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      Being with the only man she’d ever loved would have been a forbidden romance.

      After Freya’s father passed, she decided to pack up and leave everything behind, but that meant leaving Elijah, too.

      Not only was he older but their lives were entwined, so regardless of her desire, the possibility of them being together seemed next to impossible. But love had a funny way of making a person disregard what was right or what was deemed wrong.

      The heart wanted what it wanted.

      And she’d only ever wanted Elijah.

      Now four years later, Freya was back in her hometown and that longing and ache in her heart remained. But everything was different in the best kind of way, and the forbidden aspect of her love didn’t seem so wrong anymore.

      As passion ignited, truths were revealed, and love was tested. Freya knew she could either follow her heart or let it break a second time.

      

      Reader note: This book was published previously under the same title. It has been recovered, re-edited, and has undergone minor tweaks. The story itself is the same. This is a forbidden romance, and there may be subject matter that may be sensitive to some readers.
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      Freya Dresden stared at her stepmother, feeling small compared to the woman who intimidated her like no other. Even at the young age of fifteen, she hated that Meghan was who she had to look at for a mother figure and a father figure. Hell, Meghan was the only family she had left.

      After her mom died when she was only three, her father had remarried, finding the woman he could spend the rest of his life with in the form of his personal assistant. Freya was happy her father had found someone and didn’t have to be alone.

      But then the unthinkable happened. Not only was she motherless, but she’d become fatherless as well, and the only person she could rely on was Meghan in all her self-absorbed glory.

      Meghan had been sweet at first, trying to befriend Freya because she clearly wanted her father and his money. But when a drunk driver T-boned her father’s car one rainy night, Freya lost her father at the tender age of thirteen. It had been two years since then, and here she was, sitting across from Meghan, watching her sweet-talk her new husband, Elijah.

      If Freya could have gone to live with a relative, she would have left in a heartbeat, but she had no one else aside from this woman who didn’t want her, this woman who now had a legal responsibility because she’d married Freya’s father.

      “You’re not hungry?” Elijah asked Freya. He was a nice man, a man who for whatever reason thought getting married to a self-centered, mean-spirited woman like Meghan was a good idea.

      “No,” Freya said, pushing her plate of burnt toast and too-runny eggs Meghan had “cooked” away from her. She stared at the food as her stomach churned. “I prefer my eggs a little less active and my toast a little less black.”

      Elijah started laughing, and that had Freya smiling. But the exasperated sound that left Meghan told her that her stepmother really wasn’t all that pleased with her husband and stepdaughter making jokes about her lack of cooking skills.

      “I have to go to school anyway.” Freya couldn’t wait to turn eighteen. Then she could leave this place behind and let Meghan and Elijah have their perfect little life. They were still newlyweds, Freya assumed, seeing as they’d only been married a few months, but none of this concerned Freya.

      She tried to keep her nose out of everything related to Meghan and focus on doing well in school so she could get a scholarship and live in a dorm—far away from this life. She just wanted to forget about everything she’d lost, everything she was forced to gain, and start over alone.

      “I’ll take you. I have to go to the office early anyway,” Elijah said as he stood and smiled down at Freya.

      “I’m okay to walk, really.” She grabbed her bag off the tiled floor and turned, making her way toward the front door. But before she could open the door, Elijah was there opening it for her.

      “Ladies first,” he said with a grin. He was such a nice man, and Freya couldn’t understand why he’d want to marry someone as self-absorbed as Meghan. Ducking her head, Freya stepped out of the front door and murmured a thank you. She was minding her own business and biding her time by focusing on herself. She had three more years, and then she could get out of this damn house and away from Meghan, this town, and all the memories of what she didn’t have anymore.

      They made their way over to his Range Rover. Elijah had money and owned his own company, which was most likely a very big reason Meghan married him.

      Sitting in the vehicle while Elijah was on his way to her school, she let the silence surround her. She felt comfortable when nothing was said, when she was alone. But it was also sad because when she was alone, she thought about her mom and dad. She didn’t remember a lot about her mother since she’d died at such a young age, but Freya had a lot of happy memories of her dad that she clung to.

      “I know Meghan can be a … pill.” He chuckled softly. “For lack of a better word. Believe me, I know.”

      She looked her at him. Elijah was a big man, tall, muscular, with a head full of short black hair, and these intense green eyes that almost seemed unreal. Freya knew an attractive man when she saw one, and Elijah definitely was good-looking. But the fact he married Meghan, a woman who was beautiful on the outside but ugly on the inside, made her wonder. But he was nice, and it wasn’t fair to judge him because of the woman he decided to strap himself with.

      “Can I ask you something?” Freya shifted toward him on the seat, holding her backpack in her lap, and saw him nod.

      “Yeah. I know we really don’t know each other, but I’m here if you want to talk. Believe me, I know what can go through a kid’s head. I have a few nieces and nephews,” he said and grinned.

      “What do you see in her?” Freya wasn’t ashamed or embarrassed to ask him that. She was honestly curious why someone would want to be married to a woman who only thought about herself.

      He was silent for a moment, but then he exhaled and glanced at her for only a second. “She can be difficult, I admit, but she’s a good person at heart. I have to believe she is.”

      Freya didn’t bother snorting at that. He clearly didn’t know Meghan the way she did, but he would. It was only a matter of time before he really saw Meghan for who and what she was: a woman only after a man with a fat bankroll and nothing holding him down. Elijah didn’t have any children, and she knew from what she’d overheard Meghan saying to her father years ago that she didn’t want any kids.

      They rode the rest of the way in silence, and when he stopped in front of her school, she got out before he could say anything. She just felt like she was out of place in the only home she’d ever known. She hated feeling like she didn’t belong anywhere.

      One day she’d be gone, and she’d say fuck it all. She’d start her own life where she didn’t have to rely on anyone, and that would be the end of it. If she stayed here longer than she had to, Freya didn’t think she’d survive, especially not with a stepmother like Meghan.

      Being the shadow that darkened her life, Meghan was just a reminder that Freya’s father was no longer here and her life was no longer the same.
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        Three years later

      

      

      Well, Freya had done it. She’d graduated, gotten that scholarship to a school away from this town and Meghan, and was currently getting so drunk she couldn’t see straight. But this was what Freya needed, to just become oblivious of anything and everything.

      She’d come to the party with her friend Terra, but she couldn’t find her at the moment. The last time she’d seen her was when she was heading upstairs with one of the football players. So here Freya was, standing here watching people as she got drunk, but not caring about much of anything because she was nice and loopy.

      The party was at some guy’s parents’ house. They were out of town, so the house was filled with seniors and juniors, but some freshmen and sophomores had weaseled their way in. She thought some college kids were even present.

      The booze was flowing, the joints being passed around, and half the student body at the party were almost fucking, heading to one of the empty rooms to do just that, or didn’t care and were screwing right here out in the open. But then again, she supposed anyone who was drunk or high didn’t care if people watched.

      There was a group of guys sitting on the couch right across from her, and she was pretty sure they were snorting coke.

      She stared at the lines they made with a credit card and at the mirror they were using as their surface. One of the guys rolled up a dollar bill into a tight cylinder and then leaned forward and inhaled one of the lines through his nose. It was kind of fascinating to watch, but not something she’d ever want to try.

      “You want some?” The deep voice beside her had her turning her head and staring at the guy who stood a few inches from her. She’d never seen him before, and he looked pretty old, maybe college-aged. He grinned, his eyes bloodshot, glossy, and the smell of beer coming from his breath.

      “No, thanks,” she said and shook her head, looking back at the guys doing lines. “It’s just kind of interesting to watch, like I’m in the middle of Boogie Nights or something with all the drugs and sex around me.” She took a drink from her bottle of beer, finishing it off, and was about to go into the kitchen to throw the bottle away and get another one when the guy who had asked if she wanted coke stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

      “Come on, just a line. I swear it’s like fucking heaven right up your nose. And dripping down the back of your throat.”

      “Sounds tempting,” she said sarcastically, “but I’m not into having heaven snorted up my nose.” She moved away from him and went into the kitchen where a couple was currently making out and groping each other. The girl was sitting on the counter with her legs spread and the guy wedged between them.

      Freya went to set the bottle on the counter, but she was so drunk she didn’t calculate the distance right. It ended up crashing to the floor and shattering. She closed her eyes, feeling a wave of dizziness slam into her, and knew it was time to call this a night and go home. She grabbed a rag, bent down, and started picking up the glass so no one got hurt.

      “Hey.” Terra was right behind her, loud enough to be heard over the music, and caused Freya to jump. The piece of glass in her hand fell to the ground but not without cutting her in the process.

      She gasped, then stood and turned to see a thoroughly mussed-looking Terra. Her red hair was a mess of waves around her face, and her cheeks were flushed.

      “Oh, shit,” Terra said, grabbing the rag out of Freya’s hand and holding it to the cut. After a while of lifting the rag and placing it back on the cut after checking to see if the bleeding had stopped, Terra finally breathed out and removed the rag. “The bleeding has stopped, and I don’t think it’s that deep.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Freya said and braced a hand on the counter to steady herself.

      “That’s ’cause you’re wasted,” Terra said on a laugh. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      They made their way out of the house with people staring at them and commenting on the bloody rag held to Freya’s hand. Once they were outside, across the street, and in Terra’s car, Freya looked at her friend. “You’re good to drive?”

      Terra snorted. “I haven’t had anything to drink, although I am a little bow-legged.”

      Freya groaned and closed her eyes, resting her head back on the seat. “No details, please.”

      Terra laughed but didn’t respond. They drove the twenty minutes it took to Freya’s place, but it felt like it took forever. By the time Terra parked in the driveway, helped Freya out, and they walked to the front door, Freya turned quickly and emptied her stomach. It lasted a few minutes, and when the dry heaving finally subsided, Terra handed her a napkin.

      It wasn’t like Terra was her best friend or that they were even that close. They went to school together, but it was only when Freya started working at the local coffee shop, which was also where Terra worked, that the two started talking. And that had only happened this year.

      “Where the hell did this come from?” Freya asked and chuckled.

      “My pocket. Be glad it wasn’t used.”

      Freya groaned. “Nasty.”

      “You’re good to get inside by yourself?”

      Freya nodded. “I feel better now.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

      Freya straightened. “Yeah, I feel a lot better now.” After finally convincing Terra she was really okay, she waved at her friend and watched her get in her car and leave. The sound of Meghan yelling came through the front door, and Freya groaned softly and closed her eyes.

      In the three years since Meghan and Elijah had been married, it slowly progressed to where Meghan was a bitching machine. But then again, she’d been this way with her father all the way up until he passed away.

      Freya turned and made her way to the porch. She not so gracefully sat down on the concrete step, not about to go in there right now. She might be drunk and able to blissfully walk through that landmine, but no way in hell was she going to let it ruin the buzz she had going on.

      It was only about five minutes before the sound of stomping feet came closer to the front door. It eventually opened and slammed against the wall, but Freya didn’t bother turning around. Instead, she leaned her head on the banister next to her, closed her eyes, and waited for everything to pass. But she couldn’t tune out the sound of Meghan bitching at Elijah once more.

      “I am so sick of this bullshit, Elijah,” Meghan all but shrieked. “I can’t live like this where you are never home because you’re working all the damn time—”

      “And how do you expect to buy your Louis Vuitton purses or pay for that brand-new Mercedes or all the other shit you have to have?” Elijah said from inside in a calm, collected voice.

      “And you,” Meghan spat out. “God, you are worthless, coming home drunk and making the porch reek like fucking puke. College can’t come soon enough for your ass.” Meghan stormed down the porch, away from Freya and the house, and was peeling out of the driveway a few minutes later.

      Freya lifted her hand and flipped Meghan off even though the bitch didn’t see her. It made Freya feel marginally better, so she supposed that was something.

      A second later, the sound of Elijah coming toward the front door stirred Freya slightly, but she was feeling nauseous again, so she didn’t bother moving to look at him.

      “How much of that did you hear?” he asked after several seconds had passed. He moved onto the step beside her, sitting down.

      “All of it,” she said softly, not really caring about their fight because she knew she was about to throw up again. She turned her head, feeling humiliated that she was about to puke right in front of him, but she braced a hand on the banister and just let it all come out.

      But what surprised her as she was in the middle of dry heaving was the fact Elijah pulled her hair back, keeping it away from her face. She would have thanked him, but her body ached, she was embarrassed, and the burping sounds that came from her intermittently had all conversation ceasing.

      “You’ll feel better once it’s all out,” he said softly and started rubbing her back.

      “I don’t think so because nothing else is left, and I still feel like shit.”

      He started chuckling, and after a moment, he helped her up and into the house. “Come on, sit down, and I’ll get you some water and ibuprofen.”

      Once inside, she sat on the couch, closed her eyes, and heard him leave to go into the kitchen. The sound of him opening the cabinet, the bottle of pills being opened, and then him turning on the faucet seemed so loud, she actually groaned. When she was about to lie down, he came back in the living room and touched her hand.

      “Here, you’ll feel better after you’ve taken these.”

      Freya opened her eyes, took the pills and water he offered, and once they were swallowed, she rested her head on the couch. For a second, she just stared at him.

      “Why do you stay with her? She’s such a bitch.” Freya didn’t care if she was being bold. She might have thrown up until nothing was left, but she was still pretty buzzed and wanted to know.

      He didn’t answer right away, but he did sit across from her and brace his forearms on his thighs. He stared down at the ground for what seemed like forever and then ran a hand through his hair and sighed.

      “I don’t know if she ever planned on telling you this, or if even I did. I know you’re leaving for college in the fall and getting away will be so good for you.” He leaned back on the chair with dark hair mussed from running his fingers through it. His eyes seemed lighter, more sympathetic even. “We aren’t staying together. In fact, I’ve already gotten the paperwork for a divorce. I’m already looking for another place because I can’t stand to be here with her anymore.”

      She sat up a little straighter. “She didn’t act like you guys were getting a divorce, not with her screaming at you even.”

      He shook his head. “I was going to give them to her tonight and explain it all, but she started acting like, well, herself.” He exhaled again. “I haven’t been happy for a long time, and although I shouldn’t even be telling you these things, I know you haven’t been happy either. We’ll both be breaking away, Freya.”

      She didn’t say anything because she didn’t know what to say.

      “She never treated you right,” Freya finally said and leaned back again. “No one deserves to be trapped with her self-righteous, self-absorbed ass.”

      He smiled lightly, but rather than it be from humor, it was kind of sad. “She has some self-esteem issues, and I think once she addresses those, she may be able to have a good life.”

      Freya rubbed her eyes. “I don’t care if she ever has a good life. She’s an awful woman.”

      “You’re drunk—”

      “And you think that’s why I’m saying it?” she said and dropped her hand to the couch, staring at Elijah again. “No, I’m not so drunk that I don’t know what kind of evil bitch she really is. You deserve better than her. My father deserved better than her. And I deserve better than having to live with her.” The sadness of bringing up her father slammed into Freya harder because she was drunk, but she held back her emotions. “I should go to bed.” She stood, surprised she could stand fully.

      She looked over at him and saw that he watched her with this guarded, hurt, and angry expression on his face. “Good night, Elijah,” she said softly. He smiled, but once again, it seemed a little forced, a little sad, as if he were doing the act for her benefit. “I’m really sorry things aren’t working out with Meghan. I meant it when I said you deserve better.”

      “Thanks, Freya, and I’m sorry, too.” He didn’t have to say why he was apologizing because she knew. Neither of their lives had gone the way they planned or wanted, but they would make it work. They had to because if they didn’t, then what was the point?
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      It had been a long time, forever it almost seemed, since Freya had been back to her hometown. She’d finished college but was taking a few months off before she started job hunting. She may have been undecided when she began at the university, but her mind had been so focused on escaping. After she left home, she hadn’t thought twice about the woman or the house where she’d spent so many years.

      But the months leading up to her departure had been tense, heavy, and heated. Elijah had finally moved out, gotten that divorce he’d spoken to Freya about, and then it was just Freya and Meghan. But Meghan hadn’t even paid attention to Freya, not when she found a new guy not even a month after Elijah had left. And then Freya had finally left, and she turned her back on everything without once looking back.

      No conversation with Meghan, no thinking about what she was doing, how things were going with her, or if she’d ever see her again.

      That had been four years ago. Freya was now twenty-two, had her nursing degree under her belt, and was doing something she never thought she’d do. She was heading back to her hometown.

      “I bet it’s weird coming back here after all these years?” her friend Maurice said from beside her. He was driving the grueling twelve-hour trip back from the university, which they decided to do straight through. She looked over at the guy who had befriended her; her geeky but lovable friend who she’d lost her virginity to one drunken study night, a night neither really remembered but hadn’t the desire to repeat. He’d even gotten into a fight defending her honor. He was a good guy, and all those things had made her love him so much. But that was also in the past. They were just friends, the best of friends, and she didn’t know what she’d do without him.

      His dark blond hair was short, but long enough in the front that it kind of swooped over his forehead. He wore these thin black glasses, and his blue eyes always seemed to regard her as if he knew what she was thinking. He was the total opposite of Elijah.

      God, why was she even thinking about him?

