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      “You're really doing this, huh?”

      “Doing what?” Ryder asks me as if he has no clue what I'm talking about.

      Smirking, I glance all around and hold my arms out. “This. Getting married. Tying the knot. Locking on the old ball and chain.”

      Ryder chuckles as he buttons the cuff on his sleeve. “When you say it like that, it really makes me wonder why I'm still friends with you.” Running his hands loosely down his arms, he straightens the collar and adjusts the flower pinned to his lapel.

      “I don't. I know exactly why, it's because you're a dick and no one else wants to be your friend.” Grinning, he gives me a playful punch in the arm. “Ouch, douche. You know I'm only kidding. I'm happy for you two, I really am. I think you guys are going to make it.”

      I mean what I say. They work beautifully together. Jenna levels him out, and he does the same for her. He's her stability, and she's his voice of reason. Even as kids, I could see the way he looked at her and how it was different from any of the other girls. And when she left, she was all he ever talked about, no matter how much he denied it when I pointed it out.

      Eventually, as the years went on, he spoke about her less frequently, but the look in his eyes when her name came up, that never disappeared completely. Jenna leaving town changed him, and now that spark he had when we were kids is back.

      It's a spark I've never felt before. I thought it might come along at some point, but it never has. I've had plenty of girlfriends, but it seems like they all want to change me, and I'm not changing for anyone.

      I can't lie and pretend I don’t feel a bit of jealousy, faint as a dying candle. It’s there. Ryder has the farm, and he has the girl. When I watch them together, the way they finish each other’s sentences, and I see the love they have for each other, it makes me second guess this whole bachelor lifestyle I'm living.

      I'm a bachelor by design.

      My job keeps me pretty busy, so there isn't much time for dating. I'm the only guy around who knows a tractor inside and out. I never intended for this to become my full time job, but the more people spread my name around, the busier I seem to get.

      It's at the point now that I'm getting phone calls from customers two or three towns over. People need a reliable mechanic who isn't going to price gouge or up sell them. That's me.

      The thought of getting married doesn't even cross my mind. But seeing Ryder and Jenna together is making me rethink what I thought I wanted in life.

      “Thanks man,” Ryder says. He takes a step back and looks himself over in the mirror. “I really do make this suit look good, don't I?”

      “Full of yourself much?”

      “You're just jealous I can rock this suit and you can't.”

      “What are you talking about? Look at me.” Stretching out my arms, I spin in a circle.

      He looks me up and down, dipping one brow hard. “Exactly my point.” Tossing him a flat look, he laughs. “So,” Ryder says, “are you ready?”

      “Me? I was born ready.” Flipping my collar, I straighten my tie. “But it ain't my funeral.”

      “Is this what I'm going to get all day? You busting my balls?” He opens the door, and we head out to the garden on the farm.

      “Would you expect anything less?”

      “Nope.” Squinting his eyes as the sun hits his face, Ryder looks around, and waves his hand, calling someone over to us. “Let me introduce to someone. Mark, this is Siobhan. You two are walking down the aisle together.”

      To my left, there's a short brunette peering up at me with big, bright blue eyes. She smiles with plump full lips and holds out her hand. “Hi,” she says. “It's nice to meet you.”

      I'm blown away. She's gorgeous. In a tight blue dress that hits just below her knees, it hugs her hips perfectly. Her lips shine with a thin layer of pink gloss, and her long lashes fan her eyes like butterfly wings.

      My eyes are drawn to a sparkling necklace around her neck. The thin chain dangles against her alabaster skin, and the yellow stone dangles at the crease of her breasts. Her perfect cleavage is pillowing out the top of her dress, making it hard to look away.

      “Hey,” I say, shaking her hand. “It's nice to meet you too.”

      Her eyes settle on mine, her smile intoxicating as her lips spread into a sexy little smirk. She nibbles on her bottom lip lightly, letting her gaze slowly move around my face.

      She's checking me out.

      “You both know what to do, right?” Ryder asks.

      “Sure do,” I say confidently. “I always know what to do and how to do it right.” Keeping my eyes on her, my tone is flirtatious.

      She nods and agrees, placing her hands at her waist as she holds a small bouquet of flowers. Her cheeks flush slightly as she brushes a loose strand of hair behind ear, looking away.

      “Good. I'm going to head down now.” He's so preoccupied with the wedding that he doesn't even catch the fact I'm flirting with her. His nerves are starting to get to him. I can see it. Ryder tries to pretend like nothing bothers him, but I know him better than that. He's scared shitless, but in a good way, I suppose.

      This is the start of a new chapter for him and Jenna. A new life, a new everything. It isn't just him and his sister anymore. He's growing his family, and I'm proud of him for it.

      “Siobhan. . . Am I saying that right?” I ask her.

      “Yeah, but you can just call me Sia. It's what all my friends call me.”

      “So, we're friends now,” I saw with a smirk. “That's good.”

      She giggles, and lord help me, that fucking giggle sets me on fire. That little laugh sends blood rushing through my veins, making my cock throb. Every muscle in my body tenses up, the air around me is suddenly so thick I almost can't take a breath.

      Fuck, I could take her right here.

      “I suppose we are now,” she answers with her own sexy little smile. “My friend is marrying yours. I think that makes us friends by default.”

      My eyes lick up and down her body. Her ass, her legs, her rosy cheeks, and shaded lids are making my chest tight. I want to take her someplace where we can be alone, where I can taste every inch of her skin. Lick over her curves, exploring her body until she begs me to fuck her.

      She catches me checking her out and gives me a gotcha smile. Darting my eyes up to the sky, I try to calm myself down. It's your best friend's wedding! Get your shit together!

      “So, how long have you known Ryder?” she asks as she uses two fingers to stroke a single petal of one of the flowers in her bouquet.

      The way the petal slips between her fingers is erotic. My dick pulses, begging for her to touch me that way. To stroke my cock with the same tenderness, the same teasing touch.

      Clearing my throat, I push the thought away as I say, “All my life, basically. We've been friends since we were kids.”

      “Wow, a long time, then.”

      “Are you saying I'm old?” Furrowing my brows, I angle my head.

      Sia lets out a loud laugh, slapping my chest with her hand. “You know what I mean.”

      My chest tingles where she touches me, causing me to swallow hard as our eyes lock on each other. We stand in silence for a second, a very long second, before I finally say, “You're not from around here. I can tell.”

      “Is it the accent that gave it away?”

      Rocking my head on my shoulders, I thin my lips. “Well there's that, but also I know everyone in this town, and I've never seen you before.”

      “Yeah, when Jenna told me she came from a small town, I honestly didn't picture something this small. We're in the country, and I'm from New York. It's so different. There's nothing for miles in either direction.”

      “Yeah, for me this is normal. I can't imagine living someplace where you open your front door and you run into dozens of strangers walking down the street.”

      “So, I'm guessing a suit isn't something you normally wear, is it?”

      “Do I look that awkward?” I ask, looking down at myself as I flare out my jacket.

      “No, it's not that. You look really nice; it fits you well. I just figured being so rural here, a suit isn't typically required.” She reaches out, fixing the small handkerchief in my breast pocket. Her fingers linger there for a moment, until she pulls them away quickly.

      Our eyes lock again, the attraction between us more than palpable. The air feels like it's filled with electricity. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, sending a chill down my spine. My stomach clenches up as my dick pulses in my pants.

      Clearing my throat, I loosen my tie a little. “Thanks. I'm surprised you're still shorter than me with those heels.” Looking down, I point at her feet.

      “Being five foot two, I need all the height I can get.” Picking up one foot, she jiggles her heel. “These are actually shorter than the ones I usually wear.”

