
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      The Convenient Wife

    

    
      
        Penny Wylder

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Penny Wylder

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        Sign up HERE!

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          1. Bolt

        

        
          2. Starla

        

        
          3. Starla

        

        
          4. Bolt

        

        
          5. Starla

        

        
          6. Bolt

        

        
          7. Starla

        

        
          8. Starla

        

        
          9. Bolt

        

        
          10. Bolt

        

        
          11. Starla

        

        
          12. Bolt

        

        
          13. Starla

        

        
          14. Bolt

        

        
          15. Bolt

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Books By Penny Wylder

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Bolt

          

        

      

    

    
      My grip tightens around the black tinted glass as I pour my favorite whiskey. The scent hits me hard, and damn—do I love the way it wakes me up. It's sharp and bold, hitting all the right senses to jar my eyes wide open.

      It's five o'clock somewhere.

      Saluting the air, I take a small sip and start to gaze around the room. This is my house, my domain, mine to own when the time comes.

      The sun is shining through the huge windows that reach from floor to ceiling, hitting the chandelier, and causing a million tiny rainbows to explode in every direction.

      I fucking love this place. Ever since I was kid this place was magic to me, it's really something to be proud of. My great-grandfather took his small liquor hobby and turned it into an empire.

      A huge oak bar runs the length of the back wall, making it the first thing you see when you step through the doors. Huge pictures hang on the walls showcasing some of the steps we use to go from grain mash to the liquid that burns the back of your throat in a way only our whiskey can.

      The darkness of the cherry wood floor compliments the white oak barrels we have on display to show how our whiskey is aged. Beautiful bottles, filled to the brim with honey colored liquor, sit on glass shelves, making them look like they were floating against the mirror backdrop.

      Every detail was crafted to not only enhance the drinker’s experience, but to make you feel like you were in on a little secret we decided to share with you. It’s stunning, eye catching, and one day, it will all be mine.

      I can feel the cool liquor in my glass as droplets of condensation pool around my fingers, slowly trickling down to my knuckles. The air is warmer than usual as I try to smell the liquor again before I take another sip.

      Fuck, is the A/C broken?

      Glancing at the wall beside the bar, the thermostat is set to a steamy seventy-five degrees. Tapping the button, I lower it to sixty, and wipe the outside of my glass.

      “Who messed with the air conditioning?” I ask out loud, not looking at any one person directly. My voice booms through the wide open space, bouncing back to me from the sky high ceilings.

      “I'm sorry, Mr. Sheckler, it just felt so cold in here,” Gina, an employee that has been less than subtle about wanting a taste of my cock, says as she walks into the room.

      Flicking my eyes over my shoulder, she's smirking slightly as she looks down at her tits, forcing me to follow her eyes. Her nipples are rock hard, and I can't help but wonder if she's wearing a bra. Because it definitely doesn't look like it from my angle.

      Raindrop shaped breasts fill her shirt as thick nipples threaten to cut through the fabric. Her smile thins, pleased that she got what she wanted; me looking at her chest.

      Valerie steps up beside her and giggles. She's tugging on her bottom lip, plucking it with her fingers like she's imagining what my dick tastes like, wondering if she'd be able to fit it all in her mouth.

      Valerie and Gina both work the front bar, using anything they can to make a sale. Tits and ass, with a flirty smile and lots of cleavage, can sell a whole lot of liquor if it's done right.

      Gina has that typical girl next door look; blonde hair, big tits, tight little ass. Val is a little more exotic, with jet black hair and soft curves. A little bump sits dead center in the bridge of her nose, and her eyes are a bright green. She’s a pretty girl, with that foreign feel.

      Both girls are staring at me with this look in their eyes, a look that says they'd both fuck me right then and there if I made a move.

      Temptation claws through me, and it's a brutal, raw temptation that is trying to take over. I can feel it, the sensation spreads through my body like a wave of electricity. My fingertips are tingling, my body is getting warmer, and my cock is starting to throb.

      Licking my lips, I nibble the inside of my cheek. “No one touches the thermostat, understood?” I’m not the type of man to mix business with pleasure. I love a good fuck just as much as the next guy, but that shit doesn’t matter, because I have to see these girls every day.

      What's that saying? You don't shit where you eat. . .

      That’s something I live by. These girls are going to have to deal with the rejection, because I’m not going to touch either of them.

      “Excuse me?” a man asks, reaching his arm out to touch my shoulder as if we know each other.

      Taking a small step back, I hold my glass in both hands and smile. “Yes, can I help you?”

      “I'm looking for a nice strong bourbon, do you have any suggestions?”

      “You've come to the right place,” I start to say, before I'm distracted by my assistant, Yale, who is waving a red folder and giving me a panicked look. “Gina,” I call out. She's at my side before I have time to blink, like a puppy who saw I was holding a piece of meat. “Lay out a few samples of Honey Number Seven, Tall Blur, and Venice.”

      Gina eagerly agrees, knowing any sale that she makes will result in a fat commission. Putting on her award winning smile, she wraps her arm around his and snuggles up closer than you should to a stranger.

      Looking at his left hand, she notes he's not wearing a ring, and nuzzles herself in a little deeper. Twisting the man on his feet, Gina glances at me over her shoulder, a small twinkle in her eyes and sexy smirk on her lips.

      She wants to fuck me, I can see it. Her tongue runs slightly over her pouty bottom lip and she bites it gently, before looking away and engaging with the customer again.

      There's no point in her trying that shit with me.

      One: she works for my father.

      Two: she works for me.

      And three: relationships are pointless.

      I’m married to the distillery, to the fucking whiskey I help create. Some of the barrels are as old as I am, made the day I was born.

      My father almost missed my birth because he was tweaking that batch and wanted to seal them shut before I arrived. He made it with two minutes to spare. Just enough time for my mother to give him an earful of shit before pushing me out.

      Taking a second, I watch Gina and the man briefly, and I'm laughing inside because I can see the boner the customer is already getting as she rubs the side of her tits on his outer arm, and her fingers are softly touching his bicep.

      She just sold four bottles before cracking open a single one.

      Taking a sip from my glass, I hold it in my mouth for a moment, allowing the scent to keep seeping up into my sinuses and down the back of my throat. As I swallow, that smoothness turns into a smoky honey flavor that warms my gut.

      I'm not sure, but I think I groan out loud as I swallow. But fuck, that's what happens when the whiskey is made right. If you don't moan like you just got off, you're not drinking the good shit.

      The oak barrels are charred dark, giving the liquor the smooth flavor I love, and we don't bottle anything until it hits at least five years in a barrel, not a day less.

      From the corner of my eyes I can see Valerie start to move, wiping down the bar with a blue towel. She's moving with a little more enthusiasm than usual, which can mean only one thing; my father's here.

      Vincent Sheckler, owner of Sheckler distillery, the man behind the entire operation, has the frown lines, and worry lines, to prove he's been around for years. My father wears those lines on his face like an accessory.

      With bushy black brows and a slick shaved head, the small patch of facial hair on his chin really stands out with its peppered white and black hairs. He's wearing a deep navy suit with a bright white tie. Running his hand over his head, he quickly glances around, making sure everything is running smoothly. Adjusting his cuffs as he walks, his heels click against the wood and his eyes narrow on me.

      With heavy strides, I put on a smile and meet my father in the center of the room. “Dad, what brings you here? You don't usually show up until the middle of the month. You're a week early.”

      “Well, it's good to surprise people once in a while, you know? Let them know I'm not dead.” Chuckling, he waves at the girls, giving them a smile. “Ladies, don't forget to show that nice man our flavor of the month, give him a sample of Blackberry In December.” The girls both nod, and Valerie goes to the shelf to grab the bottle.

      “Is this what you came for? To push the new flavor?”

      “No, that's not why I'm here. But hey, never pass on the chance to show someone something new.” Waving his hand, he braids his fingers behind his back and starts to move. “Walk with me, Bolt.”

      Walking through the room, my father moves slowly, as if we were in a park on a leisurely stroll. His eyes dance around the walls, his finger swipes the occasional edge of trim here and there, checking for dust as he talks.

      “You know the family reunion is coming up,” he says, gently rubbing his thumb against his forefinger to wipe any dust away.

      There's no dust, I've made sure of that. Yet, he likes to make it a point to show me he's still the big boss, not me.

      “I know.” Keeping my head down, I try to stay at his pace, but he's walking so damn slow, like we're not on a schedule and I don't have shit to do.

      “It's in Hawaii.”

      “Yeah, that's what I heard.” The conversation isn't really what I expected. In my head I thought he was going to ask about the new flavor we've been working on for months, but for some reason, he's fixated on the family reunion. “Should be a good time.”

      My hands dangle at my sides, and I'm ready to change the subject to something we would both rather discuss. “We almost have—”

      “I took your mother to Hawaii for our honeymoon. It was amazing, Bolt, a really incredible place to be with the person you love.” His eyes glaze over as a memory floats through his head.

      I don't want to think about it, and I try not to, but it comes anyway; the idea that he was probably thinking about having sex with my mother.

      Ew, gross. A faint shiver runs through my muscles as I hold back the gag I feel in my throat.

      “Yeah, I'm sure.” There’s no denying the bored tone to my voice, drowning with disinterest. I've heard their love story a million times over the years, why tell me again? “Why are you telling me this? I don't want to be a jerk, Dad, but it's not like I haven't heard the story before.”

      “Your cousin Meredith, she'll be there, and she's about to have twins.”

      “Wow, twins, huh?”

      I see what he's doing.

      He’s about to go down that road again. The one where he’s going to tell me how hard it was for him and my mother to have me, and how much they wanted a big family. Then he’s going to try and guilt trip me, hoping that I’ll suddenly have an epiphany and want hundreds of babies of my own.

      It’s hard to be so great at one thing, and  such a disappointment at another. I’m not the son they wanted me to be, because I’m twenty-four years old, with no steady girlfriend, no foreseeable future of marriage and children.

      My parents wanted lots of children, they wanted full Christmas dinners, and a home overflowing with laughter and stories. That was not what they got. Instead they got me, a single disappointment.

      But I don’t see the same future for myself that they do. I see a man who takes pride in his work, a man who has the freedom to come and go, to travel and party, to live the life I want to live.

      I wear double protection to make sure no little Bolt's get out. I never have sex without being cautious. Some people are meant to have kids of their own, I’m not one of those people.

      Sex is great, it’s on my list of favorite things to do, but that is all it ever is, just sex. A past time activity that breaks a sweat and feels good. A calorie burning workout I actually enjoy.

      “Dad, you have to stop this.” Stopping short, I grab his arm and force him to face me. “We've been over this before. I know what you want, but you know how I feel about it. I need you to stop.”

      “Stop what? Stop talking to my son about what every other adult in this world is doing?”

      “I'm not every other adult.”

      “You're right, you're not, Bolt. You spend every waking hour in this damn place, or out gallivanting at bars, looking for a cheap whore to bring home for the night. All your mother and I really want is to be grandparents. We want you to settle down and meet someone. Why is that such a horrible thing to ask for?”

      “I don't want kids, I never want kids. How many more times am I going to have to tell you that before you get it?”

      “Do you have any idea what your mother and I went through just to have you? Do you know how difficult it was for us?”

      “Yes, I'm aware, you guys make sure I don't forget it. But that doesn't change the fact that I don't want what you want. I don't want a wife, I don't want a family, I don't want kids.”

      “You act like I'm asking the world of you. I don't see why it's such a big deal. We're talking about your future, about the future of this company.”

      “No, you act like I owe you something. I'm tired of feeling like such a disappointment to this family.” Crooking my jaw, I could feel myself getting annoyed. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation, it isn’t even the second or the third time.

      This is a regular thing that comes up at least three to four times a year since I hit adulthood, and it was deemed appropriate for me to procreate.

      “I'm not getting any younger,” he says, giving me that fucking stink eye I hate.

      “You know what would make me happy?” I ask, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “If you stopped trying to force marriage and kids down my throat, and let me live the life I want, not the one you're trying to mold for me.”

      “Bolt—”

      “Dad, I'm done talking about it. I don't care what you guys went through to have me, that was your choice. I didn't ask to be born, I didn't force you to have me. So, stop trying to turn me into you.”

      Clenching his jaw, I catch the thick vein in his forehead as it pops like a caterpillar under his skin and begins to throb. “You're our only child, Bolt, our only son. You've been given everything you ever wanted. Asking you to find love and have children isn't outlandish or wild.”

      “You can't force me to do anything, you don't own me. I'm not a kid anymore, I'm a grown man, and I know what I want from my life. And I'm sorry, it's not a wife and kids.”

      Veering his stare, the thick crease in the center of his forehead throbs as his lip twitches. “Do you think all of this was created just so you could take advantage of it? My grandfather worked hard, passing it on to my father, then to me. I refuse to let this place end with you, I won't allow that to happen.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let me make this very simple for you to understand, Bolt. I'm done dropping hints and asking nicely, I'm done hoping that last Barbie doll you brought home or the one before that, could be the one, and I'm done hoping that one day you'll grow up.” Taking a step in, my father holds his finger up to my face. “Now, I'm telling you. You're going to find a nice girl, you're going to love her and marry her, and you're going to give your mother as many gran-babies as she wants you to have. Are we clear?”

      “What?!” I say loudly with a deep chuckle. “Yeah, okay, I'll get right on it.”

      He has to be joking. There's no way he thinks he can give me orders anymore. Especially orders like that.

      What the fuck is he smoking?

      Who demands their child to have kids?

      What parent thinks they can just tell their adult child to make babies, and they'll listen?

      It’s absurd, I haven’t heard anything that ridiculous in ages. So I laugh, I laugh like he just told me the funniest joke in the world.

      “I'm serious, Bolt.” His left brow arches high as he tips his head to emphasize that he isn't cracking a sick joke. “You want all of this,” he says, letting his eyes circle the room. “You'll do what I'm telling you to do.”

      “You can't force me to do anything.” My mouth is still forming a smile and I know he's getting pissed, but this is insane. “I'm as much a part of this as you, I've earned every last drop of this place.”

      Shrugging his shoulder, my father grabs a shot glass and pours a shot. With one snap of his neck, he downs the liquor. “I'm done with all this bullshit, Bolt.” Slamming down the glass, he pours another one and holds it up. “You better have someone by the time of the reunion or else.”

      “Or else what? Are you going to ground me?” I can see that pissed him off as his lids drop and his pupils zero in on my face.

      When I was a kid, that look scared the shit out of me. Now that look just makes me wonder what the hell is going through his head. Because whatever it is, it isn't good. The only difference is I get to go home to my condo after he blows his fucking whistle, and he can't do a damn thing about it.

      “Or I'll write you out of the company, I'll leave the distillery to someone else in the family. Someone who deserves it, someone who won't take it for granted, someone who has children to keep our legacy going.”

      Furrowing my brows, I eye him. “You can't do that.”

      “It's my company, I can do whatever the hell I want to.”

      “Dad—”

      Tossing back the shot, my father slams the shot-glass down on the bar. My eyes immediately trace the base, trying to see if it's broken. It's not, and I'm mildly satisfied the glass is strong.

      Holding up his hand, I can feel the heat off his skin. My father is pissed. “This is it, Bolt, your last chance. I won't think twice about handing the keys to someone who is going to help keep this business in our family.”

      “You can't do this, it's not right!” My voice cracks as I yell, but I can't stop it. I can feel my blood as it starts to boil, and my heart start to race in my chest. “I've given everything to this place.” Grinding my teeth down, small bits of bone cover my tongue like fine sandpaper. “I deserve it.”

      Spitting on the floor, I wipe my mouth and try to make the sour taste disappear. This isn’t fair, he shouldn't be able to do it, but he is. And I believe him.

      My father doesn’t make idle threats. My father is a man who does exactly what he sets out to do.

      “You deserve nothing!” Balling his fists at his sides, his knuckles are suddenly bright white and the red veins in his eyes are overflowing like an engorged river after heavy rain. “You'll take what I give you!”

      Whipping his body around, he throws his arm over his head and lets out a heavy grunt. Storming out of the room, his feet come down hard, rippling through the room.

      My jaw is hanging wide open, and I can't think straight. I'm more stunned than anything.

      This is my distillery. I’ve earned every inch of this place. And now he's denying me of something I worked for, all because he wants me to get married and have kids.

      It’s the most ridiculous thing I had ever heard.

      Where the hell am I going to find a woman who will marry me basically overnight?

      Where the hell am I going to find someone who’s willing to let me woo them and marry them in the next few weeks?

      Time is not my friend.

      “Everything all right?” Gina asks, giving me a concerned look as she hands the customer his bag.

      Giving her a single nod, I lean on the bar and fold my hands together, dropping my head into my chest. “Give the man an extra bottle for his troubles. He shouldn't have seen that; my father should know better.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      I don't need her to comfort me, even though I'm sure she'd be more than happy to help me forget the whole damn thing. Taking a step to the side, I stand up straight and run my palms down the front of my suit. “Don't worry about it, just focus on the customer.” Touching my chest, I hold out an apologetic hand. “So sorry for that, Sir. Enjoy the complimentary bottle.”

      Throwing open the door on the side of the bar, I head down the hall to my office.

      Where the hell can I find a woman who will marry me and agree to have a kid in the next few months?

      Slamming the door shut to my office, I pace in a circle, raking my fingers through my hair. I know there's not a chance in hell I'll ever be able to do what he's asking me to do. It's fucking absurd and crossing the line of what a parent can demand from a child.

      I'm not a fucking kid anymore he can just order around. Sometimes it's like he forgets that, barking orders and unreasonable demands like he owns the ground I walk on.

      And then it hits me, a thought that seems to take shape as I speak. “I just need a girl,” I say out loud. “Someone who will be willing to go along with this. . .”

      I don't need a real wife, I need a fake one. One my father will hate, one he'll demand I leave. And I'll be able to use that to get what I want, to get what's rightfully mine.

      The idea seems to roll into my brain like lava, slow and thick, and setting me on fire. All I need is a good actress, not a real woman.

      I need a girl who will be willing to go along with the idea. A girl who comes from nothing, someone my father won't want to be seen with.

      My eyes shift to the folder on my desk, the bright red folder, full of names that are looking for their shot to come intern at the distillery.

      A little smirk slips easily over my lips as I walk to my desk and pick up the folder. Peeling back the cover, I scan the list of names, feeling the weight instantly lift off my shoulders.

      There has to be someone in this list that’s exactly what I’m looking for, and I’m not going to settle until I find her.

      I have to fight fire with fire. If my father wants to try and control my life, right down to the very detail of when my children should be born, then I can play the same game.

      He overstepped his boundaries, trying to twist my arm into doing something I'm not ready for. Something I don't even want at all.

      My father has no right to plan or give me a deadline for my future. This is my life, it’s for me to decide.

      I’m pissed.

      Two can play this game.

      The winner will come down to who plays it better.
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      I can't believe this, I can't believe this is actually happening.

      Pressing the phone harder against my ear, I'm ready to just hang up and drive to my best friend's house instead.

      Come on, Em, come on, pick up already.

      “Hello?” Her voice is so faint I almost miss it, ready to give up.

      “I got it! I freaking got it, Em!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. . . Why are you being so loud, and what did you get? It's not an STD, is it?” I can hear the sleepiness in my best friend's voice as she yawns while she's talking. “What time is it anyway?”

      “It's nine in the morning, you lazy ass.” Shaking my head to myself, I rub my forehead. “And no, shit head, I didn't get an STD, I got the internship!”

      Emily yawns louder, her voice crackling as she lets out all the air in her lungs. “That's great, Star.” She sounds exhausted, like she was up all night and has a raging hangover.

      “Were you out last night drinking without me? You never sleep this late.”

      “Well, Tom—”

      “Ahh, Tom, should have known, that explains it then.”

      Tapping my fingers on the table, I pick at the corner of the acceptance letter. I must have the read the letter over a dozen times, making sure I hadn't read it wrong.

      I kept scanning for the part where they say they're sorry, but I'm not what they're looking for. And for the first time ever, it feels like things are finally starting to fall into place for me. I'm so excited I just need to tell someone, and that someone of course is my best friend Emily.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah—so anyway, you really got it? You got that internship you applied for?”

      “I got it!”

      “That's awesome, it's perfect for you. You spent how many years practicing for this job?”

      “If you count that summer I spent testing different alcohol content, and how they affect the female mind, it's been four years.”

      “Did you tell your mom yet?”

      “No, you're the first person I called. I'll have to tell her later though, because I'm supposed to be at Sheckler Distillery in an hour.”

      “How long before you get here then to raid my closet?” Emily asks.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Uh, let's see, you don't own any dresses, only jeans and yoga pants. You don't have any heels, only sneakers and flats. You only own sports bras, t-shirts, and tank-tops. So tell me, what did you plan on wearing to this?”

      Fuck, she's right.

      I hadn't thought about this first meeting or the impression I wanted to make. If I want this to turn from an internship into a full time gig, I can’t show up in yoga pants and a tank-top. That wouldn't be professional or make me stand out as the right choice for the job.

      “Be there in ten.”

      “I'll have coffee on for you.”

      Hanging up with Emily, I grab my clutch and keys and drive the short distance to her house.

      Emily and I have been friends since we were seven years old. We met in first grade after I transferred when my mother lost her job, and we had to move from our house into an apartment.

      Things were rough, and they haven’t gotten much better over the years. Until this morning when I got the mail and saw the acceptance letter. I hate checking the mail, I did everything I could to avoid it.

      There’s never anything good in there. Mostly just bills or collector notices. Once in a while, I get some decent coupons, but nothing really worth gloating over, not like this.

      Pulling up to Emily's, I can already see her standing in the doorway, holding two cups of coffee. She walks to meet me in the parking lot, steam rolling off the hot coffee as she passes it to me when I open my door.

      Her hair is a disaster, pulled up into a messy bun that resembles a bird's nest. There are smears of black eyeliner under her eyes, creating a lovely raccoon effect. Her robe strokes the ground as the hem swings back and forth, pulling broken leaves and acorn debris into the fabric. The girl looks like she had one hell of a night, either that, or she has the flu and hasn't left her bed in days.

      “You're a life saver,” I say, taking the coffee and climbing out.

      “I know.” Her smile is smug, and I can see her friendship ego as it soars through the sky. “You'd be better off wearing a potato-sack and going barefoot than wearing anything you own.”

      “Hey! Have you looked in the mirror yet? Because you're one to talk.”

      “Yeah, but I have an excuse.”

      Giving her a little shove, we both laugh. I follow her inside, clutching my cup of coffee like a lifeline. “So Miss Style, what do you suggest I wear?”

      Emily screeches like an excited child, shaking her fists up by her face. “Let me work my magic. Come on.” With a skip in her step, she sets her mug down on the counter as she walks through her kitchen and into her bedroom.

      Her apartment is small, a first floor, one bedroom, last renovated circa nineteen ninety-one. There's blue wallpaper with small white flowers covering her kitchen walls, and tan laminate sheet countertops.

      Burn marks pepper the surface from hot pans, and the edges are chipped and worn down from years of use. All the ceilings have those three ring light fixtures that buzz when she turns them on, the ones that sound like a hive of bees.

      Emily's passion is not interior design, it’s fashion design, which is why she's so excited for me to raid her closet. Any chance for someone outside our circle to see her style tips makes her happy.

      “Star!” she calls out to me.

      “I'm coming, I'm coming.”

      “Hey, it's not me who needs this internship, it's you. If you want to go looking like you just got done doing leg presses at the gym, be my guest. But if you want to nail this meet and greet, then let's dress you for the part.”

      “Fine, but nothing frilly, lacy, or anything that will make me itch in weird places. I don't want to be scratching like I have body lice or something.”

      “Got it. No rashes or doilies.” Giving me a thumbs up, she throws open her closet door like a bevy of white doves will spring free and fly around the room.

      I half expected the interior to glow like heaven and music to play from above. None of that happens, but damn if that girl doesn’t treat her closet like a treasure chest filled with jewels.

      “Alright, with your skin tone, you'd look gorgeous in green, maybe even a nice blue.” Pulling out several dresses, she lays them on her bed. “But you can tell me what you like better.”

      There are three dresses in front of me and all of them make me want to throw up. A deep, emerald green tea-cup dress with sequins that trace a small flower pattern across a sheer layer on top. The second is more of a pastel blue, and all I can think of is an Easter egg, one that's been dipped repeatedly in dye but won't hold the color.

      None of these dresses match who I am.

      “Hate it.” Touching the first dress, I lift it up and hand it back to her. “Hate it.” Taking the second one, I hold it out for her take. The last dress is the worst, and I can't even look at it without scrunching my face up tight. “Yuck, burn it.”

      The dress is olive green, with white frills on the sleeves, and large out of place buttons down the center.

      “What? That's my favorite one. I wore it to my sister's graduation.” Her voice sounds slightly sad and insulted, and I don't mean to be rude about her clothes.

      I just need her to understand I'm not a dress kind of girl.

      “Em, it's just not me, you know this. I want to look nice, but I also still want to be comfortable. How am I going to make a good impression if I don't feel like I'm in my own skin?”

      “Star—you can't go like that. I know you'd rather be wearing basketball shorts or yoga pants, but this is important. You want to work with fancy alcohol that requires people to know the layers of taste, and what type of hops—”

      “Grains.”

      “What?” Em looks at me confused, so I explain.

      “You don't use hops in whiskey, you use grains. Beer uses hops. Whiskey and beer start off the same, but whiskey uses grains and pitching the yeast in—”

      Opening her lids wide, she lets out a groan as she cut me off. “Okay, whatever. The point is, you want to make a good first impression, and you won't dressed like that.”

      “I just hate dresses.”

      Inside I know she's right, I just don't want to change. There are certain things I love about myself, and it's hard for me step out of that box I've come to love.

      Dresses are a no.

      Push-up bras are a no.

      Fake eyelashes—nope.

      Thongs. . . I should instead ask you thong-wearers—why? Why slip a string purposely up your ass crack? Please, tell me why, so I can understand the meaning of a self-induced wedgie.

      We all avoided them like the plague as kids, but the second girls hit sixteen, some even younger, they start wearing a wedgie like it's some sort of fashion statement.

      Newsflash: it's not.

      “I know, but trust me on this, Star. You want to shine don't you?” Nodding, I can’t argue her point. “Then let me make you the star you are.”

      “Can you do that with a pair of dress pants and flats?” Tilting my head, I arch my brows. “Because that would be great.”

      Sighing, Emily gives me a soft smile. “I've got the perfect thing. One of these days I'll get you in a dress, though.” Going back into her closet, she starts rummaging through the rack. “And a nice pair of fuck-me pumps.”

      Giggling, I walk to her dresser and start looking through her earrings. “Great, so you want me to be half naked and break an ankle. Some friend you are.”

      Poking her head out of the closet, she smirks. “As long as you're half naked and break your ankle because the sex with some dude gets rough, it'll all be worth it.”

      Laughing out loud, I look in the mirror and rest a dangly blue feather earring against my earlobe. “I actually like these earrings.”

      “Good, because they'll match this.”

      Turning to face her, Em is holding a pair of black dress pants, with a white and blue blouse, and a pair of blue flats. The smile on her face is endless as she wiggles the pants side to side. “Better?”

      “Better,” I say.

      “Good,” she says, smiling with a devilish grin. “Now, about your makeup. . .”
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      I'm standing in Sheckler Distillery, about to meet Bolt Sheckler, and I've never been more nervous in my life.

      The building is brick, and wire caged lights hang from the ceiling on long chains, all of them holding Edison bulbs, giving the room a very old fashioned, industrial look.

      The raw, bare feel of the space, the way the ceilings are open and you can see the beams, the way the floor is dark wood, and the windows are wrapped in iron; I love the place instantly.

      “Hello, I'm Yale Bradson, assistant to Bolt Sheckler. I'd like to welcome you to Sheckler Distillery. We're heading in here,” he says as he opens a door, and I'm struck by a sweet scent that hits me in the face.

      It smells good, and I find myself inhaling longer, deeper breaths. The scent makes my stomach twirl, causing my thighs to squeeze together and my chest to hitch.

      “Mr. Sheckler, this is the woman I was telling you about, Starla Bishop.” Yale takes a long stride into the room, but I'm not ready, so I stay outside the door, hiding in his shadow with my toes touching the threshold.

      Stepping to the side, he exposes where I'm hiding. There's nothing blocking me anymore, and I instantly sense a set of eyes as they look me up and down, covering every inch of my body.

      “Come in.” Mr. Sheckler's voice is deep, the baritone sound cuts through my body, and chills scamper down my spine.

      Intimidation isn’t a feeling I’m used to, but this man gives it a new meaning. The sensation was a mix of hot and cold, of nerves and butterflies, of anxiety and fear. I was a mess with no real direction to go.

