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      I’d always loved her, even if she never knew.

      Growing up as Avery’s friend was the hardest part, especially when all I wanted to do was claim her as mine. But I was that awkward, geeky kid with the black-rimmed glasses, a social outcast.

      Time and distance had separated us, but I never forgot about her. My love for Avery never lessened. It only grew.

      Now back in town, working as a firefighter, I doubt she’ll recognize me. I’m big, strong, and confident, so different from who  I was all those years ago. Seeing her again after so long has me realizing too much time has passed. I know what has to be done.

      I need to let Avery know she’s mine and that nothing and no one will stop me from claiming her.

      Warning: This is a friends-to-lovers, double virgin safe romance that also has that spark of filth thrown in. Yes, you read that right … double virgins. No need to wear protection for this one because these two know exactly what they want, and that’s each other.
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      I pushed my glasses up my nose and stared across the classroom at Avery. She probably didn’t even know how beautiful she was, how much I loved her. At sixteen, I was a geek, so awkward even I noticed it. I was a social outcast amongst the majority. But Avery had seen something in me, befriended me when no one else would.

      She laughed at something her friend said, and I was transfixed. I loved her more than life itself, had this feeling since before I even knew what love meant. But I was too afraid, too much a coward to ever admit to her that she was the love of my life.

      It made me happy just by looking at her, just hearing the sound of her voice. But today was the last day I’d get to experience those things. Being forced to move across the country with my family was heartbreaking. But I had no choice. And as much as I hated leaving, the truth was, I wouldn't ever have the balls to tell her what she meant to me.

      The bell rang for the class to end and I grabbed my stuff. I was shoulder checked by one of the jocks, but I didn’t care. I was too focused on Avery. I met her at the door, smiling, reaching out and taking her bag from her before she could object.

      “Hey, thanks, Jackson,” she said and grinned. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I wanted to,” I said quickly, maybe a little too obvious. But hell, just being next to her made every part of my body come alive.

      She smiled wide at me, perfect teeth flashing. God, that dimple on the right side of her cheek had my heart racing. We stepped out into the hall and went to our next class.

      “Avery, hey baby,” Frankie, one of the jocks, said, sidling up next to her and wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “You got plans tonight?” She moved out from under his hold. She didn’t respond to Frankie’s question, which only seemed to make him press harder. “Come on, sweetheart. Let me take you home, maybe we can hit up a party tonight.”

      “No thanks,” she said without looking at him. “Come on, Jackson.” She looped her arm through mine.

      “Come on, baby,” he said again.

      “Leave her alone,” I ended up saying and stopped to look over at him. “She’s not interested.” I don’t know why I’d suddenly gotten balls of steel, but seeing the frustration on Avery’s face over Frankie bothering her pissed me off. I’d get my ass kicked over this but it would be worth it.

      “You want this fucking nerd over me?” Frankie asked and rammed his shoulder into mine again. I was slammed into the locker, my glasses getting knocked off my face. Frankie grinned and brought his boot down, crunching them beneath his foot.

      “You asshole,” Avery said and pushed at Frankie’s shoulder. He grinned at me once more and pushed away, giving Avery a once-over before stalking off. Avery got on her knees and picked up my glasses and her bag. “I’m sorry about them, Jackson,” she said and handed me the busted-up frames.

      I smiled, her scent making me feel drunk—even if I had never actually been intoxicated before. I had a feeling this lightheadedness and euphoric feeling was a pretty good comparison. “Worth it.” She grinned.

      I felt my heart speed up but then drop to my belly. Today I’d have to leave, have to let her know that I would never see her again. And that would be the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life.
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        Avery-Six years later

      

      The idea of losing the most important person on the planet to you is terrifying. When I got the call that Gigi—my grandmother’s—nursing home had been in a bad fire that demolished the entire building, I felt like the earth opened up and swallowed me whole. As long as I could remember, it had been Gigi and me. She raised me when my deadbeat mom couldn't be bothered to.

      An absentee mother who preferred the comfort of random men to spending time with her daughter.

      By the time I was eighteen, my mother had become a stripper at the local club. She’d all but forgotten me by then, which wasn’t any heartache on my part. When I was nineteen she decided to follow a would-be rock star to Los Angeles, completely abandoning me. But I’d become used to her behavior well before then, so her up and leaving to be a groupie wasn’t a shock.

      But then on my twenty-first birthday I’d gotten the news my mother had overdosed. I wish I could say I was heartbroken, but the void I should have felt by her loss had already been there for years.

      I’d gotten that call a year ago, had moved on, but then again I think I had done the latter a long time ago. Gigi had taken it harder than I thought, but I supposed losing a child was one of the hardest things a parent had to go through, even if that child had destroyed her own life and tried to take down everyone in her path.

      If it wasn’t for Gigi, my life would have been drastically different, and not for the better.  Gigi put her life on hold for me. She was my mother in every sense of the word. She cried when I graduated from college, told me how proud she was of me, how I was the first person to have ever graduated in our family.

      I played with the strand of pearls Gigi had given me years ago, ones that her mother had owned and passed down. I cherished them and would forever. The idea of losing her shook me to the core.  

      “I don’t know what all the fuss is about,” Gig said and I chuckled. I handed her the sweet tea she’d wanted and sat down in the chair beside her bed. She was old but feisty. I’d wanted her to live with me, to not have to stay in that damn nursing home, but because of her medical issues and her sheer stubbornness, she’d refused. She had a hard head and did things her way. But that was going to change.

      “I want to talk to you about something, Gigi,” I said and held the coffee cup between my hands. The cup was warm, the steam from the coffee billowing up. I looked at her and saw her watching me. She was sharp as a tack, and I knew she probably already guessed what I was about to say. The only reason she hadn't shut me down yet was probably because she was waiting for me to plead my case so she could go all wise on me.

      “I think it’s time you moved in with me.” I held up my hand before she could argue. “I know you said you don’t want to be a burden, but it makes no sense you being this stubborn. You aren't any trouble and I can take care of you.”

      “Darling, you have your own life. You don’t need some old lady ruining the way you have things going.”

      I shook my head before she finished. “You’re like my mother, Gigi. I can’t stand the thought of you in that nursing home anyway. I never could. It was only because you were adamant on staying there that I didn't press the matter. Well, that and you’re as hard-headed as a damn rock.”

      She started chuckling and leaned back on the bed.

      “But I mean it, Gigi. I want you to move in with me. I didn’t push when you wouldn’t do it earlier, because I know that would just have you set in your ways more.”

      She chuckled harder. “Yes, you’re probably right.” She sobered and stared out the window for long seconds. When she looked back at me she seemed serious. “But I’m too old, will be too much of a burden.”

      “Please, Gigi,” I said, figuring she’d try and talk me out of it. “I really want you in my life, sharing my home.” I reached out and took her hand in mine. “It’s always been you and me against the world.” She smiled and gave my hand a squeeze, and it was then that I knew she’d given in.