      There's a small dragonfly tattoo on her ankle . She notices me looking and laughs. “Ignore the terrible tattoo. It's the result of a drunken night and poor decision making. One day I'll get it covered up with something better. It sucks, and I hate that I didn't pick a spot I can keep covered up more.”

      I think it's cute. It's sexy even. The image sits right above her ankle. The color is slightly faded, and the black outline is fuzzy from bleeding into the skin.

      “It's not that bad.”

      “Are you kidding me? It's terrible and always visible.”

      “Why? You wear heels a lot?”

      “All the time,” she says with a sexy little grin. “I don't leave home without them.” Winking, she bats her lashes.

      Her calf muscle pops and instantly all I can think about is her in just those heels with her legs up behind her head. I can see it so vividly. Me peeling that dress off her body and letting it drop to the floor. I'd run my tongue up her leg, over her thigh, and around her naval. I want to taste her skin, feel how smooth and soft she is.

      My cock throbs, causing me to shift on my feet as I try to gain control of myself. But I can't stop picturing it. Holding her leg by the ankle and slipping between her thighs, spreading her wide open. Wondering what she'll sound like when she moans as I pleasure her body.

      Would she be loud? Scream for more?

      Would she be quiet? Beg me with just her body?

      Either way, I really wouldn't care as long as she keeps those heels on.

      “You better not let me fall,” she says, pulling me out of my fantasy.

      “What?” I ask, my voice as distant as the thoughts in my head.

      “You better not let me fall when we walk down that aisle,” she says again, pointing toward the garden and the white runner leading to the altar.

      “Don't worry, if your spikes try to bring you down, I'll catch you.”

      “Good, because if you don't, everyone will remember you as the groomsman who couldn't handle his bridesmaid.” She gives me a flirty grin, flashing her big blue eyes.

      Fuck those eyes. Brilliant blue, sparkling like the ocean under the sun. Silver and deep blue speckles flicker like tiny lights. So clear, so large, ablaze with the reflections around us. I can see the sky, the clouds, and my towering figure in her stare.

      “I can handle anything.” Holding out my arm for her, she hooks her arm in mine. “The bigger question is can you handle me?”

      Sia looks up, curling her fingers tightly around my arm. “I'm from New York City. Do I need to say more?”

      I like this girl.

      I'm not looking for a wife, but maybe I can make her mine for the night. I'd love to feel those heels wrap my sides and her nails raking my back. . .

      Focus! This is your best friend's wedding, not a damn pick-up bar.

      We're standing at the top of the aisle. She's looking down at the altar, her smile excited and broad for her friend. As much as I know I should be keeping my head straight, I can't stop looking at her. I've never been so mesmerized by a woman before.

      Her long brown hair falls in luscious curls. Half of it is pulled back, and there are loose strands dancing around her face in the light breeze. Small goosebumps ripple across her skin, tempting me to wrap her in my arms and warm her up.

      The music starts, signaling the wedding is beginning and it's time for us to make our entrance. Her fingers dig into my forearm as we step forward, so I cup her hand, taking advantage of this moment.

      “Better not let me fall,” she says again out of the corner of her mouth jokingly.

      “I never would.” My voice is firm and serious.

      If she stumbles, I'll lift her up. She falls, I'll catch her. In that moment, something inside me flips on like a switch. As if it's my responsibility to make sure nothing happens to her. I'll protect her. I'll keep her safe. I'll hold her tight.

      We walk slowly down the aisle, arms locked together. She's holding onto me as if I'm the only thing keeping her on the ground, and she'll float away if she lets go.

      When we reach the end, we're supposed to break away, but I don't want to let her go. I'm reluctant, holding onto her for as long as I possibly can.

      My fingers swipe across her arm as she moves away, holding on to her until the very last second. I'm not sure if she feels the tips of my fingers, or how badly they want to stay right where they are, but I swear she hesitates too before moving to her spot at the altar.

      Stepping next to Ryder, he gives me a nervous smile, his hands anxiously tapping at his sides. Patting his shoulder, I lean in and whisper.

      “Relax man, you got this.”

      He nods, wiping light beads of sweat off his forehead. Letting out a heavy breath, Ryder focuses on Jenna as she comes down the aisle. Instantly his body relaxes. His hands stop moving, his muscles smooth and still.

      All the guests stand up from their seats as she comes down the aisle. Everyone is looking at her, and they should be. She looks beautiful.

      Except, I can't take my eyes off Siobhan. I'm trying like hell, I swear I am, but it's not working. She's the star in my eyes. The sun is lighting up her skin. The wind is ruffling the strands of hair that are framing her face, and all I can think about is slipping my tongue into the slit of her cleavage.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      It's my best friend's wedding and all I can think about is fucking one of the bridesmaids.

      Forcing myself to look at Jenna, I can see the happiness and love in her eyes as she reaches Ryder. His smile is so big it fills his face, and his eyes are full of happiness.

      She compliments him. She balances him. She completes him.

      I want that too.
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      Sitting at the table, I swirl the alcohol in my glass and watch Mark as he chats with a few people I don't know. He's hotter than I would expect for a country boy. Tall, dark, and handsome don't even sum him up. He has broad shoulders, a sharp jaw that's covered in a thick, well-groomed beard, and dark brown eyes. His arms are thick, his hands strong. His voice heavy and deep, but smooth as cognac.

      Butterflies swarm my stomach as I watch him grin, tipping his head back and laughing with the small group he's standing with. Running my finger around the rim of the glass, I sit back, enjoying the view.

      I don't know what I really expected with this wedding, but I didn't think I could have ever envisioned this. In New York City everything is all glitz and glam. Go big or don't go at all, that's basically the rule. Crystal glasses, giant venues with hundreds of people. Ice sculptures, gold flakes in your champagne, that's the type of wedding I'm used to seeing.

      But here, in the barn at Ryder's farm, I can't lie, I like how this feels. It's small, quaint, and has so many personal touches that speak to who the bride and groom are. There are no big and flashy chandeliers or servers walking around with caviar.

      Bales of hay rest against the back wall, decorated with white lights. The tables have small glass vases with floating candles and flower petals. The food is buffet style, hometown barbecue with ribs and baked beans, corn bread, and prime rib. Food I don't typically eat in New York, and it's delicious.

      This isn't a wedding to impress people, it's a wedding of love. Simple, homey, and still extremely beautiful. I thought I was going to feel awkward and out of place, but I don't. Everyone is friendly, smiling and laughing, striking up conversations so easily.

      This is worlds away from the city.

      Taking a sip of my drink, I let my eyes drift back to Mark. He happens to glance over at me at the same time, giving me a smile as he lifts his drink in the air. Lifting mine back, we both take a sip at the same time.

      Turning his attention back to the guy he's talking to, he keeps looking over at me from the corner of his eyes. Smiling into my glass, I suck the rest of my drink down. I feel giddy every time he glances my way, like a schoolgirl with a crush.

      I'm trying to not get overly emotional tonight. I'm about to lose one of my best friends. Don't get me wrong, I'm really happy for Jenna. I am. But this changes everything.

      She's not coming back to the city with me. She won't be a block away anymore. I'm not going to be able to call her up to grab lunch or coffee out of the blue whenever the mood strikes anymore. And it sucks.

      Jenna is one of the only people that I've met whose personality goes deeper than the surface. I can talk to her about anything. And she's interested in more than just designer clothing and what fashion trend is coming next.

      I'm going to miss her.

      Getting up, I walk to the drink table and grab another glass of wine. I don't even bother going back to my table because I've already decided that I'm getting drunk tonight. If I keep thinking about not having my best friend by my side, I'm going to spend the rest of the night crying.

      I don't want to cry selfishly on her wedding night, so getting drunk makes sense right now.

      “Did you taste that at all?” His voice comes in over my shoulder, low and heavy.