      Taking a short step into the room, I finally lift my head to see a man perched behind a giant desk with his hands folded in front of his face. There's a shadow blanketing him, and all I can make out are his eyes.

      Bright, bold, green orbs are peering at me from the other side of the room, they're intense, I can feel them on my skin, making the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

      They move from my face down my throat and over my chest. Inhaling a sharp breath as his eyes hover over my breasts, my chest snaps out hard, and the man smiles, exposing bright white teeth. I can't control this, the way my body is responding to just his eyes.

      Another wave of shivers washes down my body as I stand silently, waiting for him, frozen in place by his unrelenting stare. I want to move, to take a bold step forward and make him see me, not the timid girl that has suddenly taken over my body. This girl came out of nowhere, I don’t even recognize who she is.

      Pull it together, Star!

      You get one chance, don't fuck it up!

      “Hello,” I say, “I'm Star—”

      “I know who you are. We sent for you, remember?”

      My cheeks flush with embarrassment, I can sense the apple red shade as it spreads up from my neck and over the sides of my face. I can't stop it, there's nothing I can do, so I swallow hard and stiffen my back, determined to grab this bull by the horns.

      “Right,” I say, gripping my clutch tighter as if that will make all the butterflies vanish.

      Holding a red folder snugly against his chest, Yale smirks at his boss. “Shall we get started?” Yale looks over at Bolt, his eyes waiting for the green light. He doesn't say anything else, allowing this awkward silence to fill the room.

      Bolt gives the slightest of nods and Yale responds immediately by opening the folder in his hands. Clearing his throat, there's another agonizing moment of silence before his voice flows.

      “Starla, you grew up in Stanton, is that right?”

      “I did, yes.”

      “And you went to Stanton High?”

      “That's right, graduated four years ago. I spent the first two after high school studying at—”

      “Kentucky Community College, and then. . .” His voice fades out as his finger moves over the paper. “Moonshine University for the last two.”

      “That's right,” I say reluctantly, realizing he has all my information already right in front of him. I feel slightly stupid, because I should be talking about the chemical process that takes place when yeast is added to the wort, and how it turns the sugars into alcohol.

      I should be spouting knowledge and showing Bolt how much I already know. Instead, I stand like a damn mute, saying absolutely nothing. I can't think straight, I can't connect my brain to my mouth and show this man exactly what I know.

      You can do this, Starla. That's why you're here and not someone else.

      Yale moves on, using the paper guideline in his folder to direct his questions. “No siblings?”

      “Nope, only child here.” Waving my hand, I force a smile.

      What kind of question is that?

      Pursing his lips, he flips the page, keeping his eyes down. “So, your mother worked for years at Flynn and Flynn Grocery until it closed, am I right?”

      “Yes, Sir, she started there when she was seventeen.”

      “It didn't serve her well obviously, being a dead-end job and all,” he says, not even taking the time to look up at me.

      What? Who the hell does he think he is?

      “She gave me what I needed, did the best she could.” I know I shouldn't talk back to this man, not like this, not in front of Bolt Sheckler, but he has no right to judge my mother.

      Why is he even bringing her up, she has nothing to do with my internship.

      Looking up at me from his folder, he chews the inside of his lip. “She had no education, no skills, no way to support you after she lost her job. You got several scholarships for college because of your grades in school, without those you wouldn't have even seen the inside of a college building. . . Must be that Stanton water.” He chuckles lightly to himself, as if he just made a joke. “Am I right?”

      I don't laugh. Balling my fists at my side, I want to go at him full force. He has no right to say shit like that to me. My mouth opens, ready to retaliate and make him feel small and insignificant. Then I remember where I am, and who is watching quietly from the shadows.

      Isn't he going to say something?

      These can't be normal internship questions.

      Taking a second to look at Mr. Sheckler, I arch my brows, waiting for him to stop this dreaded line of questioning. Only he doesn't, his smile thickens, his eyes glaze over, and I'm left to fend for myself.

      With my lips curved into a faint smile, I lift my shoulders up to my ears and shrug. “So I've heard.” I can't—I won't argue. I want this too badly, and I’ve have worked too hard to throw it all away.

      “What happened after your mom lost her job?”

      My eyes split from his and I'm suddenly quiet. “We moved.” I'm soft when I speak, trying to figure out how any of this fits in with the internship. “A lot.”

      “And now? Where are you living now?”

      “With my grandparents.”

      My past was a roller coaster, some of it was good, some of it was bad, but wasn't that how it was for everyone? So why is my past so important?

      It shouldn't matter. The only thing that should matter is what I know about whiskey.

      “And they live in the Crest Village area?”

      “Yes, they do.”

      “That's lower than blue collar over there, am I right?” Tipping his head, he lets his gaze shift from his folder to my face.

      What the fuck does that mean?

      “I don't know... I guess so,” I say with a hard tone. This internship means everything to me, and I don't want them to replace me with someone else, but it's getting harder and harder to keep my composure.

      I can feel my blood starting to boil and my chest starting to constrict. My muscles are tingling, tightening up, causing my fingers to fist and unfist.

      I won't fuck this up.

      I’ve breathed, drank, and studied whiskey for years. Shit, my love for whiskey started long before it was even legal for me to drink.

      This is my dream. I've spent so much time wishing for the opportunity to be inside this building, to be a part of something so incredible.

      Now you're here, let yourself be happy about that.

      This part won't last forever.

      “And your father,” Yale says, his voice deeper. “It looks like he and your mom have been divorced since you were three. Was it his multiple arrests for illegal drug distribution that she didn't like?”

      My spirit shifts as the questions become more personal—too personal.

      How the hell does he know all of this?

      And how is it any of his damn business?

      The butterflies I feel turn into heavy knots that twist inside my gut. I have no words for him. I’m completely flooded with emotions.

      Embarrassment.

      Sadness.

      Anger.

      Hitting my breaking point, I’m done with these questions, done with Yale twisting my past into a reason for Bolt to deny me this internship.

      Because I deserve this. I’m the only one who is good enough for this internship, and I’m not going to stand by and let him bring up such personal nonsense. It’s no one's damn business and it plays no part in what I could do for this company.

      “All right, I've had enough, these questions have nothing to do with my experience or education—or why I'm even here—” My hands are on my hips and my teeth are clenched. “Tell me, what the hell does this have to do with me?”

      “It has everything to do with you,” Bolt says pointedly, like these questions are fine and I shouldn't be offended.

      Those are his first real words to me?

      Not, Thank you for being here?

      Not, I apologize for my assistant and these questions.

      His first words do nothing but tear open the wound in my heart a hair more than Yale’s questions.

      “You know what, I think I'm done. None of these questions matter, not one bit of it. Everything you asked about my family has nothing to do with me.” Veering my stare, I move my eyes from Yale to Bolt. “I know whiskey, and if you don't have any questions for me about how to dry barley, or the level of char in a cask, then this is a waste of my time and yours.”

      Mr. Sheckler has a satisfied look on his face as he smiles. “I think you'll work just fine.”

      What did he just say?

      “Excuse me?”

      Did I hear him right?

      “You're perfect for the position.”

      “Thank. . . thank you,” I say, surprised that I still have the position with my abrupt rudeness just seconds before. “I... I don't know what to say. I won't disappoint the Sheckler name, I'm good at what I do, I've worked hard—”

      Holding up his hand, Bolt thins his lips and shakes his head, as if I misunderstood something. Quirking a brow, I stop speaking.

      “I'm sorry, Starla, but this isn't the internship you think it is. This is a different opportunity for you. What I need to know is if you're interested?”

      “What do you mean? I don't understand.”

      “It's a simple yes or no question.”

      “How am I supposed to know if I'm interested, if I don't even know what it is I'm being asked to do?” Taking in a deep breath, I anxiously wait for him to answer.

      “This is a big opportunity, Starla, one that won't come again in your lifetime. I suggest you don't pass on it.” Yale closes his folder and leans back against the wall. “Bolt doesn't make offers like this every day.”

      What the hell does that even mean?

      “Thank you, Yale. I can take it from here.” Bolt nods his head, letting Yale know he can go.

      Yale bows lightly, backing out of the office and closing the door behind him.

      Now I'm alone, alone with a man whose eyes hold me still, and whose smile makes it hard to breathe.

      Bolt rests back in his chair and the shadow lifts from his face. My breath escapes like a gust of wind. I'm tempted to grab my chest, because my heart jumps to my throat and my ribs contract like a snake around my lungs.

      Bolt Sheckler is hot as hell.

      His jet black hair is tousled to perfection, causing my fingers to tingle at my sides, itching to dig in deep.

      An image floats into my head of him pulling my hair as he takes me on his desk. It's in my head clear as day, his hands as they find my ass, his strong muscles as he bends me over his desk and fucks me from behind.

      No, no, no. Stop it.

      With a defined jaw and long nose, his lids hover half open as he arches a brow. For a second I wonder if he can read my mind, but I know I must look lost, because he crooks a finger and nods his head. “Come on closer, I don't bite,” he says, steepling his fingers as he rests his chin on his thumbs. His eyes jump to a piece of paper on his desk, then back up to mine. “I apologize for my assistant, he's too thorough sometimes. But I would like to learn more about you.”

      A wave of tingles washes down my body, making me warm between my thighs. Fuck, if his voice was any deeper, he'd probably be able to make me come from just the bass in his tone.

      Clearing my throat, I pull myself together and walk up to his desk. Sucking in a gulp of air, that same sweet scent explodes around me and I want to drink it in. It's different this time, inhaling his cologne so close to him. He casts a spell over me, taking me hostage.

      Looking up at me, his patience seems to thin as he flares his nostrils and sinks deeper into his seat. “Please,” he says sternly, holding out his hand. “Sit.”

      My body reacts, taking the seat without thinking about it. Crossing my legs, I sit my clutch on my lap. “You have an amazing place here.” I choke the words out, trying to formulate some conversation because I feel so overwhelmed inside.

      “I do, don't I?” Looking around the room, a smug grin fills his face. “It's home.”

      “I can't wait to see more.”

      Bolt lowers his lids and smirks, two dimples appear on his face. His jaw is cut with sharp angles and a light shadow of stubble. The kind of stubble you wonder if it will tickle or burn your skin if his face is buried between your legs.

      A flutter skirts through my belly, causing my stomach to flip. Sweat is beading up on the back of my neck. It's cold as ice as single droplets slip down between my shoulder blades and follow my spine to the seam of my pants. I want to wriggle in the chair because it tickles, but I stay still, digging my nails into my small purse.

      “Did Yale give you any real information when you got here?”

      “None at all,” I say, shaking my head. Remembering something I brought, I open my purse quickly, and pull out a folded piece of paper. “Oh, I meant to give this to your assistant.”

      “What's this?” Bolt asks, not even attempting to read it.

      “It's my résumé. It has everything listed that I've done with whiskey and with distillation. I don't want to brag, but I know my stuff.”

      “Only people who are bragging say that.” Bolt peers up at me under hooded lids as his lip twitches into a crooked grin. “You're not going to need this, not for why I brought you here.”

      “I'm confused, I know you said this is different, but I thought I was here to intern with the master blender. . .”  Pausing, I nibble my bottom lip, keeping my eyes on his.

      There is something I can feel between us, a static electricity in the air, something that makes the hair on my arms prickle and my skin buzz.

      “Am I wrong?” I ask.

      Crumpling my résumé, he tosses it across the room, landing it in the waste basket by the door. “Drink?” he asks, standing from his seat and moving to a bar against the wall.

      Towering over me, every inch of him is solid, thick, built like a football player. His blazer is wide open, exposing a deep blue button-up that's so tight I can see his abs as he moves. I think I count eight, but it's hard to tell for sure in the dim lighting.

      Standing at the bar, he grabs two glasses and a bottle of liquor. Walking back to the desk, he pours two short glasses and hands me one. “I don't like telling people I just met that they're wrong, but, yes, you're wrong.”

      “Then what am I here for?” Smelling the liquor, I let the subtle notes of honey find their way into the back of my throat before I take an actual sip.

      The color is rich, reminding me of sap when it dries. The amber hue has dark shadows and a strong scent. It's delicious, like the first glass from a newly opened cask that's been aging for ten years.

      Bolt watches me, studying my face and how the whiskey goes down. I don't cringe, I don't wince or react harshly. I let the liquor do what it does best, calm my nerves.

      His fingers are wrapped around the rim of his glass as he gives it a swirl. Lifting it to his lips, he takes a drink. “I have a very special job for you.”

      “What is it?” I ask, swallowing the lump in my throat. Squeezing the glass tighter, I hold it against my bottom lip, ready to down it all in one gulp.

      The way he looks at me makes me even more nervous than I already am, and his voice is so smooth it makes my heart skip a beat. Biting his bottom lip, his eyes darken as he slips between me and the front of his desk to rest against the edge.

      “It's simple, really. . .” Pausing, he takes another small sip. “I want you to be my wife.”

      The liquor is in my mouth and down my throat before the last word comes out of his.

      “Hit me with another,” I say, holding out the empty glass in his direction.

      I'm going to need it.
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      Pouring her another shot of whiskey, I watch her as she throws her head back and sucks it down immediately.

      I can't take my eyes off her. I'm drawn to her, to the way her throat bulges as she swallows, and her eyes gloss over as the alcohol hits her veins.

      Starla is the prettiest thing I have ever seen. I didn't expect that.

      Her hair is deep red, reminding me of copper. Small freckles trace the bridge of her nose, fading out as they reach her eyes. She has on a cute white blouse that doesn’t hide her pert, little nipples.

      Fuck me, my eyes move down her body, watching the way her tits lift higher with the deep breaths she's inhaling. Her skin is no longer ivory, but the sexiest shade of pink as she gasps for air and wipes her lips with the back of her hand.

      “You want me to do what?” The question explodes from her mouth, her voice scratchy as she coughs. Setting the glass down in her lap, she asks me, “What are you asking me to do exactly?”

      “I want you to be my wife.”

      “This is either a sick joke or you're fucking crazy.” Shaking her head, she lifts the empty glass to her lips and tries to suck the remaining drops out. Letting out a sarcastic chuckle, she looks down at her hands. “You can't be serious. Who asks someone they don't know to do that?”

      Picking the bottle up off my desk, I grab her hand, and pull it in closer to me. I can feel her shaking, her hand trembling in mine as our eyes connect and I fill her glass a third time.

      “I'm not crazy, and I'm not joking.” Refilling my glass, I set the bottle down and hold my cup chest high. “It won't be real, it'll just be for show. We'll tell people we eloped over a weekend, you meet my family, and we act like we're married until I tell you it's over. That's it, that's all you have to do, nothing more. I'm sure you played pretend as a little girl.” Smirking, I think about how much I would have loved to play house with her as kids. . . Or doctor.

      Her thumb runs back and forth over her glass as she looks up at me under a canopy of lashes. She's shaking her head no, holding her eyes on mine. She almost looks like she did something wrong and she feels bad for it.

      “I'm sorry, I don't think I can do that. I make whiskey, that's what I do, that's what I'm good at. I'm not a wife, I'm sorry.”

      “I'm not asking you to really marry me, it's all fake. I'll make it worth your while. I'll pay you whatever you want, give me a number and it's yours. I'll even write you a letter of recommendation, and you'll still be able to put Sheckler Distillery on your résumé. All I ask is that you do this, follow my lead, and make it look legit.”

      “Look, Mr. Sheckler—”

      “Please, call me Bolt.”

      “Bolt,” she says, my name rolling off her tongue with a sexy little pitch at the end. “I didn't come here for this. I came for the internship, not this.”

      “And you can have it, that's not a problem.” Holding out my arms, I soften my voice. “Look, we both know you need this; you need the money, you need the recommendation.” Placing a hand on my chest, my eyes open wider. “You need me, especially if you ever want to go anywhere in this business, we both know that. I'll give you all of it, I can open all kinds of doors for you.”

      Her eyes shift and I can tell she's thinking about it. The bright brown globes dance around my face, her brows scrunch into the bridge of her nose, and the corner of her lip twitches.

      What are you thinking, Starla?

      Just say yes, that's all you have to do.

      We both know what it takes to thrive in this business, she wouldn't be here if she didn't. It's an easy deal I'm offering her, a fucking free pass. Who could say no to something so sweet?

      “It's all pretend,” I remind her, slicing my hand through the air. “All of it. We won't really be married, we'll just tell people we are. You can still do the internship here, I don't want to take that from you. This will be the easiest thing you've ever had handed to you, Starla. All you have to do is say yes.”

      “It'll all be fake?” Lifting her fingertips to her mouth, she plucks at her lip.

      “Yes, all of it.”

      “No actual wedding?”

      “Nope, just us telling a little white lie.”

      “That's not a little white lie, Bolt.” She looks down into her glass, then lifts her eyes quickly back to mine. “I'm curious, why—what's the purpose of this?”

      “I have my reasons,” I say, intent on keeping that information to myself.

      She doesn’t need any of the details, all she has to do is agree. Starla is the perfect fit, she’s the exact opposite of what my father expects—or wants—for my wife.

      Starla comes from nothing. A broken home, with a father who was in and out of jail, and a mother who could barely afford to put a meal on the table. She has nothing to offer our family, other than being an embarrassment to my father.

      My father will hate her, then he’ll want us to divorce before word gets out, and his name is somehow tarnished. And I'll agree, telling him he just has to put it in writing, making sure that I will still get the company regardless of marriage or children.

      I’m ready to play his game, I’m just playing a little dirty, is all.

      “Just think about it, I don't need an answer this very second,” I say, drinking the last of the whiskey in my glass and setting it on my desk. “Let me give you a tour.”

      Starla places her glass on my desk, nervously twisting her fingers around each other. “So you'll let me think about it?”

      “For now.” Smirking, I bite my lip and reach down to grab her hand. “You can give me your decision after. I want to show you something first.” Pulling her up from her seat, she's a little hesitant.

      Her hand fits perfectly in mine as our fingers wrap around each other, falling into place. A tingle races up my arm, making my heart speed up as I run the pad of my thumb over the tops of her knuckles.

      Starla glances down at our hands and quickly pulls hers free. Wiping her palms on the side of her pants, she gives me a small smile.

      Smirking, her reaction sparks something inside me. It's a need, a desire, a fixation to take her home and hear her scream my name.

      The expression on her face makes my cock jerk and my stomach clench. There's a softness to her, an innocence that's begging to be shattered.

      And every instinct in my body is telling me to break her.

      But I hold back, not letting her see the desire pooling in my gut. I want her to say yes to my offer, I don't want to send her running. For everything I can offer her in return for her help, I need this too. I need her.

      “Follow me.”

      I take her down the hall, watching her face as she sees the pictures with wide open eyes and awe in her expression. It's refreshing for me to watch her excitement build, to see her almost giddy like a kid on Christmas morning.

      There's a twinkle in her gaze as we approach a giant metal still. “Is that. . .” Her voice trails off as her eyes expand even wider.

      “The still, yeah.” I answer with a grin. “Holds sixty-thousand gallons.”

      “Holy shit.” Starla tips her head back to look up at the top. “Yale was right, the pictures do no justice. Wow, this is amazing.”

      Her excitement is invigorating, it gives me chills to have someone else so amazed by the distillery. Most of the other interns we had over the years were all about the chemical process and doing it more efficiently. They wanted to focus on getting it done quicker—not getting it done right. They were all lost to the history, focused on new methods and machines.

      I enjoy doing it how it's been done since whiskey was created. It isn't fast, but that only enhances the experience.

      Starla appreciates the process, I can see it on her face. And I like that. A lot.

      “You think that's cool, I've got something else that will blow your mind.”

      Leading her through the still room, we move into the room that holds our doubler. This is my favorite room, where the vapor is moved into the condenser, turning from gas back into liquid, into the raw whiskey.

      Taking a small cup, I twist a valve on top and fill it an inch. “Here, try this.”

      Starla smells the liquid, then takes it all in one gulp. “Woo!” she calls out, her eyes snapping closed as her mouth forms a cute little O. “That's strong shit.”

      “That's White Dog, eighty percent proof right there.” Filling the cup another inch, I drink it myself and smile. “Fucking delicious, that's what it is.”

      “That tastes like pure gasoline.” Giggling, she opens her mouth wide and shakes her head. “Wow, talk about raw form.”

      “I've got an idea, let's play a little game. What do you think?” I ask, a playful tone in my voice.

      “Game, what kind of game?”

      “A taste test.”

      She nods eagerly, sniffling as the heat of the raw whiskey makes her nose run. “Alright, I'm down for that. I've been told I can taste a single sour grape in a full bottle of juice.” Wiping the back of her wrist against her face, she smiles. “I might surprise you.”

      “We'll see about that.”

      Bringing her into our quality control room, I sit her down at the table. Starla is grinning, and I can see the excitement in her face.

      “Bring it on,” she says, flapping her fingers.

      “I was going to go easy on you, but seeing how you're taunting me, let's up the ante a little bit, see how good you really are.” Walking to the huge wooden hutch against the back wall, I open the draw and dig around. Finding the red blindfold, I hold it up and wiggle it in the air. “How are you without your eyes?”

      “It's all about the flavor, isn't it? I don't need my eyes, all I need is my mouth.” Starla drags her tongue across her bottom lip, her gaze flirting with mine.

      My cock throbs with her comment as she nibbles the inside of her cheek. Instantly, I picture her full lips wrapped around my cock, and her cheeks hollowing as she sucks me off. The image is clear, my dick disappearing into her mouth as she flattens her tongue and licks under my shaft.

      Stepping up behind her, I wrap the blindfold around her head and tie it tight. Curling my fingers over her shoulders, I lean forward and whisper into her ear. “I can't wait to see what your mouth can do.”

      I feel her shiver, watching goosebumps jump across her skin as the heat off my breath hits her skin. Releasing my grip from her shoulders, I walk away, leaving her with no sight, and a tingle in her belly.

      Pouring several small glasses of different flavored whiskey, I set them on the table in front of her. Taking a moment, I watch her quietly, unable to grasp just how beautiful she really is.

      I'm not usually taken back like this with a woman, but something about her just hits me differently, and it bothers me that I can't place it. It's not normal for me to feel this out of control, but since she walked in my door, I can't focus on anything but her.

      I'm right next her, but I slow my breathing, reaching my hand out and letting it hover right in front of her face. The urge to touch her, to run my fingertips across the curve of her jaw and hold her face in my palm comes over me.

      Taking a step back, I pull out the chair to her right and sit down. “Alright,” I say, taking her hand and wrapping her fingers around the first glass. “Tell me what you taste?”

      Starla lifts the glass to her face and smells it like I've already seen her do. She's smart, she knows not to go right for it. You want to smell it first, it gives you a chance to sense things you might miss if you just drink it right down.

      My eyes scan her lips as she lifts the cup to her mouth and takes a sip. Swirling the liquor around in her cheeks, she swallows slowly.

      Fuck, I want to kiss those lips. I want to taste my liquor on her tongue and see how the flavors change in her mouth.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      “It's sharp, almost bitter.” She smacks her lips together. “My mouth is dry. It's a dry whiskey.”

      “Good, but that one was easy. Here,” I say, passing her a second glass.

      She sniffs it again, repeating her pattern. “This one is peaty, phenolic, almost has a tarry flavor. It's a firm whiskey.”

      “Right again.”

      We go back and forth, her sipping, and me trying to trip her up. It doesn’t work, Starla is able to tell me all the under tones, all the fruity flavors or smoky tang of the liquors I give her. I, of course, have tested all the same ones she has, just to make sure a bottle hadn't been misplaced or labeled wrong.

      It is quality control at its finest.

      My stomach is hot, pushing the warmth around my body. Starla is flush and giggly, and I find myself laughing beside her.

      We're both buzzed, but hey, it comes with the job.

      “Can I take this thing off now?” she asks, gently touching the tie.

      “Yeah, you win, I fold.”

      “Told ya. Not to brag, but I know my shit.” She smiles easily, and her shoulders relax back as she slouches into her chair.

      Picking up the closest bottle at my side, I pour us both another drink. Pushing her cup closer, I hold mine in my hands.

      “So, how did you get into whiskey anyway?” Taking a sip, I can't take my eyes off her.

      She gives me another smile. “My dad had a thing for making his own liquor. When I was a kid, he used to let me help make moonshine. I always thought it was amazing how you could take something so simple as corn and barley, and make it into something else. It was fascinating.”

      “He let you help as a kid? My dad didn't let me in the alcohol room until I was eighteen.”

      “Yeah, well, my father wasn't really a man who like—or followed—rules. He shouldn't have let me taste it either, but he did. He also shouldn't have tried to sell it, but—” Cutting herself off, she shakes her head. “But that's in the past now. Tell me, Bolt Sheckler, what makes whiskey different for you than other alcohol?”

      “Well, I don't know. I guess it's because it's been in my family forever really, I just kind of fell into it. But I do love it, I love everything about making it. My favorite part, though, is watching the barrels as they get charred. I don't know what it is, but it’s exciting.”

      Starla licks her lips and angles her head a hair as she speaks. “What else gets you excited?” Her voice is sultry and smooth, making my cock throb.

      “There's a few things I can think of.” Sipping my drink, I lean forward, unable to keep the space between us. Lowering my cup, I reach out my free hand and stroke the side of her face.

      Starla doesn't move, she freezes. I'm not even sure she's breathing. Her chest isn't moving, her stomach is still, her lips are parted but static. She looks like a living picture.

      Pressing in further, I ignore any thoughts in my head and just go for it.

      I kiss her.

      Her lips are lush, full, and she tastes like sunflowers and sugar. Slipping my tongue inside her mouth, her eyes close briefly, and she tips her head back to give me more access.

      My dick is hard, pulsing, and ready to drive deep inside her hot pussy. I feel her arch her back, but as quickly as her body allows me to kiss her, her hand is on my chest, pushing me away.

      “Bolt,” she says, my name nothing but air as she scoots her chair away, putting the space back between us.

      “It's alright, no one's coming in here,” I say, ready to kiss her again.

      Leaning forward, she stops me by turning her face away. “Bolt, we just met, we shouldn't be doing this.”

      Raking my hand through my hair, I drag it down my neck. “You're right, I'm sorry, it's probably just the alcohol, that's all.”

      I lie. I enjoyed that kiss. I want more of that kiss. I need more of that kiss.

      But I let her think I made a mistake. It had nothing to do with the liquor or being drunk. It had everything to do with her, and how she made my body come alive.

      I don't tell her that because she obviously doesn't feel the same.

      Swallowing hard, she forces a smile. “Besides, I'm agreeing to be a fake wife, not a real one.”

      “Wait, you're saying you'll do it?”

      Nodding, she bites her bottom lip. “Fuck, I'm not sure how— but you're right, this could work in both our favor. I mean, I don't know what you're getting out of this, but for me, it's everything I've wanted.”

      “That's perfect!” I blurt out, wiping the sweat off my forehead. Tugging my shirt away from my chest, the room feels way hotter than it did when we came in. “This is going to work beautifully, it really is, you'll see.”

      I don’t have any doubt in my mind, it’s an easy plan. I found a temporary wife, it’s the perfect solution to my problem.

      What could go wrong?
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      “Where did you say he was taking you?” Em's voice is in my ear as I balance the phone on my shoulder to finish packing my bag. She sounds more like an older sister than a best friend.

      Her tone is flat, and I know she's on the other end pursing her lips and flaring her nostrils. She doesn’t like what I’m doing.

      “I'm not sure, he hasn't told me yet.” Folding a pair of sweatpants, I drop them into my suitcase and start rolling up socks.

      “Let me get this straight; you just met this guy a week ago, he's supposed to be your boss—but instead, he's inviting you on some weekend getaway—and you're going?”

      “Yup, sounds about right,” I say with a giggle. I'm trying to act normal, like this isn’t strange or weird or out of character for me. But Emily knows me better.

      “What the hell has gotten into you, Star? Does any of this really sound like a good idea? Have you ever watched Forensic Files before?” Her voice is panicked and fearful. “Please, tell me why you would run off with some guy you don't even know? I mean Jesus, Star, remember the swipe right guy—”

      Ugh, Jake Lauder.

      “Can we not bring that guy up? That was just a horrible mistake.”

      About nine months back I decided to try a dating app. I saw this cute guy, with dark brown hair and a strong jaw. So I swiped right on his pic.

      What a mistake that was. After several text message exchanges and a few phone calls, we met for dinner. The man I thought I was meeting, and the man who showed up, were two different people.

      The guy I expected had a head full of brown hair, the guy I met had the worst comb-over ever. He had literally pulled it from the top of his right ear and raked it over to his left. He claimed to be six foot one, his real height was just over five foot six.