      “Okay, darling. Okay.”
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        Jackson

      

      I’d gone to the hospital to check on the little old lady that I’d grabbed out of the fire. She reminded me of my grandmother, and I’d had this desire to make sure she was doing okay.

      I made my way down the hall toward her room, gave the door two knocks, and pushed it open. A woman sat in front of the hospital bed, her long dark hair falling over her shoulders in tumbling waves.

      She must have heard me enter because she stood up and turned, facing me.

      “Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt,” I said, about to turn around, but everything in my body froze.

      Avery Sinclair.

      Everything in me froze, became as still as the calmest waters. Avery, the one woman I’d always loved. The girl I’d grown up around but left so many years ago it now seemed like a distant memory.

      But she was here, standing right in front of me, looking like a woman instead of the teenager I’d known back in the day.

      I saw the realization filter across her face, knew she was probably just as shocked as I was. Looking over her shoulder at the older woman, it was then that I realized who exactly she was. I hadn’t put two and two together the other day, didn’t even recognize the name at first. What with Avery having a different last name and always calling her grandmother Gigi, it hadn’t even occurred to me that the woman I’d saved was Avery’s grandmother.

      I looked back at Avery, every part of me wanting to go to her, to make her mine.

      “Oh, my God,” she whispered, lifting her hand and placing it over her mouth. She stood like that for long seconds, then dropped her hand to her side. “Jackson?” She chuckled, but it was one filled with nervousness. “Is that really you?” She shook her head slightly. “I almost didn’t recognize you. You…” She looked me up and down. “You look so different.” She stared into my face again. “But your eyes,” she whispered. “I’d remember them, recognize them anywhere, no matter how many years have passed.”

      I didn’t answer right away, just looked my fill of her. She was all curves, the T-shirt she wore fitting her snugly and showing off the large mounds of her breasts and tapering down to her curvy waist. She had that hourglass shape going on to perfection.

      “I can’t believe it’s really you,” she said again, taking a step closer to me.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing,” I finally said. I stared into her chocolate brown eyes, ones I’d gotten lost in so many times when we were younger. We’d been friends, but not close enough that I had ever told her how I felt. Hell, I’d been too afraid of myself back then to admit my feelings. I still remembered the day I told her I was leaving, how she’d seemed genuinely sad by it, how I’d felt like my whole world was being ripped from me.

      Our letters had tapered off over the years until there were no more. But I never stopped loving her, never stopped wanting her. She was mine. Avery always had been and always would be.

      “You look different, Jackson,” she repeated and I saw the way her cheeks turned red.

      My heart skipped a beat. Yeah, I knew I looked a hell of a lot different than when she’d last seen me. Gone was the geeky, scrawny kid who got pushed around. In his place was a man towering at six foot three, heavily muscled from working out and building myself up, and contacts replacing the black-rimmed glasses I used to wear.

      Gone was the string bean who let asshole jocks like Frankie shoulder check him into lockers. How would she feel if she knew that I’d waited in every aspect of my life to be with her? How would Avery react if she knew that I’d saved myself for her … only her?

      I was no longer that skinny kid scared of his own shadow. I was big and strong, a firefighter and back in town to let the only girl I had ever loved know that she was mine.
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        Avery

      

      Jackson was right in front of me. Yet it still felt like a dream, like this wasn’t my reality. For six long years I’d wondered what he was up to, where he was, or if he was happy.

      I wondered if he was in love.

      Growing up, he’d been such an integral part of my life, whether I ever admitted that to him or not. We’d been opposites--me a social butterfly, him a social outcast. But we’d gotten along so well together that I’d considered him my best friend. With Jackson, I always felt like it was okay to just be ... me.

      But then he’d moved away, and I’d felt like a little piece of me had left with him. The letters had helped, but they did nothing for my need to see him, to actually speak with him. We used to have the most ridiculously funny conversations before school every morning, and I’d missed connecting with him in that way.

      But distance and time did make the heart grow fonder. It was when he left that I realized how important he was to me. How I should have told him I wanted to be more than friends.

      Gone was the skinny guy I’d called a friend. In his place was all man--and that’s exactly what he was. Big and muscular, with power coming off of him in waves. He made me feel wholly feminine.

      In that moment something came over me, an emotion so powerful I couldn’t stop myself. I walked right up to him and threw my arms around his broad shoulders. Jackson put his arms around me and pulled me close, so close I could hear his heart beating. I closed my eyes and inhaled his scent. I smiled to myself, realizing it was the same cologne he’d used when we were teenagers. The smell made me heady, and I felt a blanket of peace wrap around me. Jackson had always had that effect on me.

      I was just so scared to ever tell him how I felt, and I’d regretted it ever since. My home life wasn’t anything to brag about, so I’d compensated with school and overachieving. I’d clung to the friendship I had with Jackson, those emotions growing to something more. I should have told him how I felt, shouldn't have let all this time and distance separate us.

      Maybe things would have been different.

      I pulled away and tipped my head back to look into his face. “Jackson, when did you get back?” I asked, not able to help the smile that surely covered my face. Was he married? Did he have a girlfriend? What was he doing back in town? Was he here for good? All those questions slammed into me in rapid succession.

      The idea of Jackson being in a relationship stung more than it probably should have.

      “I’ve been back a couple months. I’ve just been keeping low-key and settling in.” His voice was so deep now that chills raced along my body. He tipped his chin toward my grandmother. “I assume you know her or you wouldn’t be here,” he said and smiled, still holding me, still keeping me close.

      I looked over at Gigi, who sat there looking very interested in what was going on. I couldn’t help but smile and shake my head. She was just as nosey as I was. “That’s my grandmother.” Jackson had never ended up meeting her while he lived here.

      “You’re the firefighter who helped me out,” Gigi said. I looked over at Jackson, a little stunned.

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Small world that I helped your grandmother.” He cleared his throat and finally let go of me. I couldn’t deny the disappointment I felt over that. “What about you?”

      “I graduated with my bachelors and I’m gearing up for the master’s program in social work this fall.”

      Jackson’s smile grew larger. “That sounds like the Avery I know. Always wanting to save kids.”

      I felt my cheeks heat at his words. “Yeah. I just don’t want kids to feel they have no one in their corner.” I looked over at my grandmother. “Having Gigi was a godsend for me, but some of these kids just aren’t that lucky. “ Looking back, I eyed him up and down. “So, a firefighter, huh? I always thought you would go into law or science.”

      He cleared his throat and ran his hand over the back of his neck. “My dad.”  Jackson’s voice got softer and his gaze drifted off to a place that I could only imagine was filled with sadness. “He passed away a few years back; he got trapped in a pretty bad fire. The firefighters saved him, got him out of the building, but he died a few days later due to complications.”