      She’d only spoken to him once since she’d gone to school, and it had been in the form of a surprise call from him. He’d been checking up on her a few months after she’d settled into her dorm freshman year. But ever since their conversation when she’d been drunk and he admitted his divorce to her, there was just something about him that she hadn’t been able to shake.

      “Not weird, just kind of depressing,” she said. Looking out the passenger window, she pushed everything Elijah out of her head, but it was hard. She knew he still lived in town, and that his business had grown exponentially and internationally. He was wildly successful now, even more so than he’d been four years prior.

      Stop thinking about him. Stop it.

      She could see the concerned look on Maurice’s face in the reflection of the passenger side window and knew he’d try to comfort her because he was a good friend like that. He also knew everything about her and her past. She hadn’t kept anything from him.

      They were approaching the city limits of Grapplers Corner, the town she’d been born in, grown up in, and vowed never to come back to. But this was her home, no matter how long she stayed away, and she’d told herself, at least not out loud, that even if Meghan had ruined the memories she had of this place, this was where she’d spent time with her father and mother.

      “Just take this road about another mile or so. You’ll see a sign for Thorndale Avenue. Take a left and follow that for about ten minutes.” Maurice was silent as they made the rest of their drive, but she was glad for the silence and even welcomed it. There were times she had hated the solitude that being orphaned, alone, and having no family provided. It made her feel like she was just floating through this world with no purpose. But she’d remember all the good memories, the ones that far superseded the bad, and she knew that despite having no extended family, she wasn’t truly alone.

      “Take a left up here. When you get to the end of the street, take a right. My house is the last on the left.” She spoke softly, adjusting herself on the seat as she stared straight ahead. For four years, she’d stayed away, but she honestly didn’t have any reason to come back.

      Finally, Maurice pulled to a stop in front of the house where she’d grown up in, a house she had hated after her father passed away and she was forced to live in it until she could escape.

      “It’s a nice house, Freya,” Maurice said, and leaned forward to see better out of the front windshield.

      Her father had left her the house. He’d made sure in the event of his passing that when Freya reached adulthood it would go to her. It was paid for, and even though he had been married, Meghan had gotten nothing aside from what would afford her living expenses. And in the event Meghan got remarried, all income from Freya’s father’s account would cease being distributed to her stepmother. Maybe that was why Meghan hated her so much? Maybe that was why she’d seen Freya as nothing but a nuisance, a child who had taken everything from her? And, in essence, Freya had, she supposed. Her father had left everything to Freya, every single dime, every single possession, but then Meghan was still strapped with the child who was not even hers all because of a legally binding marriage.

      They sat there for a moment looking at the house, neither speaking.

      “You don’t have to stay here, Freya,” Maurice said softly. “We can get a couple of rooms at a motel. You don’t have to do this, Freya, not if it’s too hard.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not too hard. I just haven’t been here in a long time, and it’s a little sad thinking about everything. But my dad wanted to make sure I had some place that was mine.” She looked at Maurice. A piece of blond hair fell over the top of his glasses, and she smiled. He was such a good guy, and she was sorry things hadn’t worked out for them. But she was thankful things had ended amicably and she could have him as a close friend.

      He was heading home and had a girl he’d been talking with for the past year waiting for him. Freya was glad he had plans, and he was happy.

      “As long as you’re sure,” he said and smiled. “But I’m here.”

      She knew he was. He’d always be there for her, just as she’d be there for him.

      “I’m sure.” She took a deep breath and climbed out of the car. After getting her bags out of the back seat, she stood there for a moment, looking at the house. The yard had been tended to recently, but it wasn’t because they’d paid for anyone to do it. She looked at the house next door, where an elderly couple who had been good friends with her mother and father had likely been the ones to cut it while they did their own lawn work. It warmed her heart that after all these years, they were looking out for even the smallest things.

      “When is the moving van supposed to be coming?” Maurice asked and stepped up beside her.

      “Tomorrow morning.” He held his bag as well, but although he’d driven her home, he wasn’t staying. He’d only be here long enough to help her get settled in, something he’d insisted on, and then he’d be on his way to his parents’ house, which was another five hours from here.

      They walked up the front path, climbed the steps to the porch, and she stared at the red front door. The glass that made up an oblong shape in the center of the door was in a floral and scrollwork design. Her father had told Freya her mother had picked out the door because she had loved the design in it.

      “I’ll warn you that since Meghan left, no one has been in the house. We are talking years.” She looked over at Maurice and made a face. “I’m kind of afraid to go in there.” Although she knew the house had been professionally cleaned when Meghan had moved out after she met her now third husband. As far as she knew, all her father’s furniture was still in the house. She grabbed her key, rubbed her finger over the faded and dull brass coloring, and breathed out. “Let’s do this.”

      She walked up to the front door, put the key in the lock, and turned it. Grabbing the handle, she felt her heart race, her palms sweat, and this strange sensation move through her as she pushed the door open and stared inside. There was the stench of musty, boarded-in age that came to her. The curtains were drawn, but the light streaming in from outside, washing around her and into the house, made the dust particles in the air stand out in stark relief.

      When she stepped inside, she felt the rush of memories wash through her, and the urge to cry—maybe because she was happy, or sad, or just because she hadn’t been here in so damn long—took over her.

      “You doing okay?” Maurice asked, and she nodded without looking behind her.

      “I am.” And although she felt like crying, she was happy to be here. As strange as it was, she wasn’t thinking about Meghan or her father dying, but about the memories she had before Meghan, before her father’s passing, and before she felt like she was trapped. She thought about the good times, the ones that had her smiling. Yes, this was what she’d been missing, and how insane was it that she’d stayed away this long, thinking it would feel horrible when, in fact, she felt good.

      Setting her bags on the floor, she looked around. To her left was the living room, in front of her the stairs, and to her right the hallway and kitchen.

      “We are going to have our hands full cleaning this place,” Maurice said in a teasing voice.

      She looked over her shoulder, keeping her emotions in check, and nodded. “Yeah, but I’m looking forward to it.” And she was. God, did it feel good to want to be a part of a life she’d wanted to get away from for so long.
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      “I want these files completed by five today. They have to be sent over to the McCain firm. Do you understand?” Elijah said into the phone, feeling his patience wane, his nerves about to snap, and his anger rise. He slammed the phone down after the call ended, breathed out, and closed his eyes. His business was booming, and the money was rolling in, yet he was more stressed out than he’d ever been in the past four years.

      Turning in his chair, he stared out the window of his office. From fifteen stories up, he looked down and stared at the activity below. Although it wasn’t really that high, for the town of Grapplers Corner, it was considered a skyscraper view.

      He stood, walked over to the glass, and continued to gaze down at the city below. After not moving for what seemed like several long moments, he heard a knock on his office doors. Without turning around, he called out for them to enter.

      “Mr. Westgate?” his assistant, Brenna, said from behind him.

      He turned and looked at her. She held a stack of papers and a manila envelope in one hand, and in her other hand, she carried a cup of coffee. She set the coffee on the table and handed him the paperwork.

      “You have three appointments this afternoon and another one tomorrow. Mr. Jerald wants to talk to you about the new property development—”

      “Cancel my appointments for the rest of the day and tomorrow.”

      She was silent for a moment. “Okay. Are you feeling okay?”

      He looked down at the files. “I’m fine, but the appointments today and tomorrow aren’t anything that can’t be dealt with later in the week.”

      “Okay,” she said again and turned to leave.

      Once the door shut behind her, he sat back down and rested his head back on the chair. Staring at the vaulted ceiling in his office, he felt strained, pulled, and tugged because of work, because his life was so hectic anymore. It was the evil that came with success. It was the strain that came with the payoff, the loneliness that came with being wealthy.

      He picked up his phone and dialed the front desk. “Get Franco on the line for me, please,” he said to Brenna. After a second of silence, he heard ringing on the other end of the receiver. He waited for a man he’d first met years ago to come on the line.

      “Elijah, it has been too long,” Franco, a Portuguese business investor Elijah had met five years prior, said in his deeply accented voice.

      After they small talked for about five minutes, Elijah finally got to the reason he’d called Franco. “You remember that property you mentioned all those years ago, the one you owned about two hours from the city?” They’d spoken just last month at a gala, and when Franco had mentioned the property to another investor, Elijah hadn’t been able to help but grow interested.

      “Si. I’ve been in the market to sell it and was speaking with someone at the gala, if you recall.”

      “I do.” Elijah turned and stared out the window again. “I’d like to talk business with you regarding it. Personal business.”

      “You in the market for property?” Franco asked.

      Elijah thought about how lonely he was and how pathetic it was that he went home every night to his apartment and stared below at the activity on the streets. He thought about how he had no one, and when he’d been married, he’d felt more alone than when he stood in a room by himself. In the past four years, he’d become more successful than he’d ever thought possible, especially in a city that wasn’t exactly a sprawling metropolis.

      He had no wife, and the women he associated with weren’t ones he’d be interested in spending the rest of his life with, not when it was clear their interests lie in his bank account. Yes, he was in the market for property, one that would give him the solitude and the peace he needed, even if he’d be alone.
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      Elijah pulled his Mercedes onto the cobblestone driveway of the cabin about two hours from the city. Franco wasn’t there yet, but Elijah was twenty minutes early. After cutting the engine, he climbed out of the car. Although this was considered a cabin, was out in the middle of nowhere on ten acres of thickly wooded acreage, and was the farthest thing from simplistic Elijah had ever seen, and he’d have his space.

      That was what he needed, maybe even just as much as he didn’t want to live this successful life alone anymore.

      He walked around the outside of the cabin, taking in the two-story structure, the arched windows, modern construction, and the professional landscaping. It was a gorgeous house on an ideal piece of property and exactly what Elijah was looking for.

      The sound of an approaching car had him turning on the porch and looking at the BMW that pulled up beside his car. When Franco stepped out, he was speaking on his Bluetooth, his voice angry as he yelled Portuguese at the person on the other end. After a few minutes, Franco ended the call, held his hands out, and smiled widely.

      “Olá, Elijah,” he said and walked up the porch. “Bom dia. Come, let me show you inside.” Franco unlocked the stained glass double doors and pushed them open. When Elijah stepped inside, he should have realized this cabin wouldn’t be rustic, not if Franco owned it. It certainly wasn’t a cabin that one would think would be found in the middle of the woods.

      “I purchased the land about a decade ago and planned on making this a vacation spot because of the location and the lake that’s in town,” Franco said in his thick Portuguese accent. He walked into the large, open kitchen and turned to face Elijah with a big smile on his face.

      They walked through the rest of the four-bedroom cabin, and Franco took great pride in pointing out all the luxuries in the house.

      “We finished construction just last year, and everything is brand new, top of the line.”

      “You never thought of staying here with your family?” Elijah asked and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the sprawling back deck and woods.

      “I planned on it, but my wife and the children are not ones for rustic living.”

      Elijah looked over at him and lifted a brow. “This is rustic living?” he joked and smiled.

      Franco started chuckling. “Let’s just say even after it was all said and done, they prefer the villa in Portugal and the penthouse suite in New York over this.”

      Elijah shook his head. “It’s not as simple as I’d initially wanted, but this is perfect for what I’m looking for.”

      “You wish to bring a wife here, have a family?”

      It wasn’t a secret that Elijah was single and had no family. That kind of information went through the grapevine and their social circle like gasoline through a fire. “I don’t think a family and another wife is in my future, Franco.” He paused a moment, and then looked over his shoulder again at Franco. “I’ve come to realize that no matter how much money you have, you can’t buy everything.”

      And that was the sad and depressing truth of it all.
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        One week later

      

      

      “Do you really have to leave?” Freya asked Maurice, feeling sad that her best friend had to go but knowing he couldn’t stay here forever. He had opportunities elsewhere—a job waiting for him, a career, family, and of course a girl.

      Maurice smiled and leaned back on her couch. “I wish I didn’t, believe me. No matter how anxious I am to start my career and earn enough not to have to live with my folks, I am going to miss you like crazy.”

      She went over to him and sat on the couch beside him. “You’re only a car drive away.”

      “A long car drive.”

      She nodded and sighed. “Yeah, but that’s never stopped us before. I mean we have the phone, FaceTime, and we can always plan on hanging out for the weekend.” Staring at the muted TV playing an old rerun, she rested her head on his shoulder and thought about how lonely she’d be. “I’d like to meet Sarah, too. I’m all alone in this house, and having you guys come around will liven the place up.”

      He chuckled softly and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “We’ve hung out the past four years whenever we wanted to, and it was just a short walk across campus to see each other.”

      “I know.” She leaned back and looked into his face. “We’re best friends, though, and that won’t ever change. You’re stuck with me for the long haul, buddy.” She leaned her shoulder into his and chuckled.

      He smiled again and nodded. There was no sexual chemistry between them. They were only friends, the best of friends. They’d spoken about this, especially after that drunken night. It was what it was, and at the end of the day, she was glad she had Maurice in her corner.

      “I better get on the road, though,” he said, a little disappointed. “My parents and Sarah are waiting.” There was this blush that stole over his cheeks at the mention of the girl waiting for him back home.

      Freya didn’t give him a teasing jab at that. She just smiled and felt so glad he was happy. “Okay, but you promise to call as soon as you get there.”

      “Of course.” He gave her a big hug and then stood. His bags were already packed and sitting by the front door.

      Over the past week, he’d helped her with the house, gone shopping with her, and just been there for her. She had enough money in her savings from what she’d earned working odd jobs during college, but she also had a trust fund her father had left her for when she turned twenty-one. In all honesty, with what her father had left her, and the fact she had no mortgage, she didn’t have to work. But Freya wanted to work, wanted to be able to go out into the real world every day and make something of herself. She’d worked too hard in school not to use her degree.

      She stood and walked over to his bags, grabbed one off the ground, and opened the front door. Freya walked with Maurice out to his car, and after his bags were in the back seat, and they were standing in front of the other, she reached out and pulled him in for a hug.

      “Be safe driving, and call me when you get home.” She felt him nod. Maurice pulled back, and after a watery smile on her part, Maurice was in his car and driving away.

      And so it began… the start of her lonely life.

      She turned and looked at her father’s house. No, her house now. She’d made it her home. Although she’d kept some of her father’s and mother’s things, some furniture, pictures, and even some dishes, she’d gotten new things that complemented who she was now. There were no memories of Meghan, and as strange as that kind of was, it was also freeing. She knew she could move on without letting things get in the way.

      Yes, this was the first day of the rest of her life, and she knew her mother and father would be proud. Hell, she was kind of proud herself and where she was right now.
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      Freya grabbed a bottle of blush wine, looked it over as though she actually knew what she staring at, and decided to get it based on the sole fact that she liked the color. She wasn’t a big drinker, but she did have a wine rack in her kitchen, one her father said her mother had made when she was in high school, and Freya, feeling pretty sentimental about it, wanted to stock it with wine.

      After putting it in her basket, she looked at a bottle of ice wine. Besides the gorgeous iridescent blue bottle, she was drawn to the fact it was very sweet. That made the decision to purchase easy.

      She walked down the aisle, went over to the beer section, and picked up some apricot ale. But when she turned around, the six-pack in her hand, everything stopped inside her. The man standing at the end of the aisle, dressed in a dark three-piece suit, his short dark hair styled immaculately, and holding a bottle of red wine, was Elijah.

      Her heart had momentarily stopped in her chest, but now, as she stared at him longer, harder, it started beating faster, harder. He looked the same, but older in the sense that he seemed more distinguished, more established. He’d aged well, so well. She could even see the outline of his muscles underneath his suit.

      God, he looked good, and she remembered all the talks they’d had during the years he’d stayed with Meghan. But what she remembered most was that last conversation she’d had with him at the house, the one when she’d been drunk, and he confessed about the divorce, how unhappy he was, and that he knew she’d make it because Freya was strong. They might have talked to each other one time when she was in school, but it had been that conversation, even drunk, that left an impression on her.

      Of course she wanted to talk to him, to catch up, but she was nervous. Freya hated that, hated that after living in the same house with him for several years, looking up to him because he was a genuinely nice and good man, she was afraid.

      Swallowing past her nerves, she tightened her hold on the cardboard box that held her six-pack and contemplated just turning and checking out. Surely, they’d have nothing to talk about. Of course Freya had wondered how he was and what he was doing. She’d seen him in the papers and knew how successful he was now, but that didn’t excuse the past four years of no contact. They had very different lives now. Well, at least he did.

      She was frozen to the spot, not wanting to turn and run like some kind of child. But then Elijah turned around, lifted his gaze from the bottle of wine he held, and their eyes locked. For a second, neither moved, neither spoke, and it was like the air around them grew thick.

      “Freya?” Elijah said in a shocked voice and moved a step closer. Without breaking eye contact, he placed the bottle in the basket he held, grinned, and she about lost all common sense as she took in the flash of straight white teeth. He was so handsome, so masculine and powerful looking. He was tall, much taller than she was, and when he was right in front of her, the scent of his cologne had her slightly dizzy.

      What’s wrong with you?

      “Elijah…” She swallowed again, her throat feeling dry and scratchy. “It’s been a long time.”

      His smile faded, and he nodded. “Four years.” His voice was so deep, so manly. A shiver worked its way through her body. “You look the same.” He took a step back and slid his gaze up and down the length of her body. Although she knew it was probably innocent, she couldn’t help the heat that washed through her. “You look so grown up, not like the girl who left for college four years ago.”