      He hated the outdoors, he hated any music that involved actual talent. He hadn't read a book since high school, except for the Daily Ranger, and that was only because it was next to the toilet in his mother's home. Yes, his mother's house.

      And to top it all off, he paid for most of our meal with coupons and gift cards he collected. Needless to say, I should have swiped left.

      “It's Bolt Sheckler, Em. If Bolt Sheckler asks you to go away for a weekend, you say yes. Besides, at least I've met him face to face already, I have a much better idea of what I'm getting into than with the swipe guy.”

      I haven't told my friend anything about our arrangement, not a word. And I won't. I promised Bolt that it would stay between us, even if it killed me a little inside to not tell my best friend.

      Emily knows everything about me—everything. Right down to my most embarrassing moment and the first time I had sex. I'm not going to go into detail with either, but I will say one involved a lubed up cucumber, and the other was an underwhelming five minutes in high school. Both ended messy and with me screaming and running in the other direction.

      This is different. This is an arrangement built off trust. I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize this opportunity or my future. Even if that means keeping Emily in the dark.

      Layering a few shirts, I stuff my sneakers into the side pocket and zip it shut. My eyes are checking everything, moving across my dresser to make sure I didn't forget anything.

      Hairbrush, check.

      Deodorant, check.

      My phone buzzes against my cheek, so I pull it away to see a text floating on the screen.

      I'm downstairs. Need any help bringing down your bags?

      It's Bolt, so I quickly swipe and text back. I got it, coming down now.

      “Em, sorry to cut this short, but I gotta go, he's here.”

      “Star, tell me you'll be careful, tell me you won't do anything stupid?”

      Hesitating, I let out a soft breath. “I won't.”

      I won't get fake married this weekend. I won't pretend to be in love with a stranger. I won't use this man to make my dreams come true.

      “Promise me,” she demands.

      “I promise,” I say, crossing my fingers behind my back. “I'll call you soon.” Hanging up, I feel slightly guilty. Guilty that I'm not telling her the truth, and guilty that I'm using this man for my own gain.

      He's using you too, don't forget that.

      I’m still curious about what he’s getting out of this whole fake relationship, but whatever it is, it doesn’t really matter because we’re using each other. That makes it even, neither of us are on the dark side of this thing, we’re in it together.

      I'm not really doing anything wrong. None of it is real, it's all fake. Who are we hurting? No one.

      I'm doing my hardest to convince myself that this all okay, and I'll walk away with everything I ever wanted.

      Money.

      An amazing recommendation.

      And hopefully a long future in whiskey.

      Pulling the thin handle up on my small suitcase, I lock up my apartment and head downstairs.

      I'm actually a little nervous about this trip. I've never gone away with anyone, let alone a guy I just met, especially not a drop dead gorgeous guy that makes my toes curl with just one look.

      He kissed me once, and that kiss. . . Damn if that kiss didn't cross my mind at least five times a day. I can’t get it out of my head. Bolt was gentle with his mouth, kissing me like I was a delicate piece of glass.

      I loved that kiss, and I hated that kiss.

      That kiss broke me.

      I’m no longer just a girl who loves whiskey, I’m a girl who loves whiskey and kissing Bolt Sheckler.

      Watching the numbers go backwards, I count them down in my head.

      Eleven

      Ten

      Nine

      I'm getting closer and closer to the lobby of my building, and with each light that flickers on and off, my heart starts to race just a little faster. I'm about to spend an entire weekend with Bolt, just the two of us. A hint of excitement sparks in my belly, making me smile.

      Leaning against the thick metal wall, I look down at my feet and think of his lips again, of how they tasted like pleasure, how they were warm and soft. My lips start to tingle with their own memory; the weight of his mouth, the heat of his skin, the way his tongue slipped easily between my lips and danced around mine.

      The shadowed movements make my smile larger. It feels like the air in the elevator is getting thicker, making my skin hot and sweaty. My mind starts to wander, wondering if his cock was stiff while he kissed me.

      He had to be hard, he had to want my pussy as much as I wanted his cock. There was too much passion and need in that kiss to have been just a kiss.

      Temptation is clawing through my body, making me want more than just that kiss. I want him to touch me. I want him to take control of me. I want him to show me just how powerful he can be.

      I'm tingling all over, and I can feel the wetness start to soak through my panties. It’s crazy what this man can do to me, and he doesn’t even know it. Fuck, he doesn’t even have to touch me, just the thought of him gets me excited.

      Trailing my fingers down over my stomach, I gently start to rub my pussy. It's tender and swollen, and as I press against my clit, a wave of heat explodes through my belly. Moving my other hand over my chest, my nipples are hard. Softly pinching one nipple through my shirt, I roll it between my thumb and forefinger, making the sensation in my gut surge.

      My muscles are shaking and my fingertips are massaging my clit faster and faster. All I can see in my head is Bolt with his lips on my skin, and his hands on my body. I want him to caress me. I want him to kiss my neck, to lick my throat, to suck my tits.

      With faster, harder movements, I rub my pussy. My clit is throbbing, and I feel like I'm closing in on coming. Each breath I take is shorter and shallower as I bring myself closer to climaxing.

      The elevator shakes as it hits the first floor, yanking me back from the edge. I stand stunned, dropping my arms to my sides as the metal doors start to part. I'm struck with much cooler air, knocking me back into reality, bringing me down off my cloud.

      The bubbling orgasm that was about to clench my muscles is suddenly stripped away, leaving me empty and needy. The rush vanishes as I come face to face with the object of my dirty dream.

      Bolt is waiting outside the doors, ready to take my bag the second they're open. With a glint I his eye, he smirks as he looks me over. “You alright?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I'm fine, why?” Softly touching my throat, I swallow hard.

      Can he tell what I was just doing? Do I smell like sex and a failed finish?

      “You look like you were just running.” He lifts his finger to my forehead and wipes away a small bead of sweat.

      Laughing awkwardly, I push his hand away and dry my forehead. “No, it was just really hot in the elevator. This elevator is glitchy like that, I don't know why.”

      His eyes study me for a moment, and I'm terrified he's going to figure out what I was doing in the elevator. But his gaze moves down to the bag at my side instead.

      With a quick nod, he asks, “That's all you brought?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I don't know, I've just never traveled with a woman before that didn't have three or four giant suitcases.”

      “It's only the weekend,” I say as I crinkle my brows. “Have you traveled with a lot of women?” I ask, doing my best to hide the irritation in my voice. I know it shouldn't matter, because none of this is real—we aren't real—but the thought of him with someone else is rubbing me wrong.

      “Does my mother count?” Chuckling, he reaches out and takes my bag. “She's a woman, so…One.”

      Relief washes over me, but I'd be lying if I said I wasn't a little surprised that this guy hasn't spent nights with super models in some foreign country, or long weekends skiing in Aspen.

      “You've never traveled with anyone else?”

      “Nah, I've basically avoided relationships all together. It's too much work, and I don't have time with the distillery to worry about other people's emotions or have to report to someone at home.”

      “I can understand that. I'm sure it's a lot of work to run that place.”

      “It is, but…” he says with a big smile as he lifts my suitcase by the handle. “This weekend isn't about work, it's about us. Are you ready?”

      “I think so.”

      “You think so?” he asks, his lips curling to one side. “You sound worried, what are you worried about?”

      “I'm not really worried, it's just…This is weird, isn't it? It's not normal, at least it doesn't feel normal, anyway.”

      “I'm not someone who cares about what other people think, Starla.” Bolt starts walking to the front door of my building, keeping his face forward as he speaks. “If we all spent our days worrying about what's normal, no one would ever be happy. And think of all the shit we wouldn't have if people worried about what was normal. Do you think the person that invented the umbrella was considered normal? Or do you think some asshole told them they were crazy?”

      “I don't know, crazy probably.” Giggling, I follow him out the door.

      “Exactly. People actually threw trash at the first man to use one.” Stopping short, he turns and faces me, reaching his arm out to hold my wrist. “We're all a little crazy, Starla, it's what we do with it that will leave a legacy behind us. So, let's go be crazy, screw what's normal, let's create our own umbrella.” Bolt takes my hand and leads me to the town car waiting out front of my building.

      I let him guide me as my mind starts to dive into his words. I like what he said, it feels real, it feels like he knows what he’s talking about. Life is full of risk, but you'd never know what it means to live if you don't do something wild, something crazy, something dangerous once in a while.

      How else can you appreciate what you have or what you lost?

      The driver meets us at the back and opens the trunk, taking my bag from Bolt and putting it inside. Opening my door, Bolt guides me inside by placing his hand on the small of my back.

      Slipping into the car, I rest my hands in my lap and look out the window. His large body jostles the car as he climbs in next to me. Without hesitation, he takes my hand in his and lifts it to his mouth, kissing the back of my palm.

      Inhaling a sharp breath, I sit in shock, confused and surprised all at once. I didn't expect it. I know we're supposed to be acting, I know we're supposed to pretend like we're two lovesick puppies.

      Except what I feel when he does that isn't pretend.

      The feel of his lips on my skin causes a rush of tingles to shoot through my body, making me wetter than before. My stomach clenches and the hair on my arms stand straight up. My heart is pounding, jumping around inside my chest like a crazed bird.

      It's taking everything in my power to maintain control and not melt in his hands in the back of this cab. So I smile at him, my lips thin and tight.

      Bolt pulls my hand away from his mouth and runs the pad of his thumb across my knuckles. “Louisville International,” he says to the driver. “We're getting married this weekend.” Giving me a wink, our hidden agenda is written all over his face.

      The airport, we're flying somewhere?

      I've never been on an airplane, shit, I've only left the state once, and that was with my school when I was sixteen.

      I want to ask him where he's taking me, but the driver is watching me in the mirror, and I feel like that would be strange to do. If I'm supposed to become his wife, to anyone looking in from the outside, I should know where we're going to get married.

      The driver's eyes shift between us in the mirror. “Congratulations. Is it a destination wedding?”

      “We're eloping,” Bolt answers for us, and his smile thickens as he glances down at me. “We just can't wait anymore.”

      “Well that's wonderful. Marriage is a great thing if you're willing to put the work in. It's not always easy, but take it from someone who's been married for over twenty years, it's worth all of it.”

      Bolt squeezes my hand, pulling it into his lap. “I believe it. I hope we can say the same thing twenty years from now.”

      He lies so easily, not once did it seem like he had to think about what he was saying. The story rolled so smoothly off his tongue, like water off a leaf.

      The driver turns his attention back to the road. “You two look like you'll make it. I can see the love between you.”

      “That's because I love her with everything I have.” There isn’t a shred of doubt or hesitation in his voice.

      Bolt is believable, he's confident—he's so confident, I almost believe him myself.

      What the hell am I getting myself into?
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      We held hands all the way to the airport. I kissed her wrist, the back of her palm, each finger and knuckle.

      It felt right, and I wanted every detail to be perfect, I wanted every recollection of us together to be remembered as two people in love.

      Because that's what we are. . . To everyone else looking in. We are two people who have fallen so madly in love that we ran off to get married despite what people would think.

      Paying the driver, I take her bag and attach it to mine. “Are you excited?” I ask her as she peers up at a plane taking off from the runway.

      The engine roars so loudly, I can't hear her answer. “What?”

      “Where are we going?” she asks, curling her arms around her ribs, and sinking into herself.

      “Have you ever been to the Cape before?”

      “I've never been on a plane before,” she says as her eyes follow a giant jet that's flying over us.

      “Seriously? Never?”

      “Nope.” Her eyes stay on the sky, watching the plane as it flies off through a cluster of clouds and disappears.

      “Well, let's go pop your cherry then.” Chuckling, I wink and grab her hand.

      Starla is close to my side and I can hear her breathing. Her chest is rising and falling rapidly, her skin is pale and clammy. I half expect her to take off in the other direction, abandoning the whole getaway all together.

      “Is it scary?” she finally asks, her eyes searching for an honest answer.

      “No, you'll be fine.” Lifting her hand to my lips, I give it a kiss. “I promise.”

      That kiss wasn't for show, it wasn't for other people to see, that kiss was just for her. I don't want her to be afraid, and I don't ever want her to be afraid when she's with me. No matter where we go or what we do, Starla will always be safe as long as I'm around.

      Her fingers tighten around mine, and mixed within her grip, I feel that she knows; she knows she can trust me. She knows that despite what brought us here, I wouldn't put her in harm’s way. She knows that I'm an honest man.

      Are you really honest? Shaking off the self-induced reflection of character, I walk forward.

      We move through the airport, checking our bags and finding our terminal. I can tell she's still super nervous, because she keeps rubbing her hands on her thighs and she doesn't have much to say.

      I'm trying to make conversation and keep her mind off getting in the air for the first time, but she's not really into it. Her answers are flat, with one or two words. She won't look at me, her eyes are fixed on the big windows that look out into the airfield.

      A man's voice crackles through the speaker, giving directions for how to board. Starla listens intensely, twisting her head so her ear is facing the speaker. Keeping her eyes on the ground, she's nodding lightly as if she's taking note of every word he says.

      “You ready?” I ask, standing up and taking out our tickets.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “I think you're going to love this. I really do.”

      Starla forces a smile as she stands, letting out a long breath. “I hope you're right.”

      Our row gets called, so I pass her a ticket. “Okay, that's us.”

      The walk down the jet bridge never made me nervous before, but right now, all I can feel is this intense burning in my chest. I'm worried she's going to hate the plane. I'm terrified that we're going to hit turbulence and she's going to freak out.

      I'm afraid she'll call me a liar and never trust me again if she hates the flight.

      Who cares what she thinks? It doesn't matter. What she says or thinks about you doesn't matter at all. You only need her help for a little bit.

      Finding our seats, I point to the big leather window seat at my side. “This is us, why don't you have the window.”

      “Here?” She says it so innocently as her fingers touch the soft material.

      All I do is smile.

      She's not used to this level of sophistication, to having expensive things, to being able to experience what the world really has to offer.

      There are two kinds of people in this world: those who want, and those who need.

      I’m a want man. I want things, so I take them. Nothing is out of my reach, anything and everything is right there for me to take for myself. I have no limits.

      Those that need are the ones who work long, disgusting hours, who sweat and give everything just to have that used car, to rent that tiny apartment, to go on vacation one state over. Those people are never happy, always willing to do more, because they need better things.

      And then there’s Starla.

      A girl who’s happy wearing secondhand clothes from the thrift store. I can see the threads on her sneakers splitting away from the sole, and that she has two different shoelaces to tie them up with. She doesn’t eat expensive food, she’s perfectly happy grabbing a burger from a fast food joint.

      Her bag says Coach on the label, but the zipper is plastic and the design is crooked. It’s a knockoff. She has low end makeup in her bag, and a cell phone they haven’t made in years. Starla wouldn't get something new just because it’s available. She buys cheap, she uses cheap, and she doesn’t give two shits about what other people think.

      She’s a girl who thinks it’s okay to have mediocre things in a world where she should stand out. As long as I’m around, Starla is going to feel special, she’s going to finally have a taste of the good life.

      “Go on,” I say, nudging her into the seat.

      The pilot comes on and tells us the length of our flight and how high we’ll be flying. Starla is already buckling herself in and pulling it as tight as it will go. The plane begins to move slowly, and Starla's eyes jerk to mine.

      “Is this it? Why are we going so slow?”

      “No, he's getting into position, just wait.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she snaps her head back to the window. The engine roars to life, rumbling so loudly it vibrates my bones. My ears begin to pop as the plane starts to pick up speed, and I can feel the weight of the plane shift as it starts to lift.

      The nose of the plane is off the ground and Starla's hand instantly reaches over and snags mine. The warmth of her hand sweeps through my fingers, moving up my arm like fire across dry brush. And there is nothing I can to stop it. I can’t control the feeling or how fast it moves, I can’t even control where it goes.

      But I can feel it everywhere.

      “Oh my God,” she says, pushing her face closer to the small oval window as pools turn into small puddles and cars start to look like ants. “Wow, look at that, that's so cool.”

      Higher and higher the plane screams through the sky, pushing through thick white clouds and coming out on the other side. Starla's eyes are open wide, her smile a glow on her face.

      Adjusting her grip, her fingers tangle around mine as she sits taller in the seat, trying to look below the plane.

      “It's beautiful, Bolt. I've never seen anything like it.”

      “It is.” My eyes are on her, not the window, not the sun in the sky, just her.

      Starla is a vixen, my wicked little vixen. And all I can think about is all the things I want to do to her. My eyes run over her chest as the excitement fills her lungs. Her hips roll in the seat as she moves, and my eyes immediately jerk to the diamond between her thighs.

      “So,” she says, snuggling into her seat, “this is how you rich people do it, huh?”

      “Do what?” I ask, taking the hot towel the stewardess holds out to me to wipe my hands clean before they bring us lunch.

      Starla giggles, and points at me. “That, this,” she says, waving an open hand around us. “It just seems unnecessary.”

      “Living well, that's unnecessary?”

      “No, living for the things that don't matter, that's unnecessary.” Pulling her knees up, she sinks deeper into the plush leather chair. “I never saw the point in some of this stuff.”

      Shrugging a shoulder, I drop the towel on the small table. “Let me ask you this: if you could have all the money in the world, do you think you'd still live the way you do now?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” There's no hesitation, she didn't even take the time to think about the question at all. She already knew her answer.

      “Really? You wouldn't want to spoil yourself, not even a little?”

      “I'm not saying that I wouldn't do that a little. But I wouldn't go crazy either, there's no need for it.”

      Glancing down at her feet, I arch a brow. “Would you throw those out?”

      Lifting her foot, she wriggles it in the air. “What's wrong with my sneakers?”

      “They're falling apart.”

      “So, they work, don't they?”

      Shaking my head, I grip the thin stem of the wine glass as the stewardess passes us our drinks. “I'm going to ruin you, you know that?”

      “Oh yeah?” Starla asks, taking a dainty sip of her drink as she raises a pinkie while she tips her head back. “You think you can ruin me?” Her voice echoes around the inside of her glass as she smirks.

      “Is that a challenge?” Flicking her brow, she shrugs one shoulder. With closed lips, I nod my head. “Alright, it's on then.”

      Starla yawns, stretching her arms above her head. “Good luck, I've been told I'm stubborn as a bull.” Resting her head on her hand, her eyes are heavy as she looks back out the window.

      “We'll see,” I say, laying my head back on the seat and closing my eyes.

      Minutes later, I feel a light weight pressing on my shoulder. I open my eyes to find Starla sleeping against my arm. I don't move her. She looks perfect there, with her face gently snuggled against me, and her hair falling down across her forehead.

      Using the tips of my fingers, I lightly brush her hair away so I can see her better. She's beautiful.

      A stewardess stops and smiles, whispering to me, “You two are adorable.”

      “We're getting married this weekend.” And as I say it, something comes over me. It's something I can't explain or put into words.

      It's a sensation, as if I’ve just breathed life into the words as they left my mouth. The words suddenly have a heartbeat of their own. I can feel them as her cheek presses against my bicep and her chin digs into the muscle.

      The plane hits the runway , and jostles Starla awake. Sitting herself up, she wipes her lips and looks at my arm.

      “Oh, I'm so sorry.” A flutter of embarrassment skips across her face as she spots the small circle of drool on my sleeve. With quick movements, she tries to brush it off. “I didn't mean to fall asleep.”

      “It's all right, don't worry about it.”

      Grimacing, her lips crinkle. “I really am sorry.”

      Smiling, I look down at my arm and back up at her. “It's fine, I have all weekend to get you back.” Standing up, I reach out and grab her hand. “Let's go have some fun, Wifey.” The word slips through my lips on playful notes, causing her to giggle.

      “I'm ready, Hubby.”

      Walking through the terminal, I spot a jewelry store. “Hey, I've got an idea.”

      “What's that?”

      Taking her hand, I grin and pull her toward the store. “We need to get something before we go to the hotel.”

      Her eyes follow mine. “Seriously?”

      “We need to make this look real, so let's do it right.”

      Entering the store, a sales rep is on us like a vulture on a carcass. “Hello, can I help you?”

      Wearing a fitted black, two piece dress, the woman has short gray hair that curls up under her ears and an obnoxiously large pearl necklace wrapping her throat. She's holding her hands in front of her, letting them dangle awkwardly in the air, positioned so I can see the rings she was designated to show off today.

      “Yes actually, my fiancée and I are looking for the perfect ring. Something that matches her beauty.” Squinting, I read her name tag. “If you even have anything that beautiful, Jennifer.”

      “Well, you've come to the right place. Do we have a price range to keep in mind?” Shaking my head no, the woman's eyes light up. “I've got a few I think you're going to love.”

      I just wrote her a blank check and there’s no way she isn’t going to cash it. There are a few things people can understand easily, one of those things is no cash cap. I'm curious what she's going to show us.

      She walks over to a counter and tells us to have a seat, before disappearing into the back. Starla doesn't sit, she starts walking around, looking into the brightly lit cases.

      Pressing her face against the glass, she sets her fingertips down gently. “This one is pretty.”

      Walking up beside her, I look into the case. “Which one?”

      “That one, with the red stone in the center.”

      “Yeah, that's pretty. I like this one better,” I say, pointing at an all diamond princess cut. “It would sparkle on you.”

      “I've got a few here that will blow anything else out of the water.” The woman is back, lining up a buffet of different rings.

      We both sit at the counter while Jennifer sets up the small stands. Each stand has a single ring, perfectly positioned so the light reflects in all directions off the different angles.

      “This is from our Elite collection.” Touching the stone, she points at it like a hand model from QVC. “It's two carats, oval cut, with a diamond from Canada.” The woman removes the ring from the stand and takes Starla's hand, slipping it over her ring finger. “Gorgeous, isn't it?”

      “Yeah, it's nice.” Starla holds out her hand and peers down at the ring. “But it just doesn't feel like me.”

      “Sure, no worries, let's try this one.” Pulling off the ring, the saleswoman replaces it with another. “This is two carats from Argyle mine in Australia. A baguette cut gives this diamond such a sophisticated feel.”

      Scrunching her face, Starla doesn't look impressed. I expected her to put on the ring and light up having something so amazing on her finger. But she looks almost bored, as if it's not enough.

      “Have anything bigger?” I ask, flicking one of the rings with my finger so it flips on the stand. “These are nice, but I think we need more, something that really stands out against all the rest. I want my future wife to shine.”

      “More?” Starla asks, then looks over her shoulder. “What about the ring in that case, the one with the red stone I like?”

      “The red stone?” The woman arches a brow and lets out a laugh. “Oh, sweetie, that's a lab created ruby, you don't want that.” Holding up her finger, she slips free from her seat and moves to a case against the wall. “Your fiancé, now he knows what a woman likes. The bigger the better, they say.” Winking, she smirks at me as she opens the back door and takes out a huge rock.

      Walking back to us, she sets the small holder on the table. “Cushion cut, six carats, mined from Russia. There are six stones set around the center, each one is half a carat. The center stone is two carats, and there's another carat set in the band. It's a one of a kind.” The woman slips it over Starla's finger and holds it up in the light. “This will make all the other girls jealous.”

      “That's perfect,” I say, resting my hand on Starla's thigh. “It looks beautiful on you.”

      “It's just too much. I really like that ruby one.”

      “This one is perfect. This is it,” I tell her, taking her hand and bending her fingers to kiss them. “This is the ring my fiancée deserves, and the one my wife should wear for a lifetime.”

      “I think it's too much, Bolt, I feel like I'm wearing a fishing weight on my finger.”

      “Starla,” I whisper into her ear, making sure my lips are almost touching her skin. “This is a ring that will show people we're in love, it will tell people that we're serious. No one will question what we feel for each other if you're wearing this ring.”

      A shiver scales down her body as the very edge of my lips brush the shell of her ear. “All right, this is the one I guess.” She doesn't sound pleased, more just agreeing because what does it really matter?

      This isn't real. We can't forget that.

      The woman lets out a soft squeal as she claps her hands in front of her face. “Should I wrap it up?”

      “No, she can wear it out,” I say proudly, wanting Starla to show off our engagement to the world. Because that's what I need. I need people to see us, to start talking, to cement the idea that we’re a couple madly in love.

      After I pay for the ring, we walk out of the store hand in hand. Starla is holding her left hand out in front of her and twisting it back and forth.

      “What do you think?” I ask her. “Gorgeous, isn't it?”

      “You don't think it's too much, Bolt?” Angling her head, she looks up at me. “I mean this is fake, so what's the point in something so big?”

      “Yeah, you're right. But I have standards to uphold, I can't just buy any ring, not if I want this to be believable.”

      “But what about me? What if I chose the cheaper ring? Why would that be so bad?”

      “It's not that it's bad, but that's not what would happen if this was real. If this was real, I'd buy you that ring, shit, I'd probably buy an even bigger one.”

      “And this is what I'm talking about. This isn't necessary, this…” she says, holding out her hand. “This cost more money than I'll make in a year.”

      “This—” Taking her hand, I run my thumb over the diamond. “Shows everyone else what you're worth to me.”

      “That's sad, it's sad that an object can have so much control in your world.”

      “It's not the object, Starla, that has the control, it's me. The object is just the beacon for what I can do.”

      “Is it really?” Pulling her hand free, she gives me a smile. “Do you really think you hold the power?”

      Her words sweep through my mind and for a split second, she has me questioning myself. Is it the stuff or was it me? What really has the power when it comes down to it?

      It’s me. I have the power.

      Without my power, that ring wouldn't exist.

      Without my power, neither of us would be here.

      Without my power, I wouldn't be winning the war my father started.

      I have the power because I’m here, with a woman who’s agreed to help me, with a woman who’s  taking what I have to offer in exchange for what she needs.

      She wants to question my power, and that's fine, but if she looks really hard, there's no doubt in my mind that she'll see I’m the one holding all the cards.

      “Come on,” I say, releasing her hand and wrapping my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go play house for a bit.”
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      Standing outside the huge double doors to our suite, Bolt looks at me over his shoulder and asks, “You ready for this?”

      I don't know if I'm ready for any of it. So I smile and nod, hoping he won't ask me too many questions about what’s going through my head.

      I don't want to care, I don't want to be worried about the boulder sitting on my finger, I want to just go with the flow, but something is holding me back.

      I just don’t know what it is.

      Swiping the key card, Bolt holds the handle until the green light flashes. With a click of the lock, he opens the door, reaching back to grab my hand.

      Pulling me in front of him, he lets me go inside first. The room is huge, with giant windows that overlook the ocean. I’ve never seen the ocean this close before.

      “Oh my God, Bolt, look at that.” Walking right to the window, I'm stunned at how incredible it looks.

      The water looks like it's sparkling, like there are a gazillion little lights all twinkling just beneath the surface. Wave after wave rolls in, crashing onto the shore as the crest bubbles and turns white. The bubbly foam spreads across the sand, erasing any footprints or marks.

      Seagulls are circling in the distance, and there are boats cruising by in each direction. From where I'm standing, the tiny umbrellas speckling the sand look like a colorful polka-dot pattern.

      Bolt steps up beside me, wearing a big smile on his face. “Never seen the ocean either, huh?” Shaking my head no, I can’t tear my eyes away from it. “Hungry?” he asks, slipping his fingers into mine. “We need to go show off that rock. I'd like word to get back to my father about us, he's the one that needs to believe this the most out of everyone.”

      Remembering the ring on my finger, I lift it up and gaze at it. Twisting my hand side to side, I laugh. “I hope I don't lose anything down the drain, I'll never get my hand out with this thing on.”

      “Baby, in my world, you won't have your hand down the drain at all. That's what they make plumbers for.” Pulling me away from the window, Bolt walks us toward another set of doors. “I had Yale take care of everything. This suite only has one bed, but it's in its own room, I'll sleep on the couch—”

      “The couch?” Furrowing my brows, I nudge him in the ribs with my elbow. “I thought we needed to make this real?”

      I'm flirting, I know I'm flirting, but I don't even care.

      “We do, but I wasn't sure how you'd feel about sleeping in the same bed.”

      “Are you afraid?” I ask, playfully nibbling on my bottom lip.

      “Afraid of what?”

      “Of not being able to control yourself in the bed with me?”

      Chuckling, Bolt releases my hand and runs his fingers down his jaw. “You think I'm weak?”

      “I didn't say that.”

      “But that's what you're getting at.”

      “Call it what you want, but I never said you were weak.” Shrugging my shoulder, I start for the doors that lead into the separate bedroom with a teasing grin on my face.

      “Baby, weak isn't even in my vocabulary. I'm nothing but man.” Jerking his hips slightly, my eyes are drawn to his groin.

      Snapping my eyes back up, his smile is wider, and his eyes deepen with lust. Swallowing hard, I take in slow breaths, trying to calm the heat in my belly.

      I thought flirting would be fun, I thought flirting would make things more comfortable. It doesn't. Flirting just makes my insides scream with desire and my pussy clench.