      My empathy rose up instantly and I took a step toward him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He smiled but it was sad. “I wanted to help people, really make a difference. So fighting fires seemed like a good place to start. Kind of like a tribute to my old man. I fell in love with it right away.”

      In that moment, I knew the geeky boy with a heart of gold had turned into a big, strong man but kept that same heart.

      “Anyway, enough about me. I wanted to check on your grandmother and make sure she was okay.”

      “I’m good,” Gigi said from behind me. “Gonna catch up on my Soaps anyway.”

      I shook my head. “She’s good,” I said and grinned.

      “In that case I’d love to catch up, maybe go to dinner? You can’t survive on pop and bad vending machine junk food.” At his words my heart started to pound ferociously in my chest, and my palms started to sweat. My nerves got the better of me.  

      “I’d love to.” As the words escaped my lips, I realized that after all these years Jackson still had a hold on me. This was like fate leaving me a breadcrumb trail. Maybe now I could have the courage to just tell him how I felt, that even after all these years he was the only one I wanted.
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        Jackson

      

      My heart was thundering and my hands shook as I smoothed my fingers through my short dark hair. I stared at my reflection and the man staring back at me was still that geeky little kid back in high school.

      I took off my glasses, which I wore around the house. As I stared at myself in the mirror again, I realized I wanted Avery to see me and remember me for who I was. So I picked up the glasses and put them back on, forgetting about the contacts for tonight.

      Even though my body was bigger and stronger, stacked with muscle, I was still the same person she knew. We just needed time to get to know each other again, to rekindle that friendship that had been separated by time. But I felt the same way for her, that love I always had growing every day. And when I’d seen her today I knew she was the one, knew she’d always been the one.

      That much was clear by the feelings that rose up and consumed me when I saw her in that hospital room. It seemed like no time had passed at all, like I’d been by her side for all these years. I knew I didn’t want to hide how I felt anymore. I couldn’t.

      But how would she feel if she knew I’d desired her this whole time? How would she feel if she knew I’d never been with a woman because she was the only one I wanted? Hell, even thinking that made me seem fixated, obsessed with her. And maybe I was, maybe this possessiveness I had toward her wasn’t normal. But to me, it sure as hell felt like it.

      Tonight was the night I would tell her everything. She might reject me, but in the end, at least I would have told her how I felt.

      I grabbed my keys off the foyer table and headed out the front door. Once in my truck, I drove toward the café where we’d decided to meet. I wanted to be a gentleman, pick her up, open the doors for her, all that good stuff, but I figured letting her take control was the best route. So I hadn’t argued the fact when she’d said we could meet instead of me picking her up.

      We hadn’t seen each other in ages, even though to me it felt like no time had passed at all. I could look into her eyes and see that girl I’d loved so long ago, my emotions stronger than ever. But my nerves were taking control, threatening to consume me.

      Ten minutes later I was pulling into the parking lot of the small café, cutting the engine and just sitting there, staring at the front window. I could see Avery already sitting at a booth. Our booth. It was the same one we’d sat in so many times during high school. I remembered those days like they had been last week instead of six years ago.

      I’d sat across from her, wondering if she was still into strawberry milkshakes. That was always her favorite. I remember just sitting there staring at her, the long fall of her hair having my fingers itch. I’d wanted to reach out and touch the strands far too many times.

      Bracing myself for what I was going to do tonight, I got out of the truck and shut the door. For as strong as I was, as much as I prided myself on my self-control and restraint, when I was around Avery she made me feel like I was still that awkward teenager.

      Pulling open the door, a little bell above it jingled my entrance. Avery had her focus on her phone. But then she lifted her head and our gazes locked. My heart beat faster and I felt like that sixteen-year-old boy all over again. Staring into her eyes transferred me back to the past to all the things I wish I’d done.

      I strode forward and sat down across from her, feeling all kinds of nervous right now.

      “Hi,” she said softly. “I ordered us some shakes like how it used to be. Hope that's okay?”

      The waitress came by before I could respond, a chocolate milkshake for me and a strawberry one for her. “It’s perfect,” I finally said once we were alone. She didn’t say anything in response, just looked down at her shake, her hand slightly shaking as she traced her finger along the bottom of the glass.

      “What can I get for you two?” the waitress said, back again before I even realized it.

      Avery looked at me and smiled, and I knew this was just like old times. Looking at the waitress, I ordered two burgers and a side of fries for us to share. We’d always had this when we came here, and being in this situation after so many years felt nostalgic and … right.

      I could do those things now, tell her how I felt, what I wanted. I would do them now.

      I wasn’t going to let Avery slip away again. Because not telling her how I felt all those years ago was the worst mistake of my life.
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        Avery

      

      My hands shook from the nerves, bullets ricocheting through my body. Jackson was so perfect, just like I remembered from all those years ago. I looked at his glasses and smiled, thinking back to a time when they would slip down his nose and I would gently push them up. It shocked me how much I had missed him over the years.

      “You still like mayo on your fries?” he asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “You know it.”  I smiled at the fact that something so trivial was a memory for him. “You still think it’s disgusting?”  When we were kids he would gag at the mountain of mayonnaise I would smother on my fries.

      “You know it.”  He laughed and it wrapped around me like a warm blanket, removing all the nerves that were clinging to my skin.

      When the food came we ate slowly, locking gazes with each other and almost getting lost in the memories. The crazy girl and the smart nerd, two opposites but so compatible in their affection. A true friendship that went beyond what the rest of the world saw.

      My heart felt so full at that moment that suddenly a sadness came over me because I didn’t know where this was going or if my heart would get broken.  It had been so long and things change over time.  Maybe he was just here for one dinner and then he would be out of my life again.

      God, I hope not.

      I bit my bottom lip, lost in thought.

      “Avery,” Jackson said softly.

      The next thing I knew Jackson was sitting right beside me. This soft sigh left me at his sudden closeness. “Jackson?” We stared at each other for long seconds, the air thickening.

      The next thing I knew his mouth was on mine, gentle, sweet and filled with passion. I was so shocked by what was happening that I was frozen in place. He tugged on my bottom lip and bit it gently, making my heart pound with excitement. The kiss lasted long enough for passion and lust to consume me.

      Good...he tasted so good. It was like chocolate and whipped cream, like the milkshake he'd been drinking.

      “I wanted to do that for so long. I just couldn’t hold out one more second,” Jackson whispered against my lips, his eyes still closed. His face looked pained, as if he were waiting for something.

      I cupped his cheek in my hand, feeling the stubble along his jawline. His face had really changed over the years, now muscular and defined. In that moment I saw my friend, the cute boy I had fallen in love with so many years ago.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to do that for years.”

      Jackson’s eyes opened after I spoke. And then he kissed me again. This time he held nothing back. His kiss was pure seduction, one that meant to claim, to own me.

      “I’m going to pay the bill and then I’m going to get you alone without all these people watching.” He stared deep into my eyes. “I want to do nothing but kiss you for hours.” With that, Jackson left me in search of the waitress.