      She felt her cheeks heat, knew she was blushing, but she couldn’t help it. The way he looked at her, as innocent as it may be, made her feel on display. She wasn’t this teenager looking at Elijah in a friendly manner. Licking her lips, she tried to smile without it looking awkward. “Thank you?” she asked it as a question and started chuckling when he grinned.

      She felt a little foolish, but the longer she stood here with him, the more she grew comfortable. There was this little feeling throughout her body—a tingling, a warmth … an electrifying sensation. She didn’t know any other word for it except arousal and awareness, and that made her feel bad and a little unnerved. She shouldn’t want Elijah, not like this, not with this heat moving through her.

      “It’s a good thing,” he said, then cleared his throat. He lowered his gaze to the alcohol she had in her cart and the six-pack she held. “Are you hosting a party?”

      She looked at the bottles of wine and shook her head, smiling. This was going to sound bad. “No, no party. It’s all for me.” She looked at him, and her smile widened.

      He lifted a brow, clearly confused or amused as to why she’d have so much liquor.

      “My mother’s wine rack.” It didn’t take him long to realize what she meant.

      He nodded once, and for a second, the silence stretched between them, slightly thick, very tense, and she knew maybe he was thinking about the past. She sure as hell was.

      She cleared her throat. “Well, I better go.”

      He didn’t say anything at first.

      “It was great seeing you, Elijah.” When she went to turn away, he took a step toward her, stopping her.

      “Listen, it’s been a long time, a really long time. How about dinner? We can catch up?”

      Her heart started beating faster, the thoughts she had of them eating dinner with candles between them, the past not at the surface, and just the two of them making her feel like a silly schoolgirl.

      “It’s just dinner, Freya,” he said and smiled.

      “I’d like that. I’d really like that, Elijah.”

      He exhaled deeply, almost as if he’d been holding his breath. “Is your number still the same?”

      She nodded.

      “How about I call you tomorrow, and we can set something up?”

      “Okay.” She felt so out of place right now, and she hated that. This was Elijah, and she shouldn’t feel weird or awkward around him. But the fact remained she wasn’t having the friendliest of feelings toward him right now.

      The thoughts rushing through her head weren’t exactly innocent. It was strange feeling anything more than affection toward Elijah, and although she’d thought he was so handsome back in the day, she had never even considered or thought about crossing that line. But now, now she was thinking about crossing that line.

      It was foolish, and she needed to leave to get her head on straight.

      “I look forward to talking to you again. Elijah,” she said with a slightly shaky voice. Before she could move toward or away from him, Elijah stepped closer, had his basket on the ground, and had her in his arms. He gave her a big hug—wrapped his big, strong, and muscular arms around her—and Freya closed her eyes. It felt so good to be in his arms she actually closed her eyes.

      “It’s really good to see you, like a breath of fresh air,” he said and then chuckled. “I swear I didn’t mean for that to come out as creepy as it did.”

      It was her turn to laugh now. They broke away. She nodded because she didn’t know what to say, then she lifted her hand in a wave and left. After she checked out and was back in her car, she rested her head on the seat and closed her eyes.

      What in the hell was going on with her?
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      A week had passed, and as Freya looked at herself in the mirror one last time, she breathed out a heaving sigh. She hated the fact she was so damn nervous. It was just dinner, just one meal to catch up with an old friend at his penthouse apartment in the city.

      At his freaking penthouse apartment.

      But even though this was just Elijah and just dinner, Freya she felt like she was moving a hundred miles per hour and going twenty different directions at the same time.

      “It’s just dinner,” she said and closed her eyes. After a second, she opened them again, happy with what she saw as she stared at her reflection and happy with the woman she’d become. She wasn’t some young, foolish girl who was lost and didn’t know where she should go with her life.

      She’d just wanted to leave, to forget about everything. Even up until she’d come back here after she graduated, she’d not known if this was where she wanted to settle. But then she’d stepped inside her home, the house her father left her because he wanted her to be taken care of, and she felt like everything would be okay. She knew everything would be okay.

      Turning from the mirror, she grabbed her purse and keys, smoothed her hands over her pants, and walked toward the front door. Once in her car and heading into the city, her mind was a jumbled mess. She needed to calm down and put all thoughts about Elijah that weren’t friendly in manner out of her head.

      Freya couldn’t even understand why her attraction to Elijah had been so sudden, so consuming. She hadn’t felt this way four years ago. Of course she’d felt his strength, and the intelligence, attractiveness, and power he’d emitted. She’d always felt safe around him, and that had been so comforting.

      But he’d been married to Meghan, even if he hadn’t been happy, not to mention Freya still in high school and the implications of all that. Those had been the biggest blocks on her emotions, and why she’d never seen him as anything more. At least that was what she assumed.

      But things were different now. He wasn’t married, she was single, and years had passed.

      “It’s just dinner,” she said again under her breath. She was sweating between her breasts, her hands would be shaking if she wasn’t gripping the steering wheel so tightly, and her heart was racing.

      Twenty minutes later, she was entering the city’s limits. The buildings were tall, the sidewalks crowded, and the traffic murderous. Another ten minutes of just trying to get through the traffic had her hair standing on end. By the time she’d pulled up to the gate that would allow her access to the underground garage of Elijah’s apartment building, she felt dizzy. After entering the code he’d given her, the gates opened, and she descended into the garage.

      Freya pulled into a spot and parked, cut the engine, then rested her head on the steering wheel as she breathed out. This nervousness didn’t have anything to do with the horrible traffic and had everything to do with her growing emotions for a man she shouldn’t want.

      Maybe you should have just taken him up on his offer to pick you up?

      No, because at least with her driving herself, she had some kind of control. Being confined in the same car with him surely wouldn’t have been the smartest move, not when she felt light-headed just thinking about him.

      If she was going to do this, then she needed to be an adult and understand that her emotions didn’t dictate her actions. Freya needed to grow up. She wasn’t a teenager looking up to a man who was much older than she was and had his life on track while she was living one that was out of control.

      She could do this. She could have dinner with Elijah and rekindle the friendship they’d had all those years ago. They could have a platonic relationship. Hell, that was probably all Elijah wanted with her anyway, and that was good, smart. That was what they both needed.

      That was what she told herself anyway, even if it didn’t feel right.
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      Elijah stared at the screen that showed him the garage and watched as Freya sat in her car, seeming to talk to herself. Even though he wasn’t next to her, he could tell she was nervous.

      He rubbed his palms down his slacks, his body controlled but coiled. He knew how to hide how he felt from doing meetings, mergers, and living up to his stone-cold and ruthless reputation in business. He may seem like he was not affected right now—on the outside, at least—but inside, he was strung tight, anxious, and nervous with anticipation about seeing Freya.

      She’d looked as if she wanted to run when he saw her at the liquor store. He could understand that because they hadn’t seen each other in so long. He watched as she finally got out of the car and walked over to the elevators that would bring her to his private penthouse, and he knew he had to keep his collected attitude in place.

      He turned and glanced at the table he’d had set with the meal in the center between the plates and felt like a fucking teenager on his first date. This wasn’t even a date, wasn’t anything like that, and never could be. It wasn’t even that she was so much younger than he was. It was because of their history, and the fact he’d been married to Meghan, Freya’s former stepmother. Having anything that wasn’t platonic with Freya felt incredibly inappropriate.

      He’d had a professional catering company come in and make the meal and create the place settings. The truth was, Elijah couldn’t cook an edible meal to save his life.

      About ten minutes later, Freya was knocking on his front door, and he knew it didn’t take that long to come up from the garage. He could see her standing on the other side of his door and even lingering in the elevator for several minutes, contemplating why she was here, what she was doing, and how things were playing out. Hell, Elijah had thought those things since the moment he first saw her again after four years and especially over the past week.

      She didn’t have to tell him she felt something or that the spark of awareness didn’t have anything to do with the fact they knew each other. He’d felt it when he saw her last week, saw it on her face, the way she looked so nervous, so unaware of the electricity that passed between them.

      He couldn’t explain it or rationalize it. It just was. But just because Elijah found Freya gorgeous, so fucking gorgeous in fact, that didn’t mean he’d planned this dinner to try to get her in bed. He wouldn’t do that to her. She wouldn’t be just another notch in his bedpost.

      She was special, really damn special, to him.

      He’d gone so many years living a successful life even though it felt meaningless. Never again would he allow himself to get wrapped up in a pretty face and fall for a woman who didn’t see him as anything but a paycheck like Meghan. But that had been so many years ago, well before he’d made it big.

      He just wished he hadn’t been so blind to the person Meghan had really been. He’d been stupid, blinded by superficial things, and he’d missed out on years of his life living with a woman who hadn’t wanted more than what was in his bank account.

      No, Freya was different. He’d seen her back in the day as a young woman who didn’t know what she wanted in life or where she was going. She was trapped in a life she didn’t want because that was her only option. But then she’d moved out, moved on, and four years later, she’d made something of herself … found herself. Elijah could see that in her face and in the way she held herself.

      He took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly.

      Making his way toward the front door, he opened it. Freya was wearing this loose-fitting white blouse with tiny blue buttons going halfway down the front, and it was hard not to notice the way her breasts pressed again the material. She’d thickened out in these past four years, but it was in a good way. She wasn’t too thin, not like the women he’d surrounded himself with since his divorce.

      She was perfect all the way around.

      “Hi,” she said softly.

      “Hi. Come in.” He held the door open and moved to the side, letting her enter. She was looking around at his place as she passed the threshold, and all Elijah could do was stand there. She smelled incredible, and the scent that came from her, all sweet and lemony, had his cock stirring. But he had strong willpower and knew how to control himself, so he stopped his arousal as best as he could. He wouldn’t ruin the relationship with his sexual thoughts, not when they hadn’t seen each other in so long, and that would definitely be going in the wrong direction.

      But he’d be lying if he didn’t admit he’d thought about her in the dirtiest of ways, especially during this past week. And that made him feel like a fucking bastard.

      She walked in, and he shut the door. For several minutes, he let her look around. He didn’t say anything, yet he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She was small compared to him, probably at least a foot shorter than his height. The pants she wore did nothing to hide the fact she had a full ass, and he could see her very womanly hourglass figure. God, he felt like a pervert for thinking these things about her and seeing her as some kind of sexual object. But she wasn’t just a sexual object to him. She was Freya, a grown woman he’d felt protective of when he’d been married to that bitch Meghan.

      God, just thinking about Meghan had his blood boiling even all these years later.

      “Do you still talk to her?” Freya asked. She had her back still to him, but she was farther in the house now. She took the three steps it required to get to the living room and the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the city. Currently, it was dark, and the lights from the buildings made a million twinkling glows in front of them.

      “Her?” Elijah had an idea of who she meant, even if no name had been said. Freya was either a mind reader, or this was just as awkward for her as it was for him because of their past, and the one person who had connected them for those years.

      Freya stopped at the couch, ran her fingers over the back of it, and looked over her shoulder. He could tell she was nervous, but she was hiding it well. What she couldn’t hide was the fact her fingers lightly shook.

      “Meghan?” Her voice kind of cracked at the end, but she turned away quickly, obviously realizing she’d just voiced her uncomfortable feeling.

      Elijah hated this, hated the tension, so he walked toward her, stopped behind her. As much as he was trying to look at the view and not her reflection, he couldn’t help it. She stared back at him, the glass creating this false confrontation between them. He was a few feet from her, not touching her, but he could feel her body heat and smell the sweet scent of her.

      “She moved away with her new husband. I haven’t talked to her in years, but the last time we spoke, which happened to be by chance since we ran into each other, she made sure to tell me about how wonderful her life was.” He lowered his gaze to Freya’s cleavage, what he could see in the reflection that was.

      “Is this as strange for you as it is for me?” she asked in a very soft voice.

      He didn’t respond, just nodded. He took hold of her shoulders, turned her around, and as much as he wanted to kiss, her these feelings were coming out of left field.

      “Listen, it’s just you and I here, just friends,” he said, wanting her to be comfortable. Her eyes widened for a second, and then she lowered her head. The dark fall of her hair covered her face so much that he couldn’t get a good look at her.

      “Friends, you’re absolutely right.” She lifted her head and looked at him again. “I think it’s just weird seeing as we haven’t seen each other in so long.”

      His heart was beating fast, and the urge to say fuck that invisible line he shouldn’t cross waged war inside him. But he took a step back, gestured to the table, and put on the fakest fucking smile he could muster.

      “How about we eat before it gets cold?”

      She seemed to relax slightly, nodded, and they made their way to the table.

      For the next hour they ate and talked, and he asked her every conceivable question he could think of. He wanted to know everything about her, and the longer they spoke, the more he realized she’d grown so much. He wasn’t speaking in the physical sense, although she had done that as well. Elijah was speaking about the fact she was so damn smart, witty, and intuitive.

      He could listen to her for hours, and he did that instead of eating, finding the taste of his food bland compared to the melody of her voice.

      Fuck, he sounded like a schoolboy now, for sure, but he couldn’t help it. Compared to the women he’d associated with before and after Meghan, Freya was a breath of fresh air. She wasn’t conceited, didn’t think about herself before others, and had made it her career aspiration to help the less fortunate and those who were sick. Just watching her face light up as she told him about her time in college, about how she’d been afraid to come back home in case everything resurfaced, brought out this very protective side of him.

      “Dinner was wonderful. Thank you for inviting me.” She smiled, and he was glad to see she’d seemed to relax in his company.

      But still, he had this urge to hold her, to kiss her … to make her his. She was so different from what he was used to, and damn was that a good thing, a refreshing thing. Being with her made him feel as though he wasn’t alone, and his life didn’t have to be lived in solitary. All these feelings came out of the blue, but the fact remained they were real. Despite always being surrounded by people because of his profession, spending these past few hours with Freya made him feel … alive.

      He didn’t know why he felt like this, but he knew he wasn’t going to walk away from what he felt for her. He couldn’t.
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      This might be what a stalker or at the very least a creepy man did. As Elijah stared at Freya’s house, a house he’d lived in for several years, it seemed foreign, almost as if he’d dreamed the entire thing.

      But he hadn’t moved. Instead, he was just sitting in his car because he didn’t have the nerve to go up and ring the doorbell. He worried about what she might say at his unexpected arrival.

      It had only been a few days since Freya had come to his house and they’d had dinner. He said he’d call, that they’d meet up again, but nothing had been set in stone. He was really just trying to read her body language as far as how to proceed next.

      But he hadn’t tried calling in these past few days because he didn’t want to come off as persistent. He wanted to see her again, wanted to have dinner, see a movie, hell, do something normal that people did on dates.

      A date.

      Yeah, he wanted to take her out on a fucking date, but bringing this up to her might be the worst thing he did. It could ruin their friendship or make her feel weird even just conversing with him. She’d especially feel that way if she had no feelings for him, and he’d totally read her wrong.

      Elijah hadn’t been on a date in years. He couldn’t remember the last time he was even interested in a woman long enough to want to spend more than one night with her. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, his nerves running wild inside him. But just as he was about to start his car and leave, maybe call her later and talk to her, the front door opened, and she stepped outside. She had a large, brimmed hat on, sunglasses in her hand, and was wearing these little shorts that had his cock instantly hardening. God, even now, from just the sight of her, all he could think about was how much he wanted her. But even if he had her in his bed, Elijah knew it wouldn’t just be for that one night.

      He sat there watching for a few seconds as she made her way over to the side of the house where the garage was, grabbed a bag of potting soil, and proceeded to start planting flowers in the pots by the side door. It was such a mundane act, but it still brought a smile to his face to know she was at a comfortable place in her life and in this house.

      He knew she’d hated living here, especially after her father passed away. Legally, she’d had to stay with Meghan as she was her legal guardian and Freya had no other family, but even still, being around a person she hated in a place that had to have memories was an awful thing.

      Elijah let go of the steering wheel and climbed out of the car. He walked over to where she was, clenching his hands at his sides when she reached out and grabbed a gardening tool, and he saw the shorts she wore molding to her ass. God, she had a gorgeous ass.

      Focus, man. Fucking focus.

      He stopped right behind her and could hear the music coming from her earbuds. She didn’t know he was standing right behind her, and that made him feel even more like a fucking creep. He reached out and touched her shoulder, and she jumped and made a squeaking sound of surprise. She spun around, pulled off her glasses as if on instinct from her fear, and pulled her earbuds out.

      “Elijah?” she asked and squinted. The sun was behind him, and without her glasses on, he could see a swatch of light cross over her face.

      “Hey. Sorry for just showing up like this.”

      She stood, brushed off her hands on her shorts, and smiled. “No, don’t be sorry. I’m surprised to see you, but it’s nice you’re here.”

      Shoving his hands in his jean pockets, he didn’t know what the fuck he was doing here or what he was supposed to say.

      You know why you’re here. You know you want her and want her to desire you the same way. Be a man and grow a set. She’s not a kid. She’s a grown woman, and you’re not with Meghan anymore. This isn’t wrong.

      “I should have called, but I was in the neighborhood.”

      Fucking liar.

      Her smile told him she knew he wasn’t telling the truth.