      “What time is dinner?” I ask, scratching my nails through my hair and glancing up at the ceiling. I'm trying so hard to not stare at his package, but it's hard as fuck.

      Bolt is steadily watching me, his eyes sharpening as he puffs his chest in victory, as if he won some small battle between us. “Whenever you're ready.” Holding out his arms, he takes a small step closer.

      “I'm ready now,” I say.

      Shaking his head, he tips his chin into his chest and clicks his tongue. “Uh uh, this place has a dress code. I took the liberty of having Yale bring a few things for you in case we needed them. Tonight you need one. Unless you packed a dress in that tiny thing you call a suitcase?”

      “I don't wear dresses.”

      “You do tonight.” Jerking his head, he flips a finger. “I'm starving, so try not to take too long.”

      “Unlike the girls you might be used to, I can be ready in fifteen minutes.”

      Bolt looks down at his watch and says, “Go, you've lost twenty seconds already.”

      “That's not fair, I didn't say start.” Closing the door quickly, I turn around and I'm amazed with how big the bedroom is. This single room is bigger than the entire upstairs at my grandparent's house.

      A king sized bed sits in the middle of the room, with four tall wooden posts reaching for the ceiling. The posts are all etched with intricate designs that spiral up the beam.

      Touching the wood, it's smooth and cold against my fingertips as I stroll around the frame. The blankets feel like silk filled with feathers as my hands move across the surface, and the pillows are stuffed to the brim, ready to explode.

      Slipping my sneakers off, I hold on to the bed and tug off my socks one at a time. My feet sink into the plush carpet, and all I want to do is walk around shuffling my feet so I can feel the fibers tickle between my toes.

      “Eleven minutes left!” he calls out, putting the focus back on what I should be doing, getting ready for dinner.

      Finding the closet, I open the doors and see three dresses hanging there. I snatch the first one, because I don't really care what it looks like, I just don't want to lose this race.

      Tearing off my clothes, I decide to wipe myself down so I don't stink like airplane air. Using a facecloth, I run it under warm water and quickly clean up.

      Stepping into the dress, I pull it up over my hips and slide my arms into the sleeves. The fabric is soft and luckily it's my favorite color—black. It seems like it will fit perfectly. The curves in the skirt wrap my hips tightly, the hem sits just beneath the dip of my ass.

      I was never a dress kind of girl, but this dress is slowly changing my mind.

      Reaching around, I grab the zipper and try to zip it up. It goes about two inches, but then I lose it.

      Damn it.

      Attempting to grab it again, I can't. No matter which way I try, I just can't stretch enough to get a hold of it.

      Come on.

      “One minute left!”

      “That's not fair!” I yell back, spinning in a circle and trying to see the zipper in the mirror.

      It's this damn monstrosity on my hand. Pulling the ring off my finger, I set it on the nightstand and try to reach the zipper again.

      Fail. It doesn’t make a difference, ring or no ring, the zipper was becoming my enemy.

      Bolt lets out a loud laugh as he speaks through the door. “Hey, you said it. This is your challenge.”

      “Yeah, but you want me to wear a dress. I don't normally wear dresses, it's not my thing. I can't get the stupid zipper.”

      “Need some help?”

      “No,” I tell him, pulling on the bottom of the dress and trying to stretch it down in an attempt to reach the little metal tag.

      “Are you sure? Because I don't mind.” His fingertips dance across the door one after the other, tapping it in succession. “To be fair, I won't even count it against you. I'll put minutes back on the clock and everything.”

      “Seriously, this isn't fair. I think you rigged this dress.” Trying to peek behind myself to find the zipper, I drop my arms, and hang my head. I'm not even close. “Okay.” I don’t have a choice, there’s no way in hell I’ll ever be able to reach it, not without turning into a contortionist. And I've never been that flexible.

      I hear the door creak open, but I stay facing the bed, twisting my head just enough to see his shape as he moves through the room in my peripheral vision. “I can't get this fucking thing.”

      “I've got it, no worries.” His finger softly touches my shoulder as he untwists the strap. Adjusting the other strap so both are even, he starts to pull up the zipper. Bolt goes quiet, and I feel the tips of his fingers trace the top of my left shoulder. “You have goosebumps.”

      Looking back at him over my shoulder, there's a look in his eyes. He's staring at me as his fingers explore more of my back, more skin, more exposed pieces of my body.

      They tickle down my spine, moving softly side to side. His thumb finds the dimple just above my ass and draws small circles.

      “Your skin is so soft, it's like velvet.” His hand moves up the center of my back, following the contour of my spine.

      My body starts to tremble, my heart starts to race. Tingles are running through ever muscle, coalescing between my thighs. Licking my lips, I let him touch me, silently giving him permission to keep going.

      I know I shouldn't want this. I know that what we're creating here is fake. But what I feel right now is very real.

      “I like seeing those goosebumps. . .” The tips of his fingers work around my ribs, settling on my belly, and pulling me up straight. “Because they're mine. I made them, no one else.” His hand slides smoothly up my stomach and between my breasts. “Do you like them?”

      I can hear him breathing. It's deep, labored, gritty in a way that makes me shiver and want more. More of his breath on my skin, more against my neck, enough to make me feel full inside and out.

      Nodding, I moan softly as his hand massages my throat, causing my head to roll and my back to arch. “I do, I like them a lot.” My eyes close as my head drops, falling back against his chest.

      His firm muscles cradle my skull as his mouth roams the side of my face and his lips sweep over my cheek. Kisses find my neck, tender and gentle, but with a fierceness that makes my pussy throb.

      My belly clenches as one of his hands runs over my breast and down my ribs, while the other is perched under my chin, holding my head in place.

      This man is touching me like he owns me, as if my body has been his all along and he knows exactly where to go to make me crumble, to make me fall for him, to make me beg for him.

      I’ve suddenly become an instrument, with strings for him to pluck and stroke, finger and play. My body is his to do what he wants. And I’m happy to let him have me.

      Bolt rocks his hips, and for the first time I get a taste of how big his cock actually is. A sliver of fear shoots through me, unsure if I'd be able to take all of him. With one rub of his hard cock against my ass, that fear morphs into desire, a desire that sits in my gut, heating my core.

      Fuck me.

      Grunting in my ear, he squeezes my nipple through the dress and pinches it tight. “Fuck, I've thought about this since the day you walked into my office.”

      “Yeah? You've wanted this?” My hips sway back and forth as I reach my hand up around his neck. Digging my fingers into his hair, I rake his scalp. “You've thought about fucking me?”

      “I've thought about fucking you a million different times, in a million different ways.” His hand palms my mound and squeezes firmly. “I've thought about fucking you until your legs are numb and you can't think straight.” His lips nip my throat. “I've thought about fucking you until you come so hard you lose your mind.” Lips turn to teeth, biting my ear lobe. “Now, I'm not just thinking it, I am going to fuck you.”

      Groaning, his mouth moves across my cheek as his hand turns my face and he kisses me hard, full of power and strength. Fisting my hair, he tugs my head back, allowing him to kiss me deeper.

      Rubbing my ass against his cock, I can feel how turned on he is. Knowing that I’m doing this to him, that it’s me causing his cock to get rock hard, it makes me wet, it makes me want him more.

      “How about you stop talking about it…” Speaking into the kiss, my words are built off nothing but air. “And fuck me already.”

      “Uh, uh, you don't give the orders.” Pressing his palm against my shoulder blade, he bends me over the bed with ease. “I do.” Wild fingers tear at my dress, yanking the skirt up over my ass.

      “Is that right?”

      “That's right, and now I want you to beg, beg me to fuck you.” Bolt slips his finger up the center of my pussy, and my legs give beneath me. His strong arms hold me up, keeping me from dropping to the floor. “You like that.” He sounds pleased with himself, I can hear the smile in his words. “Tell me how badly you want to feel me inside you.” Pushing my panties to the side, his finger slides inside me easily.

      His thumb circles my clit, causing another wave of goosebumps. My muscles quiver, and I moan loudly as I clutch the blanket.

      “I want you in me,” I mutter the words, unable to think straight. I don't feel like myself, I feel crazed, incapable of doing anything until I get what I need.

      Pleasure.

      Release.

      Complete freedom from this ache between my legs.

      I need Bolt.

      His finger dips in and out, faster and faster as he reaches around and grips my tit. “I don't believe you.” Bolt leans forward, turning one finger into two. Curling his fingers in deep, he hits this spot inside my pussy that makes me cry out and my knees buckle.

      Inhaling a jagged breath, I moan loudly as I grind my hips down onto his fingers. “Bolt,” I utter his name, but I'm not sure he hears me.

      His hand moves quickly, and then it's gone. His weight shifts away and I'm left feeling empty, like I woke up from a sexy dream and none of it was real to begin with.

      In a delirious haze, I start to lift my head off the bed, wondering where he went. From over my shoulder, the sound of plastic crinkles in the air, and the tear of a wrapper grabs my attention.

      “Looking for me?” he asks, his voice throaty and raspy. His fingers curl around my hips, digging in tightly. Pressing the tip of his cock against my entrance, he leans forward and whispers into my ear. “One more time, let me hear you beg me to fuck you.”

      “Fuck me, Bolt, fuck me before I lose my damn mind.” Jerking my hips, I force the very tip of his dick inside. “Fuck me.”

      “That's better, now you get your angel's share.” With one firm thrust, Bolt buries his cock up to the base, stretching my walls.

      His cock is huge, hard, and hitting me so deep I can feel him in my lower belly. Dropping my head onto the bed, Bolt presses a hand between my shoulder blades and holds my hips so I can't move.

      Grunts and groans are coming from both of us. It's hard to tell who's making which sound. We're both loud air, muffled groans, soft moans, raspy gasps. My head is buzzing as everything around me goes quiet. All I can hear is my heart pounding in my chest.

      Sweat is beading up on my back, dripping down off my shoulders and soaking into the bed. I can feel the orgasm as it starts to bubble, coiling like thick bands around my belly.

      Digging my nails into the bed, I turn my face and hold my breath. I'm right there, standing at the edge of a cliff, waiting for that little push to go tumbling over.

      The hair on my body prickles as a rush of sparks speed through my muscles. My pussy milks his shaft as I'm swept away by this incredible feeling.

      Bolt gives one hard thrust, holding his hips still and exploding in the condom. I can feel his body tremble as he lays his head on my back and groans. Pulse after pulse, his cock jerks inside me.

      Our breathing is labored as we collapse onto the bed together, both of us trying to catch our breath. My brain is twirling and whirling, unable to find a single word to say.

      “I think we missed dinner,” Bolt finally says, resting his hands on his chest and staring up at the ceiling. “We can order Chinese instead. What do you think, want Chinese?”

      Rolling onto my side to face him, I cover my chest with the loose front of the dress. “I love Chinese, that sounds delicious.”

      Bolt chuckles as he sits up and takes the condom off, dropping it into the garbage beside the bed. “Me too, it's one of my favorites.”

      “Really?”

      “Why do you sound surprised?”

      “I don't know, I guess I just wouldn't expect it with all the fancy suits, first class airplane tickets…” Picking up the ring off the table, I roll it between my fingers. “Expensive ring.”

      “There's a lot of things you don't know about me, Starla Bishop.”

      “Tell me then, tell me something about Bolt Sheckler that I don't know.”

      It’s time to learn about my fiancé…
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      What the hell happened last night?

      The question plays over and over in my head as flashes of us together keep bursting like fireworks in my brain. His hands running over my body, his hard chest pressed against my back, his lips on my neck and mouth.

      All of it, down to the feel of his cock as it slid inside me, is fresh in my mind, it's right there, and I'm getting wet just thinking about it. Rubbing my thighs together, I'm tempted to touch myself, but I don't, and for a good reason.

      Glancing to my right, Bolt is still asleep, oblivious to the shit that's running through my head. I didn't regret how our night ended, not at all. It was incredible, it was amazing, it was everything it shouldn't be—Because this isn't real!

      But I liked it…maybe a little too much.

      My heart beats hard for him. My chest feels tight and tingles run up and down my body from just the way he looks at me. The slightest touch of his skin on mine is enough to cause an explosion of butterflies in my stomach.

      What I'm feeling isn't fake. What I feel inside my heart isn't made up or pretend. It's real; real feelings, real emotions, real connection.

      But what about him? Does he feel something too? Or is this just convenient sex for him?

      I don’t want to think that Bolt could just be going through the motions, and that this is nothing more than casual sex.

      That's what this is, so stop analyzing it!

      Rolling onto my side, I’m afraid to look at him, afraid to see his eyes when he wakes up. There’s a fear that I'll see something else, something different than I saw last night. The spark might be gone, the color dull and lackluster, regret written all over his face.

      I don’t want to be the mistake girl.

      The red digits on the clock say it's six in the morning, far too early to be thinking about this shit. I’m over thinking it, and I know it.

      Forget it already and go back to bed.

      Closing my eyes, I try to fall back asleep. It's useless. I toss and turn for the next half hour, thinking about what happened between us, and how much I loved and hated it all in the same breath.

      If this is just a little weekend fling, and I can’t ignore what’s stewing in my gut, then going back to what we were before will be difficult.

      I was never the type of girl to just go out and have sex with someone for fun. I am, however, always the perfect guy friend. I’m the girl there for advice about a date, or about an issue with a girlfriend.

      I’m the girl stuck forever in the friend zone.

      The few boyfriends I've had over the years always ended one way or another. We either didn't click at all, or we clicked too well and were better off as friends.

      The tips of Bolt's fingers trace the side of my face, yanking me out of my head. “Morning, beautiful,” he whispers into my ear as he moves his hand down my jaw and over my chest. Wrapping my stomach, he pulls me in closer. “How'd you sleep?”

      Twisting onto my back, his arm slides down to my waist, and he's pressing us tightly together. Resting my hands on my chest, I'm not sure how I should respond to this morning snuggle. Should I snuggle back? Does he expect me to curl up into him?

      You're thinking too much about it!

      Don't make it weird!

      Just act casual, feel it out.

      “I slept well. This bed is insanely comfortable.”

      “Right,” he says, releasing me to stretch his arms high above his head and his legs out straight, pointing his toes. “I need one of these beds.”

      The blanket slips across his body, exposing his firm chest and chiseled abs. Moving my eyes down his bare skin, I'm tempted to trace the thick black lines of a tattoo on his ribs with my finger.

      It's a gorgeous piece of work, with long sweeping ink that wraps his ribs and follows the contours of his muscles. Pops of color are intertwined, making up the scales of a dragon. Sharp edges appear to cage the beast inside, seeming to keep him from exploding out of his torso.

      “What's this mean?” I ask, softly following one of the lines. His skin is warm and smooth. My thighs clench as the heat off his body glides through me like liquid fire, and there's nothing I can do to stop it.

      Bolt tenses as I touch him, causing his abs to ripple like an iron chest plate. Looking down at his side, he smiles. “That tickled a little.” Rubbing his ribs, he shifts. “It's a symbol of power. I want to always be reminded of what I'm capable of, of where I've been, and how far I've come.”

      “What you're capable of, where you've been. What does that mean?” Nuzzling my head into the crook of his neck, I lay my hand on his chest and play with a small patch of hair. “I can't imagine you've ever had trouble getting what you want.”

      “Oh, I always get what I want.” His finger and thumb grip my chin, tipping my head up so he can look into my eyes. “You're going to learn that. But, I've worked hard to make my name in the family business. I've made mistakes, and I've also made big strides. I never want to forget either.” Kissing my forehead, he places another kiss on the tip of my nose. “You know what I want right now?” he asks, running a single finger across the curve of my jaw.

      “What?” I ask, feeling my heart kick as his hand slips into my hair, coiling in deep.

      “I want a taste.” Bolt licks his lips as he presses me onto my back. His mouth twists up into a naughty grin, sending chills down my spine. “I'm hungry for pussy.”

      Climbing between my legs, he starts to crawl down, setting his palms on my knees to spread my thighs wider. His eyes are locked on my pussy as he pulls my panties to the side and blows cool air across my lips.

      “Fuck, that's nice,” he says, biting his bottom lip. The tip of his thumb slips up my slit, causing my inner thighs to shake. “Nervous?” Bolt snaps his eyes up, and I watch as the bright green deepens like a shadow spreading over a pond. “Don't be, you're going to love my tongue on you.”

      “Is that right?”

      Nodding, he digs his fingers into my panties and tugs them down my hips. Lifting my ass, I help wriggle myself free. I feel exposed, more exposed than I ever have before. And it isn’t that I’m laying naked in bed with my boss. It isn’t because he fucked my brains out the night before and now I can’t get enough of his cock.

      It's because I’m falling for this man and I know I shouldn't be.

      You should stop this now before you get hurt. It's not too late to turn back.

      He's using you! None of this is real!

      Ignoring the rational voice inside my head that’s screaming at me to use my fucking brain, I rake my fingers through his hair instead as his eyes dance around my pussy, telling that voice to get bent.

      Bolt looks hungry, his smile crooked as he bites his bottom lip and takes a big breath. “Fuck, you smell sweet. I love it, I love your scent. It's so fucking sexy.” Palming his dick, he rolls his hips and squeezes.

      My cheeks blush, I feel the crimson as it seeps up and over my cheekbones. “Is that right?” I ask, my voice coy.

      “That's right, I don't lie.” Blowing on my pussy again, my back arches hard and my nails drive deeper into the mattress. “You're not going anywhere,” he says with a pleased grin on his face. Sliding his hands under my ass, he grips me firmly in his palms so I can't move. “I need this sweet pussy right here.”

      I feel the warmth of his tongue first as he runs it up my center and flicks my throbbing clit. Moaning, my head falls back on the bed and my eyes snap shut. Sucking my clit, his tongue runs up and down, swirling and tasting over and over, never letting up.

      My pussy is dripping, soaking his chin as he flattens his tongue against my lips and drinks my juices. “Damn, you taste so fucking good” he says as his face is buried between my legs.

      “Holy shit.” Tearing at the blanket, I let go and grab his hair with an intensity to match. A delirious haze sweeps up my body, making my legs clench around his head.

      Bolt is eating me out, slurping up my flavor while he watches me bend and quake, unable to control the way my muscles twitch and my back jerks off the bed.

      Pushing my pussy into his face, I rub my clit up and down against his tongue as he slips a hand up over my belly. I can feel his eyes as they devour me, and it feels like they're enjoying this more than his mouth.

      “You like that?” Nodding, I can't speak anymore because I'm so close to coming that all I can focus on is that feeling bubbling in my veins. “You're almost there, I can see it.”

      His hand moves smoothly up my stomach, over my breast and into the mattress. Bolt tears his lips from my swelling clit, and I suddenly feel lost.

      The feeling of pleasure is weakening as the orgasm starts to fade. I want more, I need more, he can't leave me like this.

      Every inch of my body is trembling, ready for that little shove to the other side. I'm craving it more than air right now, it's all I care about. The world could be exploding outside, and I wouldn't even hear the blast. All I’m focused on is where the hell his mouth has gone.

      “Wh—why'd you stop?” I ask, pushing the hair away from my face so I can see him.

      Bolt growls as he pushes himself onto his knees. His cock is rock hard, standing up straight as he holds the base and rolls a condom down his length.

      I didn't even hear him open the package. His dick is engorged, and it looks angry, like it wants to tear through the thin sheath.

      Sucking in a gulp of air, I hold my breath as his eyes send another rush of heat over my body. “Because I want to make you come with my cock.” Gripping his dick, he looks over at the nightstand. “Put the ring on for me.”

      “The ring, why?”

      “Because I want to fuck my wife.” A wide grin spreads across his face as he winks. Slipping the ring on my finger, Bolt lets out a low, throaty growl as he lowers himself down and pushes his thick shaft slowly inside me.

      Having the ring on shouldn't make this better. It should make me want to crawl out from under him and run away, except it doesn't. With the ring on my finger, my senses peak. The pleasure, the desire, the intensity, all of it curls up like fingers inside me, making me want more.

      A wave of goosebumps surge across my skin as his dick spreads my walls and my pussy clenches around him. Kissing my neck, Bolt starts to move his hips, pulling out and pushing back in.

      He's moving so slow my body is craving him, trying to rock against his thrust. I want to come, I want to feel him come, I want to jump out of this plane and let the wind catch me as I fall.

      “Fuck, you're so wet.” His teeth nibble my throat as his hips start to move faster and harder.

      Wrapping my legs around his waist, I scratch my nails down his back. “You make me wet.” Moaning, I bury my face into his chest. “Fuck me, Bolt, fuck me.”

      He hears my pleas, pistoning his hips like an engine going full blast. Our bodies are hot, sweat is dripping from his chest onto mine and running down onto the bed. His balls are slapping against my ass as he drives himself in deeper than anything I have ever felt before.

      “I'm coming, fuck, I'm coming.” The words spill from my mouth on gasps as I try to breathe the hot air around us. “Mmm,” groaning, I press my forehead against his chest as he clutches the back of my neck and holds me firmly in place.

      Bolt thrusts harder, his grunts growing louder and more unhinged as his muscles tighten. Stilling above me, he's buried deep inside my pussy, all the way to the base.

      His cock throbs as my pussy milks his shaft. I can feel him through the condom, the way his cum is hot as it fills the tip, the way his dick is pulsing.

      Rolling off me and onto his back, Bolt chuckles. “Now that was a good breakfast.”

      “The breakfast of champions,” I say with a giggle. “How often do you have breakfast like that?” I'm probing him, I know. But I can't hide that I'm curious about his history, about where this type of thing fits into his life.

      “I'd be happy if I could eat like that every day.” Smirking, he pushes himself up and pulls the condom off. Tying it up, he stands and walks naked to the bathroom.

      My eyes follow him as he moves proudly through the room. I'm in awe as his perfect body is more of a piece of art than a living creature. His ass flexes as he walks, the muscles in his back twist and contort. His cock dangles by his inner thighs, still partially hard, but just as thick.

      His skin is glistening, and all I can think about is running my tongue over each dip and curve, tasting his salty flavor.

      Bolt disappears into the bathroom and the sound of water ripples through the air. “Is there something else you want to ask me?” Coming to stand in the doorway, he's drying his hands on a hand towel. “Because we don't have to do this dance, you can just ask.”

      “What do you mean?” I know it’s a stupid question, but I feel cornered. He can see right through me, he knows what I’m getting at. I just don’t want him to know I’m digging for answers.

      His past is none of my damn business. Neither is his present or his future, because all we have is an arrangement. Period.

      Arching his brows, Bolt strolls back into the bedroom, the muscles in his legs popping with each step. My eyes run up and down his body, unable to look away. He’s a god, a god that has somehow gotten lost and ended up here with me.

      Tilting his head into his shoulders, his pupils turn to pinpricks. “Starla, just ask.”

      “No, no,” I say, waving my hand to brush the entire thing away. “It's none of my business, forget it. It's a stupid question, I shouldn't ask you something like that.”

      “You have every right to ask. So, go on, ask me. I'm telling you to.”

      Swallowing hard, my eyes flick away so I can take a breath and catch my bearings. It's hard to get any of the correct words in my brain with a naked Bolt Sheckler two feet away.

      Finding the courage to be upfront and not dance around it, I force my voice to steady. “Have you been with a lot of women?” A sense of relief washes over me as the words leave my mouth.

      It's an important question. We did just have sex, and if we plan on doing this fake bride thing for a few more months, I'd like to know. I don't need a precise number, I just need to know how often we might run into an ex on the street.

      Nothing is worse than being out with some guy and running into their ex. It's awkward and uncomfortable, and you can usually see whatever it is the girl is still feeling in her eyes.

      Hate.

      Love.

      Bitterness.

      Rage.

      Jealousy.

      And somehow it's your fault. Not the guy, but you, the new girlfriend.

      “Let me just say this,” Bolt takes a naked seat beside me, so I grip the sheet and wrap it around my chest. I have no idea what he's going to say. At least having the sheet gives me some sort of cover in case I have to make a run for it. “Who we are now, is not who we were ten years ago, a year ago—shit—we're not even the same as we were a month or even a day ago. People change. I'm not the same man I was before. Who I am today, is because I'm deciding to be that person, no one is making me be him. I hate when people only see one person and they can never let the old version go. It just keeps us all in the past, and it's not always a good place to be.”

      His massive hand settles on my thigh and gives me a reassuring squeeze. I smile up at him, not sure how I want to handle his answer.

      I know he's right. People change, and no one should be judged off who they once were. I just don’t know him well enough to call bullshit or not on what he’s feeding me.

      I want to believe him. The look in his eyes is begging me to listen to this man and not the man I might have heard about.

      But a player doesn't get his name from being honest. A player gets his name from telling girls what they want to hear to get them into bed.

      Tightening the sheet around my chest, I angle my head. “I guess we'll just have to see about that.”

      “You don't believe me?” he asks, his tone almost offended.

      “Bolt, I'm pretending to be your wife, we're going to have a fake marriage, a fake relationship, a fake everything. Nothing about this—or us—is real. So, you tell me, how the hell can I believe anything, when we're both currently living a lie?”

      Thinning his lips, Bolt nods his head. “That's what actions are for.” Lifting my hand, he kisses the ring on my knuckle as he tangles our fingers together. “How about we go get a real breakfast now?”

      The issue of past or present, of who we are and who we aren't, it doesn’t mean a damn thing.

      I’m not his to keep.

      And he isn’t mine.

      I can only wish the feelings flowing through me will vanish soon, otherwise, this whole arrangement is going to suck.
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      “Lunch date today?” I ask, leaning over the bar and touching her cheek.

      There is something about this woman that drives me crazy. Maybe it's the fact that what we're doing is completely wrong. Maybe it's the feeling of being bad that's making this feel so good. We’re lying to everyone, and we’re doing a damn good job of it too.

      But there’s something I can’t ignore or deny, being with her makes me—happy. That’s the best word I can use to explain this feeling clawing its way through my gut.

      We've spent every moment together since our weekend away. Starla has basically moved into my condo, she's there every night, and it doesn't even bother me. Before her, every woman was a one night stand, shit, sometimes it only lasted a few hours before I was walking her to the door and telling her we'd talk soon. When we were done, we were done. That was it.

      With Starla it's different. We eat breakfast together, lunch together, dinner together. We spend the weekends watching movies and getting take-out or delivery because we don't want to leave the bed.

      And the sex. . . Fuck, the sex has been incredible.  I'm starting to forget what my life was like before her. I almost don't even want to remember.

      Almost.

      “I'd love to,” she says, her voice sweet and soft. “But I'm not sure I'll have time. I have to restock these shelves and make sure next week's orders are set to go out. Then there's the aging barrels, I need to check the dates against the records.” Standing with her hands on her hips, she tilts her head as she looks down at the case filled with fresh liquor. “Plus, I'm supposed to go see Jim in the blend room, he said I could watch him in action.”

      She has this look of excitement on her face, and the way her eyes twinkle makes my cock jerk and my balls draw up tight. Damn, she's so fucking beautiful.

      I could stare at her all damn day and never get bored. A few days, I actually have. She doesn’t know, but I spend most of my day watching her as she pokes around the distillery and focuses on her job.

      “Jim, shit, that guy's been here since my dad was a kid. Be careful with him, he might bore you to death with his snail like pace.” Moving my hand as slow as molasses, I attempt to reach a cocktail napkin on the bar.

      Starla giggles and swats my arm away. “Stop, he's a genius, slow pace and all.”

      “I'm way more exciting. Why don't we blend something together, maybe your body meets my body?” Smirking, I bounce my brows.

      “Is that supposed to turn me on?” Her lips are pursed as she tries not to smile. But she wants to smile, I can see the corner of her lip twitch. “You expect me to drop my panties right here with your smooth words?”

      “That wouldn't be a bad thing.” Flashing an even bigger grin, I bite my bottom lip.

      “Not happening,” she says with a chuckle.

      Tipping my head, I pout. “Fine. I guess I'll just make you have lunch with me. I am your boss after all.”

      “Is that right?” Angling her head, she pushes herself up on the edge of the bar, bringing her nose to mine. “You're going to make me?”

      Her eyes spark seductively as she uses her forearms to push up her tits. I'm ready to fuck her right here. Tear off her clothes, splay her body on the bar like the goddess she is, and fuck her until she screams my name.

      Running her finger up my arm, the ring twinkles under the lights and I smile. “I love seeing that on you, you wear it beautifully.”

      Her lips curl softly as she dips her head and looks down at her hand. Holding out her hand, she keeps her eyes on the ring. “I do like the way it feels on me, I can't lie about that.”

      Walking around the bar, Starla turns to face me, and I pin her where she stands. “You look so damn sexy with it on. I want to see you in this ring and nothing else.” Cupping her cheek, I hold her face, running my thumb across her bottom lip.