      I was light headed, drunk from the emotions moving through me. I could feel the gazes of strangers on me, knew they’d witnessed what had happened. I felt my cheeks heat, knew my face was probably red. But I didn’t care. I was happy as hell right now.

      When Jackson came back we headed outside, his arm around my waist, pulling me toward him and gently nibbling at my earlobe.  This was all so strange but also wonderful. It was like our relationship had taken a one-eighty, yet it felt so perfect and right, like this was where we were supposed to be all along.

      “Where did you park?”

      “I didn’t drive. I took good old public transit.”

      “Well, why the fuck didn’t you let me pick you up?” Jackson said, his voice laced with amusement.

      “I like being independent.”

      “Taking a ride from me isn’t making you less independent. I just want to take care of my girl.”

      “Your girl?’ My voice sounded small but my words rang with so much hope.

      “Avery, if you think after all these years that I am ever going to let you go again, you are dreaming.” He grinned proudly. “Yes, my girl. You're mine, always have been and always will be. I was just too much of a pussy to say anything back then.”  

      “What if I don’t want to be your girl?” I teased, knowing full well that I wanted to.

      “Please don’t make me one of those deranged stalker guys who kidnaps the girl and chains her up.” He kissed my cheek, laughing.

      “Sir, is this yours?” We both turned around when the waitress shouted from the front entrance. She held up Jackson's phone.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath. “I’ll be right back.” He leaned down and kissed me before heading back toward the restaurant.

      I made my way to his truck, knowing I was grinning from ear to ear.

      “Hey, sweetheart.”

      I stopped and looked toward a darkened corner of the parking lot where the streetlight didn’t quite touch.

      “If you’re looking for a date, I am definitely interested in a fine piece of ass like you.”

      Was this guy for real? Had he not seen me with Jackson? I glanced toward the restaurant and saw Jackson speaking with the waitress still. I chose to ignore this guy who had to either be stupid, an asshole, or drunk. Or maybe he was all three. And then he was walking toward me, the cigarette hanging from his mouth lit red at the end.

      Time seemed to stand still as I watched him come closer. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I couldn’t move, this coldness settling over me. And then he was right in front of me.

      “Damn, you’re pretty—” A shadow passed over his body, stopping him from saying anything else.

      “If you don’t want me to break your fucking face, you better move away from her,” Jackson said, his voice angry, low and lethal.

      Yeah, I didn’t see this ending well.
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        Jackson

      

      My anger rose up like a violent beast, and I curled my hands into tight fists at my sides. I could smell the alcohol from the guy when I’d stopped a foot from him. As soon as I’d seen him moving toward Avery, every protective instinct in my body had risen up.

      Things had escalated quickly between us at the diner, where I’d found myself sitting beside her, my lips pressed to hers. I hadn’t been able to stop myself. And although I wanted to go slow, ease her into it, tell her how much I loved her, something just snapped inside of me. I had been done waiting. And she’d reciprocated the act, kissing me with just as much passion as I had her.

      I’d known in that moment that things would work out, that she would be mine. But right now, in this moment, I felt like breaking this asshole’s nose, and letting him know that even talking to Avery—my girl—had some serious repercussions.

      “This doesn’t concern you, buddy.” The guy took a step closer and I felt every part of my body tense. “This is between me and this pretty little gash.”

      I clenched my teeth at his words. “Not only have you talked and looked at my woman, now you insulted her.” Before I knew what was happening, I swung out and connected my fist with the side of his face. I felt bone crunch under my knuckles, heard a sickening cracking sound.

      His head cocked to the side and he stumbled back, blood instantly coming out of his nose. I heard Avery gasp beside me and I turned to look at her, seeing her hands covering her mouth and her eyes wide. She glanced between me and the guy, her shock evident.

      “I think you broke my damn nose,” the guy said.

      “You’re lucky that was the only thing I broke,” I found myself saying through gritted teeth. I’d never been a man who resorted to violence, didn’t have an angry bone in my body. But when it came to Avery, this caveman instinct in me rose up.

      “Oh, my God, Jackson,” Avery said.

      I took her hand and led her away from the guy, knowing that if I stayed I’d just end up beating his ass even more. I helped her into the truck and turned back to see the guy. He was still where I’d left him, holding his hand over his face as blood poured down his mouth and chin and covered his T-shirt.

      I took a step toward him and he held up his free hand, shaking his head.

      “Nah, man. I’m good.”

      Truth was I kind of wanted to fight with him, wanted to really lay into him for what he’d said to Avery, what his intentions were toward her. But I found myself taking control and walked over to the driver side and climbed in. Once the door was shut the silence descended, the air thickening, heating. I looked over at Avery and saw she watched me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling ashamed for not being able to practice some self-control.

      She didn’t say anything, and instead reached out and placed her hand on my forearm. I felt myself relax at her touch.

      “You don’t have to apologize. The guy was out of line. I would’ve done the same thing if the roles were reversed.” She smiled and leaned in, kissing me soundly.

      I could have stayed in that moment forever. “I want to take you somewhere,” I said against her lips. She pulled back and smiled, and I wondered if she knew what my plans were. It seemed like everything was moving so fast, but also so perfectly.

      “I hope it’s to the pond,” she said softly, and I felt myself smile.

      The pond. It was on the outskirts of town, a place we’d gone to several times while growing up. It was a place where a lot of the high schoolers had partied. It was the perfect place because of lack of supervision and being away from prying eyes and ears. But for Avery and me it had been something different.

      We’d studied sitting in front of that pool of water, watched the sun set many times. I’d thought about telling her I loved her during those visits to that serene place. Yet I’d been too much of a wimp to do that.

      But I wasn’t a coward anymore. That was clear by the fact I’d finally kissed her after so many years of wanting to.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I figured it’s a good place for us to reminisce, maybe talk about what’s going on.” I felt my throat tightening, my heart beating faster. I wanted to know what was going on between us, if what she felt for me was the same as I felt for her.

      Tonight all things would be revealed. This had been a long time coming.
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        Avery

      

      When Jackson had confirmed he was taking me to the pond, I’d felt my pulse quicken.  The pond was always a special place for us. Even though it wasn't a big secret and everyone in our school hung out there, for us it was where we would go and just be … us.

      I liked being with Jackson there. I felt safe and special with him. Other than my grandmother, no one else in my life had ever made me feel that way. I’d always wanted Jackson to make a move.

      No one in my entire life had been as special to me as Jackson was. I would never risk losing him or scaring him off. When he moved away it felt like I’d lost a piece of myself, but now that he was back, it was like I was beginning to become whole once again.

      When we got to the pond, Jackson parked and got out of the driver's side. He opened the door and helped me out of the truck.

      “You’re a little bit smoother than the boy I remember,” I teased. “The big city must have taught you a thing or two.”