      Laughing, I set down my empty glass and pick up another. “Nope, and I'm not trying to. Want to get drunk with me?” I ask, lifting up a second glass and passing it to him.

      “How drunk?” he asks with a smirk as he takes the glass from my hand, letting his fingers brush mine gently.

      Tingles rush up my arm, sweeping through my chest, and seizing my lungs. I hold my breath for a second, trying to not visibly shiver.

      “Very drunk.” Flashing him a big grin, I lift my glass, tapping it against his.

      “Count me in,” he says.

      His eyes move all over my face. They trace my cheeks, moving down slowly, and lingering on my lips. My heart starts to race, the blood rushing so forcefully it pounds in my ears, silencing everything else around me.

      The way he looks at me makes my body come alive. His eyes pierce me where I stand, forcing my heart to speed up. I can't breathe. I forget how as his eyes start to travel over my breasts, working their way down over my hips, and moving all the way to my feet.

      God damn, he's gorgeous.

      His hair is styled with just enough mess my fingers itch to slip through it. The suit he's wearing barely contains his thick muscled body. He flexes his arm as he lifts the glass to his lips, and I swear the threads at the seams are straining.

      The tips of my fingers reach for my neck as I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I can feel every inch of my body prickling with desire, begging for this man to just grab me with his bear sized hands and take me however he wants.

      “Having a good time?” he asks, turning around to face the small crowd on the dance floor.

      “I am, actually.” Leaning back against the table, I hold the glass close to my lips, but don't take a sip. I let it rest there, cooling my skin.

      “You sound surprised by that. What did you think it would be like? A bunch of people chasing pigs through the mud in ripped jeans and line dancing?”

      “No. . . Well, maybe a little.” Giggling, he laughs with me. “But no. I'm just used to weddings that are. . .” Letting my voice trail off, I try to pick my words wisely. I don't want to offend him. This is where he lives.

      “Built for the rich and famous?”

      “Yeah, basically.” Agreeing, I catch Jenna making a beeline for the house. “Huh,” I say under my breath.

      “What?” he asks, following my gaze.

      She runs up to the house quickly and disappears inside. Mark looks around the room, and that's when we see Ryder talking to one of Jenna's and my friend, Tara. She points to the house, and he nods, sending him in the same direction as Jenna.

      “Hm, wonder what's going on,” Mark says into his drink.

      His lips make a slurping noise, drawing my eyes right to them. Lowering the glass, he licks his lips with deliberate slowness. Biting on my bottom lip, my mind starts to twirl with thoughts of his lips against my skin. Kissing my neck and moving down my throat until he finds more exposed skin to taste.

      Mark coughs, drawing me out of my daze. My eyes move up to his and he smiles coyly.

      I'm caught.

      Bashfully, I twist my head in the other direction, embarrassment flushing my cheeks. “Yeah, I have no idea, but they both ran off quick.”

      “I'm happy for them. You know, I honestly thought me and Ryder were going to be bachelors forever. Boy was I wrong, huh?” He chuckles to himself, looking deep into the liquor in his glass.

      “Yeah, well I thought Jenna and I would be drinking mimosas every Sunday morning for at least another two or three years before she got swept away for her design career. I don't think that's happening anymore. Looks like we were both wrong.”

      He laughs again and holds his glass in my direction. “To change,” he says.

      Clinking my glass against his, we both finish what's left. “So, what about you? What are your plans now that you're going solo?”

      Shrugging his shoulder, he sets the glass down on the table. “I don't plan on a changing a thing. I'm a mechanic, and that keeps me busy enough.” He sounds slightly bitter. His voice is flat, but I can see it in his eyes. “What about you?”

      “I don't know. I'll figure it out. It'll just be weird for a bit is all.” Glancing up at the house, I look to see if they're coming back, but they're not. “I'm happy for them too, everyone deserves to find someone who makes them happy.”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he says, shaking his head. “You want to dance?”

      I don't have a chance to answer before Mark grabs my hand and pulls me to the dance floor. The small stage is built with pallets and plywood. The surface is laminate tiles that look like wood, and there are strings of lights wrapping the beams overhead.

      Mark takes my hand and holds it, placing my other hand on his shoulder. His thick fingers curl around my waist as he tugs me in closer. He starts to sway to the music, leading me in a circle.

      “You ever listen to country in the city?” he asks, sweeping me elegantly around to the beat.

      “No, not really. I went to a line dancing bar once with a few friends to check it out, but it wasn't really my thing.”

      “That's because you need to know how to dance first, before trying that.”

      Arching a brow, I smirk. “Are you saying I can't dance?”

      “I'm not saying anything, your feet are.” He looks down. “You've stepped on me twice.”

      Giggling, I smack his chest. “Hey,” I snap playfully.

      Mark tightens his arm around my waist and dips me unexpectedly. “Lucky for you, I know what I'm doing.”

      I can't stop from smiling as he holds me, letting me hover dangerously close to the floor, but I'm not scared that he's going to drop me. I can feel it in his touch, and see it in his eyes, he won't let me go.

      In one quick move, I'm upright again, and we're moving across the floor. My hair falls over my face, and Mark brushes it away softly.

      Maybe I'm drunker than I thought because I want to kiss him. My eyes keep dropping to his mouth, watching the small movement of his lips. There's a twitch at the corner, and his lips part slightly. The motions are so subtle, almost unnoticeable, but I can see them.

      “So,” he says, slipping his fingers deeper around my lower back, “what do you do in the big city? Lawyer? Fashion? Model?”

      “No, nothing like that. My parents are plastic surgeons, so of course, they wanted me to go to medical school. But I really have a love for art. Painting mostly.”

      “That's cool. There's a guy in town who does artsy stuff. He carves things from these giant pieces of wood. Pretty intricate stuff. You should be an artist if you love it. Open a gallery or something.”

      “Yeah, that probably won't happen. Art is my secret passion, no one knows because I'm supposed to be someone else. Follow in the grand path my parents lay out for me. You know how it is.”

      “Actually, I don't.” He gives me a gentle smile. “I've always been a mechanic for as long as I can remember. Ever since I was kid, I would take things apart and put them back together. I think my parents are just happy I graduated high school. We never had much, so they never expected much.”

      Thinning my lips, I feel awkward. It's easy to forget that most people don't live the way I do. They don't have every opportunity at their fingertips with only the pressure from their parents to accept what they're supposed to be.

      “What do you like to paint?” he asks.

      He's really curious?

      Mark doesn't seem turned off by the fact my choices in life are mostly superficial. I don't have to worry about anything really. Money, a roof over my head, food, clothes, those things have never been an issue.

      Ask and I shall receive. The word no doesn't exist in my world. A few phone calls from my parents and I can have anything I want.

      “You really want to know?” I ask with a grin.

      “I wouldn't ask if I didn't.”

      “Landscapes. I love to paint landscapes.”

      “Well you're in the right place then. The mountains around us are amazing. I know of a few spots that would probably blow your mind.”

      “I'll have to send you one of the skyline paintings I've done. There's so much going on, I can literally walk a block or two and find something completely different. The people change, the buildings change, it's wild.”

      Mark's eyes settle on mine, and I can't ignore the pull I feel. It feels like more than just an attraction. His hand around my waist makes my skin hot. The way he looks at me makes my stomach flip. His voice causes my hair to bristle and makes my heart pound. All of it feels too real.

      Forcing myself to look away, I inhale a slow breath. I'm going home tomorrow. I'll probably never see this guy again. Whatever it is I think I'm feeling is just an effect from the wedding and too much wine. All the wine.

      The music picks up, and the floor starts to fill with other guests. Mark slips his hand free from my back, and I hate how cold I feel as he backs away. But he doesn't let me go. He holds my hand, pulling me off to the side.