      She bites her lip and bats her lashes. “Mm, I like how that sounds.” Her smile warms my stomach. It's bright, it's playful, and it would look perfect wrapped around my cock.

      Tugging her closer, I bite her bottom lip and pluck it with my teeth. “I can't get enough of you.” Kissing her, my hand sweeps across the back of her neck and into her hair.

      My cock is hard, pushing angrily against my pants. Slipping my leg between hers, I push my dick into her thigh. Tugging her head back, I lick her throat. “Fuck, the things you do to me.”

      Starla lets out a coo as she rolls her head in my hand. “We shouldn't do this here. If your father shows up—”

      “Don't worry about him.” I whisper into her ear, making sure my lips graze the shell.

      My father is too busy right now drinking martinis on the beach in Hawaii to care about what's happening here. He's been there for weeks, taking advantage of the fact that he can come and go as he pleases with me here to run shit. He isn't coming back until after the reunion. Owning the company has it's perks.

      “But what if—”

      “My father isn't in charge anymore—I am.” My mouth finds hers and kisses her hard and deep. I suck in her air, filling her with the oxygen from my lungs.

      She tastes fucking amazing, and all I want to do is spend the rest of the day with my lips on her body and my cock in her pussy.

      The pads of my fingers slip up her shirt and find her tit, squeezing hard. Her body falls forward against my chest, relaxing into my hands. Gripping her roots, I tug her head back harder.

      On reflex, her legs spread wide like Moses parting the Red Sea. My hands are the fuse that light her flame, making me only want her more. There's power in my touch, a power that makes her body tremble and her knees weak.

      She's at my mercy. And I fucking love it.

      Starla leans into the kiss, her tongue wrapping mine, twisting and moving. Her hands move down my ribs, running across my belt and down the zipper. My cock throbs, eager for her to touch it, stroke it, give it any kind of attention.

      Her finger and thumb grip my swollen head through the outside of my pants and pinch it lightly. “Someone is excited.” Her words buzz over my mouth as she speaks, causing a tingly sensation on my skin.

      Growling, I lift her easily, setting her on the bar. “Someone can't wait until tonight.” Stepping between her legs, I spread her thighs as wide as they can go. “Someone wants it now.”

      The door beside the bar pops open and Gina barges in. Stopping in her tracks, her eyes dart between us. “Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't realize this was your bedroom now.”

      Starla drops down from the bar, wiping her palms down her hair to straighten it out.

      Taking a step back, I run my hand over my jaw and cock my head annoyed. “Did you need something, Gina?” I ask.

      “Um, nope, just here doing my job.” She's being an ass, it's written all over her face and in the tone of her voice. “These shot glasses won't put themselves away.” Her smile is fake as shit and I have the urge to tell her to get lost.

      I let it go, because she isn't worth my trouble. But if she keeps up with these shitty little comments, we're going to have an issue. I won't stand for her being so abrasive with me. I’m the owner's son, and one day soon, I'll own the entire fucking building and everything in it. She needs to show me the respect I deserve.

      “And your check won't sign itself either if you don't watch that attitude.” Gina's back snaps straight, her mouth ready to spew some HR bullshit that I don't give two shits about hearing. I ignore her, not letting her talk as I turn my back on her and take Starla's face in my hands. Giving her a kiss, I tell her, “I have a few things to do, then we're grabbing lunch, sound good?”

      “Yeah, sure, we can do that. I'll just meet up with James tomorrow.” Her smile is weak. Tension fills the air as Gina watches us from the corner of her eyes.

      I know the other girls aren't happy about my relationship with Starla. Gina is probably more pissed than Valerie, but that's only because she's been trying to fuck me for over a year.

      And I won't. I never will.

      Giving Starla a deep, long, passionate kiss, I can feel Gina's stare trying to set us on fire. I don't care, I ignore her jealousy and kiss the woman I'm calling my wife. Pulling away, Starla's arms drop to her sides, and she has this dizzy look on her face.

      “That was nice,” she says, reaching up to touch her lips.

      “That's just the beginning.” Adjusting my jacket, I flip the collar and pull on my sleeve. “Just you wait until I get you home tonight.”

      Blushing, Starla takes a small piece of her hair and starts to twist it into a tight spiral. “You have it all planned out already, huh?”

      “I don't need to plan it. You make it easy to know what I want.”

      Gina scoffs, dropping the crate of shot glasses on the bar and storming off.

      Starla curls her arms around her ribs and shrugs. “It seems being your wife gets me more than just free lunch and good sex.”

      “Has she been bothering you?” It suddenly hits me that maybe these girls have been more than just bitter with me. Maybe they're doing or saying things to her that they shouldn't be.

      I hadn't thought about that at all. I was fine with them giving me dirty looks and snotty comments. But I’m not going to stand by and let them treat Starla like an outcast.

      There isn’t going to be any mean girl shit here, not a chance in hell. Pushing her out or making her feel like she doesn't belong isn’t okay in my book.

      I'm calling her my wife, and real or not, my employees need to respect her regardless.

      “No, it's fine, it's not the girls I'm worried about.” Her eyes flicker with something, a worry, a fear, a concern. I just can't tell what it is.

      “What does that mean? What are you worried about?”

      Snapping her gaze to the floor, she slowly looks back up at me. “Nothing, it's nothing. Forget it.” Waving her hand, she runs her fingers through her hair and pulls it back against her scalp. “I'm going to finish up this stuff, and when you're ready to go, come get me.” Smiling, she grabs a bottle from under the bar and checks it against her list.

      I don't like that she doesn't give me an actual answer. I'm not a man who plays guessing games. I like clean and cut, I like straight forward and to the point. I've always thought that was the generous thing to do, even if it isn’t good news.

      But seeing that look in her eyes has me worried. This, what we have, it's such a simple arrangement. There's no reason for her to worry herself sick about a damn thing.

      I'll keep her safe. I'll protect her.

      And she'll get everything I promised her.

      The desire to whisk her away and make her happy storms through my brain. I want to fix her, I want to fix everything in her life for her.

      You will, in the end her life will be better than it was. The second my father sees her, he'll cast her away. . . The thought makes me cringe, so I push it down and focus on us right now.

      “I don't want you to worry about anything. If you're worried about anyone finding out about us, don't. No one knows, and Yale won't say shit.”

      A thin smile slips reluctantly across her lips. “Don't worry about it, it's not a big deal. I'll see you at lunch.” Kissing me quickly, she goes back to her bottles.

      I'm not sure what it is that's bothering her, but I don't like it. Seeing her upset doesn't sit well with me. I want real smiles.

      This isn't a forever thing, who cares if she smiles?

      It’s hard for me to understand why I care so much about this girl. I keep having to remind myself that she isn't really my girl, she's not my wife, she's not mine at all.

      But it feels like she is.

      It doesn't take me too long to get my shit done. I'm back at the bar in record time, ready to take her out.

      “You all set?” I ask, tapping the bar-top with my knuckles.

      “One sec.” Popping her head up from under the bar, she dives back down for a few more seconds. “Done and ready.” Wiping her hands in front of her chest, she walks around the front and curls her arms around me. “Can I pick the place today?”

      “Absolutely.” Hugging her back, I rest my face on the top of her head. “Where do you want to go? Capriolli's? Black Satin?”

      “I've got a place in mind. I'll drive, you've never been there before.”

      “How do you know I haven't been? Maybe I have been there.”

      “Trust me, you haven't.”

      “Alright, you drive.” Taking my keys from my back pocket, I hold them in front of her face. “Here, she's all yours.”

      “Let's take my car, I'm more comfortable driving that.” Her nose crinkles as she pushes my hand with the keys away. “Besides, your car is terrible on gas.” Her smile is crooked and playful as she takes her purse out from under the bar.

      Wrapping my arm around her neck, I kiss the side of her face. “Alright, I don't care how we get there as long as we get there soon, I'm starving.” Brushing her hair with my fingers, I start placing kisses down her neck. “And not just for food.” Growling, I nip at her ear lobe and pluck it sharply.

      Starla giggles and snuggles deeper into my arm, tilting her head and making room for my mouth. “Oh really?”

      Gina pops back into the room, her jaw dropping to the floor. “My God, have you both lost your mind?” Snapping her hand to her hip, she snarls, “Bolt, your father would kill you if he saw this—”

      “My father isn't here, is he?” Taking a firm step forward, I'm about to give her an earful, but Starla reaches out and touches my arm.

      “She's not worth it, Bolt. Don't let her get you to do something you'll regret.” Shaking her head, she put herself in front of me. “She's no one, she's going nowhere, and she knows it.”

      “Is that right?” Gina's lip curls with an evil smirk as she widens her stance and balls her fists at her sides. “You think you're better than me because you're fucking the boss?”

      “No, I was better than you before this, but I think I'm better than you now because I married the boss.” Holding up her hand, she flashes the giant rock on her finger. “I'm only still doing this low level shit because I like to earn what I have. Something you're probably not used to.”

      Starla lets her eyes travel over Gina and her clothes, pointing out her expensive Cucinelli sweater and Dolce and Gabbana heels.

      “Just because you let him in your pants, doesn't mean shit. You have no power here.” Gina smiles as if she's just handed Starla her own ass. “It seems to me like working for what you got means spreading wide and giving him what he wants. It must be nice to not have respect for yourself.”

      “Bolt, Honey,” Starla whispers with a sexy little twist. “Let's go get lunch, maybe we can bring Gina back some leftovers, we don't want her to get jealous now.”

      Gina veers her stare, and I can see the hate in her eyes. “You little—”

      “Uh,” I say swiftly, holding up my hand. “I wouldn't finish that sentence if I were you. I'd hate to have to write you up for threatening our intern.”

      “This is crazy, Bolt, she's taking advantage of you.” Throwing out her arm, Gina slices the air in half. “She's just using you. Can't you see it?”

      Is that what you think?

      A smug grin splits my lips. I'm tempted to tell her the truth, that I'm actually using Starla, she's not using me. I say nothing, because Starla was right when she said Gina isn't worth my time.

      But I can't stop myself from making one point to her, reminding her who she's talking to. “It's Mr. Sheckler, don't forget that.”

      Taking Starla's hand, I lead us out. I know she’s been holding that in, and probably wanted to say that shit to Gina since her first day here.

      The other girls are treating her like she’s done something wrong. What everyone in the distillery doesn't know is how she was picked from a stack of papers, run through a series of horrible questions, and offered the unthinkable.

      My convenient wife.

      But in reality, I was Starla's out, and she was mine. It worked for both of us.

      Climbing into Starla's old, green, two door coupe, I find myself sitting with my knees in my chest.

      “Are you sure you don't want to take my car?” Trying to adjust myself, my calves keep bumping the bottom of the dashboard. I barely fit in the seat.

      Sticking the key in the ignition, Starla lets out a laugh. “As cute as you look like that, there is a lever on the side that moves you back.”

      Feeling the base of the seat, I find the lever and pull it up. The seat slides back quickly, causing me to let out a sigh of relief when my legs can stretch out. “There we go, that's better.”

      “Look at that, you're learning how us common folk live with cars that don't respond to voice commands.”

      “Ha ha, very funny, but my car doesn't talk.” Pulling the seat belt over my chest, I buckle it in. “Where exactly are you taking me anyway?” I ask, unsure what she has in mind for lunch.

      “A place.” Pulling out of the parking lot, we drive up Main street and hop on the highway. “I hope you like good old fashioned southern food.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Good, then you should love this place.”

      We drive for a bit, chatting about our childhoods, our family life, our friends. Everything between us is so different. Starla went to public high school, I went to private. Starla had to work and save her money for her first car, I was given one when I turned sixteen—brand new, right off the showroom floor.

      She had used everything, from clothes to shoes, even her phone was bought second hand. I was used to having shit before they even landed on the shelves. The newest smart phone, the newest BMW, if it was new, I had it.

      We’re polar opposites.

      And yet we fit together like two puzzle pieces.

      We both love Alfred Hitchcock movies, we both love cheap Chinese food, we both love dogs, and have even been to the same concert before we met. I actually sat three rows in front of her.

      Our paths have crossed through the years, but it took this to bring us together.

      The big city buildings start to thin as we cruise down the highway. Her steering wheel shakes violently and she has to hold it with two hands.

      “Is something wrong? Your engine isn't going to blow up on us is it?”

      “What?” she asks confused, until she sees my eyes on the wheel. “Oh, no, it's fine. I need an alignment, that's all.”

      “Are you sure that's all?”

      “Alright, there might be some mud in my rims too.”

      “What? How did you get mud in your rims?”

      “I got stuck in a ditch the other night on my way to your place after a deer ran out in front of me.”

      “Oh my God, why didn't you tell me?”

      “I don't know, nothing happened, I was fine. But my front wheels sank into the mud and it took a little bit to get out. I'm sure they're caked up right now.”

      “You should have called me, I would have come and helped you.”

      Starla tips her head and smiles with thin lips. “I know you would have, but I'm not helpless, Bolt. The girls you're used to might be afraid to get dirty for fear of breaking a nail, I'm not. I do things on my own and only ask for help if I need to. That's how I was raised.”

      Her ability to handle shit, to not crumble under pressure, that shit is fucking hot. I love that I don’t need to hold her hand, that she’s able to take charge and figure it out on her own.

      Nothing is sexier than an independent woman.

      Pulling off the highway, she drives us into a suburb of the city. The homes are small, a lot smaller than what I'm used to. They have faded paint, crooked shutters, and shingles missing from the roofs.

      There are giant cracks in the sidewalks, some are even missing entire sections as they crumbled and dissolved back into dirt. The grass on the lawns are patchy and brown, and I can tell we're not in my neighborhood anymore.

      “Where are we?”

      Smiling, she doesn't give me answer, instead she takes a few more turns and pulls into a driveway of a boxy ranch home. The vinyl siding is covered in green moss, there's a crack in the front window, and the screen door is missing its screen.

      Shutting off the car, she grabs her purse and starts to climb out.

      “Wait, you haven't answered me yet. Where are we?”

      “I thought you did your research on me, Bolt Sheckler, obviously I was wrong.” Nodding her head, she starts up the broken pathway. “Come on.”

      Opening my door, I place one foot on the pavement and climb out slowly. Following behind her, she keeps looking back at me and smiling. I can't tell if she's nervous or excited, but it seems like she could be both.

      She's biting on her cheeks as she smirks, and her brows are arched high. There's a stiffness to her steps and an exaggeration to her expression that makes me think she's a tiny bit nervous.

      Starla pulls the screen door open and I stop behind her, expecting her to knock. She doesn't, she just opens the front door and walks right in. “Hello? Where is everyone?” she calls out into the empty room.

      Stepping inside, I'm immediately struck by the scent of apples and maple syrup. The house feels warm, like the oven’s been on all day baking pies.

      Looking around, the walls are covered in wood paneling, making it a lot darker inside than it should be. The rug is a shaggy blend of orange and brown, with a pop of green sprouting here and there.

      There are pictures sitting on top of a mantel that grab my attention. Taking a long step to the side, the pictures are all of Starla, ranging from childhood into her high school years.

      “Awe, look at you. Weren't you a cute little thing.” Pointing at one where she couldn't have been more than five or six years old, I chuckle. She looks adorable.

      Starla is sitting super tall, her back pin straight as she smiles from ear to ear like she just won a year’s worth of cookies. She has thick bangs that go all the way back to the center of her scalp, and big gawky fake pearls wrapped around her neck.

      “Go on, laugh now. But I bet yours are no better.”

      “You'll never see mine.”

      “I showed you mine, I think that means you have to show me yours.” Flashing her teeth, her tongue runs across her upper lip as she grins.

      A small woman pokes her head out from a doorway and squints her eyes as she smiles. “Starla, honey, you're home earlier than usual.”

      Home? She brought me to her home?

      This is where she lives. . .

      It’s a bit of a culture shock for me. Not that I’m aware that not everyone lives the way I do, I know most people don't have the luxury. But it isn’t something I’ve had thrown in my face on daily basis.

      This is her home. Starla grew up in a three bedroom ranch, with a yard half the size of my garage, and rugs that probably haven't been changed since the seventies. The ceiling is peeling in areas, the paneling bowed out like it’s fat and full.

      That's when it all makes sense. Driving her car here, the light nerves on her face and anxiousness in her voice. I finally understand, she was bringing me home.

      “I know, Gram, I brought someone I want you to meet.” Taking me by the hand, she starts to pull me toward her grandmother, giving me a little shove forward. “This is Bolt, he's the man I told you about.”

      The woman steps into the room, wiping her hands on a towel, then stuffing it into her apron. “So, you're the man who's taking up all of my granddaughter's time?” Eyeing me, she isn’t shy about looking me over. “It's so nice to finally meet you.”

      There's music playing in the background somewhere. It's muffled, and I can't make out the words, but I can hear the deep beat through the walls.

      “It's nice to meet you too, Ma'am.”

      “Please, call me Virginia.” Resting the back of her palms on her hips, her eyes keep scanning over me. “You're a little shorter than I expected. Starla made you sound like you were seven feet tall.”

      “Gram!” she chirps, burying her eyes in her hands and groaning. “I can't, I just can't.”

      “Hardly,” I say, chuckling and shaking my head. “I'm six foot two.

      “Mm, her granddaddy used to claim he was six foot four, but I reckon you have him beat, seeing as how us old folk tend to shrink.” Her laugh is hearty and deep as she holds her belly and shakes her head. “You two hungry? I've got plenty for ya if you can eat.”

      “That would be awesome, Gram, thank you. I want Bolt to meet Grandpa. Is he in the back?”

      “He is, go on now, I'll have lunch ready for you in a bit.” Starting down a hall, Virginia barks, “Bolt, you like dirty lemonade?”

      Furrowing my brows, I glance at Starla curiously. She's smirking and shaking her head yes, so I figure screw it, why not?

      “I've never had it, but I'll definitely try it.”

      “Good, I like you already,” her grandmother says as she disappears back into the kitchen.

      Wrapping my hands around Starla's shoulders, I lean forward and whisper in her ear. “I love dirty little things.”

      Her hand sweeps up around my neck as she tips her head back and kisses me under my chin. “Naughty, I love naughty. Just you wait until later.” Her fingers trickle down the back of my neck so softly I almost miss them.

      The music is getting louder and louder and I can finally make out a man's voice as he sings his sorrows out of his chest. The emotions are so strong I can feel them in his words, in the strum of the guitar and the beat of the drums.

      Starla's body starts to move as we approach a door, her hips are swaying, her head is rolling side to side, and her arms are bouncing in the air. “I love this song.”

      Gripping the handle, she turns it and throws it open, then dances herself inside. “Grandpa!” she yells out as her arms lift higher and her shoulders join the rhythmic dance.

      His mouth spreads into an easy smile as he points a remote at the radio and turns it down. “Sweetheart, I didn't expect you so soon.”

      He's sitting in a recliner, with a record sleeve resting on his lap open to the lyrics. My eyes scan the walls and I'm in awe. This room is amazing.

      Posters cover the walls, literally everywhere. All of them are of bands, some in black and white, some in color. There are shelves on top of shelves, on top of shelves, filled with records.

      “And who's this?” her grandfather asks, pushing himself out of his chair easily. Holding out his hand, I take it and he shakes it firmly, his grip much stronger than I anticipated. I shake his back, with equal pressure. “Roy, Roy Nolan. You got a good handshake, son, very good.”

      “Bolt, Bolt Sheckler, and thank you, Sir.”

      “Roy, just call me, Roy. Sir makes me feel old.”

      “You are old, Grandpa.” Starla gives him a wink. “At least that's what you say every time Grandma has a car issue or something.”

      “And that's the truth, I'm too old for that crap. Crawling on the ground, under cars, in the dirt. . .” His voice fades as he shakes his head. “That's what those damn auto clubs are for.”

      Starla rolls her eyes, letting them come back to me. “He likes to barricade himself in this room and pretend he can't do the things he used to. I think he's full of it.”

      “I would too if I had a room like this.”

      “Ah, see, he gets it.” Shaking his finger, he walks to one of his shelves and pulls off a record. “I like you already. Why don't you have a seat.” Tipping his head toward a ratty, old leather recliner, he sits the record on the player by the shelves.

      Giving me a nudge, Starla's lips curl at the corners. “Grandpa is a famous roadie. He's spent an entire lifetime traveling with bands and getting to meet some really awesome people.”

      “Oh yeah, like who?” I ask.

      “Howlin' Wolf, Chuck Berry, Coleman Hawkins, lord, I can't even think of them all right now.” Moving the needle to the vinyl, he rests it down so gently.

      There's some scratching at first as the record pops and cracks. Then the music begins to play. My ears perk at the sound, and my head begins to bounce lightly.

      A deep bass is rolling out of the speakers, the drums are kicking in, and the guitar is on fire. A man begins to sing, his voice hypnotic and raspy. I'm feeling myself getting swept away, riding the notes into a trance.

      “Who is this?”

      “Muddy Waters.” Her body is swaying to the beat as she closes her eyes and rolls her head on her shoulders. “Does your father like jazz?”

      “My father isn't a jazz kind of man, he's not really even a music man.”

      Starla stops moving, her mouth falls open slightly and she lets out a light giggle. “That makes me wonder how he ever made it in the whiskey business at all. Jazz and whiskey go hand in hand, I bet your grandfather was into jazz.” Standing still, she gives me a playful smile as she turns to her grandfather. “Grandpa, can I get Bolt a glass of your special stash?”

      Roy sneers, and I swear I can see his soul through his smile. “Pour him a double.”

      And as I sit drinking whiskey with Starla and her grandfather, listening to the blues, sitting in a torn up recliner, with a plastic cup from The Dollar General, I’m starting to understand what she meant about the unnecessary shit in my life.

      Her family has nothing, yet they laugh and smile like their pockets are full. My family has everything, but we never feel this close. We never laugh like they laugh, or smile like they smile.

      I’m slowly starting to see what it means to be happy.

      And it isn’t what I thought it would be at all.

      Wow, I've been living life with blinders on.
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      “Are you ready?” Yale stands in the doorway of my office, hands tucked under his arms. “Because I'm excited for this. So if I'm this excited, you must be ecstatic.”

      I don’t want to talk about anything. Ecstatic is the last thing I feel. My mind is so fucked up I don't even know how to explain what I'm feeling, and I don't really want to. There’s no advice that he can give me, because he doesn’t have a damn clue. This girl has somehow twisted herself around my brain, making it so I can't think straight.

      When I close my eyes, she's there.

      When I dream, she's there.

      When I think about what I want, she's there. But she's not supposed to be. She was never supposed to be.

      And now I can't get her out.

      “Not now, Yale.”

      “Come on, Bolt, you should be smiling from ear to ear. Everything here is all set for when you're gone, I made sure of it. They all know what to do. You can relax, get ready for the big day.” He takes a few steps inside, relaxing his shoulders back as if this is going to be just another business trip. “Tomorrow your father gets to meet his daughter-in-law.” Making big, exaggerated, air quotes with his fingers, he curls his lips up happily. “I honestly can't wait to see his face once he does. This is brilliant, Bolt, seriously brilliant.”

      “Yale, enough!” Balling my fists, I slam them down on the desk. Yale's body goes stiff as he stares at me. “Not right now, all right? I have a lot on my mind. This whole thing is just fucking crazy. I'm not sure what the hell it is I'm doing.”

      “Sir, if I can—” Walking the rest of the way to my desk, he sets his hands on the back of the chair and digs his fingers in. “Your father had no right to put you in this position. But your idea, it's the ultimate work of a puppet master. You're pulling all the strings. You, not him. You're the one in charge. This is the right thing to do, we both know that.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “What other choice did you have? He put you in an impossible situation. He deserves this, anyone would tell you that.”

      Hanging my head, I rest my face against my fingertips and rub my forehead. “But is it right?”

      “Is it right?” Yale's mouth parts as he rolls his eyes. “Bolt, is what he's doing right? Are his threats to take everything out from under you right? He isn't giving you a choice, he gave you no option. This place is yours, and you need to do whatever it takes in order to keep it that way. Do you really want him handing it over to some asshole cousin you see once every ten years?”

      Shaking my head, I close my eyes. “It's not that, Yale.” Folding my hands together, I drop my chin into my chest. I don't look up at him, keeping my eyes on my hands as I twirl my thumbs over each other. “It goes deeper than that. I'm just not sure what I want anymore.”

      It isn’t my father, or this place that’s getting to me. It’s Starla. All things Starla. The scent of her hair, the feel of her in my arms, the way her lips feel against mine. Her smile. Her laugh—her everything.

      I'm falling for her, and I'm falling hard.

      The idea of my father not liking her, of him actually demanding me to end it, makes my chest hurt. I'm not even sure I'll be able to find the right words for her. The ones that tell her it's my decision, the ones that let her know it's out of my control.

      The ones that don't hurt.

      Do those words even exist?

      It's not supposed to be like this. I'm not supposed to feel anything for my fake wife.

      But I do. . . This isn't real. None of this is real. So how the hell do I stop it?

      “Look,” Yale says, circling the chair and sitting down. “Your father is a difficult man, he likes to have control, so this, this is going to make him flip when he meets her. You know what he thinks about people like her. And that girl—” Throwing out his hand and pointing at the empty air behind him, he keeps his eyes on me. “She checks off every box. He's going to hate her.” Relaxing back into the chair, a smug grin fills his face. “I'd put money on it that he'll be on his knees, begging you to divorce her before she even steps into the venue.”

      Grunting, I stand and walk to the bar, pouring a shot of liquor and downing it before the liquid even has time to settle in the glass. Tapping the rim of the glass, I fold my arms over my chest and lean back.

      My eyes stay on the floor, even though I know Yale is looking at me, waiting for a response. He wants me to agree, he expects me to feel the same excitement he does.

      I just don't.

      Frowning, I hold out the glass as I ask, “What if you're wrong?”

      “Wrong?” His voice starts to shake as he laughs when he says, “There's no way I'm wrong. She swears like a sailor, her clothes are second hand twice over, she doesn't know the first thing about class. And—she was born poor.” Cocking his head into his shoulder, his brows crawl across his forehead. “What about her would he actually like?”

      Her smile.

      Her laugh.

      She's smart.

      She's funny.

      She knows her shit when it comes to whiskey.

      She doesn't live for things, she lives for life. . . For pleasure. For herself.

      How could anyone not love that woman?

      I can't say that out loud, not to him, not to anyone. Because this wasn't supposed to happen. I wasn't supposed to fall for someone who would never last in my world.

      Starla would never be able to handle the constant scrutiny of eyes always watching her, of expectations, and unrealistic rules. And I couldn't babysit her every second of every day, making sure she doesn't do something that will smear our name across the tabloids.

      At least where she comes from, no one cares about what she drives, or what she wears. There's no one hanging over her shoulder, reminding her which fork to use first and how to hold her teacup. She doesn't need to have fancy shit to show where she stands in the pyramid. Starla is happy just being happy, that's enough for her.

      I want that.

      I want that freedom.

      It would feel amazing to not have to walk on eggshells. To be able to just be me and not have to think about how anything I do will reflect on my father, our family, or our business.

      Our business.

      My business—just focus on that, focus on the business.

      I’m not doing this fake marriage to defy my father, I’m doing it to save my position in this company. That's what I need to keep in mind. This isn't just to prove some point or go against the grain, this is to keep what's already mine.

      If I wanted to be a real asshole, I'd say fuck it all and walk away. I'd let my father take his company and gift it to the first name he draws from a hat. But I want this, I've wanted this my whole life.

      And I'll be damned if I'm going to let whatever the hell it is I'm feeling screw it all up. I didn't come this far to lose it all. I didn't work this hard to let him gift it to some jackass who's never been around liquor like this.

      Pouring two glasses of whiskey, I attempt to hand Yale a shot. He tries to decline the glass, but I don't let him. “Take it,” I say, veering my stare. “Or you might not have a job when we get back from Hawaii.”

      “You'd fire me for not drinking this?”

      “No, I'd fire you for not following orders. This isn't a democracy, Yale, I make the rules here. I'm telling you to drink the shot. We have a long weekend ahead of us, I'm not drinking alone, so bottoms up.” Forcing it into his hand, I lift mine towards the ceiling. The alcohol burns the back of my throat as it goes down quickly.

      I feel lost, for the first time in my life, I don't know what the fuck I'm doing. I always thought I'd keep going like I was. In my head, I'd be a successful single man, with disposable money, and a name to carry it.

      Now I feel different. I want something else, something I'm not supposed to have. Something I thought didn't exist. Something that has an expiration date.

      And that date is coming, it is right here, only a few hours away.

      My father is going to meet my wife for the first time and hate her. I don't want him to hate her, and a part of me also wants to say fuck the distillery. Because this is just a building with four walls and a roof. It isn’t life, it isn’t what I should be living for.