      “You’re at least a half hour from here, and that’s without traffic,” she said with a chuckle.

      Yeah, she’d just called him out on his lie, and all he could do was laugh.

      “So I wasn’t in the neighborhood, obviously.”

      “I figured,” she said. “You want to come inside for something to drink?”

      Elijah nodded. He followed her toward the front door, and once inside, he took a look around. She’d remodeled or at least redecorated. The house was still structurally the same, but he was pleased to see she’d made it her own.

      He walked into the living room when she went into the kitchen. The couches were new, gray with white and yellow flowers all over them. There was a light yellow rug under the glass coffee table, a few floor lamps, and the pictures on the wall were black and whites of her mother and father, and who he assumed were her friends from college. But one picture piqued his interest and even had his heart racing a little.

      Walking up to the bookshelf, he picked it up, and the longer he stared at it, the more his body tightened. It was a picture of him and Freya the day she went off to college. He remembered that day well, remembered everything about it, in fact. She was smiling at the camera, and he had his arm wrapped around her. Meghan had been the one taking the picture, and she’d bitched the entire time. Fuck, she was such a bitch to both of them, but to Freya especially, and he hated her for that.

      He smoothed his finger over Freya’s image, her sweet, young face, the fact she’d been so broken back then.

      “Is it weird I still have that on display?”

      He set the picture back and turned to face her. She held two glasses of what he assumed was lemonade. “Is it weird that I like the fact you still have that?” He said it like a question, but he was teasing her … mostly. He did like that she had it. Elijah walked up to her and took the glass she held out for him. They went over to the couch and sat down, and for a few seconds, neither of them spoke.

      “I like what you’ve done to the place.” He hadn’t realized how clichéd it sounded until the words were out of his mouth. “You’ve really made it your own.”

      “Thanks.”

      He looked over at her and saw she was smiling. She looked around the room, brought the glass to her mouth, and took a sip from it. He watched her lips curve around the rim of the glass as a drop of condensation moved down the glass and dripped onto her chest.

      Fucking hell.

      When he lifted his gaze back to her face and saw she was watching him, he was embarrassed for the first time in his life. Yeah, she’d just caught him being an asshole and checking her out. He should apologize because that sure as hell would have been the right thing to do, but then again, that would mean he’d admit to being inappropriate, and he didn’t want it to be uncomfortable.

      “Why did you really come by today, Elijah?” she asked, but it was spoken softly without accusation in her words. “Not that I don’t like spending time with you, because I do.” She smiled. “I’m just curious.”

      She had every right to feel a bit weird that he was here in her living room, drinking lemonade after all these years. He hadn’t tried to contact her after that first time, and although he thought about her, work and life had gotten in the way.

      It was a shitty excuse.

      He set the glass on the table, leaned back on the couch, and stared at that picture of them from four years prior. “I thought about you a lot when you were away. I wanted to call, but I guess shit just got in the way of what I really wanted to do.” He looked at her then. She’d shifted on the couch to face him fully.

      “I wanted to call you, too. I thought about you a lot, wondering what you were doing and how things were.” She looked down at her hands on her lap. “I read about you in those big-name papers, though, and knew you were doing well.” She lifted her head again. “Things were just busy and hectic for both of us.”

      “I know. It’s easy to let life get in the way.”

      She nodded. “I’m really glad I came back, and we ran into each other again.” She sounded nervous again, but it was understandable.

      He was nervous too, and the way she was moving slightly on the seat, as if she couldn’t control her nervousness, told him this attraction wasn’t just one way. Right now, her cheeks were rosy, her pupils dilated, and her mouth slightly parted. Did she realize that these little telltale signs made him feel like a beast ready to pounce and take down its prey?

      And she’s the prey, the vulnerable, innocent prey you want to devour like a damned depraved beast.

      They stared at each other for several seconds, neither speaking, but the heat and electricity moving between them was tangible. Yeah, he knew if he stayed here any longer, he might do something that jeopardized their friendship, even if she was acting like she wanted him.

      Elijah didn’t want to push things or cross that fucking line, but he also knew he wouldn’t stop himself. He couldn’t.
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      Freya’s heart was beating a mile a minute, but she was trying to keep her composure. The thing was, she knew she was doing a shoddy job at it because Elijah could see the emotions written clearly across her face and in her body language. She kept shifting her body on the couch, she knew that, but the fact was he stared at her, looked at her with those piercing eyes, his big body so masculine, so powerful, that everything in her was on edge.

      “Freya…” He said her name softly but deeply. His voice could make a woman drop her panties and grab her ankles, and as crude as that statement was, Elijah was one of those insanely handsome, magnetic men. He could make women do whatever they wanted with just a snap of his finger or a lift of his eyebrow. He was so attractive in his suits, but in this casual attire, the jeans and loose-fitting shirt, he screamed masculinity.

      He screams masculinity, sexuality … power, no matter what he wears or how he acts.

      “I really want to kiss you right now.” He leaned in an inch closer, his arm on the back of the couch as he came closer. She didn’t move, couldn’t.

      “I think I want that, too.” She could have groaned in humiliation that she’d said she thought she wanted that, too. Of course she wanted that. Yeah, she really wanted him to kiss her.

      They looked at each other for several more seconds, neither speaking, but their breathing  increased gradually. She could see signs of his arousal for her in the way he held himself stiff and his big body coiled. Although he looked in control, his expression giving nothing away, his hands were bunched into tight fists, his lips slightly parted, and his gaze was trained on her mouth.

      She could tell he was losing control, as well.

      Freya wanted to be bold and take what she wanted, but of course she was afraid. But she wasn’t that teenager anymore, who didn’t see herself as having a meaningful future. She didn’t see herself as lost in a world that had no place for her.

      So, finding that strength deep inside her, knowing that what she was about to do might be wrong to many people, Freya took what she wanted.

      Leaning forward, she was a hairsbreadth away from Elijah’s mouth now. They kept hold of each other’s gazes, and then he reached out, wrapped his hand in her hair behind her head, and yanked her forward. Freya had to brace her hands on his chest from the force of him pulling her closer, but she loved that, loved that he wanted her so close.

      He pressed his mouth to hers, and for a second, they stayed like that, neither moving, neither seeming to breathe. His pectoral muscles were so hard beneath her palms, so powerful. She curled her nails into his shirt, heard him hiss, but when she was about to pull her hands away, he groaned against her mouth.

      “No, Freya. I like it. I like your hands on me,” he said against her mouth. And then he was kissing her harder, more thoroughly, as though he couldn’t get enough. He swept his tongue out and licked at her bottom lip before doing the same to her top. Over and over, he licked her sensually, slowly. She was wet, so damn wet between her thighs that shifting to relieve the arousal only made it worse.

      “Elijah.” She breathed out his name, not knowing exactly why she’d done it, but loving that she had because he pulled her tighter to him. Their chests now touched, her breasts molded to his hardness. She opened her mouth for him, touched her tongue with his, and it was like fireworks exploded inside her, rendering her motionless.

      She pulled him as close as she could, which was almost impossible, seeing as their bodies already touched. Freya took one of her hands and lifted it to the nape of his neck. Running her fingers up the back of his hair, she tightened her hold on the short strands. Elijah moved his hand down her back, gripped her ass, and did the same with his other hand.

      Fireworks continued to explode inside her, lighting her up, making her wet, causing her to lose her mind.

      He held the sounds in his hand, and with a strength she sensed in him from the very beginning, he hauled her off the cushion and onto his lap. She straddled him, one leg bent and pressed against the back of the couch, and the other hanging off it. He leaned back, clenching and unclenching his hands on her ass, and moaned.

      “You’re so damn hot, so fucking sweet on my lips.” He seemed to moan the words out. “Touch me, Freya. Fucking hell, I need you to touch me.”

      Every part of her body tingled after he said those words. Her pussy clenched, became wetter, and her nipples hardened. She pulled back, breaking their kiss, and looked up into his face. He looked so fierce right now. His dark hair brushed the top of his forehead, slightly disheveled from when she ran her hand through it and tugged on the strands.

      Never had she been so bold or this sexual in her life. Although she’d never had this arousal burn inside her, pounding, fierce, angry almost.

      Moving her hand down his chest while still holding her gaze with his, Freya trailed her fingers over his belt. At the first touch of her fingers over the hard, thick length of his erection, this slight sound left her. He was so big, his dick pushing against the material of his pants as if demanding to be free. She’d assumed he was big everywhere because of his overall size, but God, he felt monstrous between his legs, and she hadn’t even fully touched him yet.

      “Elijah,” she breathed out. Freya blinked a few times as if it would clear her mind, then added a bit of pressure to his dick. She swore the damn thing jerked at her touch, and she couldn’t deny she wanted to be bolder, to just unzip his pants and pull it out.

      But this felt like it was moving so fast, felt like she was losing control of herself.

      “Elijah,” she said his name softly, fighting the urge to continue because she wanted to go slow. Still on his lap with her hand between their bodies, Freya forced herself to move off him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said and turned from her, still sitting on the couch but with his body now facing the television. He ran a hand over his hair, messing up the strands even more. “That was going overboard. I shouldn’t have touched you … fuck, I shouldn’t have asked you to touch me like that.”

      “Elijah.” She waited for a second after she said his name for him to turn to face her. When he was looking at her, she smiled. “I liked what we did, and I really didn’t want to stop.” She curled her nails into her palms as she thought about what they’d just done and felt her arousal grow again. “But I want to go slow. This is so very confusing to me, seeing as you used to be married to my stepmother and we lived together for years.”

      “I know, Freya, and I understand, but I crossed a line right now with you.” He stood, suddenly seeming angry.

      No, this wasn’t how she wanted this to go or how she hoped it would go. Standing as well, she reached out to him, but he moved away and walked toward the door.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really fucking sorry.”

      “Elijah, no apology is necessary. I liked what we did.”

      He stopped and grabbed the handle to the front door. “I liked it, too, Freya, but I should know better.” He cursed under his breath. “I’ll call you later, sweetheart.” And with those parting words, he was gone.

      She stood there, his endearment playing through her mind. The same endearment he’d called her all those years ago.
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      It had been several days since Elijah had gone to see Freya … since they’d shared that kiss. It was all she could think about. Even now, as she sat here alone in the silence, holding a glass of wine in her hand, she still felt his lips on hers.

      She tried calling him, tried talking to him about everything, but every time she’d tried to get in touch, he’d either been busy or wouldn’t answer.

      The fear of losing his friendship because of the kiss frightened her. She wanted him, wanted him more than she probably should, but that didn’t mean she would risk their friendship if she couldn’t be with him how she wanted.

      Touching her lips, she felt them tingle, and closed her eyes and imagined herself on his lap again. God, his dick had been so hard, like a steel rod between them. She’d wanted so badly to unzip his pants and pull out his cock. But thinking and acting were two very different things. No way could she have been so bold, not when she thought kissing was rushing fast.

      It’s not fast. It’s just that you’re not used to what’s going on.

      This was true, and it wasn’t like she didn’t know Elijah. She supposed it was just the fact she had known him for years, and their relationship had been a little strange given their living situation.

      Her cell vibrating beside her pulled her out of her thoughts and had her heart racing.

      Maurice: Just seeing how you’re doing, and what’s new. I miss talking to you.

      She smiled at that and replied.

      Freya: I’m okay. Just dealing with Elijah avoiding me. He’s gone silent on me.

      She’d spoken to Maurice briefly after she’d shared the kiss with Elijah, telling him her fears and how she wanted more.

      Maurice: He’s either playing hard to get, or he wants you a hell of a lot and is just afraid of how things went.

      She thought about that after she read his text. He’d seemed more upset than frightened after their kiss before he hightailed it out of her house. But she hadn’t been very forthcoming on why she’d wanted to stop either. Telling him it was going too fast and that she was confused were all true. She hadn’t hidden that fact, but she also hadn’t really talked to him about the almost taboo nature of what they did. She sent another text.

      Freya: How are things with you? Work going good? How about things with Sarah?

      Maurice: Work is okay, but my mom keeps getting on to me about going out more. I guess having Sarah at my house all the time so we can watch Dr. Who re-runs isn’t what my mom thinks is good date material.

      Freya laughed.

      Freya: She doesn’t know you very well then.

      Maurice: Or Sarah for that matter, since it’s been Sarah’s idea to watch Dr. Who.

      Freya laughed again.

      Freya: You’re happy?

      Maurice: I am.

      Freya felt so glad that Maurice had found someone and was happy. He deserved that and more.

      Maurice: What are you going to do?

      She knew what Maurice was saying even though he was going at it in a roundabout way.

      Freya: I think I’m going to just go to his office, talk to him, and hopefully not make a fool out of myself.

      Maurice: You won’t make a fool out of yourself by being honest. Any guy would love to have you by his side, Freya. If things were different between us… if we felt differently for each other, I’d snatch you up and not let you out of my sight.

      She smiled at his text and started to reply.

      Freya: You’re such a good friend.

      The cell vibrated almost instantly with his reply.

      Maurice: Ditto. Listen, if you want to talk, I’m here. I love you and keep your chin up. Go for the gold.

      She outright laughed at that text.

      Freya: Talk to you later.

      God, Maurice was such a good friend, and she was glad they could still be this close after what they’d done together.

      After setting her phone down, she leaned back on the couch and brought her wineglass back to her mouth to take a long sip. Yes, she’d go speak with Elijah since he was clearly avoiding her.

      She’d tell him she was confused about where things were going but not because she didn’t want him or cared what other people thought. No, she was confused because she’d never felt this kind of attraction before.

      He was older than she was, and they had a history, but despite all of that, she was going to push everything aside and go after what she wanted. And what she wanted, who she wanted, was Elijah Westgate.
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      Elijah hadn’t been able to get Freya off his mind, not when the feel of her lips on his and the warmth and weight of her body on him were engrained in his head.

      But he was pissed at himself more for how he’d just left—how he’d totally ignored how he felt and ran from her and what they’d done—even if it was probably the right thing to do.

      He should have stayed and spoken to her about it. He should have told her how he felt and what he wanted. But Elijah had seen the confusion on her face after it all, the confusion because he’d rushed all of this.

      He’d touched her, kissed her … Fucking hell, he’d told her to touch his cock, and she had. It had felt incredible, so damn incredible that he’d wanted nothing more than to strip her naked and fuck her right there. He wanted to claim her, her body, and tell her, demand from Freya that she was only his.

      These feelings were so wild, so untamed, that they frightened him on a deep, primal level. But despite his fear or the unease that he was falling for this woman head first, not even caring that he was going to crash at the bottom and never recover, he knew that running wouldn’t keep him away.

      He turned and stared out his office window, resting his elbows on top of his thighs. He’d picked up his phone to call her a dozen times since he’d left her house but ended up hanging up before he’d dialed her number. And what made him feel even more like a motherfucker was the fact she’d called, and he’d avoided her. But he thought he’d been doing the right thing by giving her space and time to adjust to what they’d done.

      It had been fucking hard to stay away, especially since he wanted her so damn badly.

      “Mr. Westgate, a Miss Dresden is here to see you.”

      And then his heart just stopped in his chest at the sound of his receptionist saying Freya was here. Turning in his chair, he pressed down on the intercom.

      “Send her in right away.” He stood, buttoned his suit jacket, and stared at the double doors of his office. She was here? She was really fucking here, and that made him feel like an even bigger asshole because she probably wouldn’t have shown up if he hadn’t avoided her.

      A few seconds later, the doors opened, and Freya walked in. She held her bag, but looked around his office before she saw him standing there. After a moment, her gaze landed on his, and even from the distance, he saw her throat work and could practically feel her nerves. His receptionist shut the doors, sealing them in, but even having Freya right in front of him, he still couldn’t think of anything to say. But his mind kicked into gear when she took a step forward.

      “I’m sorry, Freya.”

      She stopped. “For what?” she asked genuinely.

      He ran a hand through his hair, not caring that he was mussing the strands.

      “For kissing me?” Freya asked softly.

      “Never for kissing you,” Elijah said right away. He exhaled and sat down, not knowing where to begin, but figuring he might as well just let it all out. “Please, have a seat and we’ll talk.”

      Freya moved to one of the chairs in front of his desk, and after a few moments, he finally spoke again. “I’m sorry if I rushed you, if me kissing you made you uncomfortable.”

      “It didn’t,” she said instantly. “I wish you hadn’t run off and we could have talked about it. I wanted to explain that I didn’t want you to stop. It’s just that everything was confusing at that moment. I felt this wave of emotion, and it scared me a little, Elijah.”

      “I shouldn’t have left like that, and I shouldn’t have avoided your calls.”

      She looked at her hands in her lap and didn’t respond for a moment. When she finally lifted her head, he saw the truth and vulnerability in her face. “I want you, Elijah. I want you more than I should because of the history we have.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      She nodded after he spoke. “But you were married to Meghan, my once stepmother.”

      “I want you, Freya.” Leaning his forearms on the desk, he stared at her and hoped she could see the truth in his expression. He saw her throat work as she swallowed, saw her eyes widen a fraction, and he knew she could see all right. Pushing away from the desk, he stood and walked toward her. She tilted her head back to look up at him, her hands playing with the strap of her purse, her nerves clearly written on her face. He dropped to his haunches, took her hands in his, and gazed into her eyes.