      “Everyone! Can I get your attention?” Ryder yells.

      We all turn to look. Ryder is standing on a chair with Jenna at his side. Her eyes are puffy and red like she's been crying, and for a brief moment my heart stops.

      What's going on? Is she okay?

      The room goes quiet as his eyes drop to Jenna. “We have an announcement to make. Babe, do you want to tell them?” he asks her.

      Jenna turns her attention from Ryder to all the guests. “We're pregnant!” she yells, her eyes welling up again.

      Pregnant. . .

      My stomach sinks as I force a smile. I know I should be happy for them, and I am. I just can't ignore the sadness I feel inside. Jenna is doing exactly what she wants to do. She's happy. She has a husband and now a baby on the way.

      What about me? Where's my happily ever after?

      “Hey,” Mark says, shaking my hand to get my attention. “You want to get out of here?” His eyes search mine, studying me, trying to read my mind. “We can go someplace else for a bit. Get away from all this.”

      It's like he can read my mind, as if he senses the sadness and anger and frustration that's bubbling inside me.

      “Please,” I answer sharply.

      Braiding his fingers through mine, he pulls me to the back of the barn and leads me out a door. “Why let this night drown us? We can make the best of it together, can't we? No strings attached, just a little fun. What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds really great.”

      It's only one night. I'll be gone tomorrow. What harm could come from a one night stand with him?

      People do it all the time. They meet someone, they hook up, and then they never see them again. This is no different.

      Besides the fact, he's Jenna's husband's best friend. . .

      Am I drunk? Yes. But even if I weren’t, I know I'd still say yes. It wouldn't matter where I am. I could never turn away a man like this.

      He can help me replace all the emotions I'm feeling with a happy memory. A memory that will last. A memory I can look back on when I remember Jenna's wedding.

      Is this selfish? Am I being a terrible friend?

      It doesn't matter. All Jenna is going to remember is Ryder. I'm not taking anything away from her today. I'm just giving myself a little bonus gift.

      Time to unwrap my present.
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      “Are you okay to drive?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I'm fine. A glass of wine isn't going to do anything to me. Plus. . .” Pulling a couple bottles out from behind my back, I dangle them in the air. “I'm taking these with us. We can have a party of our own. I did say I'd get drunk with you.”

      Climbing into my front seat, she places her hands delicately in her lap. I'm about to close the door when she reaches out and stops it from shutting. “Wait, do you think they'll be mad we left?”

      “No, I doubt it. Why would they be mad?”

      “Because we're leaving together. Because it's their wedding and you're Ryder's best friend. Aren't you supposed to do a toast or something?”

      “Nah, he isn't into all that traditional stuff. The rest of the night is just going to be one big party. I don't even think they'll notice either of us are gone. They'll be too busy talking to everyone else about the new baby coming now.”

      “Right, the new baby. . .” Her voice thins to a whisper as she looks off into the distance. Her fingers wrap around the handle and she pulls the door closed.

      I'm not sure if it's anger or jealousy that I hear in her voice. I just know it's something.

      Climbing into the front seat, I set the wine on the floor behind me. She's quiet. Her eyes look forward, and her hands are fumbling in her lap.

      Maybe this isn't what she wants.

      There's no way I can leave with her if she's questioning what we're doing. I won't put her in a position to regret whatever happens. Either she wants this, or she doesn't. If there's even a question in her mind about what she's doing, then we're not going anywhere.

      I won't become someone else's regret.

      “Look, we don't have to leave if you don't—”

      “No, let’s go. Let’s get out of here.” Turning to look at me, there's no questions in her eyes now. She wants this. She needs this. And I'm happy to give it to her.

      Starting the truck, I back out of the spot and turn onto the road. She's looking out the window into nothing but darkness.

      “This is so weird,” she says. “Everything is so dark around here. There aren't even any streetlights.”

      “Welcome to the country.”

      “The city is always lit up like a Christmas tree. This reminds me of something I saw in a horror movie. I'm waiting for some guy with a chainsaw to jump out of the woods.”

      Chuckling, I smile. “We have something you'll never get in the city.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “I'm serious. I mean, there are a lot of things the city has that we don't, but there's one thing that you can never get with all that light.”

      “Oh yeah, and what's that?” she asks arching her brow.

      “Stars.”

      “Stars?”

      “Yeah, stars. Go on, take a look.”

      Leaning forward, she peers up. “Oh, wow,” she says, her eyes expanding big. “There are so many stars.”

      “You don't get to see them in the city with all that light, but here you can see the edge of the Milky Way.”

      She eyes me with a small smirk on her face. “Will you show me one day?”

      “One day,” I say with a wink.

      My hand is resting on the shifter, when I feel something tickle my fingertips. Glancing down, her fingers are brushing mine slowly. Looking up at her, she nibbles on her bottom lip as she moves her fingers closer.

      Taking her hand, I tangle our fingers together. She pulls my hand into her lap, stroking her thumb across my knuckles. Her hand feels nice around mine. Soothing, comfortable, as if this is where she belongs.

      Don't be stupid. You've known her for what, three hours? This is lust. This is what lust looks and feels like.

      Spreading her legs, she opens my hand and places it on her thigh. I can feel her watching me. Her eyes are on my face as she slips her fingers between mine and presses my hand harder against the warm skin of her leg.

      Flicking my eyes off the road for a moment, she bites on her bottom lip and tugs it into her mouth as she starts to move my hand higher. Turning back to the road, I inhale a sharp breath as the tips of my fingers hit the trim of her dress.

      Sia exhales hard as I curl my fingers in, brushing the fabric of her panties. Her back arches slightly and she rolls her hips forward pushing her pussy against my hand. Her panties are wet in the center, I can feel the warmth against the pads of my fingers as I gently press against her.

      Her panties slip between her slit, and her lips wrap my finger as I start to massage her up and down. She's getting wetter and wetter the more I touch her.

      Flicking her panties to the side, I slide my finger through her folds until I find her clit. Her thighs shake, clamping around my hand the second I'm in the right spot. Sia coos, the sexiest little coo I've ever heard, making my dick throb.

      I'm hard as a rock, ready to fuck her right here. My cock is pushing angrily against my pants, and my balls are tingling, eager to feel her arousal. Dipping my finger into her heat, her walls tighten as I finger her slowly.

      Keeping my eyes on the road, I follow the twists and turn on autopilot. Lucky for both of us, I know these roads like the back of my hand, otherwise we'd be in a ditch right now.

      The sign for the motel comes into view. Thank God, I think to myself. I'm on the brink of stopping in the middle of the road and yanking her onto my lap.

      Turning into the motel, I slip my finger free and feel her legs try to hold me in place. She's already breathing heavy. Her chest is rising and falling quickly. Her legs are opening and closing as if to stop the ache she's feeling.

      Parking the truck, I turn it off and we sit just staring at each other for a moment. The air around us is hot and heavy, drenched with desire. Her eyes dance between mine as she runs her fingers through her hair, brushing it over her shoulder.

      “You're coming, right?” she asks.

      “Not yet,” I say with a smirk.

      Grabbing the two bottles of wine from the back, I climb out and go to her door. Opening her door for her, she grins at me.

      “They raise gentlemen in the country.”

      “They raise men in the country, and real men open doors for a woman.” Holding out my hand, I help her out.

      We walk to the front lobby, and of course I know the guy at the desk. He stands and grins, a giddy stupid grin as he eyes Siobhan on my arm.

      “Look who the cat dragged in.”

      “Hey Jim,” I say.

      Sia digs around in her purse, pulling out her key card. “Second floor,” she says as she gives the guy a wave.

      “You two have a good night,” he calls out as we walk right past him to the elevator.