      “Are you alright, Bolt?” Yale's face tightens up as he rocks his jaw side to side from the alcohol. “You don't seem like yourself.” Coughing lightly, he runs his mouth across his sleeve.

      “I'm fine, I just want this weekend to be over. The sooner, the better. One more, let's do one more.” Pouring two more shots, I hold mine high and salute the air. “To breaking the rules.”

      Letting out a heavy breath, I close my eyes and all I can see is Starla.

      I have one goal for this weekend. One.

      I just have to keep my head screwed on straight.

      “Fuck it, let's finish the bottle.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The alarm buzzes, rousing me awake. My brain feels like it's trying to dig through my skull. The buzzing slices through my head like a serrated blade, taking the headache to a new level.

      Everything hurts. My eyes are throbbing, my stomach is crampy, my muscles are tense and sore. I'm pretty sure I threw up at one point last night, but I'll have to check with Yale to be sure. My memory is a little foggy, and not all of last night’s events are clear.

      Groaning, I roll over and slap snooze on the alarm. Letting my arm fall off the bed, I lay with my face half off the mattress. I don't have the energy to move, and I don't care to.

      “Bolt, it's time to get up, our flight is in a few hours.” Starla's voice slips easily into my ear as her fingers brush through my hair. “Come on, we don't want to miss the plane.”

      “Five more minutes.” Burying my head under the pillow, I press the edges down around my ears.

      Yanking the blankets off me, she climbs onto my back and starts to rub my shoulders. “How much did you drink last night?” she asks, pushing the pads of her thumbs into my shoulder blades. “It had to be a lot.”

      “Why's that?” Uncovering my face, I moan as she massages deep into the muscle. “Mm, that feels good.”

      “Because I've drank with you before, we actually drank quite a bit, and you didn't get this wasted. I didn't even know you could get that drunk. I thought it would take a horse tranquilizer to knock your ass out.”

      “Blame Yale, he kept pouring them.”

      I lie. I don't want to talk about the conversation I had with Yale, or what forced me to drink an entire bottle of seventy proof bourbon.

      Yes, Starla knows everything about us was fake. But somewhere inside, I’m having difficulty separating what's real and what isn't.

      Everything is a giant pool swirling around inside me. I'm trying like hell to pick the poison apart, but the concoction is too much to wade through.

      The only thing that I know for certain about any of this is the fact that I'm going to lose everything if I don't do what my father wants.

      His demands are set in stone. Period.

      “Shame on him for giving you a hangover right before a ten hour flight.” Slapping my ass, she jumps off onto the floor. “All right, the cab will be here in twenty minutes, time to get up.”

      Pushing myself up, I grunt, rubbing my face. “I'm up.” With sluggish feet, I walk to the dresser, take out some clothes, and pull them on. Going into the bathroom, I turn on the water and splash my face.

      “You hungry?”

      “No.” Wiping my face off, I dry my hands and stare in the mirror. “I look like shit.”

      My eyes are blood shot, my hair is all over the place, and my skin is clammy and flushed. I swear, I can still feel the alcohol in my veins.

      “Yeah, you do,” she says with a wink. Her smile makes my heart stop for a moment before returning to its normal beat. “Want some coffee?”

      “Nah, I'm good.” Walking back into the bedroom, I grab my bag, setting it on the bed and opening it up.

      “All right… she says reluctantly. I can feel her watching me, trying to figure out why I'm so short with her. “Well you should at least eat something, let me make you breakfast.”

      “I'm not hungry.” Keeping my eyes on my bag, I move the clothes around making sure I didn't forget anything.

      “Okay.” Starla stands behind me and slips her hands around me to my stomach. She starts to squeeze, and fuck, I want to hug her back.

      Only I don't. I can't. It's not fair to her.

      Pulling her arms off, I close my suitcase and zip it up quickly. “Come on, get dressed, the cab will be here any minute.”

      Her arms are dangling at her sides and she looks stunned that I pulled her off. “Sure, yeah, you're right.”

      I hear the disappointment in her voice first, and then I watch it as it seeps over her body. Her lips fold down, her eyes gloss over, and she sinks into herself.

      My heart splits in half as I see her, as I watch the way my words have stung her. I want to hug her and kiss her and tell her she's beautiful. But I don't.

      Because I'm not supposed to have feelings for this girl. That was our arrangement. That was an agreement between us. We are nothing more than a business transaction.

      And somehow we ended up here. Having sex all the damn time, spending every moment together, living like husband and wife.

      We gather our things in silence. I have nothing else to say, and I don't think she knows how to react.

      Quiet and reserved, I don't touch her at all. It takes everything in my power to not grab this girl and kiss her, run my hands over her body, and hold her close.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I pull it out and see it's the cab. “They're outside.” Taking both our bags, I walk ahead of her.

      Starla tries to stay with me, attempting to slip her hand into my arm, but I pull away quickly. I can see it on her face that she knows something isn't right. But she doesn't ask, she simply folds her arms across her chest and follows me to the car.

      We sit in silence all the way to the airport, through the check in, and in the terminal. I'm just trying to distance myself a little. I'm trying to separate these feelings that are starting to take over. I want to control them, but it feels like they're controlling me.

      It burns me to not have any control over what I'm feeling. I've always been in charge, knowing exactly what I'm doing. Not now. Starla is in charge and she doesn’t even know it.

      Settling into our seats, her eyes keep darting to my face and then away. She bites her bottom lip, gnawing on the skin softly. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I don't know, you just seem off. Are you nervous about this weekend? Is that it?”

      Turning to look at her, I shake my head. “No. Should I be?”

      Opening her eyes wide, she shrugs her shoulders. “I don't know, maybe, but I don't know your family like you do. I know I'm a little nervous, though.”

      “I'm fine, it's not a big deal.”

      “Do you think they'll like me?”

      Damn it. Why do you need to ask me that?”

      “I don't know, Starla.” Twisting away, I look out the window. I can't look her in the eyes. I know exactly what my family will think, and I can't bring myself to tell her.

      “Well, at least the batch of Ivory Gold is ready, that shit's delicious too. I bet that will impress your father.” She has hope in her voice, but that hope won't do a damn thing to save her from my father and his judgment.

      The gavel will fall, his ruling will be heard, and her soul will be shattered.

      You can't impress him. He'll never see you as equal.

      “Maybe. He's a hard man to please.”

      The air between us is tense, and I know she can sense it. I just don't want to get any deeper in this shit than I already am. Pulling away is the only thing I can do. We're acting, and actors don't practice off screen on their own time.

      When she meets my father, I'll turn on the charm, but that will be the only time we need to play pretend. I don't know why I let it go on for this long. We took it too far.

      “Well, I'm a hard woman to break. I'm going to make him love me.”

      No you're not. Keeping the thought to myself, I take a second to look at her. “Good luck.” Something hard hits my foot, causing me to look down. Starla follows my eyes and leans over, coming back up with a toy plane. “Where did that come from?” I ask.

      “A child, I'm guessing.” She looks around the seats, until she finds a small boy on his hands and knees, tears running down his face as his mother tries to comfort him.

      “Think I found the owner.” Starla stands up and starts making airplane noises. “Nyeeeeeeerm.” Her hand is moving, flying the plane through the cabin towards the child. “Nyeeeeerm.” Her voice deepens as she dips the plane drastically and brings it back up high.

      The boy, who looks to be about three, perches himself up on his knees, wiping the tears away from his eyes. And when he sees his plane being flown to him, a huge smile explodes across his face.

      Starla is vrooming and roaring, her voice loud and sharp, causing the people around us to stare at her. A few of the women have small smiles, but other passengers are shaking their heads like they think she’s crazy.

      But what I see is different.

      I see a woman who doesn’t care about anyone else right now, except making that little boy happy. I see a woman who finds happiness doing things for others.

      My heart swells as she hands the plane to the boy and ruffles his hair. She says something to his mother, and the boy is playing with his toy with a huge smile on his face.

      That's when it hits me. All this time I’ve been focused on the wrong things.

      What I thought I wanted, and what I truly need, are two different things.

      I want to own our family business, but I need Starla too. I need her in my life.

      I want the real thing. I want it all with Starla Bishop.
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      The plane hits the runway, and I want to feel the adrenaline of this trip. I’m in Hawaii, not some boring city filled with suits and briefcases—Ha. Freakin. Waii.

      But instead of being excited and giddy, I feel like the air is being pulled from my lungs and not because Bolt's taking my breath away.

      He's being weird and distant, almost like he doesn't want me around. He barely said two words to me on the plane, keeping his eyes out the window practically the entire time.

      He's not acting like himself, and I'm not sure how to respond to it. My brain is trying to dissect every little movement, every little twitch and blink.

      He's got to be nervous, that's what it is.

      I’m nervous too, meeting his parents is kind of a big deal. They will be learning the good news, that they gained a daughter-in-law, without ever having met me. My mother would freak if I was doing this to her, and not knowing them—who knows what they'll say.

      It'll all be fine. Bolt likes me, why wouldn't his parents?

      I'm trying not to work myself up, so when he reaches out to take my hand, and we walk off the plane with our fingers tangled together, my worry subsides. It feels like he hasn’t touched me in ages, so his hand is a welcome weight in my palm.

      Every muscle relaxes instantly, letting my arm hang loose and a smile emerge on my face.

      He likes me, that's all that matters.

      “Are your parents meeting us here?” I ask.

      “No, they're meeting us at the resort.” His face is set forward as he speaks, but I feel his thumb circle my knuckle, making my heart flutter.

      I know we're not a real couple, but I think somewhere along the way I crossed a bridge, and I'm not sure I know how to get back over.

      Maybe it's childish for me to view our situation as two star-crossed lovers who stumbled upon each other while caught in the rain. But my feelings for him are real, and inside I'm hoping his are too.

      Bolt seems to enjoy being with me. He smiles when he sees me, and his skin blushes when I get naked. He has to like me more than just a friend or employee, more than just a prop on his arm.

      Right? His actions seem to suggest there's more between us than just a contract.

      They're not. Why are you expecting any more than what you agreed to?

      Exiting the terminal, there are men beating drums and hula dancers entertaining the passengers as they walk into the airport. We're met at the end of air-bridge by a woman holding a Hawaiian lei with a huge smile on her face.

      Placing the ring of flowers around my neck, she moves to Bolt, but he declines. “No, but thank you.”

      “You don't want one?” I ask, brushing my fingers across the petals. “It's beautiful.”

      “Eh, it's itchy.”

      “Is it real?” Touching the flowers, I lift one to my nose and smell it. “It smells real.” Holding it out, I'm blown away by how perfect each flower is.

      Every flower looks identical, as if they all came from the same mold. The purple color is strong and vibrant, the petals feel like velvet, so soft and delicate against my skin.

      “They just give you one of these for free?” I ask as I rub one of the flowers against my cheek. “It's so soft.”

      “Yup, welcome to Hawaii.” Bolt releases my hand and holds out his arms. “Yale, you're still alive.” His voice explodes happily, with a teasing undertone as he walks forward. “I wasn't sure you'd make it.”

      “That makes two of us.” Yale smiles, then glances in my direction. “Starla,” he says with a nod.

      Waving, I smile back. “Hey, Yale. Check this out, pretty, huh?” Tugging on my lei, I run my thumb back and forth over the string.

      “Here,” Yale says, taking the lei off his neck and placing it around mine. “This thing makes me itch.”

      “See, itchy,” Bolt says with a flash of a smile. Turning back to Yale, he grabs his shoulder and gives him a shake. “Let's get this party started.” Wrapping his arm around my neck, he kisses the top of my head. “You're going to love Hawaii, Star.”

      I don’t doubt Bolt is right, Hawaii is fucking gorgeous. There’s nothing but thick, lush forest all around us. Tall palm trees tower over the resort, lining the driveway up to the front entrance. Everything is brighter and bigger than in the states.

      Bright orange flowers, bold green leaves, exotic pinks and purples. The leaves are twice the size of my torso, birds flying around overhead that look prehistoric, and bugs on steroids. It’s a totally different world.

      The sprawling trees open in front of us, and my mouth drops open. “Oh my God, Bolt.”

      On the edge of a cliff stands a white hotel, with palm trees coming out of the roof and black glass windows. Two columns hold up a giant overhang like the pillars of Hercules.

      Sitting in awe, my eyes are plastered out the window, unable to fully grasp that I'm actually here. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I'd be here.

      “You coming?” Bolt asks, his breath hot against my neck. “Or do you just want to stay here?”

      Twisting to look at him over my shoulder, Bolt is standing outside with his hand extended. I’m the only one left in the car, the only one that has obviously lived in a bubble for most of her life.

      The driver hands our bags over to a bellhop who places them on a cart. Bolt takes my hand again as he chats with Yale and leads us to the front entrance.

      I can smell the salt in the air from the ocean and hear the waves as they crash. Just beyond the resort, my eyes catch a glimpse of a glistening ocean with the reflection of the sun dancing across the surface.

      “Holy shit, this is incredible,” I say out loud, but I don't think either of the men are captivated like I am.

      Bolt and Yale are still talking, unfazed and unimpressed. But how can I expect anything different? Bolt has traveled the world, he's seen things I've only read about in books. This is nothing to them, just another day.

      The glass doors slide open, and we walk into the resort. There's a giant painting of a man and a woman in the lobby behind the front desk. They're both holding out their hands, and they look like they're catching the ocean. The woman has a flower crown around her head and the man is wearing one around his neck.

      Tipping my head back, the ceiling is nothing but glass panels. The sky is the bluest I've ever seen it, and the clouds don't even look real. I feel like I stepped into a Bob Ross painting.

      “This is insane. I'm dreaming, I have to be dreaming.”

      “It's real, Star, and you're living it.” Bolt's mouth presses against my ear, his voice cool and sexy. “It feels good when your dreams come true, doesn't it?” The way he says it sends my body into a tizzy. My heart is racing, my stomach is flipping, and my pussy is watering like it’s hungry.

      He drags his mouth slowly across the outside of my ear, causing goosebumps to jump across my skin like a rock across water. Bouncing over the surface, they reach places no one can see, until they hit my toes and disappear.

      “Hello.” A deep and raspy man's voice cuts into my brain, breaking the spell Bolt has on my body. “Bolt…There's a smile in his tone, a pleasant and happy smile. “It's about time you got here. I thought I would have seen you weeks ago.”

      Turning, I see an older man with his arms out, his face cut in similar angles to Bolt. His head is shiny, his brows are gray, and he's wearing the same frown lines Bolt gets when he's upset or frustrated.

      His father. He has to be his father.

      My heart jumps into my throat, and a wave of heat turns my stomach. That man has an aura that commands the room. He's approaching us in a well-tailored Armani suit, with expensive shoes to match. His eyes are sternly on Bolt, but they seem to take notice of everything else around him.

      Without looking, I know he sees Yale and the bellhop, he sees the clerk at the front desk and finally me at Bolt's side.

      Gliding his hands down the front of his chest, he flaps his suit open wide, only to guide it back into place. Holding his head high, he reaches his arm back and pulls a woman to his side.

      Where the hell was she hiding?

      The woman touches his wrist softly as her eyes settle on us and she smiles. Her silver hair is pulled up into a tight bun, and she's wearing a flowy sundress that reaches her ankles. She looks like she's trying to fit in with the laid back Hawaiian theme, but her heavy jewelry and thick gold bracelets are making her stand out against the crowd.

      “Dad, Mom,” Bolt lets go of my hand and walks to them, embracing each one.

      His mother holds his arm, and her smile is perfect. She looks so happy to see him, and he looks genuinely happy to see both of them. They talk for a minute a few feet away while I stand quietly in the background letting them.

      My hands are starting to sweat, so I rub them up and down my thighs. I can feel my anxiety start to rise as their eyes flick to me, then back to Bolt, then back to me. The room around us fades, and it begins to feel like we're the only ones standing in the lobby.

      Their eyes suck the air out of my lungs, leaving me weak, unable to inhale a decent pull of oxygen or swallow the lump in my throat.

      “Mom, Dad, I want you to meet someone.” Bolt turns to me and takes my hand, pulling me into his family circle. “This is Starla. . .” His parents are all smiles and bright eyes, their expressions welcoming and warm. Then two single words come out of his mouth, and everything about them seems to change. “My wife.”

      His mother's eyes roll up and down my body, examining me, my clothes, my shoes, the fact I'm not wearing a bra. . . She looks embarrassed for me, like I'm making a fool of myself and I'm too blind to see it.

      “Your what?” his mother asks, holding a hand to her chest as her jaw falls open in shock.

      “My wife.” Bolt says it without pause, louder and more defined as he pulls me closer, and wraps his arm around my waist. “We met a couple months ago, and I just knew, I knew it immediately. I wanted to marry her.” He grins at me, his eyes staring deep into mine. “Star, this is my father Vincent, and my mother Claudette.”

      Holding out my hand, my voice comes out crackly and flat. “It's so nice to meet you both.” They shake my hand, but reluctantly, barely touching it at all. Nervously, I glance around the room. “This place, this place is the shit, seriously, it's gorgeous.” Even as I say it, I want to stop myself, but can't.

      The shit? What the hell is that?

      My nerves are shining, taking center stage and making me sound like an idiot. Which is the last thing I want. I want to make a good impression, but his parents are a lot more intimidating than I expected.

      His father pulls his hand away and wipes it down the side of his hip. “I guess you're right, it is—the shit—I suppose.” His voice wavers for a moment, full of disappointment.

      Why did I say that?

      “Excuse me, sorry to interrupt, Mr. Sheckler, but would it be all right if the butler just brings your bags to your room?”

      “We have a butler? Damn, I've never had a butler before.”

      “Oh yeah?” his father asks, quirking a brow.

      Nodding, I let my eyes move to the chandelier hanging above us. “Holy shit, look at that. How the hell did they get that up there? It's freaking huge. I thought the one at the mall was big, but this one puts it to shame.”

      What are you doing, Starla? Get control of yourself!

      I'm a rambling, bumbling, dumb-ass, and I can't seem to gain control of the words spewing from my mouth. Everything that comes out seems to top the previous statement. I'm making a fool of myself.

      The sad thing is, I know it. I know it and I can’t shut it off. This is one of my downfalls. Awkward situations make my tongue have word vomit and my brain throws out letter soup.

      “Mm, yes, it's huge. So, I need to ask, where are you from, dear? And how did you meet my son?” His mother's tone makes the hair on my arms bristle as she drifts her eyes between us, letting them freeze on Bolt.

      “Oh,” Yale cuts in, way too over enthusiastic about sharing information. “She's from Crest Village, and…” He pauses as his lips thin into a pleased smile, “she's the new intern.” His eyes move to mine, and there's something in them that seers my insides.

      The look is quick, but powerful, sending me into a spiral of anger. It feels like he’s trying to sabotage this meeting and make me feel like I'm less than them. I don't like it.

      If we weren't in front of Bolt's parents, I probably would have slapped him. But I refrain from physical violence, and glare at him, wishing I could shoot razors from my eyes.

      “Really? The intern, huh?” The way his father says it sends a sharp pain through my chest. I can hear the disapproval in his voice as his lips turn down into a thick grimace.

      Bolt strokes his jaw and smirks. “She was the intern, now she's my wife.”

      His father and mother glance at each other briefly. Returning his eyes to his son, Vincent points a feigned finger in our direction. “Our son married the intern…”

      Clearing her throat, his mother tips her head into her shoulder and softly touches her husband's arm. “Let's focus on the reunion for now, we can discuss this all later.”

      There’s this silence that settles between all of us, an awkward, uncomfortable silence that's pressing on my shoulders, attempting to throw me to the ground. Bolt and his dad are eyeing each other, while his mother glares at me like a queen would to a peasant.

      Why did Yale do that?

      He didn't have the right to tell them any of that. They weren't asking him, they were asking Bolt and me.

      The air around us is growing thicker, and I’m having trouble breathing. Something about this feels weird, it fees off.

      What is going on right now?

      Letting out a chuckle, his father shakes his head, ignoring Claudette. “Your wife, just like that? You meet her and you run off and get married?”

      “We got married in the Cape, it was perfect.” Bolt holds his head high, his smile almost sinister. “Sorry we didn't tell you, we were just so excited, we couldn't wait another minute.”

      “Well,” his mother claps her hands and forces a smile, changing the subject. “I know you had a long flight, and it's getting late. Why don't you get settled, and we'll meet up in the morning.”

      Bolt nods and grabs my hand tighter than he ever has before. “Sounds good. We could use the rest. Jet lag is a killer.”

      Tugging me along, I call out over my shoulder, “It was nice to meet you!”

      His parents both smile and nod, turning and disappearing down the hall in the opposite direction. Fuck, I screwed up. I wanted to impress them, I wanted them to love me and embrace me, but it was nothing like that all.

      Yale ruined it, he made me look like a low life clam digger. As if being the intern means I'm after his money. Those few words sealed who I was in their eyes, and I’m not sure I'll have the chance to change their minds.

      We're standing in the elevator as I let out a breath. It's long and winded and it isn't until right then that I realize I had been holding it in. “That was mildly uncomfortable.”

      “You're telling me.”

      “How'd I do?” I ask, pulling our tangled hands against my chest and holding them firmly with my free hand. “Think they bought it?”

      “Oh yeah, they bought it.”

      “So I did good then? Because I wasn't sure. After Ya—”

      Pinching my chin, he lifts my face to his. “You did fucking amazing, baby.” Kissing me hard, Bolt devours my lips in the elevator like a starving animal. “I don't know why this lie is such a turn on, but, damn,” he says against my mouth, not letting me pull my head away, “I want you.”

      Walking me back against the wall, his hand is in my hair, coiling deep into my roots. With my back pressed against the rail, I kiss him back. I want him just as much as he wants me.

      There's no denying the attraction I feel for Bolt. Thick muscles, strong features, bright eyes, smooth skin; he's the definition of tall, dark, and handsome.

      And right now, he's mine. Even if it's by default.

      His tongue is in my mouth, swirling across my tongue as it slips over the inside of my cheek and across my pallet. My pussy is drenched, dripping down my inner thigh as he yanks my head back with one hard jerk.

      Like hormonal teenagers, our hands are all over each other, and we're panting like animals in the sun on a hot day. I know I need to take a breath, but I don't want to stop kissing him. It feels too good, too perfect, too right.

      Bolt sweeps me off my feet, spinning on his heels and pinning me against the opposite wall. My ass crashes into the elevator doors, and Bolt uses his weight to keep me in place.

      With the base of his palm, Bolt slaps the large red button, causing the elevator to jerk to a stop. The lights inside our sex box flicker softly, making Bolt's eyes burst with yellow and orange sparks.

      Right now, nothing in the world could feel better than being trapped in an elevator with a man that is quietly taking pieces of my heart for himself. He leaves me breathless.

      His mouth moves down my neck as he scoops my ass under his forearm and uses his free hand to grab my breast.

      My legs wrap snugly around his hips, hands tangling in his hair. Bolt's mouth moves lower as he lifts my shirt and takes my nipple in his mouth. Sucking my tit, he flicks my nipple with the tip of his tongue. Faster and faster his tongue swirls and laps, making my head spin.

      “Mm,” I moan, dropping my head back. Grinding my pussy against his abs, I inhale a sharp breath as he bites my nipple. “Fuck me, fuck me before I lose my mind.”

      The warmth off my body is spilling down my inner thighs. I'm fucking soaked, rubbing myself against his stomach because my clit is throbbing and my body is in need.

      “You need my cock, don't you, my dirty little secret?” Jerking his hips, his dick pokes my pussy through my pants, making me let out another moan. “Do you like when I call you that? My dirty little secret?”

      “I love it, I love being your dirty little secret.” My thighs become a vice around his waist. I’m never letting go.

      Tearing at the band of my pants, Bolt sets me down and spins me so my cheek is now against the cold metal door. Gripping the base of my neck, he bends me forward more as he pulls my pants down over my ass.

      “Want me to fuck you, my dirty little secret? Want me to fuck you hard and deep?”

      “Yes, fuck me, don't tease me. Tease me and you might just regret it.” Moving my ass side to side, I push back against his dick.

      Chuckling, Bolt digs his fingers into the sides of my neck and bends me closer to my toes. “I don't have regrets,” he says as he runs the tips of his fingers very lightly across my ass.

      “You will if you don't fuck me. I'm not going to wait much longer.”

      “Oh yeah, and what are you going to do? Force me inside you?”

      “No, I'll just get myself off.” Side to side, my hips sway. Every time I pass over his cock, I feel it jerk. “And if you're lucky, I'll let you watch.”

      “Let me watch—” His voice goes lower as he sets a hand on the small of my back and presses my spine so my ass perches higher. “I don't know if you noticed, but I'm in control of this right now.”

      “Is that what you think?” I ask, eyeing him over my shoulder.

      Bolt arches a brow as he smiles with razor thin lips. Staying quiet, he blinks slowly, then lifts his hand to the button and pushes it. The elevator jumps and my eyes pop open.

      Throwing out my hand, I slam the stop button again. “Either fuck me, or don't, but any more of this and I'm going to lose my mind.”

      “Who's in control right now?” He flashes a grin as he slides his hand dangerously slow up my back. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “You are.” My eyes close as his fingers reach my nape and he massages the base of my skull.

      “Good girl.” Metal teeth chime around me as he tangles his fingers in my hair and uses his other hand to pull his zipper free. “Now tell me how you want it.”

      “Deep, fuck me deep.”

      His hands find my hips, lifting me up onto my toes. The tip of his cock is at my entrance, so I lean back into it. He's hard as stone, his crown swollen and hot. Slipping inside my pussy with ease, Bolt groans as he pushes forward until our skin is touching.

      Holding me tightly, his fingertips secure me in place as he starts to move. He starts off slow, pulling back out until the ridge of his crown threatens to break free, then slides back in.

      Pistoning his hips, Bolt picks up the pace, moving faster and deeper. I can feel him hitting my lower belly as his balls slap against my ass. My body starts to rock with him, meeting his thrust with a thrust of my own.

      Bending myself in half, I spread my legs wider and hold myself steady by setting my fingers on the floor. My moans are growing louder, my muscles are getting tense and starting to buzz.

      Bolt spreads my ass, taking a finger and circling my asshole. I can't stop the moan that spills out from the back of my throat. His touch sends a rush of tingles up my body, the feeling moves like fire, fanning out in every direction.

      “You like that,” he says, pushing his finger in a hair and then taking it out. “Does it feel good when I play with your ass?” His finger is in again, only this time he pushes it up to his first knuckle.

      “Mm,” I coo, squeezing my ass around his finger and my pussy around his cock.

      There are no more words between us. Because we don't need any.

      Our bodies are in sync, moving to a rhythm they created on their own. I can feel his pulse through his fingertips as his grip tightens. I can feel his breath on my skin as he leans over me. And I can feel my heart as it swells inside my chest.

      Letting out a throaty scream, my eyes snap shut, and fireworks explode behind my eyes. The colors are bright, pink and yellow, blue and green, all of them firing off one after the other.

      My body goes limp, muscles relaxing as the orgasm settles in my stomach. Every inch of my skin is buzzing and tingling, and I feel like I'm floating.

      Bolt falls forward, laying his head on my back as he breathes weighted breaths. “Holy shit, it's hot as hell in here.” Pushing back up, he takes a step back and uses the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat off his forehead.

      Standing up straight, I stretch my back. “It is hot.”

      “And it stinks like sex,” he says with a smile. Tapping the button, he sets us in motion again. “Let's go relax and enjoy the quiet, I have a feeling we're in for a long weekend with my parents.”

      Nodding, I pull my jogging pants back up, adjusting the string and tightening it. “By the looks on their faces, I'd say you're right. And I don't even know them.”

      Bolt laughs as he fixes his pants and shirt. “Yeah, they're not good at hiding how they feel. They never have been.”

      The elevator stops and the doors open. Bolt fans his arm out, letting me off first.

      As we walk to our room, he takes my hand in his and holds it tight.

      The worry I felt about his parents vanishes, the concern I felt about how he was acting toward me disappears, all of it turns to dust and blows away.

      Because the way his hand feels around mine tells me everything I need to know.

      Bolt likes me, and that’s all I really want anyway.
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      Ping

      Reaching over, I grab my phone off the nightstand and see a text from my dad.

      It's too fucking early for this.

      “Who is it?” Starla asks as she slips her arm across my chest. Her fingers are tickling my skin, tracing my ribs as she peers up at me.

      Those fucking eyes, they do things to me I can't explain. They crush my insides, they starve my lungs, they torture me in ways I'd beg for over and over again.

      Sweeping her fingertips back and forth, goosebumps jet up on the surface, cascading down my side. I shiver on reflex, and she smiles up at me, tugging her bottom lip into her mouth. She looks so fucking sexy, all I want to do is grab her and flip her onto my lap so she can ride my cock.

