply and felt a flush filling her face. He was smelling her!

      "I love the scent of your arousal," he told her as he slid one finger into her wet heat then twirled it around the little nub of her clit.

      Madge's eyes fluttered closed at the intimate touch lifting her hips in silent demand.  Marcus chuckled, "It seems I have a greedy wench on my hands."

      She licked her lips as she looked at him, "It's been over forty years since a man touched me. Since my husband died."

      "My poor sweet girl let me see if I can ease your ache before I continue my exam." Marcus said just before he sealed his lips over her throbbing clit and sucked hard while simultaneously driving two fingers deep inside her.

      Madge's back bowed with a keening wail as she came immediately her inner muscles squeezing his thrusting fingers rhythmically.

      "That's my good girl," she watched as he pulled his fingers free of her body and licked them clean while watching her with slumberous eyes.

      "Thank you sir," Madge whispered.

      "I will always see to your needs little girl. I will punish and pleasure you as I see fit binding you even tighter to me with every touch." Marcus promised her.

      Marcus straightened and began to finish the exam clinically. A large metal probe was slipped into her vaginal canal, he confirmed that she'd had a complete hysterectomy but was otherwise a healthy adult female.  Once he pulled the probe from her vagina Marcus told her to turn over and get up on her knees.

      "Why?" she asked with a frown of confusion.

      "Did I tell you to do something young lady?" the question was asked in a no-nonsense tone that Madge knew didn't bode well for her ass.

      "Yes sir," Madge said softly and she hurried to turn over and scrambled to her knees with her chest pressed to the table.

      Marcus immediately slapped his hand across her upturned buttocks several times in a row until she gave a soft yelp of protest.  "You'd better learn now that when I give you instruction young lady I do not expect to repeat myself."

      "I'm sorry sir," she sniffled a little miserably then gave a cry of surprise when she felt the thick probe at the opening to her anus. Madge looked over her shoulder at him in shock.

      "Calm yourself dear. I'm checking your anal responses." he said matter of factly as he began to press the probe into her tight back channel.

      "Oooohh!" Madge gave a little whimper as it slid deep into her ass, the burning stretch as it filled her sending a shocking wave of pleasure through her that seemed to pulse in her clit.

      Marcus reached a hand beneath her belly and into her wet slit to tweak her clit between two fingers as he began to slide the probe in and out of her ass hard and fast.

      Madge began to pant as she built closer and closer to another climax, even though it was terribly embarrassing to have something inside her most private place.  "Good girl, this tight little ass is going to feel so good around my cock when I take you here."

      Marcus' words sent her over the edge and she came again with a little scream.  He patted her sore posterior lightly as he pulled the probe free of her ass and then cleaned her up with a warm cloth.

      "You respond beautifully to everything my dear," He told her approvingly.  "I am indeed a very lucky man."

      Madge flushed with pleasure at his words.  Then she felt him climb up behind her on the table and the thick head of his cock was against her opening where he stilled just outside. Her inner muscles clenched against the broad tip as if trying to pull him inside.

      Impatiently Madge tried to push her hips back to capture his cock inside her where it was so badly needed.  Marcus slapped her bottom sharply. "No. I control your pleasure and your pain. You take what I give you, nothing more and nothing less. Exercise some patience little girl."

      "Please sir," she begged aching so badly to be filled.

      He teased her by sinking in barely an inch and then retreating again. Marcus did this over and over again barely entering her before pulling out until Madge chanting the word please. Finally he caught her shoulders in his hands to brace her and he thrust in hard to the hilt filling her complete.

      Madge gave a throaty cry of pleasure as she welcomed him inside reveling in his possession, "Yes!"

      Marcus pressed the head of his cock against a magical place deep inside of her grinding against it until she screamed in orgasm and a flood of moisture came out to bathe his cock. "Good girl," he told her as he slowly withdrew from her contracting channel only slam back inside.  This time he rode her hard without mercy.

      Marcus pounded in and out of her hard enough to make the bed move with every thrust.

      "Who do you belong to little girl?" he asked as he fucked her hard.

      "You Marcus...I belong to you!" Madge cried as the pleasure built and built towards a crescendo she wasn't sure she could take but when she shifted away Marcus pulled her back into place and continued to plunder her depths.

      One hand came around and began to slap her pussy hard as he drove in and out driving her pleasure even higher with the slight sting that bloomed into ecstasy.  Then she exploded, shattering into a million pieces as she screamed his name to the heavens.

      Madge felt as if she'd been torn apart and then reborn in the arms of this man...her lover...her disciplinarian…her mate.
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