      “Thanks, Jim.” She looks up at me and smirks. “What?” I ask with a smile of my own.

      Shaking her head, she holds the key card between her fingers up against her chest. “I was thinking that we might be able to get away with this, and Jenna and Ryder wouldn't find out. But that's not going to happen, is it?”

      The elevator doors open and we step inside. The second they close, I grab her face and whisper. “Who cares if they find out. This isn't about them; this is for us.”

      Kissing her, she lets out an audible moan as my tongue slips inside her mouth. Her eyes shut and she falls forward into my arms. The kiss is dirty, sloppy, and I fucking love it.

      Her hands are in my hair, pulling and tugging as her tongue swirls around mine. The elevator stops and the doors open causing her to break away. Grabbing me by the arm, she yanks me out into the hall, dragging me to her door.

      Everything about this feels dangerous. Like we're doing something wrong, and the thought of someone catching us only makes it hotter.

      Slamming her against the wall right outside her door, I kiss her again. My lips move from hers to her neck, fluttering down her throat and over the tops of her breasts. Siobhan tangles her fingers in my hair as she rests her head back and moans.

      Her nails scrape down my scalp as she pushes her tits up against my face. My mouth keeps moving, up the other side of her neck, taking small bites. I nip the side of her throat, drawing out another moan.

      “So,” I say, letting my lips hover against her ear, “you going to open that door or do I have to kick it in?”

      Twisting her head, I keep kissing her as she tries to ram the card in the slot. She misses, then she misses again, grunting with frustration. I don't stop kissing her, making it even harder for her to focus.

      Running my hand up her ribs, I cup her tit and squeeze right as the light turns green and the door lock clicks open. Sia throws the door inward, and we both stumble inside. Slamming the door shut behind me, I set the bottles of wine down on the small table as she starts to pull off my jacket.

      She's kissing me feverishly. Sucking my bottom lip into her mouth slowly and sexily, she smiles as she drags it between her teeth until it plucks free. Her fingers move one button at a time as she undoes my shirt.

      There's a look in her eyes right now. Determined, hungry, needy, everything I feel inside I can see in her big blues.

      Sia shoves me down on the bed, her eyes glinting like gunmetal as she tilts her head into her shoulder. Reaching behind her back, she unzips her dress. Grabbing both straps, she pulls them down her arms, letting the dress pool around her feet.

      Her arms fall to her sides as she stands in nothing but her panties. Pulling her shoulders back, my eyes fall to her breasts as her nipples pebble and small goosebumps ripple down her skin.

      Stepping out of the puddle, she slips her fingers into the thin edge of her lacy white panties, pulling them down her thighs. I can't stop staring at her. Her body is perfect, her tits are perfect, her pussy smooth and glistening with arousal is fucking perfect.

      Reaching for her heels, I say, “No, leave them on.”

      Sia smiles at me as she steps in close. I run my hand up and down her thigh, across her stomach and up between her tits. I touch her all over, exploring her entire body. Her skin is soft and smooth, and I love how she shivers lightly as the tips of my fingers run down her sides.

      We were so hot and heavy before, but now, now I want to take my time. I want to enjoy every second of this. Every touch. Every kiss. Every naked piece of her skin. All of her.

      Grabbing her by the hips, I pull her in close. I run my tongue across her belly and trace a line from her naval to her mound. My hands move to her ass, squeezing tightly and pulling her hips closer as my tongue licks her pussy lips.

      Spreading her legs slightly, she massages my head with slow erotic movements. The tips of her fingers press against my scalp. Her nails rake against my skin. Her hands grip and pull at fistfuls of my hair as she moans with each swipe of my tongue.

      “That's it, sing for me.” My voice ripples over her pussy, causing her legs to shake.

      Cupping her ass, I lay back as I pull her higher up on my chest, positioning her pussy directly over my face. Sia is on her knees, the tips of her toes digging into the mattress as she adjusts herself above me.

      Driving my tongue into her heat, I fuck her with my mouth. Over and over I drive my tongue inside her body, tasting her juice as it seeps down my face. She's so fucking wet, I can't get enough.

      I want to sip her like a fine wine, allowing her arousal to sit on my tongue, and slip down the back of my throat as I swallow. Sucking her clit into my mouth, Siobhan moans, digging her fingers into my shoulders.

      Her clit is pulsing, throbbing so violently against my lips I know she's close to coming. The sharp edges of her nails pierce my skin as her body stiffens and her nipples turn into stiff peaks. Reaching up, I grab her tit, pinching her nipple between my fingers and twisting lightly.

      “Mm, fuck, Mark,” she groans, her words mostly air. Rocking her hips against my face, I drive my tongue back inside her pussy and let her ride my face until her thighs are shaking around my head.

      I love this. The reaction her body is having as she comes. But I'm not done, not by a long shot. My entire goal is to make her so weak she can barely stand. That's what sex is all about. It's not just about taking for myself, but giving to someone else.

      Seeing her pleasure turns me on. I'm hard as stone. My balls are tight and my cock is twitching to be inside her. I want to hear her scream my name as I fuck her so hard her body goes limp.

      Gripping her thighs, I push her up and slip out from underneath her. Sia rolls onto her back, her legs rubbing back and forth over each other. My eyes lick up and down her body, rolling down her chest, over her legs, and to the heels on her feet.

      Those fucking heels. I don't know what it is, but there's something about her laying there naked like that in nothing but a pair of sexy shoes that's driving me fucking insane.

      Ripping my shirt off, I pull my belt free and work my pants down my legs. My cock bounces free, firm and rigid. Staring up at me with big doe eyes, she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth.

      Taking her knees, I push her legs wide and start to climb between them. Stopping, her brows drop in curiosity. Holding up my finger, I dig my wallet out of my pants, searching for a condom.

      Where is it? I know I have one in here somewhere.

      “Shit,” I say under my breath.

      “What is it? What's wrong?”

      “I don't have a condom.” Throwing my wallet down, I look at her with defeat in my eyes. This is over. All of it ends here like this and there's nothing I can do.

      “Fuck it, I don't care. Just fuck me,” she commands, reaching up and grabbing my dick.

      I groan, a husky deep noise that I feel come out from the depths of my gut. Her hand tightens around my length as she strokes from my crown down to the base and back up again.

      “Fuck me, Mark, I need to feel you inside me.” Squeezing the tip, she rubs a small drop of pre-cum around my swelling head.

      Growling, I don't even think twice about it. Maybe it's the alcohol, maybe it's how sweet she tasted in my mouth, maybe it's just the fact that my animal instincts are kicking in and I'm not thinking with my head. But I can't ignore the need in her voice. She's begging for me, and I'm going to give her exactly what she wants.

      Climbing on top of her, she butterflies her legs wide, making room for me. Her pussy glistens, sparkling with desire as she arches her back, and lifts her ass off the bed. The sharp tips of her heels dig into the mattress. The muscles of her thighs thicken and tighten as she holds her ass up high.

      Holding my cock, I rub it up and down between her folds, wetting the tip so I can slide in easily. With a tenderness, I slowly push myself inside her. Gripping her ankle, I lift her leg and rest it on my shoulder.

      Her eyes close, and she releases a soundless moan. Lowering myself to the bed, I lean forward, keeping her leg over my shoulder. Pulling back out, my crown almost breaks free from her body, but Sia quickly throws her hands around my lower back, and jerks her hips up, keeping me inside.

      Everything about this is so feral and raw. We're strangers. Strangers sharing something so sensual, so primal, so intense. I don't even know her last name, but I know she has a birthmark on the outside of her left thigh shaped like a bird with its wings stretched out. I don't know what her favorite food is, but I know her stomach trembles when I kiss her just beneath her hairline on the back of her neck.