      Jackson chuckled, the sound deep and velvet in quality. That softness sang to my heart. It was the same way he would laugh when we were kids, with so much tenderness that it made me melt.

      “Nah, the big city didn’t teach me anything. For the longest time I wanted to cradle you in my arms, keep you safe, and make sure that your days would be filled with joy. I just didn’t have the balls back then.” He smiled. “But now, I’ll be damned if I don’t claim you and do all those things.” He cupped my cheek. “You have always been mine, Avery. From the moment we met, we were meant to be. Even all those years apart, I knew that. It’s why there was never anyone else. Just you. It’s always been you.”

      His words were everything.  I couldn’t help the tears that sprang free. I felt so embarrassed. Jackson lifted his hand and wiped the wetness away. He never once tried to get me to stop. He held me and stroked my hair and my back and just let me cry. Jackson just knew, he knew that all the hurt and pain I had felt needed to come out. I always thought I would be alone.  It would be me and my grandmother, and then just me.

      Alone.

      I never dreamt I would have him again. It seemed like an impossible delusion. Jackson coming back had given me something I had lost a long time ago. He was giving me a future, hope.

      “Pretty girl, I see you. I see every single part of you, and I want it all. I will never let anything hurt you again, Avery. I’m going to give you all those things you wanted as a child and didn’t get. I want you and I want everything this life has to offer with you. There has never been anyone else for me.” He kissed me softly. “There’s never been anyone else,” he said again.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m a virgin, Avery. In all these years I haven’t even thought about another woman. I knew that it was you or nothing. When I got the opportunity to move back, I didn’t hesitate to take the job. I’ve been trying to get the balls to approach you, but I didn’t want to disturb your life.” He smiled, but it looked a little sad. “If you want to know the truth, I was scared that if you were with some man I might go to jail for killing him, knowing he had you and I didn’t.” Jackson’s words would have startled and possibly frightened any sane woman, but to me they felt right, perfect, because I was his. I always had been.

      He kissed my forehead then turned to the back of the truck and grabbed a thick blanket. Jackson took my hand and walked me to our spot. We’d always liked this small patch of grass away from the crowds. No matter how busy it got, this spot was always just for us.

      Jackson spread out the blanket, kicked off his shoes, and then took my hand. I sat down and he immediately lifted my feet to remove one shoe at a time. I couldn’t help but smile as he started rubbing my feet. The act was so intimate, and his touch was so familiar.  

      “You know I hate feet.” He ginned, teasing me. “But your feet are different. They are the cutest things in the world.” The silence stretched on between us, his touch gentle, comforting. “Are you okay with all this? Is it going too fast?” I could hear the concern in his voice. “Please tell me I don’t sound like a lunatic.”

      I smiled. “I like the way things are going, and no, it’s not too fast.” He stared at me with such intensity. “I like the way you look at me.”  My voice came out like a whisper.

      “And how is that?”

      “Like I’m the only girl in the world. You always looked at me like that. When I was younger, I thought it was just wishful thinking.”

      “It’s because you are. To me, you’re the only thing in the world that matters.”

      I didn’t think Jackson could ever know how much those words meant to me. Being a girl that was pretty much thrown in the trash by her own mother, I never really felt worthy of anything. Your mother is supposed to be the only person on the planet that loves you no matter what. She is supposed to do anything and everything for her child.

      I was lucky I had Gigi. She did everything for me and made me thrive. If not for her, things would have been far worse. But not having my mother put a hole in my heart. It shattered me, humiliated me.

      “Penny for your thoughts, beautiful.” Jackson pushed my hair back and looked deep into my eyes.

      At that moment, I just wanted to kiss him. I wanted to be held in his arms and feel the warmth of his lips on mine. I wanted the thing that only Jackson could give me ... a real home.

      And then he was kissing me.

      His lips felt cool, his tongue hot. I felt like I was in both a volcano and an ice storm. The kiss was desperate, full of need. I gripped his shoulders, my nails digging into his flesh. He just held my head like I was made of porcelain, fragile, vulnerable. I guess in that moment I was.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jackson

      
      	Kissing her had my blood on fire. It was a flame that just kept rising until it engulfed me.  Six years. I had gone six years without her. That time apart had been so lonely. Once I had gotten big and strong and the awkwardness of teen years evaporated, I’d had my share of girls wanting to date me. But none of them could ever be my Avery.

      So I waited, knowing that I would find her again and be complete. As fucking cheesy as it was, Avery was my other half. In this whole world she was the one I was meant to be with.  She was going to be the mother of my children, and I’d spend the rest of my life making sure she got treated like the queen she was. I was going to hear her laughter every day for the rest of my damn life.  
      	“I love you,” I whispered against her lips. “I love you so much, Avery, that I ache for you.  I have loved you from the moment I saw you, and that emotion has grown. It’s so damn big now that I couldn’t shake if even if I wanted to.” I stared into her eyes. “You’re in the very marrow of my being.”  I didn’t think if those words would scare her or if she felt the same. I needed to tell her what I wanted, how I felt. She needed to know that she was my everything.

      “Oh, Jackson.” She burst into tears and threw her arms around me, and in that next moment I heard four words that made me feel invincible.

      “I love you too.” She smiled. “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered. “Take me home, Jackson.”
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        Jackson

      

      We crashed through the door, our limbs tangled together, our mouths fused as one.

      “I want you to be my first and only, Avery baby.” I wasn’t ashamed or embarrassed in the slightest to admit I’d never had sex, that I was a virgin. I’d saved myself for this girl, for the chance to show her with my body what she meant to me. There was nothing in this world I wouldn’t do for her.

      “I want you to be my first, too, Jackson.”

      I breathed out harshly at her words. I claimed her mouth again, kissed her, and stroked her tongue with mine. “I can’t stand the thought of you with anyone but me.”

      “I don’t want anyone but you,” she said against my mouth.

      I spread my hands in her hair and kissed her until we were both gasping for air. She arched into me, her breasts pressing into my chest, letting me feel how hard her nipples were. Damn, I wanted her naked, wanted her bare chest right up against mine. My cock jerked at that thought.

      I forced myself to pull back and break the kiss. I didn’t want to, but then again this moment needed done right. If I didn’t get some control, this would be over before it even started. And I didn’t want to come in my pants like some damn teenager.

      “Take me to bed,” she whispered.

      I looked into her eyes, feeling my heart race. “You’re sure?” I wanted to make sure she knew exactly what was happening. I wanted to hear Avery say she wanted this, wanted me.

      “I’ve been sure for years.”

      I had her in my arms and striding toward the bedroom a second later. I was done waiting. We’d done enough of that over the years. When I had her by the mattress, I gently pushed her down on it. I covered her body with mine, wanting the clothes she wore gone. I pulled back and braced my hands by her head. All I did was stare at her.

      She was perfect. She was mine.