      “I know this all seems so fast, and it is, believe me. I didn’t expect to fall for a woman, even one I’ve known for years, just a week after she gets back into town.”

      She licked her lips, her chest rising and falling a little harder and faster than normal.

      “But I’m willing to go slow and take my time with you, with this, as long as you’re willing, Freya.”

      She didn’t respond, didn’t even blink, but after several long, agonizing seconds, she finally inhaled and exhaled slowly.

      “I’ll do whatever you want, Freya, as long as you think you can give this, us, a go,” he said, not wanting to beg. He didn’t want her to feel like he was pressuring her or putting her on the spot.

      “I don’t know how things will go, but I know I’d like to spend more time with you and see where this takes us.”

      He couldn’t help himself. Elijah leaned forward, cupped her face in his hands, and for one second didn’t do or say anything, just gave her a chance to stop him, if that was what she really wanted. She didn’t, so he leaned in and kissed her. At first, he just pressed his lips to hers, but when she moaned softly and leaned into his mouth more, he stroked his tongue along her bottom lip. When she opened for him and sucked his tongue into her mouth, he was tempted to push all his shit off the desk and lay her on it to feast on her body.

      “I want you, Elijah, but can we take this slow?”

      He smiled against her mouth, needing the slowness as well. “Of course we can. This isn’t something I want to rush, Freya.”

      “Good, because neither do I.”

      He just hoped he didn’t fuck this up because he knew Freya was something really damn special.
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      It was odd to know several weeks had passed already, but Freya felt like she was still getting to know Elijah, even if she technically did already know him.

      They’d spent time together at her home, and she showed him around, pointing out the things she’d changed, and the things she’d kept as memories of her mother and father. And then he’d taken her into the city, and they’d spent time at his place.

      She was in wonder and awe at the scenes she’d see from the balcony and the sounds that rushed up to greet her from the city below. He had money, a lot of money, but he didn’t flaunt it just for the sake of showing people he was wealthy. He was discreet, respectful, and even while she spent time with him, he never showed off the things he had.

      He was just a normal man, and she was just a normal woman, and when they were together, this electricity zinged between them. It was undeniable, that was for sure.

      They’d already finished eating dinner and were currently sitting on her couch. She wasn’t interested in watching the bad zombie movie on the TV. He was looking over her movie collection, probably hating the current show or maybe he, too, needed to occupy himself with something.

      He’d asked if she wanted to go to dinner, someplace fancy, out of town even, but she’d ended up making him something at her place. Freya was a very simple girl and didn’t need anything fancy, but of course she liked his apartment and the nice things he had. But that didn’t mean much when it came to someone she cared about. And she cared about Elijah very much. As the days passed, she was having stronger feelings for Elijah.

      When he turned around, he didn’t have a movie in his hand. Instead, he came over and sat beside her. They stared at each other for several seconds, and then she smiled.

      “What?”

      He didn’t smile in return, just reached out and brushed a lock of her hair away from her cheek. “Nothing. I just like looking at you. You’re beautiful.”

      She felt her cheeks heat at his compliment. “Sometimes, I feel like this isn’t real.” She hadn’t realized she said those words out loud, but when she did, her face got scorching hot.

      “Why?”

      She shrugged, but then cleared her throat, not about to hide how she felt. She wanted to be open and honest with him. “Because you seem too good to be true.” She chuckled after she spoke, and he did the same.

      “I’m not perfect. Far from it.” He sobered. “But you know why this feels so good, right?”

      She didn’t need him to tell her why. She knew.

      “Because you and I are meant to be here, right now, with each other. We’re meant to be together.”

      Those were strong words, especially after only a few weeks’ time, but she couldn’t deny the truth.

      “Tell me you feel that, too.”

      She nodded, not hesitating. “I feel it, too. I felt it as soon as I saw you at the store, Elijah, and it’s only grown since then.”

      He smiled and was silent for a couple of seconds. She could see him thinking because of his expression. “Come with me to a business fundraiser next weekend, and then after that, come with me to my cabin for the weekend.”

      She was stunned to be asked to go to a business event, let alone spend the weekend with him at a cabin.

      “If you have the time off, that is.”

      She had next weekend off, but spending the entire weekend with him would be hard. Not because she’d be with him, but because she knew she wouldn’t be able to control herself around him. She already wanted to have sex—to just get naked and let him touch every part of her. Even now just thinking about it made her delirious with lust, but she schooled herself and focused on what he was asking her.

      But even if she’d known Elijah for a long time, it seemed like she was rushing it after only a few weeks. But still, they were adults, and wasn’t sex the next logical step when she cared about someone? It certainly seemed to make sense.

      Placing a hand on his chest, she leaned in and kissed him. “I think I’d love to go with you to the gala and the cabin,” she whispered against his lips.

      He cupped the back of her head, held her mouth to his, and for a second, they breathed the same air.

      Sex was definitely on her mind, and of course she was old enough and they’d known each other long enough that it shouldn’t feel like they were rushing it, but still, she’d wait and see how everything went, then go from there. To Freya, Elijah might be the one, might be the man who she spent the rest of her life with. She certainly could see that, hoped for it even, but only time would tell how everything went.

      She didn’t care about what others thought because this was about them and not anyone else. It had taken her all these years to realize she wasn’t alone, even if she felt like that. It took her four long years of being on her own to realize she deserved to be happy. She deserved to stop putting herself down.

      And she was going to start letting herself live with Elijah.
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      “You really don’t have to do this, Elijah,” Freya said for what felt like the hundredth time. She was currently an expensive boutique in the city because Elijah insisted she let him buy her a gown for the fundraiser tonight.

      Of course she had dresses and could even buy her own, but a part of her, a very feminine part, was excited Elijah wanted to buy her things. She never thought she’d want a man to take care of her, but she didn’t care and wasn’t ashamed to admit that right now she loved it.

      “Freya, sweetheart, for the tenth time.” He chuckled softly. “I want to do this for you. I want to be able to spoil you.”

      That was definitely a sigh moment right there, and she smiled.

      Freya looked at herself in the mirror of the department store, and that smile changed to a cringe. She couldn’t deny that it felt weird being in this expensive part of the city, allowing Elijah to buy her a dress that cost as much as some people’s mortgage. She lifted the price tag on the side of the dress, and her throat clenched. Yeah, definitely mortgage-sized prices.

      The dress she had on was the third one she’d tried on, and the first she actually liked on her. She wasn’t overly large but had gained weight and curves over the past four years. Looking at herself in these harsh florescent lights made her feel unattractive. Still, this dress was by far the best. It was an emerald color with crystal and lace detailing under the bust and around the hem of the dress. She had to admit her breasts looked incredible in it.

      The knock on the dressing room door had her heart racing, and she cleared her throat. “Yes?” She was nervous, and right now, she felt especially unattractive, especially since she knew Elijah would want to see her in this dress.

      “Are you going to let me see?” he said with a teasing tone. Freya found herself closing her eyes and saying a little prayer that he’d like it because the feminine part of her wanted to please him.

      Glancing at her reflection once more, she ran her eyes over her body and told herself she looked good. With a deep breath, she turned around and opened the door. Elijah stood on the other side, his hands in the front pocket of his slacks, and his gaze raking up and down her body.

      “What do you think?” she asked, her voice shaking a little. She’d never dressed like this in general and certainly not for a man. She’d never wanted to impress someone, but with Elijah, she found herself wanting his approval, his desire for her and what she wore. Maybe it was not something a strong, independent woman should want, but fuck it, because Freya wanted that right now.

      He didn’t answer for several moments, and then cleared his throat and looked her in the eyes. “How do you like it?”

      She looked down at her body, saw the impressive cleavage she sported with the rise and fall of her breasts, and felt herself shrug. “I feel a bit exposed.” Although the dress was floor-length, it was fitted, showing off her tucked in waist and too wide hips. He didn’t respond, and when she lifted her head, running her gaze over his pants, she could see the front of his slacks was tented. Swallowing her arousal, she continued moving her eyes up over his defined chest and looked into his eyes.

      “Aside from the exposed part…” He looked down at her breasts, cleared his throat, and lifted his gaze back to hers. “How do you like it?”

      “I like it, but is it too much for where we’re going today?”

      He looked at her body again. “No, it’s definitely not too much.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at the fact it was clear he most definitely liked the dress. “It doesn’t show off too much? It doesn’t show a little too much of the unattractive parts?”

      “Unattractive parts?” he said with a bit of astonishment in his voice, shaking his head as if stunned by her comment. He turned and looked behind him, then looked back at Freya. He moved closer, forcing her to step back until her back hit the mirror. Elijah closed the dressing room door, sealing them in. The scent of him was intoxicating, and she took a stuttering breath.

      “Elijah,” she whispered. “What are you doing?” She was heating up in all the right places.

      “For the record,” he said in a soft voice as well, “I happen to think there are no unattractive parts on you.” He placed his hands on either side of her head and leaned his face in close to hers. Elijah spoke in a deep, but whispered voice again. “In fact, I’d like to take this dress off you, press your naked, very attractive body to mine, and make you come.”

      She had never heard Elijah speak so erotically, but she liked it. Dammit, she liked it. Freya was having a hard time breathing, especially with the scent of everything that made up Elijah surrounding her. He glanced down at her lips and licked his own.

      “I want you so much right now, Freya.”

      Her heartbeat whooshed in her ears, and she grew dizzy from his words, the scent of him, and her own arousal.

      “I want to slip my hand under this dress and touch you.” He leaned in closer. “I bet you’re wet.” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers. “God, just thinking about how wet you could be between your thighs has me so hard.”

      Her mouth went dry, and she parted her lips, trying to breathe or maybe trying to respond.

      “Stop thinking you’re so unattractive because you are the most beautiful woman in the world to me.”

      She swore her heart stopped beating.

      He grabbed her wrist in a firm but gentle hold and put her open palm right over his big, hard erection. He leaned toward her again, then pushed her hair aside, placed his mouth right by her ear, and said, “If I didn’t find you so damn attractive, I wouldn’t get this hard just looking at you.”

      She turned her head slightly to look at him.

      “I don’t mean to be so crude around you, but I can’t help myself with you, Freya.”

      “I kind of like the crudeness, Elijah,” she whispered.

      “God, sweetheart,” he said and closed his eyes, breathing harshly. He took a step back. “I feel like tearing away your clothes and just devouring you.” His voice was a harsh growl, like an animal barely able to control himself.

      She braced herself by placing her hands on the cool mirror behind her. She had to stabilize herself because if not, she would have fallen to her knees.

      This man was going to be the death of her, but what a way to go.
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        The next weekend

      

      

      Elijah stared at Freya, knowing that he needed to get his libido in control. But seeing her in that emerald green gown with the plunging neckline and the way she was so fucking gorgeous had all control slipping away. His pulse beat in his dick as he watched the way her breasts rose and fell from her breathing.

      She was looking out the window in the back of the limo. He could have driven them to the gala, but he wanted to have an unobstructed view of her in the dress. That, and the fact everyone attending the gala would be chauffeured to the event.

      He felt perspiration start to line his temple and the length of his spine. God, she was so damn curvy, so sexy and gorgeous in a way she didn’t even realize or understand.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said, not able to stop himself. She turned to face him, her cheeks turning red as she blushed.

      “Thank you, and you look incredible in that tux.”

      He smiled at her sweetness.

      It wasn’t just about wanting to have her in his bed in every possible way. It was about just having her by his side. Whatever it was about Freya set his blood on fire and made him want a relationship, a marriage … a family.

      Reaching out, Elijah took her hand in his. He wanted to show her how much he desired her and cared about her. Elijah brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her fingers while gazing into her eyes.

      “I care about you, Freya.”

      She smiled and looked down, as if embarrassed. “I care about you, too.”

      He pulled her forward until she sat on the seat beside him, facing him fully. Oh, he wasn’t lost to the way her body responded to him—how her chest rose and fell, the way her pupils dilated, and the fact her lips were redder from the blood flow under the surface of her skin. She was aroused, that was clear, but then again, so was he.

      Her lips were parted, and her breath came out in fast little pants. He imagined taking hold of the little zipper on the side of her dress and slowly bringing it down, exposing her creamy flesh. He could have her naked faster than either of them could even realize, but he’d never force anything on her, never force her to go faster than she was ready to.

      Elijah wanted to savor every inch of her and memorize every part of her gorgeous body. He wanted her like a man possessed and needed to claim what was his. And she was his, every part of her. She’d soon realize that.

      Elijah couldn’t help the erotic, lewd thoughts bombarding his mind and flooding his body. He envisioned himself taking her hardened nipples between his lips and sucking on the peaks until she writhed beneath him.

      God, he was burning alive for her, needing her like he needed to breathe. Without realizing what he was doing, he found himself lowering his head, his gaze riveted to her mouth, his lips parted, ready to claim her.

      She smelled sweet, like vanilla and lemons, a soft aroma that had his dick harder than fucking steel. He knew she wouldn’t resist him by the way she looked at him right now. When his face was close to hers, he smelled the sweet scent of her minty breath, and he had to clench his hands into fists so he didn’t yank her on top of him.

      “Freya.” He whispered her name harshly, and her eyes fluttered closed. She leaned forward that last bit of space that separated them and sealed her mouth with his. At the first touch, he groaned and cupped the back of her head, holding her to him.

      Oh, fuck. She tastes so damn good, feels so fucking good.

      Working his mouth on hers, the male in him demanded he take her against the seat and show her how much he wanted her, how much he craved her. But they were close to the event and getting worked up probably wasn’t the best idea. But he didn’t fucking care.

      Elijah found himself clenching his fingers around her tucked in waist because he couldn’t control himself. And then he dragged her across his lap. She felt so damn good on top of him, her thighs on either side of him, and her dress now hiked up to her thighs.

      And when he saw the lacy tops of her pantyhose and the garters she wore, his dick jerked behind his tux pants. There was no doubt in his mind she could feel his erection pressing between her thighs. It was obvious how hard he was for her.

      She didn’t stop kissing him. In fact, she opened her mouth wider to take more of his tongue inside. He groaned, loving that she was so willing for him. The heat from between her legs scorched him. He’d never thought about being so bold with a woman. He’d fucked them, yes, but he’d never felt this need to be with them in some way so badly that he had to take them in a limo.

      “I want you so much, Freya.”

      Her answer was a groan, a response that was just this breathy little sound because she was just as lost in this as he was.

      “We should stop, but I can’t. I don’t want to.” Elijah cupped either side of her face, needing her with a desperation that bordered on insanity.

      “I want this. I want you.”

      He kissed her harder. “I want you to feel like you can tell me anything. Always be yourself.”

      “I don’t want to lose this feeling.”

      “Neither do I, baby.”

      The kiss was deep and long, and he broke away after a few seconds to drag his lips down to her throat and suck at her pulse point for a moment. “I’ll do whatever you want, make you feel so good inside and out.”

      She breathed out roughly and clenched her hands on his biceps, digging her nails into him.

      The feel of her pussy heat on top of him nearly burning straight through his slacks and right to his dick had him reining in his desire by the skin of his teeth.

      Gripping her hips tighter, he forced her pussy down on him at the same time he lifted his hips slightly. He didn’t want to take her in the back of the limo, not for their first time at least, but the way things were going, he didn’t know if he’d be able to control himself.

      Dragging his mouth up her neck and latching it back onto hers, he deepened the kiss until he was fucking her mouth, sliding his tongue in and out of her, just like he wanted to do with his dick to her pussy.

      Moving his hand lower, he gripped her ass, curling his fingers around the fleshy mounds, and groaned. He squeezed the flesh again, bringing her as close to his body as he could. A growl of approval left him when she rubbed herself on him, moving her hips back and forth.

      Damn, he wanted to grab his dick, pull her panties aside, and run his erection along her cleft. He moved his tongue out and teased her bottom lip, and a little cry left her.

      “This is so intense,” she breathed against him, her voice a soft whisper. “I never felt this kind of arousal before.”

      “Neither have I, Freya baby,” he said as soon as she finished speaking. He kissed her again, then pulled back slightly to stare into her eyes. “I don’t want to stop, but we can if you want to.” God, he didn’t want to. When she didn’t tell him she wanted to stop, he lifted his hips up again, grinding himself on her pussy. She moved her hands to the back of his head to grip his hair, pulling at the strands.

      And then she started moving against him, back and forth, rocking herself on his lap, on his cock, causing this torturous pleasure to fill him. He used his hold on her to help her movements, pushing her back and then bringing her forward, over and over again.

      He heard the change in her breathing and knew she could get off from this alone. God, that made him so fucking hard, harder than he was to begin with, and that was saying something. Her mouth opened, a gasp left her, and he swallowed the sound, wanting her to come undone for him alone.

      Her movements slowed, and he wanted to growl in disapproval. Elijah wanted her to come on him. He slid one of his hands to the nape of her neck.

      “Look at me, Freya.” He gentled his voice but made sure it still held a commanding tone. He wanted her to have no doubts about what he wanted … her in all ways. “I want you to just let go and get off, baby. Let me make you feel good.” He leaned in and resumed kissing her, showing her with the sweep of his tongue and the nip of his teeth that he wanted that from her desperately.