      Throwing my hips forward, I expel a guttural moan as my cock hits the back of her pussy. Running my hand up her leg and over her thigh, I grab her at the hip as I fuck her. Palming her tit, I kiss her hard and fast.

      Sia writhes beneath me as she purrs into our kiss. Her entire body begins to quake as a second orgasm thrashes through her muscles. Her legs curl around my waist as I piston my hips until my cock bursts at the seams.

      Coming hard, my entire body shatters from the inside out. My stomach clenches tight and my muscles buzz as they surrender to the beauty beneath me. She's gorgeous. A muse like I've never seen before.

      My cock twitches inside her body and her pussy bears down around my length. We're breathing hard, our chests rising and falling together. Dropping my head against her shoulder, I stay still for a few seconds before rolling off of her.

      Sitting up, I remove her heels for her, dropping them to the floor. I pull the covers back, and we both climb underneath. I know I should probably get dressed and go home. That would be the right thing to do.

      This is a one-time thing. We're two people who are looking for a good time, for an escape from our own thoughts. But I don't want to leave. I can't leave.

      I've never felt like this before. This pull, this pure and naked need to stay here with her like this.

      Sia curls herself up against my ribs, and I wrap my arm around her shoulders. Laying her head on me, she runs the very tip of her fingers up and down my chest. They move slow, growing slower and slower with each stroke until they just stop altogether.

      Brushing her tousled hair out of her face, she's asleep. I smile to myself, and close my eyes, letting sleep steal me away.

      It's just one night. Why not just enjoy it?

      Tomorrow everything will change. We'll go our separate ways, back to our lives, and all of this will become a distant memory.

      For now, I'm just going to enjoy this small taste of paradise.
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      Opening my eyes, I can feel him behind me, his bare chest pressing against my naked back. His warmth covers me like a blanket as his arm drapes over my side, unknowingly pulling me to him in his sleep. Glancing back over my shoulder, I can't stop the smile that takes over my face.

      I love this. I love this more than the sex itself. This big strong man holding me close and tight, his body curling around mine. There's something different about him, something I can actually physically feel deep in my core.

      Last night was mind blowing. I've never been with a man who took care of me before taking care of himself. Twice he made me come and both times made me see stars. He was selfless, treating my body like a temple.

      Relaxing into his arms, I revel in this feeling. Warm, protected, safe. This small town man is giving me feelings no big city guy has ever been able to do. A little piece of me wishes it didn't have to end. That we could lie here like this for as long as we want to. That this moment never has to end. That all these feelings are real and valid and not some leftover aphrodisiac from a good orgasm.

      A girl can pretend, right?

      I roll over to face him, nuzzling my face against his chest as he adjusts his arms around me. As I watch him sleep, I study his features. Broad chin, dark brows that contrast his dirty blond hair, and a scar that runs across his hairline. I lift my hand and softly touch the scar, running the pad of my finger over the raised skin.

      He wiggles his head slightly as if to cast a fly off his forehead. Looking at the clock over his shoulder, I still have a little over an hour and half before I have to leave for the airport to catch my flight back home.

      The light layer of hair across his chest tickles my nipples, making them perk up. Licking my lips, I know exactly how I want to spend my last hour here. Tickling my fingers down his chest, I start to stroke his cock.

      Mark shifts in his sleep, rolling onto his back. His cock thickens in my hand as he lets out a deep exhale. Watching him closely, his eyes flicker behind his lids, but he's still asleep. His dick is firm, thick, and all I want is to wake him up in a way he'll never forget.

      Licking the tip of his cock, I swirl my tongue around his swollen head, then run it down his shaft. Flattening my tongue, I lick up the underside, and suck his entire cock into my mouth.

      Mark stirs, his hips shifting as his fingertips slip over my head. Groaning, a sleepy, scratchy moan, he curls his fingers into my hair as I suck his cock. My mouth swallows him whole, sucking him in as deep as I can and still able to breathe. He fills my throat completely. His muscle hard as rock as my cheeks hollow with each pull of my lips.

      “Mm,” he moans, giving his hips a little jerk.

      Looking up his body, Mark is half awake with a sleepy smile on his face. Curling my fingers firmly around his length, I stroke him as I suck him off. His mouth curls to one side as he inhales sharply.

      I love the way he's looking at me right now. His eyes glossy with leftover dreams, focusing on me and only me in a way that makes my heart speed up and my stomach flip. I'm not even sure he's taken the time to blink.

      Grabbing a fistful of my hair, he pulls my head back. It's rough and gentle at the same time. His fingers eager, but not losing complete control. He guides me up, pulling my face to his for a deep kiss.

      My pussy is aching for one more time with him. My time is limited, and we only have a few more minutes before the clock strikes twelve and I have to run off like Cinderella back to my life.

      Straddling his waist, I press his tip against my entrance, slipping him inside. My entire body shudders as he enters me, spreading my walls to the max. His thick length throbs inside my body as he closes his eyes and moans.

      With a grunt, the tips of his fingers dig into my hips. His large hands and tight grip help lift me as I start to ride him. Tipping his head back, Mark whispers. “Hot damn.” His eyes roll back in his head and he sucks his bottom lip into his mouth.

      “Mm,” moaning, I keep slamming my pussy down. The thick mane of hair around his base tickles my soft and tender skin.

      Mark thrusts his hips up, penetrating me to the core. I wish I could feel this way forever. Free of the city, free of all the eyes, the expectations, the weight I carry every single day.

      This man is giving me a little bliss before I toss myself back into chaos. For a brief moment in time, I don't have to be prim and proper. I can forget the fancy gowns, the silk sheets, the fine china. Right now, all of that means nothing.

      I'm not that girl. I'm not Siobhan Andrews with important parents and standards that far exceed what I want and dream of. I want to paint. I want to draw. I want to create. I don't want to be a carbon copy of every other person around me.

      Thrusting up hard and fast, Mark runs a flat palm up my stomach and between my breasts. Cupping my cheek, he strokes his thumb across my bottom lip as his eyes focus on my face.

      Bucking my hips, my clit begins to pulse with a heartbeat of its own. My skin flushes pink as my entire body heats from the inside out. Mark's dark eyes grow even darker as his brows dip in and his jaw clenches tight.

      His touch becomes rougher, fingers greedier, hands more intense as he smooths his palms down my ribs, moving them around to my back, and up to my shoulder blades. Pulling me down, he crushes my chest to his.

      “Mm, Mark,” I moan.

      Over and over my hips slam down and his cock thrusts up. My moans grow in volume, turning from soft to loud and frantic. I'm so close, every inch of my skin is buzzing with electricity.

      Wrapping his strong arms around my back, he holds me so close I can feel his heart pounding. Mark's fingers spread wide open on my back, keeping me right where he wants me. My nipples turn stiff and my pussy seeps as he keeps grinding up.

      His lips find mine. Forceful and manic as his length turns hard as diamond. Every muscle in his body begins to tremble. I can feel his fingertips as they vibrate, his arms as they shake, and his stomach as it quivers.

      I'm drunk on him. Swaying my hips, I can hardly lift myself anymore as the orgasm sweeps through my body rendering me weak. My muscles collapse, surrendering to the feeling coursing through my veins.

      Mark's fingers run through my hair as he pulls his cock free. “Now that's a wakeup call,” he says with a chuckle.

      Giggling, I push my hands into his pecs and sit up. “What time is it?” I ask, searching for the clock.

      “Almost eight.”

      “Shit, my flight leaves soon.”

      Letting my eyes fall to his, I see a flicker of sadness cross his face. It's brief, gone with a single blink. Thinning my lips, I smile, and climb off him. As much as I don't want to leave, I know I have to.

      “I had fun,” I say as I grab a pair of boy-shorts from my suitcase and slip them on.