      “I want to go slow with you, to make this last, but I don’t know if I can.”

      Avery rose up, and before I could comprehend what she was doing, she had her top lifted and pulled over her head.

      “Come closer to me,” she said softly.

      I stared down at her now exposed breasts, my cock throbbing, my balls drawn up tight. I rested my forehead on her chest, hearing her heart beating right below the surface of her skin, feeling her warmth spread to me. “God, Avery.” I closed my eyes. “I’ve waited for this moment seemingly my entire life.”

      “Undress the rest of me, Jackson.”

      I held in my groan. I wanted to be so deep in her there wasn’t any place on her body … in her body that I wasn’t claiming as mine.

      I shifted until I was off of her and helped her to sit up. Then I helped her undress. When she was nude, I went for my clothes, wanting to not seem like I was in a fucking hurry, but the truth was I wanted our naked bodies pressed together.

      “You’re sure about this?”

      “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life,” she said.

      I was frozen in place as I stared at the creamy, perfect flesh that covered her from head to toe.

      I looked between her legs at her pink, wet pussy, her engorged clit slightly protruding.

      For me.

      All for me.

      I lifted my gaze over her belly, along the indentation of her navel, and stopped when I got to her large breasts.

      “I need you, Jackson,” she said, and I groaned.

      I didn’t want to make her wait, and I sure as hell didn’t want to wait either. “I’ll never get enough,” I admitted.

      My throat tightened, my emotions threatening to spill over. “I love you,” I said.
      	“I love you, too.”
      	I closed my eyes at hearing those words. I wanted this moment to be special and memorable, but I was so far gone for her. I felt like I couldn’t handle what was about to happen.
      	Thank God she was right here with me.

      I wasn’t even inside of her yet, and already I was trying not to get off. My balls were drawn up to my body, and I was having one hell of a time keeping myself in control.

      “I could come right now, Avery baby,” I said honestly. I wanted to feel her pussy clenching around my cock, milking me, because she wanted my cum filling her up.

      “I need you, Jackson. I need you now.”

      She’d get all of me and more. I ran my tongue along her bottom lip. I was tense, my muscles straining under my skin. My cock was so hard, and I felt pre-cum at the tip. Looking down at her face I saw her cheeks were this pretty pink color.

      I wanted her to know she was all mine.

      She started breathing harder, and I slid my hand between us and ran my finger along her slit. “You own me. You always have.” I grabbed my cock, aligned it with her entrance, and stilled.

      Her pussy was hot and soaking for me. All me. Only me.

      “You feel so good.”

      I groaned at hearing her words and plunged my tongue inside her mouth, forcing her to take it all. I was done waiting.

      “Baby,” I murmured against her mouth, my hips having a mind of their own and wanting to plunge forward, burying my cock inside of her tight, virgin heat. “I need to be inside of you.” With the tip of my cock at her entrance, I didn’t want to wait anymore. I couldn’t.

      She arched, pressing her breasts against my chest.

      I shoved my hips forward, thrusting my cock deep into her.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t.” Her pussy was so tight, so wet. She was so hot, so primed for me, I almost came right then.

      “Yes,” she groaned out, her lips parted.

      “I didn’t hurt you too much?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m fine.”

      I was fully inside her now, my balls pressed right up against her ass, her pussy clenching around my cock.

      “I need you to fuck me.”

      “Fuck. You can’t say that to me or I’ll come right now.” I started moving in and out of her slowly, gently. I lowered my head and claimed her mouth as I thrust in and out of her. My dick was so damn hard it ached.

      I thrust especially hard in her. She gasped and held on tighter, digging her nails in deeper. “You feel so good.” The feeling of her pussy squeezing my cock, and of her wanting this so damn badly, made me feel drunk.

      I was never going to get enough. Never.
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        Avery
        

      

      The pleasure overrode anything else.

      “So fucking good,” Jackson said in a deep voice. He thrust in slow and easy and the heat started to build inside of me, that discomfort still there but not as powerful as it had initially been. He was big and thick, hitting parts of me that had my toes curling.

      “You feel so good.” He closed his eyes and groaned softly. “Hold me as I make love to you.” He leaned closer to my mouth. “As I fuck you.”

      A shiver worked through me.

      I had my hands on his biceps, my nails in his flesh. He started pulling out of me; then right when just the tip was lodged in my body, he pushed back in, slow and easy, gentle and sweet.

      He’d thrust in deeply. Jackson buried his face in the crook of my neck again. I wrapped my arms around him. Jackson started moving at a steady pace then, and as the seconds moved by and the intensity of my pleasure rose, I just let myself feel.

      I couldn’t hold in my moan. “So good.”

      He thrust in and out of me slowly and turned his head so he could press his mouth on mine. This feeling of being filled, stretched, consumed me. He was hard where I was soft. My inner muscles clenched around him, and he pushed in deep and hard.

      He felt so good on me … in me.

      The bulbous head of his cock was poised at my entrance. While holding my gaze with his, he thrust in deep and hard once more. He was almost all the way out again, then pushed back into me. Over and over he did this, faster and a little harder with each movement.

      He leaned in and kissed me again. “I love you so much.”

      He sank back into me, his hand braced by my head, his forearms straight. He watched as he plunged his cock into my pussy.

      He shivered. “You’re the hottest fucking thing, Avery.”

      Jackson made this low sound in the back of his throat, gripped my waist, and flipped me over. It was only a second before I felt him reach between us and place his dick right back in my pussy.

      I felt myself start to rise to the surface of a powerful orgasm.
      	“That’s it, baby,” he whispered. He started pushing in and pulling out of me faster, harder. “You’re mine.”
      	The scent of sex and sweat filled the room. The sounds of our heavy breathing surrounded us. The sound of him fucking me consumed every part of my being. He only kept me on my belly for a few moments before he flipped me on my back again. I liked the way he was taking control, moving me around the way he wanted me to be.
      	“Tell me you’ll come for me, Avery,” Jackson whispered in a harsh voice. 
      	“Yes,” I said, the only word coming out of me. Closing my eyes and breathing out harshly, I wanted him to know where I was right now. “I’m going to come again.”
      	“Milk me, baby.”
      	My pussy muscles clenched around him, and Jackson grunted in response, his hips slamming hard against mine.
      	“Yes,” he hissed. He closed his eyes, his jaw clenched tightly. “I’m coming.” He groaned harshly again, bucking against me, emptying himself in my body. “I love you so much.” He thrust in deep.
      	“I love you, Jackson.”
      	His eyes were still closed, but the ecstasy was clear on his face. My inner muscles clamped down hard, and we both moaned.
      	“You’ll always be mine, and I’ll always be yours,” he seemed to say to himself. With his huge body over mine, I felt every hard muscle in him tense further as he reached his peak.