      The feel of her breasts pressed against his chest was a temptation. Elijah moved his other hand to the side of her gown, pulled the zipper down, and slipped his palm between the material and her flesh. He moved it forward until he cupped one of her breasts.

      Her skin was warm and smooth, and the fact she wore no bra was almost his undoing. Cupping the heavy mound, he swept his thumb over her puckered nipple, loving that she gasped in pleasure. The tips were hard, and he gave a groan of pleasure at the feel.

      She started rocking against him once again, a little faster this time and a little harder. And just like that, she exploded on him. A cry of pleasure left her, and he swallowed the sound.

      After several seconds, and when he was sure she’d gotten off fully, he broke away from her mouth. He lowered his head, leaned down, and started sucking at the dip in her throat, that small little hollow that drove him fucking mad with lust.

      He moved his hand back to her ass, curled his fingers into the flesh barely covered by her gown, and helped her with the rocking motion once more. He was a greedy bastard for her pleasure and wanted her to come for him again.

      The fact he was acting so possessive of her this quickly should have made him feel uneasy or even a little worried, but all he felt was a deep-rooted need to protect her and keep her close. To make her realize he could give her everything she needed.

      She moaned again and continued to grind her pussy on him. Shit, he felt her heat right through his pants.

      She started to slow her grinding, then finally collapsed against his chest, breathing heavily. Freya had her hands on his chest and her face in the crook of his neck as she panted. He held her close and didn’t care that he was so hard his dick could rip right through his pants. Elijah just wanted to hold her.

      Freya was his. He knew that the moment he saw her standing there and looking nervous, shy, and vulnerable. Right now, he just wanted to make her feel good in every way possible because she was it for him.

      She was the one.
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      They’d arrived at the business event, and God, did Freya feel out of place. She stared at the incredible house she was in—or more accurately, the mansion. The colossal three-story house was as wide as she could see.

      The event, from what Elijah had told her briefly, was about fundraising for a cervical cancer center. The wealthiest of people were at the event, and they hoped to raise enough to break ground by next year.

      The decorations were extravagant and lavish with crystal chandeliers, butlers in livery, soft classical music being played, and people dressed in gowns and tuxedos. It was like money dripped from the ceiling, and for that reason, Freya felt like she didn’t belong.

      Her father may have had money, but he’d never gone to functions like this. He was modest in most ways, and she’d liked that kind of lifestyle.

      She’d been here for the past half hour with Elijah by her side the whole time. They were currently moving up the sweeping staircase, Elijah holding one hand and a champagne glass in her other.

      A strikingly handsome young man with a thick European accent dressed just as impressive as everyone else here walked up to them and started speaking with Elijah. Freya stared at Elijah as he spoke with the man, and she couldn’t help but feel her body heat at the remembrance of what they’d shared in the limo. She thought about how he’d touched her, then whispered filthy words to her with the promise of what he could give her between the sheets. She wanted to leave the event now, go to his cabin, and just let him claim every part of her.

      God, she needed to calm down or she’d end up embarrassing herself.

      The upper level of the mansion looked like it had been cleared out for the event. Table and chairs dressed in crisp white linen now covered the thick, gold-hued plush carpet. There was a balcony along the top of the landing, beautiful wrought-iron bars that had scrollwork etched into them.

      It was a gorgeous atmosphere, and she felt lucky to experience it, especially with Elijah.

      Elijah moved closer to her, took her arm, and slipped it in the crook of his. He placed his hand over hers as he continued to speak to the man about a merger. After about five minutes, the men parted ways, but before they could move, Elijah turned her in his arms and pulled her close. He tipped her head back with a finger under her chin, smiled down at her, and leaned in to kiss her softly. It was sweet but arousing all in the same breath.

      He broke away, then breathed out harshly as if he were having trouble with the act, and led her over to one of the tables marked “Reserved” in elegant script. It had only been a few weeks they’d shared together, but they had been incredible weeks, ones she hoped she experienced more of with him.

      He pulled out the chair for her, and she felt her face heat as she blushed. “Thank you,” she said, and took the offered seat. He leaned in and kissed the top of her head, then took a seat beside her. More people came and sat at their table, and before too long, waiters in black and white livery were setting plates of exquisite-looking food in front of them.

      They ate for the next half hour, the people at the table striking up conversation mainly about the fundraiser and not so much on a personal level. But Freya didn’t say much anyway, and just listened.

      “Will you dance with me?” Elijah asked after they’d finished eating and had a glass of wine. His face was close to hers again, and his cologne swirling around her had an intoxicating effect.

      “No one has ever asked me to dance.” She swallowed back her embarrassment, but then chuckled when he cocked a brow in surprise. “I might humiliate you with my inexperience, and the fact I’ll be stepping on your toes the whole time,” she teased. Of course she could dance, but lightening up the atmosphere was fun, and she liked doing it with Elijah.

      He brushed his thumb along her jawline. “As long as you’re the one stepping on my toes, I’d be the luckiest man to have you in my arms.”

      God, where had this man come from?

      He stood, held his hand out for her, and after she got her knees to stop shaking from her affection for Elijah, she slipped her open palm in his and stood. Elijah led her to the center of the open floor that was clearly for dancing, and as the soft classical music played around them, she let herself fully embrace it all.

      But as she rested her head on his chest and let herself slip into the wondrous embrace that Elijah provided, she was about to close her eyes when everything stilled in her. There, across from her and only a few feet away, was Meghan sitting at one of the tables. She was dressed in a gorgeous red gown with diamonds in her ears, around her neck, and covering her fingers. A man sat beside her, at least in his seventies, although he looked good for his age. He also screamed wealth, which was the type of man Meghan went for.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but knew she had when Elijah pulled back and looked down at her with confusion.

      “What’s wrong?”

      For a second, she couldn’t speak, especially not when Meghan started laughing. When she tilted her head back, the diamonds on her neck caught the light. And then she turned her head slightly, lifted her hand to get the waiter to notice her, and for a second, their eyes locked on one another. Meghan blinked a few times, straightened, and realization covered her face.

      “Freya, sweetheart?” Elijah turned and looked over his shoulder, and the shock on Meghan’s face when she saw the man Freya danced with was Elijah was like a slap to Freya’s face.

      It was like time stood still and neither could move or speak. Hell, they couldn’t even breathe. Then, because this wasn’t awkward enough, Meghan said something to the older man, stood, and started walking over to them.

      “God, of course this is getting worse,” Freya whispered, and when she tried to move a step back from Elijah, she was surprised he kept her close to him.

      “Fuck her, Freya.”

      That had Freya smiling. Yeah, fuck Meghan. But that was easier thought and said than what their reality really was.

      “Oh my God, I wasn’t sure if that was you two, but here you are, in the flesh,” Meghan’s nails-on-a-chalkboard voice was as loud and clear as ever, and it reminded Freya of all the times she’d been in the house with her.

      “Meghan,” Elijah said in a tight voice but kept Freya close to him.

      Meghan stared at them for a few seconds, and then realization dawned on her face.

      “What the fuck?” Meghan said in a soft but still screechy voice. “Are you two…?” She let that hang in the air, and when Freya and Elijah didn’t deny anything, Meghan snorted and shook her head with a look of disgust on her face. “Is this what you two were doing when I wasn’t at home?” She looked pointedly at Elijah. “Were you fucking her while married to me?” Meghan raised her voice, and Freya noticed several people looking over at them.

      “Keep your damn voice down,” Elijah said and pulled Freya behind him. “And I’d never do that while I was married and to a teenager. You’re sick.”

      Meghan crossed her arms over her chest, glared at them both, and then shook her head again as if she couldn’t believe any of this. “So then how did all this come about with you two?”

      “It’s none of your business.” Freya was the one to speak. She moved away from Elijah, knowing she wasn’t that teenage girl any longer who felt inferior to this woman.

      “Wow, not the shy, timid little thing you were back in the day, are you?” Meghan said and smiled, but it was far from friendly.

      “What Elijah and I do is none of your business. In fact, us breathing hasn’t been your business for over four years, Meghan.”

      Meghan pursed her lips and looked over Freya’s shoulder at Elijah. “Robbing cradles now, Elijah? I didn’t think that was your style.”

      “Robbing graves, Meghan? That is so your style.” Freya pointedly looked at the elderly man Meghan had been sitting with, the one who screamed money. She also shouldn’t have stooped to Meghan’s level, but the bitch had this coming.

      “Excuse me? So because you’re grown now and have Elijah at your back, you think you can speak to me this way?” Meghan scoffed. “If it wasn’t for me staying with you after your dad died, forced to take care of his kid, you would have been homeless.”

      Freya just stared at Meghan, and a part of her, a part that she really didn’t want to rise, couldn’t help but feel sorry for this woman. “I feel very sorry for you, I really do.”

      Meghan’s eyes widened before they narrowed.

      “You’re a lonely woman and always will be. The fact that you look for love in the wrong places, in the places covered in dollar bills, makes me feel so incredibly sad for you, Meghan. One day, you’ll have nothing but the money you so desperately needed in your life surrounding you. You’ll have no one, Meghan, because no one will love you.” Freya turned and looked at Elijah. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’m ready to go.”

      “You uppity little girl,” Meghan ground out. “How dare you speak to me that way, and how dare you just stand by and let this … child—”

      “Meghan, marrying you was the worst mistake I ever made, and staying with you all those years was like a hell all in itself,” Elijah said, this thickness in his voice clear. “And when that divorce was final, I swear the weight lifted off my shoulders, and this freedom filled me. I didn’t think I’d ever have that kind of pleasure fill my life again.”

      Meghan made an outraged gasp, but Freya was too stunned by what Elijah said to pay attention to her.

      “But then I saw Freya again.” He pulled Freya close to him and wrapped his hand possessively around her waist. “And I realized that the greatest feeling wasn’t when I got that divorce from you finalized, but when I realized I loved Freya.”

      And the world turned upside down, the earth opened up, and she knew if Elijah wasn’t holding her, she would’ve fallen right in. The way he sounded told her he spoke the truth.

      “But the past doesn’t matter anymore, Meghan, because I’m looking forward to my future, and that future is with Freya.” And then Elijah turned, and he and Freya walked away from a stuttering Meghan, out of the mansion and into the waiting limo.

      She knew, just knew, at that moment that this was the man she’d be with, that this was the man she wanted to be with. She loved him, and she hadn’t realized how much until this very moment.
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      They’d arrived at the cabin in about two hours, and that entire time as the driver took them out of the city and toward isolation, all Freya did was lean against Elijah. But Elijah had loved that she curled into him, and he could wrap his arm around her and just hold her.

      They now stood in the center of the cabin with their bags on the ground, fire already roaring, and both of them staring at each other.

      “Does it scare you that I said I love you?” he asked, not sure how she would react to him mentioning it again. She hadn’t said anything about it on the ride up here, and a part of him worried about that.

      She didn’t answer right away, and instead moved over to the fire. For several seconds, she watched the flames move along the logs, the gown she wore seeming almost black in color because of the shadows. Finally, she turned and faced him. “No, it doesn’t scare me, Elijah, because I am falling in love with you.”

      His heart started beating fast and hard, and all he wanted to do was be with her in every fucking way conceivable. This entire situation was confusing, he admitted that, but Elijah wasn’t going to turn his back on how he felt or what he wanted with Freya.

      He could see them together, her by his side, and he wanted that desperately. The intensity with which he wanted this woman scared him the most.

      Elijah was done being alone, done with the random women who couldn’t fill the void in his heart. Maybe a part of him had separated when he left Meghan, a part that didn’t think he could ever be happy. The truth was, his ex-wife hadn’t made him feel this kind of pleasure deep in his soul the way Freya did. She was everything to him. He knew that with every part of him, and he was going to make sure she knew that, too.
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        * * *

      

      “Come here, Freya.” His voice was low, hoarse, and there was a touch of dominance in it.

      He might have been a kind of stepparent—sort of—to her all those years ago, but really, she never saw him as that. He’d lived in the house she did, ate breakfast at the same table she did, but she didn’t see him as this parental figure. Maybe a part of her would have liked to, but only because she’d been missing her own dad so much. But even if at some point, at some level, she kind of felt as if this was wrong, a little taboo, and most definitely tested given their background, she couldn’t lie and say that she hadn’t always felt safe around Elijah.

      But after they’d left the event, she’d just leaned against him, let him hold her, and it had felt so right. Being with him felt right. Freya didn’t want to let that go or lose that.

      He was so much older than she was, so much wiser and more experienced. He didn’t look at her as this teenager anymore, as this damaged girl. He was looking at her like he wanted to see her naked and devour her whole. And God, did she want that, especially right now.

      All she could think about was him telling Meghan he loved her. And then she’d admitted she was falling in love with him, too. Each day those feelings became stronger and harder to try to ignore.

      “Come here.”

      All she could focus on was the way his mouth moved as he said those two words.

      She licked her lips and moved that last bit of space it took to almost have their chests brushing together.

      This is crazy.

      But it feels so good.

      He reached out and cupped her waist with one hand and covered one side of her face with the other. The scent of him was intense, intoxicating. He still had on the tux and damn, did he make it look good. His short dark hair was styled like he was ready to tackle the boardroom, and the scent of him, good God, the scent of him, that mixture of cologne and masculinity absolutely drove her insane with lust.

      He held her cheek in a tight, almost painful grip. It was like he was afraid she would turn and leave. But she had no intentions of doing that, not when she felt this life move through her when he touched her.

      “I love you,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

      She swallowed, her heart beating hard and almost painfully in her chest. “I love you, too,” she whispered.

      He brushed the pad of his thumb along her cheek.

      Back and forth, back and forth.

      All Elijah did was look into her eyes. God, his eyes were so green, so clear. She felt herself falling into them, getting lost in the color, in the deepness of them. Freya felt herself leaning forward, felt his warm and sweet wine-smelling breath brush along her lips.

      Here she was, standing in this elegant evening gown, wanting the damn thing ripped off her. They were alone in this gorgeous cabin out in the middle of nowhere. And right now, to her, this felt good. This felt right. She didn’t want to stop this, didn’t care that he used to be her family, technically, or that he was over a decade older than she was.

      Freya didn’t care that if her father was still alive, he might look down on her doing something like this. But as soon as that thought passed through her mind, she knew her father never would have looked down on anything she did. He’d always been so supportive and understanding. He would have been of this, too, as long as she was happy.

      Freya didn’t know if Elijah would kiss her, but she desperately wanted him to. She saw the way he kept looking at her lips, felt the way he kept stroking her cheek with his thumb. When he leaned in, she thought he’d kiss her and end this torment of arousal and need she had burning inside her, but he didn’t.

      Instead, he moved the hand that held her face to the back of her head. He tunneled his fingers into her hair, then tightened his hold on the strands until the pain mixed with her already climbing and repressed pleasure, and then broke free into this explosive tingling sensation along her entire body.

      “A part of me sees this as wrong on some level,” he murmured, staring at her lips. “But I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop, Freya. I love you, so fucking much, and I won’t deny it.”

      She breathed out harshly.

      “I just want to get lost in you, to forget about that time we lived in the same house and dealt with a woman who wasn’t meant to be in our lives.”

      She licked her lips, knowing he was right and not caring or wanting to stop either.

      “You have no idea how much I want you right now, how I felt when I first saw you after all these years.”

      She held her breath, looked into his green eyes, and felt her heart skip a beat.

      “I felt like I was looking at something I’d been missing, if that even makes sense.”

      She nodded. “It makes perfect sense, Elijah.” She’d felt this recognition and electricity move through her when she’d seen him. It was a feeling of comfort that had nothing to do with already knowing him. He’d been in a suit, looking so good, so smart, and sophisticated. He’d looked so powerful and controlled, and something in her had woken up. It had been uncomfortable, but also pleasing, in a way.

      His lips were so close to hers that if he just leaned forward that last couple of inches that separated them, they’d be kissing. Freya felt desperate for him.

      “I want to kiss you,” he said in a low, deep voice, “and although I’ve kissed you many times already, I feel like I should go slow.”

      “I don’t want slow, not anymore,” she said right after he spoke. It was like neither seemed to breathe at that moment.

      She closed her eyes as a gust of stuttering air left her. God, she didn’t think she’d even been this aroused. She felt like she’d combust right now in front of Elijah.

      Her heart was thundering, and she swore her wetness soaked clean through her panties. He was so much bigger than her five-foot-four height, nearly a whole foot taller it seemed. His muscles were also so pronounced, so defined.

      “You haven’t kissed me yet.” Although she wasn’t talking about in general, but right now it felt like she’d never kissed him before. That was how much she wanted him. She felt how hard he was for her, how aroused.

      “I haven’t.” He stared in her eyes.

      She swallowed. “I want you to, right now. I want to be with you,” she whispered.

      “I won’t stop until you’re mine irrevocably, Freya.”

      Oh. My. God.

      She wanted to tell him she wanted him to cross that line, too, but the words lodged in her throat. Freya found that nerve, grabbed it, and just spoke out. “I want you, Elijah.”

      “Christ.” And then he had his mouth on hers, and his tongue speared between her lips.

      She wasn’t kissing a man who had once been married to her stepmother, or a man so much older than she was. She was kissing a man who wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      She was kissing Elijah, the man she loved.