      Setting my phone back down, I softly run my fingers up and down the outside of her arm. “My father, he wants help with a few of the things for tonight.”

      “All right, I can be ready in a few minutes.” She starts getting up, but I stop her, putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “No, it's all right, I'll go help him. You take the morning and relax. Go hang by the pool, have a drink, enjoy the sun. This place is beautiful, you don't need to spend your day cooped up in a banquet hall.”

      What I don't tell her is that my father requested I come alone. I could feel it in my chest when I read the words; his disapproval of Starla, his refusal to bless our marriage, his demand to end it before anyone else finds out.

      This is what I want. . . Was—what I wanted.

      “Are you sure? I don't mind coming to help.” Bending her foot against the inside of her thigh, she scratches her fingers through her hair. “I'm pretty good at decorating you know.” Winking, she wriggles her head side to side.

      “I'm sure you are,” I say with a chuckle, “but, I'd rather you enjoy yourself. Besides, he probably wants to talk about the business. It'll be boring. He likes to go on and on about the other companies we sell to and their owners. Go have fun, you're in Hawaii.”

      “All right,” she says slightly disappointed. Stretching her arms high above her head, she speaks through her yawn. “Will you join me when you're done?” Climbing out of the bed, she starts to dig in her suitcase. Pulling out a tiny bikini, she lays it on the bed.

      “Absolutely,” I say with a smile. “I don't want to miss you wearing practically nothing.”

      Starla's standing at the edge of the bed wearing my t-shirt. It hangs loosely off her body, resting at her knees. Her nipples are hard, poking against the sheer fabric. This girl is going to fucking destroy me. She's indulgence at its finest. She's candy at its sweetest. She's my weakness and I fucking love it.

      My eyes lick her body and she notices. Biting her bottom lip, she teases the hem of the shirt, lifting it up slowly.

      “What?” she asks, pulling the shirt almost high enough to expose her pussy. Only she doesn't, she lets it flutter against the diamond between her thighs, tempting my patience. “You like what you see?”

      Resting my head on my arm, I grip my hard-on under the blanket. “I don't know, you tell me. Do you think I like what I see?”

      Starla grins as her eyes zero in on my cock. “I'd say that's a yes.” Her fingers run across her tits, circling her nipples and her thighs start to rub back and forth. Crawling back into the bed, she sits on her knees, tucking the shirt between her legs.

      “I like seeing you in my shirt.” Lifting my finger to her leg, I draw circles over her knee. “But I think I'd like it better on the floor.”

      Ping

      My phone goes off again, but I ignore it. Whatever it is can wait. I'm in no rush.

      Moving my hand up her leg, I inch closer to her hot center. I can feel the heat off her pussy as she tempts me to touch her. Starla's peering at me, gripping the end of the shirt as her thighs spread wider.

      Ping

      Her eyes dart to the phone at my side. “You think you should check it?”

      “Nope,” I say, not taking my eyes off of her. “I don't care who it is, or what they want. There's something more important right in front of me.”

      Crawling across the mattress, she climbs onto my lap. “Is that right?” Nodding, I curl my hands around her ass and hold her tight. “I like this,” she says, her gaze holding me hostage, pressing down on my body.

      “Like what?”

      “I like having you where you are right now.”

      “What, underneath you?”

      “No...” Her smile thickens and her eyes flicker with a dangerous flame. “Vulnerable. I'm in control right now,” she says, leaning forward and whispering the words into my ear. “Of everything.”

      “Is that what you think? You think I'm vulnerable like this?” Gripping her hips, I push her down so she can feel my dick. I'm swollen, ready to slam inside her and ease the pain. “Because I could easily take over right now if I wanted to. Maybe I'm just letting you think you're in control.”

      Ping

      We both glance at the nightstand. Growling, I start to reach for the phone. Starla grabs my hand and puts it on her chest. “You don't care—remember?” Using her hand, she makes me squeeze her tit hard.

      Grinding down, her pussy rubs my cock as she rolls her hips. My dick is throbbing, aching to be inside her. I think my phone goes off again, but I can't focus on anything else but her. And I don't want to.

      She's the only thing that deserves my attention right now. Nothing and no one else are important.

      “I'm having trouble remembering anything right now. Maybe you should show me why I haven't gotten up yet.”

      “Oh, you're up, I can tell you that.” Smiling wide, she peels her shirt over her head, and throws it to the floor. “Better?”

      “Fuck yeah that's better.”

      Starla is naked, straddling my waist. Her nipples are perked, her skin is soft and smooth. Her mound is freshly shaven, with a thin strip of hair running up above her slit. Shifting my hips, I can feel her heat on my lower stomach.

      Slipping my hand up her stomach, I touch her throat, and follow it to her chin. Cupping her face with my hand, I run my thumb across her bottom lip. “You like being in charge like this?” I ask, pulling her down and placing a kiss lightly on her lips. “Is this what you want?”

      “I don't like it, I love it.” Moving her hips, her smile grows. “I love feeling your cock against my pussy, I love the way you're looking up at my body right now, I love knowing that I can slip your cock inside me and control how hard we fuck.”

      Growling, I fist her hair and grip it at the roots. “Then fuck me already. What are you waiting for?”

      “Uh, uh,” she says, tsking me under her breath. “You might run an entire business, but right here, right now, I'm in charge.”

      Her hips start to rock faster, making my cock throb harder. Watching her body as she moves, seeing her tits thrust out as her back arches, and feeling her juice as it seeps through the sheet, I don't know how much longer I can take this torture.

      I'm ready to rip off the barrier between us and slam her hips down on my cock. She's driving me fucking crazy and I'm about to lose my mind.

      There's a thread of sanity I'm clinging to. Everything around me is gone, I don't hear the sounds of the ocean, I don't hear the sounds of birds, I don't even hear my own breathing. All I can hear is my heartbeat as my pulse kicks, forcing all the blood down to my shaft.

      Lowering herself, she dances her tits across my face, running her nipples over my lips. Sticking my tongue out, I attempt to lick her small buds, but she pulls away quickly, with a devilish grin on her face.

      “Do you want me?” she asks, squeezing her tits with her hands and thumbing her nipples.

      “Yes, I fucking want you.”

      “How bad do you want me?” Her hand moves down her stomach to her mound, and she spreads her lips wide. Flicking her clit, she groans as she touches herself.

      “Do I have to answer that? Because I think my cock is screaming it pretty loudly.”

      “I want to hear you say it. Tell me to fuck you.” Starla's pussy slips up and down over my hidden shaft, sheathed behind fibers. “Say it.”

      “Fuck me,” I groan as my dick pulses and my stomach clenches. “Fuck me before I end this game and take you how I want you.”

      “That's not how this game works.” With a sultry glare, she bats her lashes and licks her lips. Sticking her hand deeper between her legs, she starts to finger herself. “You want to feel this? I'm so wet, fuck I'm so wet right now.”

      A raspy groan escapes my mouth as I push my hips up hard. “Yes, stop fucking teasing me.” My voice is rough, demanding, teetering on the edge of a crazed lunatic.

      If she doesn’t stop playing with me, I can’t promise that my head will stay on straight and I'll be able to keep myself under control. My dick is taking over, feeding my brain with directions and commands.

      Take her.

      Fuck her.

      Make her yours.

      She has about three seconds left before I go completely feral and turn from man into beast. I won’t be able to stop anything at that point. She'll be at my mercy.

      Starla pulls the sheet down and my cock pops free, bouncing straight up toward her face. Spreading her lips, she pushes my dick into her slit. Using her fingers, she rubs her arousal all over the tip and down my shaft. Lifting onto her knees, she guides my head to her entrance and slowly lowers herself.

      My cock disappears inside her body as her pussy takes it inch by inch. And I watch as her pussy devours every last bit of my length. Starla sits still for a moment, giving her body time to adjust to my size.

      “Mm,” she groans, closing her eyes and dropping her head back.

      Smiling, I jerk my hips to match the sway of her body. Goosebumps explode across her skin as she lifts and lowers, giving me exactly what I want. Exactly what I need.

      I want to see her lose herself.

      I need to see her crumple up as she dangles on the edge.

      I need to see her fall prey to what I already know…

      We were meant to find each other.

      There’s something different about Starla, and I was trying like hell to pretend that I didn't feel it. And as she rides my cock, bouncing up and down, moaning like I’m a God, like I had just breathed life into her lungs, I know…

      Starla has taken a piece of my soul.

      She controls my everything.

      And I want her forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where the hell have you been?” My father is standing in the doorway, one eyebrow cocked high. “I messaged you over and hour ago.” His eyes flick to the watch on his wrist, as if to emphasize how many minutes of his time were wasted waiting for me.

      “Yeah, and I'm here now.” Holding out my arms, I stop a few feet away. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      Turning on his heels, he strolls down the hall, his face forward, chin lifted high. “What did you tell her?”

      The way he refuses to say her name pierces my gut, making me angry instantly. There's a darkness in his tone I already knew he'd have, but it still burns.

      “Her?”

      “You know, your wife,” he says, his voice peppered with revulsion. “I'm assuming she's wondering why she couldn't come with you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I suppose not.” His stride is slow, his feet sweeping across the smooth marble tiles, heels clicking softly, causing a light echo around us. “So, she's from Crest Village?”

      “That's right.”

      “And did you know her father's in prison?”

      “Called in a few favors, huh? Had someone check her out?”

      “Why wouldn't I, Bolt? You do realize this marriage affects more than just you?”

      “Right. . .” Pausing, I shake my head. “Because my life is somehow your life too.”

      “Prison.” Shaking his head, he grunts, his disapproval coming out as an eye roll and a frown. “What do you see in her? What could she possibly have that the other girls you dated in the past didn't?”

      Here we go. The interrogation.

      Taking a deep breath, I glance out the window and stare out into the ocean. “I shouldn't have to explain myself to you. Isn't this what you wanted? A wife for me, the possibility of grandchildren for you. This is your dream.” I let the last few words dangle happily on the edge of my tongue, teasing him with a tone that's sarcastic and over the top.

      “You're right, this is what I wanted, except there's one problem…” Stopping, he turns to face me and presses his toes to mine. “We're Sheckler's, Bolt, we don't mingle with the lower class. I don't like this, and I don't like her. Girls like her, all they're looking for is easy access to your bank account.”

      “Starla—her name is Starla, and she's not after money.”

      Chuckling, he grins at me like he used to when I was a child and he was proving a point. “You have no idea what she wants. You've known her for a few months, that's not enough time to know shit, Bolt.” Wagging his finger in my face, he thins his lips. “But, I do know girls like her, girls who come from nothing are only after a rich boy's money. These relationships don't end well. Your mother is upset. She's so angry that you did this to us.”

      “Us?” Laughing out loud, I rub my jaw and look into his eyes. “I didn't do anything to you. You don't know anything about Starla. She's not like those girls you're talking about. She doesn't care about money. She doesn't give a shit about what I have. She isn't looking to sneak in and steal our millions. Not Starla, that's not who she is.”

      “There's no way you can know that for sure. She's not one of us, Bolt. She's a poor little girl from the Village, with a father who looks out from behind metal bars. She's a girl with no opportunity in life and no future. She saw you and latched onto you like a damn leach. She's using you, Bolt, that's what these types of girls do. They use blind men to move up in the world.”

      “She's not. Just because her father made bad choices and ended up in jail, doesn't mean Starla is beneath us. You have no right to judge her. You're not even giving her a chance.” My voice is stern, causing him to jerk his head back in surprise.

      Starla isn't using me for shit. I'm the user, I've been the one using her this entire time.

      My inner teenager is crawling up my throat, trying to escape and lash out at the man who has challenged me my entire life. I don't tell him the truth, even though it's right there, sitting on the tip of my tongue, ready to prove him wrong.

      “Did you knock her up then? Is she pregnant?”

      “What?” My jaw drops open as I shake my head. “No—she's not pregnant.”

      Furrowing his brows, he tilts his head. “Then what is it, Bolt, what do you see in this girl?”

      What isn't there to see?

      She's beautiful, she's smart, she's funny. The girl knows her whiskey, and she takes pride in making it too.

      She's special.

      She's mine… And that's how I want it to stay.

      Exhaling a long breath, I rake a hand across the top of my head. I'm not sure how to answer him because everything I want to say are things I'm still trying to figure out for myself.

      My father sees her as a user, like a parasite that's trying to suck me dry. Only I know better, I've gotten to know her, not the person he wants to portray her as.

      It was too easy for him to see her shell. My father only saw the things he wanted to. He was throwing up a wall before seeing what was on the other side.

      She never stood a chance and you know it.

      “I love her, that's all that matters. Not who she is, not where she came from. I love her.”

      The words come out of my mouth and I feel them in my body, in my muscles, in my nerves. I feel them all over my body, as if they suddenly became the only thing I needed to live.

      Oh my God. . . I love her.

      “You don't know what it takes to love someone, Bolt.” Clenching his jaw, he grinds his teeth. “She doesn't belong here. We both know that.”

      “Says who—you?—or everyone else that's looking in from the outside?”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “All you ever cared about is what everyone else thinks. Maybe you wouldn't be such a miserable prick if you made a decision on your own for once, and not base it off what it looks like to everyone else.”

      Crooking his jaw, my father's eyes turn to pinpricks. His fists are balled at his side, and I stand my ground, waiting to take whatever it is he's going to throw at me. I expect him to curse at me, to order me to leave her, to demand that I end it right here and now. He even has this flame in his eyes that makes me wonder if he is going to swing at me.

      We are both silent, staring each other down, the energy between us so thick you could cut it with a knife. I’m not backing down, not this time.

      “Well?” I ask, my arms open, exposing my chest. Leaning in, I'm almost taunting him to hit me. My chin is out, my eyes are slits. “Come on, say what you have to say.”

      “Excuse me,” a man cuts in, disrupting the toxicity that's building between us. “Mr. Sheckler, I'm sorry to interrupt, but we really need you in here.” Holding a clipboard, he moves his eyes to the paper and starts to run his pen from top to bottom. “Your wife made a few changes and I'm not sure where to put the ice sculpture or the sushi bar.”

      Nodding his head, my father lifts up his hand, signaling he'll be on his way. “We'll finish this little discussion later, but don't think for a second we're done.”

      Turning his back to me, he flips his fingers at the man to go back into the room and starts for the doors. He never looks back at me. He never tells me exactly what he wants from me. He never comes right out and says it.

      I know the next time I see him he'll tell me what he wants. He’s going to tell me to divorce her. He’s going to expect me to never mention her name again, and hope we can get out as quietly as possible.

      What he doesn’t know is that I already have an answer for him.

      And he isn’t going to like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            Starla

          

        

      

    

    
      Rolling onto my back, the sun warms my face and it feels good. From my chair at the pool, I can see the ocean, and feel the salty air as it blows across my cheeks. My skin is sticky from sweat, causing the salt to coat my body like grains of sand.

      Grabbing my bottle of sunscreen, I squeeze some into my palm and start to rub it over my legs. The salt is rough against my fingers as I massage the lotion in circles until it's gone.

      The pool isn't too busy yet, there are a few people, but most of them are walking through and heading for the beach. I'm enjoying the private pool all to myself, so I decide to stay right where I am. It's quiet and peaceful, the seagulls are singing as they soar high above my head, and the way the waves hit the shore with a calming whoosh makes me relax easily into the white lounge chair.

      Everything around me is crisp white, from the chairs to the tables to the long flowing sheer scarfs that dress canopies by the doors.

      The wind whips across my face, blowing hair in front of my eyes. With the edge of my nails, I peel the strands away that are stuck to my cheek and forehead, pushing them back behind my ear.

      I hope it doesn't take Bolt too long.

      Digging around in my bag, I check the time on my phone. Bolt promised to join me once he's done helping his father, I just don't know how long it'll take. I can't imagine it being all morning, because it doesn't seem like his father is the type of man to do anything for himself. I'm sure he has a team of people doing everything for him while he walks through, giving orders and pointing out what they've done wrong.

      Stretching my legs, I lay back and put on my sunglasses. Pulling a book out of my bag, I start to open it up when I see Yale wandering through the outside deck area.

      He looks confused, maybe even a little lost, so I drop my book into the bag and stand up. “Yale!” I call out, waving my arm wildly.

      Placing a hand over the top of his eyes, he squints through the bright sun. I see the recognition on his face as he gives me a light wave and heads in my direction.

      Slipping my feet into my sandals, I walk around the pool to meet him. “Hey, Yale, you look lost.” Setting my hands on my hips, I turn my back to the sun so I can see his face.

      “Not lost, I'm looking for Vincent. I have the seating arrangement for tonight, and I can't find him or Claudette anywhere.”

      “Oh, Bolt's meeting with him right now. He's supposed to come here when he's done, so they're probably still together, maybe in the banquet hall?”

      “Great, thanks,” he says quickly, then turns to leave.

      “Actually—” Reaching out, I grab his arm at the elbow, causing him to sway slightly. “Can I talk to you for a minute first?”

      “Yeah, but make it quick, we're down to the wire for tonight.”

      “It won't take long.” Taking in a slow breath, I exhale and ask, “I'm just wondering why you said that about me to Bolt's parents?”

      “Said what?”

      “That I was the intern, and that I grew up in Crest Village.”

      “They asked.” His lips turn up as his eyes settle on mine. “And it is the truth, I don't see what the issue is.” His voice is nothing but fact, like he filled in the blanks to some questionnaire.

      “Yeah, but that's not the point. It wasn't your place to tell them any of that. The way his father looked at me after, it hurt. That wasn't how I pictured it going at all.”

      “Yeah, so?” Yale cocks his head, his face flat and emotionless.

      “Yeah so? How can you say that? It was the first time I ever met his parents. I wanted to make a good impression, I wanted them to like me. But after you told them—I don't know, they just looked at me like I was beneath them. Both of them stared at me like I crawled out of a garbage can.”

      “Starla,” he says, my name rolling off his tongue like he has a bad taste in his mouth. “This marriage is fake. You do remember that, right?” Arching a brow, he lets his head tip from one shoulder to the other. “None of this is real. You're not Bolt's wife. You never were Bolt's wife, you'll never be Bolt's wife, it's as simple as that.”

      Hearing the words sends a sharp pain through my heart. I know he’s right, I guess I lost sight of what I was doing, and I was playing the part maybe a little too well. But that doesn’t mean I want to be embarrassed in front of Bolt's parents or feel like a piece of shit.

      Couldn't I pretend to be some wealthy princess from a royal family? Couldn't I create a version of myself that would hold up to their standards?

      Why couldn't they just get to know me, the real person and nothing else. It shouldn't matter where I come from, how much or how little I have. All his parents should care about is how I treat their son.

      “Yes, I know, I just. . .” Pausing, I let my arms fall loosely by my side. “I just wanted them to like me. I don't know, it might sound dumb, but I wanted them to accept me.”

      I don't know why them liking me feels important, but it does. Bolt has become a major part of my life, whether I want him to or not. This fake marriage has led to real feelings, real emotions, real need. And I'm not sure how to shut them off.

      They're there, twirling in my belly like a hoard of locusts, making me smile from the inside out. I feel warm and fuzzy when Bolt walks into a room or touches me. His kisses burn my skin, leaving a mark I can still feel hours later.

      If this is all pretend, then I should win an award, because it feels real to me.

      Reaching out, he grips my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze. “Don't worry, this is all part of the plan, Starla.”

      What the hell is he talking about?

      Plan? No one told me about a plan.

      Jerking my arm away, I take a step back. “What plan? What the hell are you talking about, a plan for what?”

      I know this is all fake, but there's a plan?

      Yale says it like I should know, like I'm inside the same circle and know what the hell he's talking about. I don't.

      All I know is what Bolt told me, and that only included me pretending to be his wife. There were no other instructions or expectations, just me on his arm as his wife.

      There's more?

      Yale's quiet, flirting a smirk across his face. “Are you serious right now?”

      “What plan are you talking about?” My voice is curt, my eyes dead set on his. “I want the truth. What do you know that I don't?”

      His smile thickens as a pleased look sweeps across his face. He's happy to tell me the details, to let me in on the little secret he knows and I don’t.

      “The only reason Bolt asked you to do any of this was to embarrass his father, that's why he chose you. This fake marriage is just to humiliate Vincent. That's your real role here.”

      “What?” My voice cracks as tears bubble over my eyes. I'm doing everything I can to hold them back because I really don't want to cry in front of him. “He used me to embarrass his father?”

      Yale lets out a chuckle and opens his eyes wide. “Are you kidding me? You really thought his parents would accept you?” Snickering, he shakes his head as if I should have known all this to begin with. “You're not one of them, you'll never be one of them. You would never be accepted by his parents, not ever. They're wealthy from the North Side, you're a low level girl from the Village. It would never work; you have to know that.”

      It feels like my heart is being torn out from inside my chest and stomped into the concrete. I can't breathe. It stings every time I try to take in air, and feels like I'm inhaling hot needles. “I don't believe you. You're lying. Why would he use me like that?”

      “Starla, honey,” Yale says, making his voice pronounced and clear. “Vincent wants something Bolt doesn't, and he's using money to get it. Bolt played his little game, he picked a girl his father would hate, a girl who is better kept a secret than become a name in the family. He chose you, a blue collar girl, from a blue collar family, with blue collar money. Bolt's father is going to demand you guys get a divorce. Shit, he's probably telling Bolt that right now. And when he does, Bolt can use this whole thing to keep his money, keep the business, and stay single. It's a win win.”

      Tears start to roll down my cheeks, and there's nothing I can do to stop them. I feel stupid and used. I should have seen this; I should have known that there was more to this scam than just a simple pretend marriage.

      And I was stupid enough to think Bolt actually liked me. I thought he respected me. I thought we fit together perfectly.

      I was wrong.

      Was everything between us just an act?

      The laughs, the smiles, the sex? Was it all as fake as our marriage?

      Bolt took who he thought I was and twisted it to manipulate his own father. The thought makes me sick. It makes me hate everything about him. I resent sharing one piece of my life with that jerk. How could I be so stupid to let him this close to me?

      I took down my walls. I brought him home, into my world, to meet the people I loved and cherished. I opened my heart.

      I fucked up.

      “I can't believe I didn't see this. I thought there was something between us.”

      Yale fiddles with the paper in his hand, his eyes softening. “You didn't stand a chance from the beginning. This was never going to go anywhere. He's not a kept man, sweetheart, and he never will be.”

      Tears are slipping freely over my cheeks, the cement around my feet is spotted in tiny droplets. I know once I move the sun will hit my fallen tears and dry them instantly. A part of me wants to watch them disappear, hoping that if I see the sun erase them, everything I feel inside will vanish too.

      But I know that won't happen. The sun can't reach the tangled web of pain clenching my stomach and suffocating my lungs. Staring down at the deep gray plops, my legs are trembling and my hands are shaking.

      I want to go home. This was a mistake.

      I'm a fucking idiot.

      “Bolt would never actually marry a girl like you. You have nothing to offer him.” The last few words come out of his mouth for no other reason than to insult me. The twitch at the corner of his lip, the way his lids crinkle into the smirk creeping up his face, it infuriates me instantly.

      Before I can stop myself, I slap Yale across the face with an open palm. Shaking my head, I wipe my eyes and try to pull myself together. “Fuck you, Yale, and fuck this family.” Walking swiftly back to my chair, I stuff my towel into my bag, and throw it over my shoulder. “I'm fucking done with this shit.”

      I’m not going to stay here and be made to look like a fool. Bolt might have had a plan, but this little game wasn't in mine.

      I'm not a fucking idiot and I won't let any man make me feel like one. Storming off to the room, I lock the top latch so Bolt can't walk in. I don't want to see him. I don't want to be near him.

      He doesn't deserve another second of my time. I don't even want to share the same air as him anymore. As far as I'm concerned, he can go fuck himself.

      Bolt had no right to judge me, who I was, or where I came from. My family has worked hard for everything they have, and they deserve to be proud of it.

      If he wants a girl his father will hate, he'll have to find another one, because I'm out.

      I won't walk with my head down because of where I came from. I walk with my head held high because of who I am.

      His wealth means nothing to me. I deserve better.

      Because I'm worth it.
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      “Starla, let me in. The door's locked, I can't get in.” Pushing on the handle, the door won't open more than an inch. I can see the metal lock is flipped on the inside, but I have no idea why.

      Is she in the shower?

      Knocking again, I stick my face against the thin opening and call to her. “Starla! Let me in.”

      Silence.

      “Starla!” Pressing my ear against the door, I listen to see if the shower is going.

      Silence.

      “Starla, come on, I'm starting to freak out, talk to me.”

      The worst things start to run through my head. She's hurt, someone broke in and they're doing horrible things to her, she's dea—

      No, stop thinking like that.

      “Star—” I start to say when I'm suddenly cut off.

      “Fuck you and fuck off! How's that? Can you hear me now?”

      Sucking in a ragged breath, I crinkle my brows. She's pissed, I can't imagine why, but a sense of relief washes over me knowing she's all right.

      “What's wrong? What happened?” Slapping the outside of the door again, I wriggle it back and forth. “Can you just let me in? Let's talk about this inside. Come on, babe, let me in.”

      “How about no. No, I'm not letting you in. No, I don't want to talk to you. I already told you, you can fuck off.” She's holding back, her voice coming out through gritted teeth. Starla wants to yell, but she doesn't. “And I'm not your fucking babe.”

      She attempts to shut the door, so I push my hand against it so she can't. “What's going on? Why are you so pissed at me? What did I do?”

      “Just leave me alone, Bolt, I don't want to talk to you.”

      What's wrong with her?

      “Are you upset that it took all morning with my dad? I'm sorry, I didn't know—”

      The door whips open suddenly and Starla stands in front of me with a handful of clothes. Throwing them into the hall, she thins her lids and flares her nostrils. “Go fuck yourself, Bolt, seriously. I can't even look at you right now. You know what you did, don't play dumb.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Starla?” My chest constricts as panic and worry flows through my body.

      Tipping her head into her shoulder, she folds her arms across her chest. “Don't act like you don't know. You fucking used me, Bolt, you used me like garbage.”

      “What are you talking about?” Holding out my arms, I open my eyes wide. “I don't have a damn clue what you're talking about.”

      “Let me refresh your memory. . .” Taking a long step out of the room, she leans into me. “You had a plan, that plan involved me. You chose me to be your fake wife to embarrass your father! Are you fucking kidding me, Bolt? Am I that fucking disgusting? Am I really that far beneath you and your family?”

      “Starla, let me explain—”

      “There's nothing to explain, Bolt. The only reason I'm here is because I'm fucking poor, it's because I grew up broke, and not in a three story mansion. I'm not good enough for your family, you knew from the start what they would think of me. You let me believe that you actually liked me, but you never did, did you?”

      “Star—”

      Throwing up her hand, she crooks her jaw. “No, I don't want to hear a fucking word you have to say. I know how you truly see me, and nothing you can say will make it better.” Walking backwards into the room, she grips the door in her hand. “I'm garbage, Bolt, I'm a low life, poor girl, and would be such an embarrassment to your family. I can't believe I let you do this to me. If you want to humiliate your dad, you'll have to do it without me. I'm fucking done.”

      Pulling the ring off her finger, she throws it at my feet. I hear it as it bounces off the floor and rolls into the hall. Slamming the door in my face, I'm left standing in the hall with clothes strewn around my feet like a pile of leaves.

      I'm a fucking asshole. I never meant to hurt her this way.

      This was supposed to be an easy plan. It was supposed to be simple. I just never thought about how it might affect her. All I cared about was what I wanted. All I saw was what I would lose if I didn't do this.

      Now I lost the one and only thing that has ever mattered to me.

      What I wanted in the beginning, and what I want now are two totally different things. Starla had become the air I need to breathe, the oxygen I need flowing through my veins, the blood I need beating through my heart.

      I don’t care right now about the business or the money, all I care about is fixing my mistake. Except, how do I fix someone who is broken?

      How do I fix what I did when the wounds aren't visible on the outside?

      Starla isn’t an embarrassment or a humiliation; Starla is a goddess, she is an angel sent to brighten my world.

      I need to fix this because I'm not ready to let her go.

      Standing at the front desk, I tap my fingers against the counter. “Hi, I need to rent another room.”

      “Let me see what I have available.” The woman starts tapping away on the keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen.

      “Bolt? Bolt is that you?”

      Looking over my shoulder, my Aunt Denise is standing behind me, with a huge smile on her face. She looks the same, as if she hasn't aged in the ten years since I saw her last.

      Her hair is still jet black, her lips are covered in her signature red lipstick, and she has long dangling earrings that reach the tops of her shoulders. The only thing I notice is there are more wrinkles around her eyes as they scrunch up with her smile, and the skin on her hands is thinner, showcasing the deep blue veins under the surface.