      He was buried deep in me, filling me, making me his. After long seconds Jackson finally relaxed on top of me. All I wanted to do was stay like this, to just be in our own bubble where nothing would touch us.
      	“I’m probably crushing you, Avery baby.” Before I could protest, he rolled off me but kept me right up against him. “I love you so much,” he whispered against my ear.
      	I smiled and closed my eyes. Nothing else mattered except this moment. “I love you,” I said and I did, so much. Jackson shifted on the bed and cupped the side of my face. He pulled me in close, and I couldn’t deny I loved being held by him. I loved everything about him.
      	“I know this seems so fast and sudden, but to me I’ve been waiting a lifetime to claim you as mine.”
      	“I’ve been waiting forever, too,” I admitted.
      	“To have you in my life…” He closed his eyes and shook his head slightly. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” He crushed me to him. I loved the feeling of being breathless.
      	It was just a shame it had taken us so long to get here. But we were here now, and that was all that mattered.
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        Avery-Several weeks later

      

      The next few weeks were bliss being around Jackson again. It was exactly what I needed, what I’d been missing. I’d never felt so free or happy.

      Today was the day Gigi got released from the hospital. They’d kept her longer than any of us wanted, but I’m glad they waited to make sure she was okay and healed before discharge. The doctors kept telling me she would be fine, but seeing her frail body in that hospital just made me sad.  

      “Today is the day, Gigi. I have the guest room all set up for you with all your things.  It’s going to be so nice having you around.”

      Gigi just grumbled under her breath, but I could see the smile lacing her mouth. She really thought she was a nuisance to me, but the idea of having her and Jackson near me made me so happy.  

      “I’m going to just cramp your style,” she said and huffed over at me. “Besides, you now have that delicious man and I really don’t want to be the third wheel.” She waggled her eyebrows in a suggestive way and I barked out a laugh.  

      “Don’t worry. Having you there will be really nice. It’s exactly what we all need.” And I meant that. She smiled just as there was a knock on the hospital room door. Jackson came in a second later, a bouquet of flowers in one hand as he pushed a wheelchair with the other.

      I helped Gigi into the wheelchair and she looked up at Jackson and grinned. I could tell she was just as smitten with him as I was.

      “Okay, let’s leave this godforsaken place and go home.”

      Home. Where I could start my life with Jackson and be close to Gigi. That was my idea of perfection.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jackson-Six months later

      

      A lot had changed within the last six months, but my feelings for Avery had only grown. Here I was, carrying boxes out to the moving van, which would then go to our new, bigger home. There was no point in living separately, and the new house had its own mother-in-law suite just for Gigi.

      I’d wanted to move in with Avery far sooner, but things had to be settled, a place had to be found, and I wanted things to be perfect.

      Once the moving van was packed, I helped Avery and Gigi out to my truck, got them in and settled, and the three of us headed over to the new place. I couldn’t deny that I was happier than hell over this, and I also knew that over time things would only get better. Avery was my soulmate, always had been and always would be.

      Once we got settled in the new house, I felt my heart start to pound hard behind my ribs. I had planned to wait, but hell, there was no time like the present, and with Gigi giving me the “What are you waiting for?” look, I knew I wanted to just do this.

      “What’s going on?” Avery said, clearly seeing how nervous I probably looked.

      “No granddaughter of mine is living in sin,” Gigi teased, and I watched Avery’s brows lower in confusion.

      “Sin? What in the world are you talking about?”

      That was when I took the ring out of my pocket, got down on one knee, and looked at Avery, the woman I loved more than anything else.

      “Avery Elizabeth Sinclair,” I said softly, emotion starting to choke me up. I opened the ring box and saw her lift her hand to her mouth, covering it as her eyes widened. She looked at her grandmother, tears starting to fill Avery’s eyes. Se lowered her hand and cleared her throat. “Gigi, you knew?” she whispered.

      “Of course, sweetheart. Jackson asked my permission.”

      Avery looked back and me and smiled. “God, you asked for Gigi’s permission?”

      “Of course.” Her father wasn’t in the picture, but Gigi was so important to her that I wanted things to be just perfect. I wanted to do this right. “Avery, I have loved you for as long as I can remember. You make me better. You make my life brighter, and you are my soulmate in every single way.” I felt emotion start to take hold. “Will you be my wife?”

      She started crying but had a smile on her face as she nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course I will. I love you, Jackson.” I rose and embraced her. “Now put that ring on my finger.”

      I chuckled. That’s my girl.
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        Jackson Years later

      

      “I’m so fat. I waddle and my feet look like they belong to a hobbit. It’s so hot. Why is it so hot?” Avery sounded like a broken record, but God, I loved that woman. I also wished I could take away her discomfort.

      For the last month she’d been a constant flux of aches and pains and it tore at my heart. She was big and beautiful while carrying my child, but I hated to see her in discomfort.

      We were expecting our first child any day now, and I knew she was ready to meet the little one, as was I. This was something I’d dreamed of for years: to have Avery as my wife and the mother of my children.

      I got down on my haunches and pushed up her shirt, exposing her roundness. I kissed her belly, feeling my love for her grow tenfold.

      “Come on out, princess. Let us finally meet you.”

      “What if I suck at this motherhood thing?”

      “Baby, you’ll be the best mother, and she’s going to be the luckiest little girl. There is no one more loving and caring than you. You aren’t your mother. You’re just like Gigi.”  At that Gigi came walking in, her cane hitting the wooden floorboards in this rhythmic beat we had gotten used to.

      “That baby is going to be just as stubborn as her mama.” Gigi stopped in front of Avery and grinned. “But that just means she’ll be a fighter and not take anyone’s shit.”

      The three of us laughed softly.

      “Got Dolores coming over to do our book club thing,” Gigi said as she headed off to the sunroom. She’d made that her official hangout spot, where she’d have a handful of her elderly friends come over so they could talk about the latest romance book they’d read that week. Even at her age, Gigi was a firecracker of energy.

      “Thank you for everything,” Avery said softly to me once we were alone again.

      “For what?”

      “For putting up with me through all this. I know it hasn’t been easy.”

      “I’d walk through hell for you, Avery. I can’t begin to imagine how difficult it is to be pregnant. I wish I could take away your discomfort. All I can say is it’ll be worth it in the end.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it will be.” I pulled her in close, already aroused for her. “How the hell can you be attracted to me right now?”

      “You’ve never looked more beautiful. Don’t you know that?”

      “You’re crazy,” she whispered.

      “Only for you. Only for you, Avery.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Avery- Ten years later

      

      Motherhood was about sacrifice. It was about loving someone so much that you would give up your own life for them. I had a mother. Her given name was Amanda, but I called her Gigi. And even if she’d been gone for the last five years, I knew she was still with me, watching over this life I’d created with Jackson.

      Now I was a mother of three. Amanda, Lucas, and Landon.

      Jackson gave me so much throughout the years, but what I cherished the most was our family. Jackson allowed me to heal, and by giving me these children he allowed me to flourish.  