      He slid his hands down her shoulders, over her arms, and gripped her waist tightly. And then he was walking them backward until she felt the cold, hard wall greeted her, and the heat from the fire right beside them moving through her clothing.

      He hadn’t broken the kiss, and the deep rumbles that left him had her inner muscles clenching almost painfully. He opened his mouth wider and deepened the kiss, then he moved his hands down her thighs, grabbed the dress, and bunched it in his fists. He started to slowly lift it, but he stopped far too soon.

      “Tell me you want this, that this is okay and I’m not going too fast,” he murmured against her mouth, and all she could do was nod. “I need you to tell me, Freya.” He sounded pained as he murmured against her lips but also frantic with his need.

      “I do want this. I want you.”

      He started grinding his erection into her belly, and a gasp left her as she let her head fall back against the wall. The crackling of the fire seemed so intense, so powerful. Or maybe her senses were just so attuned right now that everything seemed heightened.

      Freya wanted this to go further, so she placed her hands on his pecs and gently pushed him back. He took a stumbled step away from her, his head downcast and his eyes trained right on her. He was breathing so hard his chest was rising and falling fiercely.

      For several seconds they stood there, just staring at each other. She didn’t know why she’d pushed him away, or maybe she did. Maybe she’d pushed him away because she wanted to tempt him in a way she’d never tempted a man before? Maybe she wanted to be able to see the product of his desire on his face, and the way his pants tented because he was so hard for her.

      She licked her lips and knew she didn’t want to postpone this. She didn’t want anything going slow or being stopped by their thoughts.

      “I want you,” he said in a very pained, almost strained voice. “I want this.”

      They stood there several more seconds, neither speaking, but the sexual chemistry and electricity bounced between them. “I want you, too,” she breathed out so softly she wasn’t even sure he had heard her. And then finding her strength, she grabbed the straps of her dress and pushed them off her shoulders, leaving her standing in nothing but her panties.

      Freya was really doing this, and she wasn’t going to stop.
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      Elijah moved his gaze up and down her body, looking at her exposed chest. Elijah had always dated conceited women who were so superficial it was sickening at times.

      Freya was all woman, though, plump and thick in all the right places with a waist that was wide enough for him to hold onto when he was making her feel good.

      Elijah loved that about her, loved that she was made to take the kind of pleasure he wanted to give her.

      “God, Freya.” Elijah ran a hand over his mouth, the sound of his palm moving over the stubble on his cheeks seeming loud even though the fire beside them crackled. “Your body is so fucking gorgeous.” And it was, God, it so was. Then he was right in front of her again, not able to control himself. He framed her face with his hands, tilting her head to the side and kissing her until she was moaning and had her hands latched onto his biceps.

      He licked and sucked at her lips, so addicted to her he couldn’t stop himself. Elijah drew her tongue into his mouth, then ground his erection into her bare belly. It was like he did all those things simultaneously. Like his body had a mind of its own.

      He deepened the kiss, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer as if she needed their bodies melded together. He was more than happy to give her whatever she wanted.

      He was going to take her, make her his, and nothing would stop him from claiming the woman he loved.
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        * * *

      

      Freya wanted to be in the bed, feeling the weight of Elijah above her so his muscles pressed down on her, feel the masculinity pouring from him and surrounding her.

      Freya broke away from him. “I want you, Elijah,” she said again, hoping he saw the unspoken meaning behind those words. She was wet, her pussy clenching, needing his cock inside her, and her nipples felt like they might tear through the material.

      But he must have known what she wanted, or maybe he wanted the same thing—a bed—because he took her hand in his and led her farther down the hallway. He walked them into the bedroom, shut the door with his foot, and in the next second, he had her pressed up against the wall and started kissing her again.

      “I can’t keep my hands off you, not even long enough to take you to the bed,” he breathed out against her lips.

      He started kissing her again and slid their tongues together. He was making her feel so good. God, was he making her feel so good, and he wasn’t even fucking her yet.

      He broke the kiss and started dragging his lips up and down her throat, murmuring these erotic, filthy words against her skin. “I just want to fuck you so hard and thoroughly all you can feel when you sit down is that twinge of discomfort from my cock pounding into you the night before.”

      She gasped from her arousal and because of his dirty words. No one had ever said anything like that to her before, but damn, did it make her hot.

      He started sucking at the base of her throat, and she let her head fall back against the wall, hearing it thump from the contact.

      “I saw you standing there at the store, and I swear to fucking everything that is holy I wanted to ravish you right then and there,” he said on a shaky, deep breath. “But it wasn’t just about having my dick deep inside you, Freya.” He nipped at her throat. “It’s about the woman you’ve become, how beautiful you are on the inside and out. You’re strong, and that was clear all those years ago. And now you’ve grown even surer of yourself. I can see that clear as day.”

      “Elijah,” she said his name softly, because honestly that was as much as she could say at the moment. Her throat felt tight, dry, and her arousal was so encompassing she felt light-headed from it.

      “Tell me, Freya.”

      She loved the way he said her name, all husky and full of unrestrained desire.

      “Tell you…” She meant to repeat his question, but those two words came out on a moan instead.

      “Tell me what you want.” He pressed his erection against her belly, and she moaned low in her throat. God, she wanted this so bad, wanted him so badly. His dick felt so large against her stomach, so thick and full. She knew once he was between her thighs, deep in her body, he’d claim every inch of her. It would be like she was a virgin again, no doubt.

      She swore she felt his cock jerk, or maybe that was her imagination running wild, thinking that the monster he had between his thighs was about to tear right through his clothing. It seemed they wouldn’t be making it to the bed, at least not at the moment, because in the next few seconds, Elijah was moving a step back from her and tearing his clothing away.

      She watched as his hard, defined chest came into view. He had a light sprinkling of dark hair on his upper chest across his pectoral muscles and another small patch below his belly button. That dark hair trailed down and disappeared beneath his jeans.

      When he went for the button of his slacks, all common sense left her. The room grew still, the air thick. He unzipped his pants, the sound of that zipper going down seeming so loud as it echoed off the walls. There was no light on in the room. Not even the light from the moon outside could penetrate the thick surrounding of trees that encircled the cabin. But despite the darkness, she could see the shapes and lines of his body … she could see the hardness of him.

      He must have thought the same thing because before he pushed his pants all the way down he moved over to the small table off to the side and turned the light on. A soft glow of yellow light covered the room, intimate yet almost whimsical. Maybe that was just the haze of lust covering her vision that made her seem like the room was now awash in an otherworldly glow?

      Elijah was back in front of her, and in the next few seconds, she watched, as if in slow motion, as he finished getting undressed. The appendage that sprang forth from a thatch of trimmed black hair was just as impressive as she assumed it would be. His dick was long and thick with a bulbous head slightly glossy with pre-cum.

      His cock was just as big and powerful as the rest of him. Her pussy actually clenched at the thought of him pushing that large shaft into her, stretching her unused muscles and making her scream out his name in not only pleasure but pain as well. But damn, she did want that pain that would ultimately bring her ecstasy.

      She swallowed the hard lump in her throat. He was clearly aroused, but right now, he looked the epitome of control and power. There was so much she wanted to know about him and for him to know about her. Four years was a long time to go without seeing someone.

      Even if they hadn’t been extremely close those few years they’d been living under the same roof, he had still been an integral part of her life while she lived in that special kind of hell with Meghan. He’d been there during the good and the bad, but when she’d been in his presence, it had always been about the good.

      He took a step closer to her, and she lowered her gaze to his erection once more. He didn’t move to touch her, but it felt like his gaze was his hands and he was running his fingers up and down her body.

      “I thought about you a lot these past four years, Freya.”

      She licked her lips, feeling nervous. “You did?” she asked softly, her hands in tight fists at her sides.

      He nodded but didn’t verbally respond as he moved another step closer. She felt his body heat seep into her, felt the way his warm breath came out of him and bathed the top of her head, ruffling the strands. She still had her panties on, and here he was, totally naked, hard, and clearly ready to have her.

      “I thought about how you were doing in school, how you were doing in life in general, although I knew you’d succeed. You were so damn smart, so strong.” He said the last part softly, his gaze on her mouth, his chest rising and falling harder now.

      He’d called her that one time, but it had been brief and kind of tense. She’d never told him that she’d also thought of him during that time, while they were apart from each other, and how she’d also wished they’d kept in contact. But life had been so different when she’d been away. When she wasn’t thinking about the loss she’d endured or the life she’d had with Meghan.

      He was close enough now that when he finally reached out and gripped the back of her neck, pulling her closer, he didn’t have to lean in to kiss her. But she rose on her toes anyway, held his strong, broad shoulders, and curled her nails gently into his firm and warm flesh. Their kiss started off softly, slowly, but then it started to become frantic, hard, and almost violent in its eroticism.

      He had his hands on her breasts, clenching and unclenching the mounds. Her panties were next to go. Right now, they were just two people needing this, needing to be together.

      And when they were pressed together naked, his cock hard on her belly, and the tip slickened with his pre-cum, she moaned, whispering that she ached for him and she needed him between her thighs.

      His hands on her breasts were almost painful as he squeezed and released her flesh, and when he slid those hands down her sides, skated his fingers along her body, and moved one of them to cup her ass, Freya closed her eyes and just enjoyed the feeling of him taking control.

      He held her ass for a moment, and then moved one of his hands between her thighs from behind, cupping her pussy. A gasp left her when he speared his fingers through her soaked folds, pulled her lips apart, and stroked her clit softly. The gruff sound he made had her heart beating faster and her pussy becoming wetter.

      “Fuck, you’re so wet for me, Freya, so ready for my cock.”

      She nodded, loving that he spoke so filthy, so dirty, but not able to verbally say it. He continued to move his fingers up and down her cleft, teasing the opening of her pussy with a finger but not thrusting the digit into her just yet. She didn’t know if he was aware of the low grunts he was making or the fact he sounded like a feral animal. He also kept pushing his dick into her stomach, back and forth, harder with every passing second. The slickness of his pre-cum at the tip of his cock smeared along her skin, heating her, making her more frenzied.

      He teased her for several more seconds, rubbing her clit every time he stroked his fingers up her cleft, teasing her hole on every down stroke, and leaving her so thoroughly on edge she was ready to beg him to fuck her. He removed his hand, brought it up to his mouth, and right in front of her, while she watched, he spread her wetness that was clearly visible on the digits across his mouth as if he couldn’t help himself.

      Before Freya could say anything, Elijah was kissing her. He made her taste herself on him, almost demanding she surrender as he gripped her hair behind her head and tugged at the strands, tilting her head back farther. Freya stroked his tongue with hers, moaned at the musky flavor of her wetness, her arousal, on his lips, and of the spicy taste that seemed to be Elijah.

      He broke the kiss and started moving his mouth and tongue down her neck, along her collarbone, and stopped when he was right above her breast. The small, hard, and hot pants of his breath bathed her flesh, causing her nipple to harden even further, and had her clenching her thighs together almost painfully, trying to stem off her arousal long enough for them to make it to the bed.

      “I’m dying here.”

      He groaned deeply after she spoke, and then latched his mouth onto one of her breasts, sucked her nipple until her clit pulsed and more wetness spilled from her, and had her crying out like a wounded animal. Over and over, he tormented her until the pain and pleasure morphed into one and she wasn’t just thinking of begging him, she actually was.

      “Please, Elijah, God, please be with me already.”

      And with one last drag across the stiff peak of her left breast, he was pressed fully against her once more, gripping the cheeks of her ass and lifting her with a strength that made her feel petite and small. Her mouth seemed to part on its own when she felt his length slip through her slit.

      Freya wrapped her arms around his neck, pressed her breasts against the hardness of his chest, and was now the one kissing him brutally. Her legs were around his waist, his cock between her pussy lips, slipping along her soaked folds, and driving her insane with lust.

      It was like a floodgate opened, and all her passion, desire, and need for this much older man came bursting through.

      Never breaking the kiss, Elijah turned with her in his arms, walked toward the bed, and set her on it. She couldn’t help but watch as he held his dick, stroking himself up and down, from root to tip, all the while watching her with unrestrained passion. He moved onto the bed, right between her thighs. He still had a hold of his dick, and while staring at her in the eyes, he placed the tip at her entrance.

      “Are you ready for me, Freya?” he asked in that deep, slightly serrated voice of his.

      In one fluid move, Elijah had his cock pushed deep inside her. She couldn’t help the gasp that left her at the feeling of being so stretched, so filled by him. Big, long, and thick were all perfect words to describe Elijah. When he started thrusting into her in powerful strokes, in and out, slow but steady Freya knew she would come within minutes.

      “Christ,” Elijah said on a guttural groan. His face was by her neck, his words slightly muffled against her skin. He started moving faster, harder. “Yeah. That’s it, Freya.” Their flesh was already becoming slick with their combined perspiration, and she held his shoulders tighter as he became frantic in his motions.

      “You’re so big,” she panted the words out. She hadn’t even meant to say that out loud, but her body didn’t feel like her own anymore, not at this moment.

      “You feel so fucking good.” He scraped his teeth along her neck, and a shiver worked its way through her whole body before taking root in her clit. Every time he thrust into her, the base of his erection rubbed the hard bundle of nerves and had her silently crying out. “So good, Freya. You’re so fucking tight and hot, and so damn wet for me.” He took control of her mouth with his once more, but this time, it was a sloppy, heated, and an almost angry kiss.

      She lifted her hands, grabbed the damp strands of his hair, and tugged. This was the most erotic experience she’d ever had. Neither of them could control themselves, and as the temperature in the room rose, their bodies grew wetter from sweat, and their touches became painfully good, she knew she’d come harder than she ever had.

      With his cock still buried inside her and his mouth on hers, she dug her nails into his scalp. Freya knew she had to be hurting him, but all he did was grunt against her mouth, slide his hands under her ass, and tighten his hold on the mounds. He started fucking her harder. And in about three seconds flat, he had them turned on the bed, him now on his back with her on top.

      With her legs on either side of him now, straddling his narrow hips and placing her hands flat on his chest, Freya immediately started riding him. Up and down, faster and harder she rose up on him and slid back down until her breasts were bouncing almost painfully. She didn’t have much experience with men, or sex in general, but she felt in control right now, powerful.

      “You have the biggest, most mouthwatering tits I’ve ever seen.” He still had his hands on her ass, and when he spread the cheeks, slipped his fingers between them, and touched her anus, everything inside her tightened.

      “Oh. God.”

      “That’s it, come for me, baby. I want to see you so fucking unhinged you can’t even see straight.” He looked at her with a hooded expression. “Come for me, Freya.” He added a little more pressure with his finger on her anus.

      And just like that, she came for him.
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      Elijah was going to come really fucking hard and really damn soon. His gaze was first glued to the sight of Freya’s breasts bouncing up and down as she rode the hell out of his cock, and then when he touched her asshole and saw her expression of ecstasy as she came, his control totally snapped.

      Her inner muscles clenched rhythmically around his dick as the clear pleasure moved through her, and he had to grit his teeth so he didn’t get off right then. He wanted her to orgasm again, wanted to see the expression of euphoria cover her face just once more before he gave in to his own pleasure.

      Wrapping his hand around her waist and grabbing her ass with his other hand, he rose just enough that he could shift so she was the one on her back now. This was a lot of movement for the amount of time they’d been fucking, but he wanted to experience all of this with her. He wanted to experience more with her.

      Sliding all the way back into her had Elijah groaning and closing his eyes. Sweat lined his brow and dripped down his face to cover her belly. He leaned back on his haunches and looked down at where their bodies connected.

      “Elijah,” she moaned his name and closed her eyes.

      “Hell, Freya.” Those words left him on a strangled groan as he saw the way her pussy stretched around his cock. She was all pink and soaked flesh, and stretched so fucking wide around the girth of his dick that the member actually jerked on its own. His balls drew up tight with his imminent orgasm.

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened, and he knew she was close to getting off again. Her cheeks had a red glow to them, her mouth was parted, and her lips were glossy from their kissing.

      He placed his thumb right on her clit and rubbed the hell out of that little bud, wanting her to be so lost she could only hold on to him or she’d fall. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from her face, and when she arched her back, thrusting her big breasts out, and cried out, he finally let himself go.

      Elijah leaned forward, bracing his hands on the mattress beside her head, and grunted as he came harder than he ever had. His muscles hurt from how tense he was as he came. After long, tortured, and pleasure-filled minutes, the pleasure finally receded, and he was able to breathe again.

      Without thinking, because all he wanted to do was kiss her, Elijah did exactly that. With his cock softening inside her, he leaned down and kissed her hard, possessively.

      “God, that was—”

      “Incredible,” he said, finishing her sentence.

      She licked her lips. “Yeah, exactly.” After leaning down and kissing her once more, he pulled out of her with a grunt of disappointment. Lying beside her, he thought about what they’d just done. He’d never seen himself doing something like this with Freya.

      He’d thought about her these past four years, remembered how she’d looked when she’d left for college, and how she’d already, even then, grown into a strong, independent woman. But then he’d seen her at the liquor store, all grown up, all womanly, and all innocent thoughts he’d ever had for her seemed to evaporate.