      “Me too.” He plants his feet on the floor and scratches sleepy fingers through his hair. Yawning, he gives me a half smile. “I lost my pants,” he says, looking around the floor.

      “They're over here.” Picking them up, I toss them to him. “You know checkout isn't until eleven, you don't have to rush out. You could stay and sleep a little longer.”

      “No, it's cool. I have shit to get done today anyway.”

      Digging out a pair of jeans and a pair of red heels, I slip them both on. Pulling a shirt over my head, I start to pack up my stuff. Folding my dress, I lay it in the bag, tucking my heels from the night before beside it.

      “I think I have everything.”

      Mark chuckles as he tugs his button-up over his thick arms. “You weren't kidding.”

      “About what?”

      His eyes drop to my feet. “Heels. You really do wear them all the time.”

      Looking down, I roll my foot side to side. “I sure do. I wasn't lying when I told you that.”

      “You ever think about changing them in for a sneakers?”

      “Nope.” Grinning wide, I say, “I can run better in these than any pair of sneakers.”

      “Ha!” he laughs out loud and shakes his head. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      Standing my suitcase up, I pull out my phone and call a taxi. “I can't miss this plane.”

      “Why? You got people waiting on you back home?”

      “Always.” My voice is flat. “In my world everyone is waiting on me for something.”

      Mark eyes me for a second, leaving whatever questions he has unasked. But I can see the curiosity in his eyes. He wants to know more, but maybe he just doesn't see a point in asking.

      This was a chance night. Something that ends the second I walk out that door. There's no point in exchanging stories. This is just about sex.

      My phone pings in my hand. “My cab's here.”

      Reaching down he grabs the handle of my luggage. “Here, I'll walk you out.”

      We head to the front, and I check out. Of course the person working is someone else Mark knows. They exchange a little back and forth chatter, niceties really. A quick how are you, how's the crop, how's your family. All the things you get from rural America.

      At least it seems genuine.

      It's hard to wrap my head around the nature of these town folk. In the city everyone is so shallow, so focused on themselves that even a single friendly greeting leads to discussion about the atrocities someone else committed. A slack jaw response with no real care to actually knowing how you truly are. It's more important to spread all the slander and lies than truly care about someone else. They let rumors forge the way and either open doors or slam them in your face.

      I follow Mark out the front door to the yellow taxi waiting for me in the parking lot. Mark taps the trunk and the man inside pops it open. Setting my luggage in the back, he slams it shut and steps to my side. Slipping his hand around my waist, he softly plays with the loop on the back of my jeans.

      “You're going to send me some of your art still, right?”

      “You seriously want me to?”

      Nodding, he runs his tongue across his bottom lip. “Yeah, I'd love to see it. I'm not an artist, but as a mechanic, I can appreciate the work people do with their hands.”

      Smiling bashfully, I let my eyes drop to the ground as my cheeks blush. “Okay, I will.”

      “Let me see your phone,” he says.

      Handing it over, he taps the screen and then hands it back. “There. You have my information now, number and address.”

      Peering up at him, his eyes dance between mine as he licks his lips again. His breathing is slowing down, and his expression goes slack. His hand moves to the small of my back and he pulls me in with one good tug.

      Tilting his head, he leans in and kisses me. It's slow, sweet, and I can feel it down to my toes. This kiss soaks through every pore on my body, causing my blood to percolate and my stomach to burn. The heat moves through me, making my panties wet and my heart race.

      Don't let it in, Sia. One night stand, remember that.

      Mark pulls away, breaking our kiss, but my lips don't want to leave his. I want more. More of his kiss. More of his touch. Just more of him.

      “Don't forget to send me a painting.” The tips of his fingers linger on my skin as he slowly lets his arm loosen and fall free. Opening the door to the cab for me, he closes it once I'm inside, and taps the roof of the car.

      Mark backs away, watching me as the driver pulls onto the street. Giving me a small wave, I wave back, keeping my eyes out the back window until we're too far away for me to see him anymore.

      My lips buzz, still warm from his kiss. Reaching up, I smile to myself and touch my mouth. This is a trip I'll never forget. I met someone who didn't cringe when I said I loved painting. A man who didn't look down on me for not being “one of them”.

      And for that, this trip is entirely worth it.
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      Pushing myself out from under the hood of the tractor, I wipe my hands on the oil stained rag tucked in my back pocket.

      “All right, you should be good now.” Cleaning off the oil and grit between my fingers, I take a step back. “Your float in the carb was all gummed up. I cleaned it like new and it should be good to go. If it gives you any more issues, just let me know.”

      “Thanks, Mark. I appreciate you coming out.”

      “No problem, Mr.Dillion, it's what I do.” Smiling, I grab my toolbox.

      “I hope this is enough.” He hands me a small envelope, and I tuck it in my pocket.

      Folding my lips down, I give him a gentle nod. “Don't worry about it, I'm sure it's fine. You have a good day now.” Shaking his hand, I tip my hat respectfully to his wife as she rocks in her chair on the front porch.

      She smiles back, nodding slightly in return as she curls old, wrinkled hands around the arms of the chair. The Dillion family has lived in this town for generations. They're good people. They grow corn, and always have for as long as I can remember.

      Actually, most of the town is built like this. Different families laid down their roots years ago, and very few ever leave. I don't think most of them stay just because they have no other way out, I'm sure some do, but a lot of us like it here.

      Even my family has lived here for over fifty years. And I plan on keeping the tradition.

      Stuffing the envelope in my glove box as I climb into my truck, I don't even count it. Whatever he can afford is fine with me. I don't just do this for the money, I do it because I actually enjoy it, and a lot of people in this town are barely getting by as is with all the big box chains starting to pop up nearby.

      Closing the door, my eyes fall to the passenger seat, and I instantly think of Siobhan as she sat there the night of Ryder's wedding. I can still smell her perfume. Gardenias, that's what it reminds me of.

      Everything from that night is always right there, right there in the front of my mind. The softness of her skin, the silkiness of her hair, her velvet lips against my mouth, the warmth of her pussy around my cock.

      Swallowing hard, I try to shake her from my head as I start the truck and head home. It isn't so easy to shake, Sia's been there since I watched her pull away in the taxi. Every thought. Every dream. Every time I blink. She's there. I can't escape her.

      I go to bed hard, and I wake up hard, too. And nothing is working to get rid of the memory her. It was supposed to be a no strings attached night, but a single thread is refusing to break free. She's tethered to my brain.

      Glancing at my phone quickly, there are no new messages, no missed calls, no voicemails. Dropping it back into the cup holder, my eyes drift back to the road.

      I wish I had gotten her number before she left.

      That's the only mistake I have for that night. I gave her all my information, right down to my damn address, but I failed to get hers.

      Pulling into my driveway, I stop at the mailbox on the street, and collect what's inside. Flipping through it quickly, all I see are bills and garbage fliers. My tires crack and pop over the loose gravel as I drive up to my house. Shutting off my truck, I tuck the mail under my arm and head for the door.

      The lights are off inside, and the sky is starting to turn mop water gray. Looking up, a warm breeze skirts across my face as I hear thunder in the distance.

      Climbing up the steps, I fumble with my keys, searching for the one for the front door. My boot kicks something hard, causing me to stop. There's a package on my front porch. It's wrapped in brown paper, with just my address written in permanent marker across the center.

      Bending down, I pick it up, curiously flipping it over and checking it out. The postage stamp is dated for yesterday with no other markings or tags on it.

      What the hell is this?

      Looking back over my shoulder, I glance around. No one is there, but it's not every day a random package shows up out of nowhere at my door.

      Turning on the light, I drop my mail and keys on the small table in the entryway. My fingers explore the outside of the package, tracing and squeezing, trying to figure out what it could be.