      Sitting in the backyard, hearing my kids yell at each other made me smile. My life was chaotic, but it was also beautiful.  

      “Can we have a few more?” Jackson said from beside me, referencing us having more kids.

      “You’re insane,” I said on a chuckle.

      “Don’t you miss having a baby around?”

      I stared at the kids, all of them growing like weeds. “Yes, I do, but you know what happens when they all get grown and out of the house?” I stared at Jackson and saw the realization in his face. “You finally have me all to yourself again.” I winked at Jackson. He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me on top of him. He started kissing my neck ferociously.  

      “I suppose I can still have the making baby time without making the actual baby.” I chuckled. “But you know, beautiful, when you are pregnant and cranky it’s pretty damn sexy.”

      I just grinned and shook my head.

      “No, really, knowing that you’re putting yourself through all that to bring our children into this world is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I’m fortunate to have you as the mother of my children.”

      “And I’m fortunate to call you mine.”

      

      
        The End
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        Hunter

      

      If she ran I’d chase her … I’d find her.

      Snow White had been the only woman I loved, the one woman I’d saved myself for. What she didn’t know was that she was mine, always had been, and it was high time I showed her exactly that.

      

      
        Snow

      

      Hunter was my father’s head of security and the man I loved. I was tired of the gilded cage my father had built for me. I wanted my freedom, but that meant leaving Hunter.

      But when he told me I was his I knew there was nothing more I wanted than to surrender to the alpha that he was. And it was in those moments where he was memorizing every part of me that I knew one thing…Hunter owned me.

      

      Warning: Mila has teamed up with Aria to bring you one short, filthy fairytale retelling that’ll make you question your morals but have you turning the page for more.
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        Hunter

      

      I curled my hands into tight fists at my side and stared at Snow’s father, knowing that the man would never know the lengths I’d go for his daughter. This had nothing to do with me being the White family’s personal security either. This was because Snow was mine, had been for a long time.

      “She left sometime last night. She was smart enough to do it during the security shift change.”

      I clenched my jaw even tighter as I listened to Robert White talk--worry--about his daughter. Snow was stubborn, smart, but didn’t want to play by the rules. At twenty years old she sure gave her father a run for his money.

      And it was a hell a lot of money, too.

      “I’m going to need you to find her,” Robert said, the worry and strain on his face clear. “I know after her mother passed away she retreated within herself. I know she’s staying here because of me. I don’t want her to hate me over it, to resent me because she thinks I’ll crack being alone.” He stared off over my shoulder. “Maybe I would,” he said softly, almost to himself.

      Robert ran his hand over his face, exhaling roughly. He leaned back against his seat and stared at me, a hell of a lot of trust reflected back in that gaze.

      “I’ll find her. I’ll bring her back safely.” I knew he could hear the determination in my voice. It didn’t matter where Snow was, where she ran. I’d chase after her. I’d find her. And when she was back home, under the safety of her father‘s roof and my protection, I was going to show her exactly who she belonged to.

      I was going to show Snow White that she was mine.
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* * *

      Snow

      

      I leaned back in the driver’s side seat and stared out at the coast. I wasn’t trying to be dramatic by leaving in the middle of the night, but the truth was I was tired of having round the clock security. I was done with having everybody know my every move, knowing exactly where I was every moment of every day.

      I wanted a normal life, one that didn’t include my high profile political father, the wrought iron gate that surrounded our property like a prison, or having to watch what I did so I didn’t give the family a bad name.

      It wasn’t just that. I was tired of seeing Hunter, my father’s head of security, day in and day out when what I felt for him wasn’t like anything I’d ever experienced before. Truth was I loved that man, had since before I probably even knew what the emotion was. But he was almost double my age, and I knew that he would never cross lines to be with me.

      I snorted at my thoughts, even wondering why I thought a man like Hunter Sterling would be with someone like me. He was rough around the edges, tall and masculine, muscular in a way that only a male was. He made me feel feminine, small and petite. And he didn’t even know how much I wanted him.

      I looked down at the red apple I’d taken with me before I’d left. The flesh was shiny, perfect. It fit perfectly in my hand, the weight heavy. I lifted it to my mouth and took a bite, the flesh cracking as my teeth went through it. As I watched the ocean I thought about everything I had in life, how I was truly lucky, but at the same time I remembered what I’d lost.

      I wasn’t running away, even if my father probably thought so. I just needed to get away for a little bit, even for a few hours, without having someone tail me. I needed to get my head on straight, to think about what I really wanted in life. But the very thought of not having Hunter by my side, not just as a protector that my father hired, but the man who loved me in return, was a hard pill to swallow.

      The waves crashed against the sandy shore, the sound calming, yet almost frantic as well. The sun was already rising, yellows and oranges, pinks and reds casting along the water and the beach. I opened the car door and climbed out, shutting it silently behind me. At this hour of the morning the beach was empty, no life to be seen.

      Finishing the apple, I tossed it in the trashcan beside my car and pulled my shoes off, setting them on top of the hood. I then made my way down to the beach. As soon as my feet touched the sand I sighed in contentment. Walking toward the water’s edge, I looked on as I let the cold liquid splash on my toes. I stared out at the horizon, the sun this huge ball of orange in the distance.

      The wind picked up, moving my hair along my shoulders. I should just move out because that would be the smart, responsible thing to do. If I didn’t want to be under my father’s thumb anymore I needed to just make that leap. But after my mother died last year, I hadn’t wanted to leave him alone.

      He might always have people around, but that was hired help. He had no family aside from me. And so it had been love and guilt that kept me in place. I knew my mother would want me to live my own life. She wouldn’t want me to stay in the past, to live at home just because I didn’t want my father to be lonely. I’d still see him, daily, but I needed my own space. Not even a mansion could give me the isolation I wanted or needed.

      But then there was Hunter, the man who consumed my thoughts, who made me want to break out of the mold I’d made for myself. Maybe I should just tell him that I loved him, that I wanted him. But even thinking that gave me anxiety.

      The very real possibility of being rejected by the only person I’ve ever wanted was enough to have me keeping my mouth shut. And it was because of that very reason that I kept my mouth shut. It was because of that reason that I probably would never tell Hunter exactly how I felt.
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* * *

      Hunter

      

      I’d found her easily enough. I knew where she would be going before she probably did.

      The beach. The one place she’d been going to for as long as I’d been working for her father.

      I parked the SUV and cut the engine, seeing her small form sitting on the sand as she watched the waves.

      God, I loved that woman. Everything about her drove me insane. She had marked me in every single way and I wanted her to be obsessed with me like I was with her.

      I headed toward her, knowing she wouldn't know I was here until I was practically on top of her.

      On top of her.

      My cock thickened at that very thought. I envisioned a hell of a lot with Snow, more than I deserved to. But she was mine, had been, and always would be.

      And I was going to make her see that, know that, right fucking now.
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