      As impossible as it was, his dick started getting erect at the feel of her breasts pressed against his chest. She was soft where he was hard, and that was the perfect combination. He liked her curves, loved that he could run his hands all over her body because she allowed him that pleasure. She was comfortable with her body and shape.

      “What does this mean, Elijah?” She pulled back only enough that she could look into his face.

      He knew what he wanted it to mean, even after this one night, but despite knowing each other for years, there was a history between them. He’d been married to Meghan, for one thing, and Meghan, at the time, had been considered Freya’s stepmother still. Although that was years ago, and they were adults now—Freya was an adult—he didn’t want her to think this was wrong. He didn’t want anyone to think this was wrong because it felt right.

      “I think that’s a conversation we can have at any time you want,” he said and cupped her cheek.

      She didn’t speak for a few moments, and then she smiled and rested back on the pillow. “I think that can wait until tomorrow.” When she closed her eyes, Elijah moved closer, pulled her toward his body, and just held her.

      Elijah didn’t want to rush her into what he ultimately wanted: a relationship.
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        * * *

      

      Freya sat on the balcony off the master suite, looking at the small pond across from her where a group of frogs kept jumping in and out of the water, and felt this peace and serenity surround her. She’d given herself to Elijah, finally allowed herself to love him in all ways. She was afraid still, of course, but she knew it was natural. And the thing that frightened her didn’t mean she had to stay away.

      She was afraid of the fact she cared for him so much, this soon. He was kind and sweet, so considerate, and he was all hers. The sound of the double doors opening had her looking over her shoulder. He walked out, carrying a mug of something steaming in one hand and a thick, plush blanket in the other.

      Setting the mug on the banister of the deck, he draped the blanket on her, then grabbed the cup and handed it to her. When he sat down beside her and smiled, she knew everything would be okay. Everything would work out.

      Standing, she was bold and sat on his lap, draping the blanket over them both, and grabbed her mug again.

      They stayed like that in silence for several minutes, but it was the comfortable and warm type of silence.

      “I love you, Elijah. I really do.”

      He pulled her tighter against his chest. “I love you, too, baby.” He kissed the side of her head. “This is the beginning, and it’ll be incredible.”

      She couldn’t agree more.
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        One year later

      

      

      Freya rested her head back on the couch and stared out the front window. She was in Elijah’s penthouse apartment overlooking the city and naked aside from a towel wrapped around her body because she’d just gotten out of the shower.

      She spent most of her time here with him, but she kept her house, kept her own place. Not only had a year already passed, but she was also working as an RN at the local hospital.

      The work was rewarding, but it was also exhausting and took a little piece of her. She loved being able to help others and knew this had been the right move for her to make career wise. But then she’d leave, come see Elijah, and he’d show her what living really meant, that being alone was not an option anymore.

      For the past year, they’d spent time with each other, catching up on their lives and what had been missed the past four years. She’d attended fancy balls and business meetings held in mansions that sat on acres of pristine and landscaped grounds.

      She’d seen the most beautiful gowns draped on the most beautiful women and envied each one of them. But then she’d see Elijah watching her with that possessive, proprietary gleam in his eyes, she’d feel his hand wrapped around her waist with his body close to hers, and Freya knew it didn’t matter how beautiful they were. She was it for him. He’d told her enough times that she didn’t believe anything else.

      Not only was Elijah the strong, sometimes silent type, but he could also be the type of man who brought a woman chocolates and flowers … brought her those things. He wasn’t a softie all the time. There was jealousy and possessiveness, but it was just enough to make her feel like she was his world.

      The sound of the front door opening and closing had her turning and seeing him standing in the foyer. Her breath always seemed to catch when she saw him, taking in his muscular body and the way he held himself so confidently, so sure of his surroundings. Only one person on this planet was meant for her, and she was looking at him right now.

      He had left early this morning to deal with some business even though it was the weekend and he should have been off. But being as successful as Elijah meant there were times he had to work. But he wasn’t the all work and no play type of man. No, he made sure to play with her plenty. That thought had her grinning and had her body heating to nuclear levels. Even right now when he hadn’t touched her, she was wet and aching for him.

      He stepped into the living room, and his smile spread as he stared at her. “Hey, baby.”

      “Hey.” She lowered her gaze to where she could see his muscle definition through the white button-down shirt he wore. His suit jacket was undone as well, his shoulders broad, his hips narrow. She could see all of that through his sharp, pressed, and so very business-like clothing.

      It made her wetter.

      “I love seeing you in those suits,” Freya said a bit breathlessly. She held the towel tighter, the material plush and so soft, but she was feeling hypersensitive, and the fabric abraded her flesh.

      “And I like what you’re wearing,” he said with a grin and winked at her. “In fact, how about anytime I walk through that door, you’re either wearing a towel or nothing at all?”

      Her body tingled, her pussy clenched, and her nipples hardened. Walking closer, he started loosening the knot of his tie and then undid the first few buttons of his shirt.

      “I missed you,” he said in that super deep voice of his that was like sandpaper along her flesh.

      “I didn’t really see you this morning.” Although she had woken up briefly when he’d kissed her on the forehead before he left for the office, she still felt like she hadn’t seen or spoken to him all day.

      This was what love was, what it felt like.

      He moved toward her, and she took a step back. She was now pressed to the window, the coldness a stark contrast to her overheated flesh. Before she could even take a breath, he had her in his arms, turned, and was sitting on the couch with her straddling him. Freya instantly felt his cock start to stiffen beneath the expensive material of his pants. The towel rode up her thighs, and when he leaned back, placed his hands on her legs, and groaned, she felt the world tilt.

      “I’m so hard for you. In fact, you make me hard just by breathing.”

      She swallowed, her throat tight, her lips feeling swollen, needing his mouth on hers. Lowering her face to his neck, she inhaled deeply, loving that fresh and clean smell on him, the spicy cologne that drove her wild.

      “If you don’t stop it, baby, I’m not going to be able to control myself.”

      “I don’t want you to control yourself.” He moaned and ran the tip of his nose up the side of her throat. “Fuck, you smell good.”

      “Why would you want to control yourself?” she whispered. “I’m naked, and you’re hard…” She leaned back, her eyes feeling too heavy to hold all the way open.

      “You make a good argument,” he murmured against her. He ran his nose up and down her neck again. “I should hire you when I’m doing business mergers. I don’t think anyone could argue your points.”

      She chuckled, but it was soft, not holding much amusement because she was too aroused. “Elijah, I want you.”

      He groaned and lifted his head from her neck to kiss her. He gripped her waist and stood, holding her in his arms effortlessly.

      Kissing him hard, she felt his cock prod her bare pussy and needed him now. Freya ran her tongue over his bottom lip. Tugging at his flesh, she loved when he grunted, tightened his hands on her waist, and pushed his dick harder into her.

      He took them into the bedroom, all the while kissing her, licking at her lips, and groaning in pleasure. Once in the room, he set her on the floor, took a step back, and started undressing. She held the towel, not about to get naked just yet because she wanted to look her fill of him.

      There he now stood, totally naked, his golden, hard flesh on display. God, he looked good with nothing on, all hard sinew and defined muscles. He wasn’t all bulky like a weightlifter but not as lean as a swimmer. His dick was hard and getting stiffer the longer she stared at it. And as if he wanted to tempt her, or maybe torture her, he reached down, grabbed his cock, and started stroking himself.

      “Come here, Freya,” he said in a low, husky voice filled with lust.

      Freya was more than ready to do whatever he said, to give him whatever he wanted. It was like she was addicted to the feeling of his cock inside her, of his dick stretching her, of Elijah claiming her. He dominated her without restraints or bondage. He controlled her with his body, with his touch and words, lips and breath. He played her body with expert precision because he knew every inch of her. He knew exactly where to touch her to get her off.

      He pulled her toward him and wrapped his hand around a chunk of her hair. Elijah kissed her hard. There was no teasing on his part. He was brutal, demanding, and giving her everything she craved, everything she wanted. She’d always want this from him, always want it like this.

      While still kissing her, he led them over to the bed, but instead of lying on her back, she was turned around in his arms. Her back pressed to his chest, and he smoothed his hands over her breasts, cupped the mounds through the fabric for a second, and then continued his descent until he reached the edge of the towel. In one swift move, he had the material pushed away from her body.

      “So much better, Freya baby,” he said as he murmured against her throat. Before she could turn in his arms, desperate for his mouth, he had her on the bed face-first.

      Freya went down on her belly, bouncing once from the force with which he’d pushed her down, but she loved that. Elijah stroked her bare ass with his big hands and gave each cheek a stinging spank. Her flesh heated and stung. It felt incredible.

      “Look at this ass,” he said as if speaking to himself, then spanked her again. “It was made for fucking, baby. It was made for me to fill it with my cock. You were made for me, every damn inch of you.” He squeezed her cheeks, growled out, and then leaned down and bit her right ass cheek. She cried out in pleasure and pain, wanting more, needing it. He bit her other side, smacked her butt one more time, and then moved away. She looked over her shoulder to see him grab the lube from the nightstand.

      They had done anal before, a couple of times, in fact, and although Freya hadn’t thought she’d like it, she was surprised to feel that when he fucked her ass, he hit nerve endings she hadn’t even known she’d had.

      “You ready for me and my big dick, baby? You ready for me to fuck this sweet ass?” Elijah asked, but it wasn’t phrased in a way that made her think he was actually asking permission.

      “I’m always ready for you,” she said, looked over her shoulder. Rising on her hands and knees, she popped her ass out for him, and spread her legs wider, giving him a prime shot of all of her. The sound of him growling like he was an animal and had a hard time in keeping his composure was an aphrodisiac all on its own.

      She was ready, more than ready, and she knew Elijah would make this feel good for her because he always put her first, always made sure she was screaming out for more.
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        * * *

      

      Elijah spread one of Freya’s ass cheeks enough that he could smear the lube over the puckered hole. He felt his cock jerk at the sight of her tight little area and groaned at the thought that he’d been the one to pop that cherry and be her first anal experience.

      Just looking at her had him nearly coming right then, letting out a load of spunk right on her ass. Her bottom was big and round, and looked so damn juicy he didn’t stop himself from moving his hands over the creamy globes.

      “Your ass was made for my cock.” He leaned forward, ran his lips along the left cheek, and then did the same to the right. The small moan she made, and the way she bunched the sheets in her hands told him she liked hearing his dirty talk. “I’m going to fuck your ass, claim you like we are wild animals, but first, I’m going to make you come for me, make your pussy clench and become wetter.”

      “God, Elijah,” she panted.

      “You’ll come all over my face, Freya, make my mouth and chin all fucking juicy and slick with that sweet cream of yours.” He moved his mouth over the small of her back, along the line of her spine, and up to the back of her neck. When he felt her lift her ass and grind it into his cock, he knew it was time to taste her sweet fucking pussy, delivering on his promise.

      Spearing his hand in her hair and tangling the long strands in his fingers, he pulled her head back gently to expose her throat. He’d been so gentle with her that first time over a year ago, not as rough and demanding as he’d liked when fucking. But they’d been together long enough that he didn’t hold back anymore.

      “I love you so damn much, Freya,” he groaned, smoothing his hand over her chest and cupping one of her big breasts. “I’d die for you, baby. Hell, I’d kill for you.” He might be a businessman in Armani suits, but deep down, for this woman, he could and would do whatever it took to make sure she was his, and that nothing happened to her.

      She was it for him.

      “I love you, too,” she moaned out those words.

      He didn’t lessen his hold on her hair when he moved his other hand down to take hold of one of her ass cheeks. Elijah gripped the big, spongy flesh, wanting to leave his handprint on her body.

      After a few seconds, he moved back down her length, and when he reached her ass, he spread the cheeks wide. Taking in the sight of that tight hole he wanted to fuck, Elijah felt his throat dry. He lowered his gaze to her pussy and saw her little hole slightly gaping for him as if she was begging for his cock. She was wet, so fucking wet her cream had her inner thighs glossy.

      He flattened his tongue and ran it up and down her cleft, then sucked her clit into his mouth until she was thrusting her pussy on his face, grinding herself against him.

      Elijah licked at her swollen, damp flesh several more times before finally pulling away. He moved away from her pussy, up the slender line between the cheeks of her ass, and licked her asshole over and over again. He grunted at the clean, fresh soapy flavor and scent of her. Dragging his tongue over that puckered hole, he pressed his tongue inside until he felt her clench around him. He could have gotten off right then.

      He couldn’t take anymore. He needed her right now.

      After pouring the lube over her asshole, he made sure she was good and slicked up for him.

      Rising above her and grabbing his cock, he poised the tip of his dick at the entrance of her ass. He gripped her waist in a tight hold with one hand, knowing there was no more time for teasing. He didn’t have any more self-control. He started pushing his dick into her slowly, stretching her wide so his dick could get past the tight ring of muscle at the entrance. Her flesh stretched around him, the pink becoming slightly pale in color because his dick was big and her ass was so small. But she’d take him; she always took all of him.

      “You feel so fucking good,” he gasped those words. And then he slid all the way in, pushing right into the tight muscle.

      When he was deep inside her, his balls pressed tightly to her pussy, his cock full in her ass, he stilled. Breathing heavily while trying to get his bearings, Elijah stared down at his woman. Her back was arched, her head tilted to the side, and her lips parted.

      “You feel how deep I’m inside you?”

      She nodded. “God, yes.”

      “You’re so fucking tight and hot, baby.” He closed his eyes, and when she tightened her inner muscles around him, he thrust his hips forward slightly, not able to control himself. A deep groan left him, and he snapped his eyes open. He pressed his hand to the center of her back, adding pressure until she was now resting her chest on the mattress with her ass still in the air.

      He started pulling out of her slowly, and when just the crown of his dick was lodged inside her, he shoved back in. He did this three times before he pushed into her maybe a little too hard because she moved up the bed an inch. But she didn’t complain, and instead, a gasp of pleasure left her.

      “That is so fucking it.” Sweat started to bead along his brow. His pulse began racing, and he really started fucking her ass then. In, out, faster and faster, he pumped into her until his balls were slapping her wet pussy. The way she clenched around his cock had his orgasm rushing to the surface.

      He fucked her long and hard, and soon, a slick sheen of sweat coated both of their bodies. “I’m never going to get enough, Freya. You’ll always be mine, and I’ll always be yours.”

      “Yes, Elijah. God, yes.”

      He slammed into her, and she cried out in pleasure. “No one will have you but me. No one will ever touch you but me.” He pumped into her again and again, cementing his words.

      “I don’t want anyone else. I only want you,” she cried out the last word.

      Every day, he loved her more. She was his just as he was hers. “Say it, Freya.” He clenched his eyes shut for a moment as the intense pleasure washed through him. “Say you’re only mine, that you’ll only ever be mine.”

      “You know I’m yours.”

      He opened his eyes, parted his lips, and blew out a harsh breath. Moving his hand lower, he slid it over her belly, down to her pussy, and speared his fingers in her folds. She was soaked as if her engorged clit needed his touch. He rubbed that hardened bundle of tissue over and over again, back and forth, until she cried out.

      Elijah’s orgasm rushed forward, and he started pounding into her. Deep, guttural words left him, and then he was groaning as he came. He felt her tense beneath him, heard her cry as she got off, and the fact she came right along with him heightened his pleasure.

      Once his high left and his dick started to soften, he came back to reality. Freya breathed heavily, her head to the side and her eyes closed. He gently pulled out of her, a groan of disappointment leaving him.

      He cupped her cheek, needing to do this. “I had planned on doing this differently, but I realized it doesn’t matter how I do it as long as you know the truth about how I feel about you.”

      “Okay, what is it?” she asked softly, but he heard the slight nervousness in her voice.

      He stared at her for a second, then stood and went over to his dresser. Opening the drawer, he grabbed the small light blue box. When he turned to face her again, she looked at what he held, her eyes widening and her mouth parting. Moving back toward her, Elijah dropped to his knees, took one of her hands in his, and brought it to his mouth to kiss her fingers.

      “Elijah…”

      “I love you, Freya. I love you with everything I am.” Fuck, he was nervous. “I want you to know that if your father was here, I would have gotten permission before doing this, but I hope he’s looking down, approving of what I’m about to ask his daughter.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she had a smile on her face.

      “You’re the only woman I want to spend my life with, to carry my babies, and to be by my side until we’re old.” He opened the box that held the diamond solitaire. This wasn’t like when he’d proposed to Meghan or when he thought he’d loved her. Freya was the woman he was meant to spend his life with.

      He felt so nervous despite knowing she loved him just as much as he loved her. But there was this little voice in the back of his head that said maybe, just maybe, she’d say no.

      He glanced down at her hand, stared at her ring finger, and just blurted it out before his nerves got the best of him. “I love you so fucking much.” He took a deep breath. “Freya Fallon Dresden, will you marry me?” He took the ring out, slipped it on her finger, and waited. For a second, she just stared at the ring, but then she started crying harder.

      She sniffed, looked at him, and then at the ring again. “Yes, Elijah. Of course I’ll marry you.”

      He had her in his arms and off the bed a second later. Elijah held her, kept her tightly against him, and inhaled deeply. “You make me so damn happy.” This was his life now, and damn, what a good life it was.
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