      “Aunt Denise, how are you?”

      Throwing out her arms, she comes walking at me quickly and has me in a hug before I can stop her. Pulling herself off, she holds the outside of my arms and kisses each of my cheeks.

      “Look at you, you're all grown up. And what a man you've become.” Taking a step back, she grins. “Let me get a good look at you.” Pinching my shirt, she pulls one arm away from my ribs as she runs her hand down my shoulder, smoothing out my shirt. “A few wrinkles here and there, but you look nice, Bolt.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” With an awkward smile, my brows fold down. “When did you get in?”

      “Late last night.” Her smile thickens as she dips her head and peers up. “So, what's this I hear about you getting married?”

      Ah shit, it's out.

      “Dad told you already?”

      “Actually, it was your mother, which is surprising, but you know your father. He won't talk to me about stuff like this. Even when we were kids he always kept things so personal.” My aunt looked behind me, letting her eyes dance around the room. “Well, where is she? I want to meet this mystery girl.”

      “She's uh, she's up in the room.”

      “Sir, I have a room available for you.” The clerk hands me the key card and slides a paper across the desk. “Just sign here for me.”

      Signing my name, I slide it back and look at my aunt. “She's actually not feeling well, some sort of stomach thing. We're being cautious, don't want to go getting everyone else sick too.”

      “Well, I can't wait to meet her. I hope she feels better by this evening.” Slapping my arm lightly, she leans in and whispers. “Your mother didn't sound very happy, so forgive me if this little rebellious act of yours makes me excited.”

      My mother and my dad's sister have never gotten along. I was told there's a story behind their little tiff, but no one wants to talk about it. All I was ever able to get out of my father was that he had been dating my aunt's best friend, he met my mother, and the rest is history.

      Whatever the details are, my aunt doesn't like my mom, and my mom doesn't like her. They've coexisted through the years, walking side by side, but never crossing paths. I think the only reason my mother ever tells her anything at all is because she feels it's her responsibility to.

      “I need to get going, not much time left to get ready.” Tapping my new key card against the center of my palm, I start in the direction of my new room. “See you tonight.”

      “I'm excited, can't wait to meet the new Mrs. Bolt Sheckler.”

      I spend the afternoon, pacing my room, wondering how to get her back and trying to get ready for this stupid reunion. Fixing my suit, I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the phone. I want to talk to her, the desire and need is itching my fingers, and I can't take my eyes off the phone.

      Fuck it. I have to try.

      Lifting the receiver, I plug the room number in and listen to it ring. I don't have a clue what I'm going to say, I just really want to hear her voice.

      It rings over and over, and I'm starting to lose hope that she's going to answer. I'm about to hang up, when her voice comes out of the speaker.

      “Hello?” she asks, her tone full of sadness and pain.

      She sounds broken. It's all my fault.

      I'm such a fucking asshole.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Scoffing, Starla barks into the phone. “I told you I was done, and I meant it. Goodbye, Bolt.”

      “Wait, don't hang up.” I push the phone harder against my ear. “I really want to talk to you, give me five minutes to explain myself, please, that's all I ask.”

      “You had the past two months to explain yourself, and you said nothing. I don't even care if your family thinks I'm a humiliation. I feel stupid for not knowing everything from the start and not seeing it. Time's up, Bolt, you lost.”

      Click

      The phone goes dead and I'm left with a million words inside my head, and no one to listen. I can’t blame her for being mad, but it hurts that she won’t give me a chance to lay it all out on the table. I want her to know the position I was in at the start, and what drove me to make the choices I did.

      I want to tell her that in the beginning it was all about the money and getting back at my father, but that isn’t the case anymore. Things changed, I changed, and I want the chance to make things right.

      Hanging up the phone, I reluctantly rise to my feet and straighten my back. Closing the door to my room, I let out a defeated breath and head down to the reunion.

      The music is loud, people are talking and dancing, smiling and laughing. Everyone is all dolled up in their Sunday best. My family isn’t small. My father has five other siblings, my mother has four, and all of them have kids who are starting families of their own.

      Small children are running between adults’ legs around the dance floor, giggling and jumping like grasshoppers.

      Stepping over a little boy, he reaches out and snatches my ankle, gripping it tightly. Looking down, the little boy has big blue eyes and blond hair. He's wearing a green button up with khaki pants and tiny little dress shoes. He's got the Sheckler nose, and the small dimple in his chin that two of my aunts have.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him as he grins up at me.

      Letting out a crazed laugh only children can get away with, he tips his head back and cackles. “Walk!” he yells, digging his tiny nails into my skin.

      “Walk? But you're holding my leg.”

      “Walk!” he yells again, rolling onto his stomach, and clutching my ankle like it's a baseball bat.

      Pursing my lips, I shrug. “All right, but you're just going to fall off. I walk really, really fast, and your tiny little hands aren't strong enough.” Taking an exaggerated step, I pick up my pace as he hangs on to my surprise.

      Dragging the boy across the dance floor, his eyes are twinkling under the lights, and the laughter in his voice causes my chest to constrict.

      “Faster!” he calls out, squeezing my ankle even harder. “Faster!”

      Before I know it, another child is on my other leg, then a third and a fourth. All of them are laughing hysterically, their mouths open wide as I trudge around the dance floor like I'm wearing cement shoes.

      But I'm not annoyed with these kids, not like I would have been before. I'm happy for the moment, enjoying their playful spirit.

      “All right, all right,” my father's voice chimes in my ear as he waves his hands at the cluster of children. “Let the man go.”

      The children all pop up from the floor, scattering in different directions like ants. I watch them for a second, as the first boy runs into his mother's arms giggling. She kisses the top of his head and looks up at me with a smile.

      Nodding my head, I smile with closed lips. Something ignited inside my core while I was playing around with those kids. I don't know what it is, but I don't have the urge to push it away.

      “That's your cousin, Faith. She's my brother Tony's oldest daughter. You never really got to meet her because they moved to Washington when you were one.”

      “Oh,” I say, watching her hug the little boy and ruffle his hair. “He's a cute kid.” My chest swells, expanding like a hot air balloon as that feeling in my gut moves through my body.

      “He is. He looks a lot like you when you were his age. He's got the Sheckler nose, that one.” Clearing his throat, my father looks around the room. “So, where's your wi—Starla?”

      My eyes dart to his as he catches himself and calls her by her name. Smiling, I fold my arms across my chest. “She's not feeling well,” I say, not wanting to tell him the truth.

      “I'm sorry to hear that.” Gripping my shoulder, he gives me a little shake. “I was looking forward to getting to know her better.”

      Snapping my head in his direction, my brows dip in hard. “What?”

      Did he really just say that?

      Grinning, my father reaches out and grabs two glasses of wine as the waiter walks past us. Handing one to me, he takes a sip of his. “Your mother and I have been talking, and you're right. I don't know a thing about this girl. But, I'd like to, I'd love to get to know the woman who stole my son's heart.”

      “Wait, what's going on here?” Taking a step to the side, I turn to face him straight on. “This isn't what you were saying earlier. What changed?”

      “Your mother.” Holding the glass to his lips, he chugs the rest of his wine and sets the empty glass on the table beside us. “She made me realize a few things.”

      “Like what?” I'm confused. His sudden change doesn’t make sense, not after this morning.

      “Like the fact that she wasn't welcomed into our family at first either. Your grandmother hated that I chose her. Your aunts hated her too. Your mother was loud, she was bold, she was the opposite of what everyone else wanted. And I chose her anyway because she was right for me.”

      “But Mom was upset too, so why did she change her mind?”

      Letting out a weighted breath, he angles his head. “She wasn't upset about who you married, Bolt, she was upset that you got married and didn't tell us. She wanted to be there for it. She feels like you took that from her. Your mother has wanted to watch you get married since you were a young boy. It makes her sad that you didn't want her there for it. But, we do want to get to know Starla, we want to see what you see. If she makes you happy, then I'm happy.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Wrapping his arm around my neck, he gives me a side hug. “I'm sorry for pushing you so hard with all this crap. I was wrong to do that. I'm just happy it looks like it all worked out.” His smile is full and light, and I'm not sure I've ever seen him look so happy before. “Please, just don't hide any babies from us, let us be there for that.”

      Did it work out?

      I want to ask his advice. I want him to tell me how to fix this thing I broke.

      Because I'm not sure how to fix a broken heart.

      “Dad—”

      “Oh, excuse me, Bolt, someone is waiting for me.” My father lets go of my shoulder and walks to the dance floor before I can get out the rest.

      His eyes light up as he gives me one last grin over his shoulder, biting his lip and flashing his brows. His stride is smooth, he's moving his hips and shaking his shoulders to the beat of the music.

      My mother is standing there with a huge smile on her face, her eyes twinkling as my father dances his way to her. It's easy to see the love they have for each other.

      And as I stand there watching them dance, watching my father kiss her softly as he holds her waist and they spin in circles, I finally understand what he's been pushing me to find.

      It wasn't just about him giving me orders or controlling me. He wanted me to have what they have. He wants me to feel what they feel.

      There's a sensation that comes over you when you fall in love. There are no words to describe it, it can't be explained to someone else. It has to be felt. It has to flow through your body and fill all those empty spaces.

      Starla did that. She filled the voids, she made me smile, she made me look past what people have and see what was important.

      All the money in the world didn't matter if you had no one to share your life with.

      I can’t imagine sharing my life with anyone else but her.
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      The green light pops on, and that's all I need to see. Throwing my shoulder into the door, it flies open easily and I stumble into the room. I expected it to be barricaded, maybe blocked by the couch or a table. It isn’t.

      There's a weight inside my chest and I need to get it out. I have a million things I want to say to her, a million things I should have said already, and one apology for being such an asshole and not telling her the truth from the beginning.

      “Starla!” calling out her name, I storm through the living room, grabbing the double doors to the bedroom and shoving them open. “Star—”

      Standing in the doorway, I see an empty room, with a perfectly made bed, and her suitcase gone. Walking to the dresser, I open all the drawers, but they're empty.

      She's gone. . .

      Running my hand back and forth over my neck, I drag it down my face, and turn in a circle. A sense of loss comes over me, forcing my heart into my throat and my stomach to knot up like rope.

      I need to see her.

      I'm not ready to just let her run away like this, I can't. Leaving the room, I don't even take the time to close the door. I'm not thinking about anything but finding her, holding her, kissing her, and letting her know how much she means to me.

      All the things I should have done and said are eating away my brain and strangling my heart, making it hard to focus on anything else. If I don't get this out, if I don't tell her every word I have saved inside just for her, I'm not sure I'll ever be happy again.

      “Come on, come on,” I say out loud as I slam the button in the elevator. The doors aren't closing fast enough, and I don't have time to stand around and wait.

      Lurching off the elevator, I jog to the stairs and take them all the way down to the lobby. After ten flights of stairs, sweat is dripping down my temples, and my heart is racing as I try to catch my breath.

      The door clanks shut behind me and I look side to side, hoping to see Starla somewhere in the lobby. People are moving through the room, my eyes are scanning every woman about Starla's height, or with hair color that is similar, but she's nowhere to be found.

      “Bolt,” Yale's voice comes in from over my shoulder, so I turn around quickly. His brows crinkle and I know he sees the panic on my face. “You all right? What's going on? How come you're down here and not at the reunion?”

      “Where is she?”

      “Where's who?”

      “Don't play stupid. Where's Starla?”

      “Her? You're really down here looking for her?”

      Looking past him, I keep searching the lobby, checking all the shadows and corners. “Have you seen her or not? I don't have time for this shit, Yale, just spit it out.”

      “Well, yeah, I've seen her, but why does it matter? Didn't your father tell you to end it with her? I figured that's why you were with him this morning.”

      Veering my stare, my voice bellows deep in the back of my throat. “Where is she, Yale?”

      Yale's jaw jets to the side as the corner of his lip curls down. “She's gone.”

      “What? What the hell do you mean she's gone? Where'd she go?”

      His eyes soften as he looks down at his feet, then back up at me. “She's on her way home, Bolt, she said she wasn't going to stay, so I helped her get a taxi to the airport.” The tone in his voice shifts from high to low, and his shoulders start to buckle forward as he sees the anger on my face. “I'm sorry, I assumed you got what you wanted, and you were done with her anyway.”

      “You assumed wrong.” My teeth are clenched, my hands are balled into tight fists, and my muscles are starting to shake. I want to hit him, I can feel the adrenaline as it's coursing through my veins, threatening to take over.

      Shaking his head, he holds up his hands. “I thought this was the plan. You said—”

      “I know what I said, I know what the plan was, but things can change—shit, things did change.”

      “I don't understand, the whole point—”

      Slicing my hand through the air, I take a long step forward, bringing my face to his. “The point is this was wrong—I was wrong, Yale. Do you understand that? I should have never done this to her, I shouldn't have treated her like this. She didn't deserve to be made a fool of, she didn't deserve to be used. Starla is a good person, Yale, and she's everything I could ever want in a woman.”

      Wiping my hands down the sides of my face, I tip my head back and glare at the ceiling. “I just wish I had the chance to tell her I was sorry, to tell her that everything she thought she saw in me, in us—it was all real. Everything she felt and shared with me, I felt it too. It started out as one thing, but it ended with my heart in her hands.”

      Dropping my head down, I close my eyes. “I love her, Yale, I love that girl in a way I've never loved anyone.”

      “Do you mean that?” Her voice sings in my ears, causing me to whip my head over my shoulder. “Did you really mean all that stuff you just said?” Folding her arms across her chest, Starla is taking careful steps towards us.

      There are tears in her eyes, I can see them from where I'm standing as they reflect like a mirror. The water is balancing on the thin edge of her lid, threatening to fall if she blinks. I don't want to be the cause of anymore tears for her. I want to be the reason for her smiles, for her laughs, for her happiness.

      Tilting her head, she hugs herself tighter as she stops a few feet away. “Well, did you really mean all that? Or was it all another show you were putting on? Because you seem to be really good at lying, you know that?”

      Everything I had prepared in my head to say to her suddenly vanishes as my brain kicks up dust and debris.

      There are no words because I don't need them. There are no words because she takes my breath away. There are no words because nothing I could say would ever measure up to what I feel in my heart.

      Starla deserves so much more than I have to give, but I’m  willing to lose it all for her if I have to.

      Closing the distance between us, I scoop her face in my hands and wrap my fingers around her head. Kissing her hard, I let all my emotions and feelings flow from my lips to hers.

      I want her to feel what I can't say. I want her to know that I'm not playing pretend. I want her to see that this is real. Everything about us is real.

      “I love you,” I say, speaking against her lips, refusing to break away. “I love you, Starla Bishop and I should have told you that sooner. And maybe if I had been honest with myself, I would have.”

      Tears fall freely down her cheeks, and I can taste the salty water as it mixes with our kiss. In the past, a kiss like this would have ended with me pushing her away and telling her it was over.

      I don't like crying; I don't like emotional messes. This is different. I want to take her tears away, I want to capture them before they can hurt her, I'm ready to bear whatever pain she feels so she doesn't have to hurt anymore.

      Because that's what love is.

      Love is being there no matter what, it's about accepting someone for who they are, it's about the smile you feel inside when you're with that person, and the laughs you can relive with just a thought.

      Standing up on her toes, she kisses me back, curling her arms around my neck. “I love you too,” she says through a whisper.

      I feel her words. I feel them as they enter my mouth and move down my throat. I feel them as they swim through my veins and invade my chest. My heart explodes, sending an explosion of electricity through my body.

      Starla is my life. She's what I'm living for.

      Yale is standing awkwardly behind us, rocking back and forth on his heels as he looks around the room. Starla drops down to flat feet, wiping the tears off her cheeks. Sniffling, she sticks her hands into her back pockets and smirks.

      “I'm sorry, Yale,” she says, giving him an apologetic smile. “I shouldn't have hit you.”

      “Wait—” Holding up my hand, I glance between them. “You hit him?”

      Yale nods, pointing at a red blotch on his cheek. “Yeah, but I deserved it.”

      I can't stop the grin as it spreads from ear to ear. “She got you good.”

      Nodding, he rubs his cheek. “She did.” Wrinkles crawl across his forehead as he arches his brows. “Bolt, I'm sorry, I didn't know you felt this way. I should have asked, I shouldn't have stuck my nose in where it didn't belong. I never meant to hurt either of you.”

      Resting my hand on his shoulder, I give him a little shake. “Stop, you didn't do anything wrong. This was my idea, not yours, I'm the one to blame. I don't want you feeling bad about shit, none of it falls on you.”

      Yale's body relaxes as he lets out a breath. “Thanks, Bolt, I appreciate that.” Glancing between Starla and me, he asks, “Well, now what? Are you guys staying, going out for drinks, what?”

      Taking Starla's hand, I lift it to my lips and kiss her knuckles. “We're here until tomorrow, the reunion is probably still going, so we can go up there, or. . .” Pausing, I lower my lids and grin. “There are three pools, four hot tubs, and a five mile section of beach.” Winking, I bite the inside of my cheek. “I did miss you in the pool earlier in that sexy little bikini.”

      Her smile is effusive as her cheeks blush and her lips purse. “I don't care what we do, as long as we do it together.” Swinging our hands back and forth, she rocks her hips.

      “Pool it is.”

      “Is this a couple's thing or. . .” Yale's words trail off as he moves eyes around my face.

      Looking over at Starla, she shrugs her shoulder and smiles. “Come on, Dick,” I say, ticking my head for him to follow us.

      I didn't mind who’s around me, as long as Starla is one of those people.

      She found her way into my world, into my home, and into my heart.

      I know deep down that as long we have love, no matter where we were, we'll be happy.

      For the first time ever, my life feels complete. Nothing is missing, I don't feel empty and cold.

      I have everything I never wanted, and it's amazing.
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        Six months later

      

      

      “Where are we going?” I ask, pulling on my jacket and wrapping a scarf around my neck.

      It's getting colder outside, the trees are starting to shed their leaves and you can almost taste winter in the air. Everything is starting to change around me, making me wonder where I'm going next.

      The internship is basically over, which means my time at the brewery will be ending soon. I have a week left, that's it. I've been trying not to think about it. It’s scary to not know what’s coming next.

      For the past few months, everything has been perfect. Bolt's parents are opening up to me, actually making an effort to get to know me and my family. Turns out my grandfather and Bolt's grandfather actually went to school together.

      His father dug out an old yearbook when we made the connection, and finding their pictures only pages apart was wild. After a little research and coaxing, my grandfather admitted to having a drink or two with Brandon Sheckler at some underground bar back in the day.

      “For a walk.” Bolt's smile licks my insides and I immediately feel my stomach tumble. The way he looks at me will never get old. I feel his eyes, I feel his emotions as they pour over my body. It's an amazing feeling. “You ready?” he asks, flipping up the collar on his coat and dropping his phone into his pocket.

      “Yeah, I'm ready.” Bolt holds out his arm, guiding me out the front door of his condo. I stop, waiting for him to lock up his place. “Which way are we going, left or right?” I ask, looking up the sidewalk in both directions.

      “Neither, we're going this way.” Twisting, he starts through the field beside the condo.

      “This way?” Lifting my feet high over the grass, I start to follow him through the thick weeds. “Why are we walking this way?”

      “There's a quiet little place just over that hill, it's not too far, and not many people know about it.” Stopping, he bends down and pats his shoulder. “Here, get on.”

      “What?” Giggling, I cup my hips. “You're going to give me a piggyback ride?”

      “Yeah, climb up.” Pressing his fingertips into the dirt, he bends his shoulders forward more. “Come on now, I can't stay in this position all day.”

      “Alright.” Curling my arms around his neck, I wrap my legs around his hips as he stands up quickly and holds my ankles. “Wow, look at all the colors in the leaves, it's beautiful.”

      Bouncing, he shifts my body higher and looks back at me over his shoulder. “You're beautiful.”

      Kissing his cheek, I tuck my face into the crook of his neck. “I love you.”

      “I know,” he says as he starts walking. “And I love you.”

      When he says it, I know he means it. His words aren't forced, they're real, they're sincere, they're heart felt and warm.

      Bolt carries me through the small field, up the hill and down the other side. I offer to walk on my own, but he refuses to put me down.

      “Up there—” nudging his head towards the peak of the hill, he asks, “Can you see it yet?”

      “The pond?”

      “Yeah, pretty isn't it?”

      “It is.” Bolt stops and drops me to my feet. Tangling our fingers together, he walks towards the water. “There's a bench up here we can sit on. I spotted it one day from my kitchen window, but I haven't been out here in a long time.”

      Reaching the bench, we sit down, and he wraps his arm around my shoulders. I'm looking out at the water, watching the surface ripple as a light breeze blows. Snuggling closer to him, a duck starts swimming toward us.

      “Oh, look at that, here she comes.”

      The duck climbs out of the water, waddling our way, and it's not until she's a few feet away that I spot the five little ducklings following closely behind her.

      “Awe, how cute, look at the babies.” Pointing, I lean forward and watch them scavenge the grass. They're all making muffled quacks as they pluck strands of grass free from the dirt.

      The wind blows again, causing a shiver to zip down my spine. “It's getting cold, look at the trees, the leaves are all changing. I can feel winter in my bones.”

      “Fall's here,” he says, scooting up on the bench. “But, something else is going to change too...”

      “Oh yeah, and what's that?” Rubbing his back, my eyes are on the ducks.

      I'm enjoying this moment and the silence that’s encasing us in our own little bubble. It feels like we're the only ones in the world and I don't mind this solitude one bit. Bolt is moving around, but I'm not paying attention to what he's doing.

      “Our lives, our lives are about to change.”

      My fingers slip off his back as he gets up off the bench, so I flick my eyes in his direction. Bolt is standing briefly, then drops to his knee in front of me. Pulling a small white box from his jacket pocket, he holds it up.

      “There are very few things in this world that I know, Starla. But the things I do know, I don't doubt for a second. I know that I love you with all my heart. I want to make it real, I want a real marriage, with real children, and a real future together.” Pulling the top back, the ring glistens, sparkling brightly even under the cloudy sky. “Will you marry me?”

      Tears spring up instantly as I cup my mouth with my hands. “Are you serious?”

      Nodding, he pulls the ring out of the box and takes my hand. “Very serious.” Setting the band at the edge of my finger, he smiles up at me. “I can't slip it on until you say it.”

      “Can we still make whiskey together?”

      “I wouldn't have it any other way,” he answers with a chuckle. “So...” Tilting his head, he lets his eyes still on mine, “is that a yes?”

      “Yes, yes.” Shaking my head up and down, my hand is trembling as he pushes the ring onto my finger. “Wow, it's beautiful, Bolt.” Lifting my hand to my face, I take a closer look at the ring. “Is this. . .”

      “The original ring you picked out before?” he asks, finishing my sentence. “It is. I wanted to get you the one you wanted, the one you really loved.”

      Diving at him, he falls back and I land on top of him. “I love you, I love you so much.”

      Bolt kisses me softly, brushing the hair away from my face. “I love you too. I never thought I'd meet someone that made me feel this way. With you, I feel complete.” Kissing me again, his hands slide down my back and onto my ass.

      We're both laying on the ground, consumed by this feeling flowing through our veins. Nothing else matters, nothing around matters. We're lost in each other, happily ignoring the outside world in this blissful solitude.

      “Ow,” Bolt snaps, jerking his lips away.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      Quack, quack. The mother duck is right behind Bolt's head, glaring at him like he invaded her nest.

      “She bit me on my head.” Rubbing the back of his head, he twists his face to look at her. The duck lunges in his direction, causing Bolt to push up onto his elbows and throw a hand in her direction. “Get,” he barks at her, flipping his fingers again. “Get out of here.” The duck quacks again, charging at him like she could scare him away.

      “We should have brought bread.” Giggling, I sit back on my knees. “I think she likes you.”

      “Yeah, well, I don't like her.” We both start laughing, unable to control ourselves. Bolt rises to his feet and helps me up. “Come on, let's finish this at home.”

      We're barely in the door before his hands are tearing at my jacket and his lips are on mine. I can feel the passion in his kiss, the way his tongue slips easily between my lips, dancing across ridges, tasting and licking.

      The sharp edges of his teeth pluck at my throat, scraping down my neck and sending goosebumps cascading over my flesh. I feel the tremble as it hits my thighs, making my pussy clench and my heart speed up.

      Bolt growls, the sound is nothing but warm air and need as he rips my jacket down my arms and throws it to the floor.

      “I love you,” is all he's able to force out as his hands glide up my back, tugging me into his chest. “I love you and the babies you're going to have.”

      “Is that right?” I ask, dropping my head back so he has room to kiss my throat. His lips place weighted kisses across my collarbone as he digs his teeth into my shoulder.

      “That's right.” Palming my mound, Bolt runs his tongue up my throat and over the shell of my ear. “I'm going to fuck you till you're carrying my baby...” His voice trails off as he pushes his thumb against my swelling button. “Till my seed is planted and our baby is growing in your belly.”

      Letting out a loud giggle, I snap my eyes to his. “Till your seed is planted?” I can't stop myself as the laughing gets louder and more unhinged. “Your seed, really?”

      Bolt starts to chuckle as he runs his fingers through my hair. “All right, so maybe my choice of words wasn't sexy, but yeah, I want you to have my baby, I want a family with you, I want us to bring a piece of ourselves into the world.”

      “I want that too,” I say, tangling my fingers in his hair and holding his head. “I want to have your babies.” Kissing his lips, I pull away quickly. “I want to get a big belly and waddle around not seeing my feet for months.”

      “The thought of that is so fucking hot.” Walking me backwards, my legs hit the couch, causing me to teeter on my heels. Bolt smirks as he pushes his chest against mine, lowering me to the cushion. “Just picturing you with a bump, my bump, it makes me so fucking hard.”

      His hips split my legs apart, forcing them to open wide, giving him all the room he needs. “Mm,” I moan, moving my hands down his back.

      My fingertips dip between the strong muscles in his shoulders, following the hard curves and deep crevices. Scratching my nails back up, I arch off the couch, brushing my breasts against his chest.

      “Damn, Star, you feel that? You feel what you do to me?” Rubbing his length against my pussy, I can feel the wetness start to seep against my panties. “Feel how hard I am right now?” he asks, gyrating his hips.

      Feverishly, I fumble with the belt around his waist as I kiss him hard. I don't need to tell him to fuck me, I don't need to use my voice at all. Bolt is tugging my shirt over my head, and I'm pulling his belt free so I can get to the button.

      His tongue finds my nipple, flicking over the hard bead and swirling around the outside. Taking my tit in his mouth, he sucks hard, hollowing his cheeks as he looks up at me.

      I can see what he's feeling in his eyes, the passion, the hunger, the love. A small flame flickers bright as his lips slip off my breast with a gentle pop.

      “Take me, Bolt.” Arching my back hard, I push my chest into his face as my head falls back and my eyes snap shut. “Take me and never let me go.”

      Bolt's body stills above me, his hands move across my face, swooping gently around my cheeks and pulling it down. He wants me to look him in the eyes, refusing to go any further until my attention is focused on him.

      Dancing his eyes over mine, it feels like he's peering deep into my soul. My chest heats as he reaches my heart, taking it into his hands and claiming it for himself.

      “I'll never let you go, Starla, not ever. I love you with everything I have. You own me, you own all of me.” His words are firm, filled with all the truth he had to bear.

      I believe him, I believe that he means every word he says. There’s no fear in his voice, no doubt, or uncertainty. Bolt loves me.

      We found something together that most people spend an entire lifetime looking for. We found our eternity.

      Because sometimes it takes a convenient wife to find your forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Looking for another hot fake relationship romance? Check out my other book, THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT. Jasper never planned to get married. But when he needs a wife to bring to his family reunion, he hires Dee. He never expected to fall in love—but Dee changes everything.

      

      Read THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT here! Blurb is below!

      

      Want to be the first to learn when a new title is released? Follow me on Amazon!
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* * *

      I never wanted a wife. Until I met her.

      All my life I've been a lone-wolf. My favorite things are fast cars and a glass of brandy after a long day.

      Things were perfect. Until my father reminded me he controls my inheritance.

      If I don't bring a wife to the next family vacation, he's cutting me off.

      I hate having my hand forced...

      But I've got a plan.

      I asked my assistant to find me the most non-wife-material girl he can dig up.

      Once I parade her in front of my father, he'll be begging me to divorce her.

      I'll keep my inheritance without having to change my life for anyone.

      It seemed so easy.

      Then I met her.

      She's everything I never knew I wanted.

      And when she finds out I picked her because I thought she'd never fit into my world...

      It'll break her heart.

      
        READ THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT HERE!
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