      It's thin, no more than the width of a single subject notebook. Firm around the edges, but not completely solid across the surface.

      Ping.

      My phone goes off in my pocket. Digging it out, there's a text message from a number I don't recognize. Opening up the message, my brows dip in hard to the bridge of my nose.

      Did you get your package today?

      Holding it up, I look between my phone and the wrapped curiosity in my hand.

      Maybe. Who is this? I text back.

      Open it up, then you'll know.

      Placing my phone down, I slowly pull back the taped corners. My jaw drops and my eyes shoot open as I hold something so amazing and beautiful in my hands.

      She actually did it. Sia sent me a piece of her art.

      My stomach jumps into my throat knowing she didn't forget me. Siobhan didn't delete my information, she didn't shrug me off and chalk our night up as one she'd rather forget. This painting in my hands is proof.

      Deep earthy tones swirl across the canvas, with different shades of greens and blues. Dark gray and glistening gold streaks create contrasting layers that jump out at me.

      The longer I stare at it, the more I can see mountain shapes in the background. There are textures to the paint. Thick layers over thick layers that make it look like it's climbing off of the canvas. In the bottom right corner is her signature. She signed it Sia, using the tail of the A to dot the I with a heart shape.

      This is me.

      Not in the sense of an actual portrait. But the browns and golds, the grays and blacks, they remind me of myself. They're my colors. These colors literally stain my skin, and the mountains around me.

      It's the dirt I work in. The oil that soaks my skin. And the world that walls me in.

      It's beautiful. Hitting send, I can't take my eyes off it.

      I sit down in a chair at my kitchen table, and grab the paper it was wrapped in and start to crumble it up. A few loose pictures fall out on the floor. I pick them up and turn them over in my hands. She also sent me some photos of other work she's done.

      One is of her in a gallery, her smile glowing as she stands next to a giant painting of a blue flower. Another is of an old woman sitting on a bench. The entire image is done in charcoal, the only color is the bright blue of the old woman's eyes.

      She's talented. These are incredible.

      You really like it? she texts.

      I do. I'm blown away.

      Sorry it took so long, but I wanted to send you something special. Something that's you.

      You made this for me?

      I did. It's a one of a kind. She sticks a smiley face emoji at the end.

      It's perfect. I text. And I mean it.

      Thanks.

      When you said you like to paint, I could have never imagined this.

      Is that a compliment? It better be a compliment.

      Chuckling to myself, I relax back in my chair. It's not an insult. Shooting back my message, I follow it quickly. How's city life?

      Boring. Lol.

      I can hear the sound of her giggle. My body heats instantly, sending blood straight to my cock. I'm almost fully hard. Not that it's a change from any other day. I haven't woken up without morning wood once these past few weeks.

      No matter how much I jerk off to get rid of this ache in my core, it never works. Now she's reached out to me, and my heart is racing, my palms are sweaty, and my dick is twitching.

      Well let's make it less boring. I text. How about you send me a pic of the heels you have on today.

      I watch the small bubbles as they move across my screen. They're going for longer than I expect, making me question if I jumped too quickly for her, and crossed some invisible line she's drawn between us.

      Ping.

      An image pops up on my screen. It's her legs held up and crossed with a pair of yellow heels. It's the first time I notice the other small tattoo she has on the top of her foot close to her toes. I'm not sure how I missed it before.

      Squinting, I zoom in, but I can't make out what it says. What does your tattoo say?

      I shut my eyes in order to see. It's a quote from an artist named Paul Gauguin. It's hard to read because it's written in French.

      I love it. You really do love art.

      It's my life.

      We message back and forth a bit, my smile never leaving my face once. It feels natural. The question and answer game we're playing flows so easily. She tells me how she went to private school, and always hated wearing the stupid uniform. I respond by asking her if she still has it, telling her I'd like to see it some time.

      I tell her a little about working on tractors, and what it's like to grow up on a farm. How most days I work so hard that by the time I get home, I'm covered in dirt and can't feel my hands. She tells me she likes the thought of me being dirty.

      Our conversation is flirty, taking twists and turns that keep my blood pumping. It's all subtle, little innuendos and double meanings, but she keeps coming back for more, so I know she likes it too.

      My thumbs are getting tired. How about I call you?

      Sure.

      She answers with an upbeat tone. “Hey there,” she says.

      “Yeah, this is much better. I'm not much of a texter.”

      “I don't think most guys are.” She giggles, the same giggle I've been hearing in my head for weeks.

      “Well, just so you know, I'm not most guys.”

      “I know. Why do you think I told you you could call me?”

      “Because you're bored and need something else to do.”

      “Pretty much.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “So, Mr. Country, you were saying something before about how dirty your job is. . .” Pausing, the speaker crackles a little. “Tell me more about country life. What was it like growing up there?”

      “It wasn't too exciting to be honest. I'm sure it's nothing like growing up in New York City. Didn't Jenna tell you about what it was like when we were kids?”

      “Not really, actually. She mentioned little things here and there, but she never really went into detail. I always assumed it was because of everyone else around her. The socialites, the rich and famous, the trust fund babies, none of them really care about anyone's life before.”

      “That's too bad. I mean, it was boring a lot of the time, but we had fun. Swimming in the creek, playing manhunt at night during the summer, ding dong ditch—”

      “Ding dong ditch? What the hell is that?”

      “You're kidding me right? You've really never played ding dong ditch? Where you ring someone's doorbell and then run and hide?”

      “Mark, I live in a place filled with apartment buildings and high end condos. What would we have done? Ring the bell and then wait for whoever to call down to us through the intercom?”

      “That's true. I didn't think about that.”

      “Besides, my parents would have killed me if I had done something like that. Around here, what you do and how you act is everything.”

      Looking at the clock, it's almost midnight already. We've been talking for hours, and it doesn't even feel like it. Laying down on my bed with the phone pressed to my ear, I feel like a lovesick teenager. I don't want to let her go. I don't want to stop talking to her. My eyes are heavy, and I yawn.

      “Are you tired? Want me to let you go?”

      “No, I'm fine. Tell me more about the time you spent in Paris.”

      “Well. . .” Her voice starts to fade as she also yawns, but she keeps talking through it.

      The sun shines through the window bold and bright. It's warm on my face, rousing me awake. My phone is still in my hand, firmly in my grip. Lifting it to my ear, I listen.

      “Hello?” I ask, but no one is there.

      Placing the phone on my nightstand, I rub my palms against my forehead, forcing myself to sit up. I'm exhausted. I have no idea what time I fell asleep or if she was still talking as I dozed off, or if in some dreamy haze I said goodnight to Sia at all.

      Walking to the kitchen, I pick up the painting and hold it out. It's crazy how she was able to capture me so well with just some color and a few strokes of her brush. I can't shake the idea she had been able to see me all the way to my soul.

      My eyes search the room, finding the perfect spot for it on the wall beside my couch. My home isn't huge, but it suits me just fine. A one bedroom cabin at the base of the gorge, within a ten minute drive to town.

      The roof is made of slate for the heavy snow in the winter months, and a wood stove in the corner of the living room is the only heat I need. The kitchen and living room are basically one room, the only separation is a small patch of tile in the kitchen.

      Built in the seventies, but solid as a rock, I've only done some minor upgrades. The kitchen floor and island countertop, new windows, and reinforcing the front porch is all I've been able to afford.

      I'm not a man that needs much. Simple and functional is fine with me.

      Tapping the nail into the thick beam of the wall, I hang the painting and take a long step back. It's perfect. I can see it from anywhere in the room, even my bedroom if the door is open.

      Crossing my arms, I'm overwhelmed with the urge to see her. Not just an urge, but a need. Tapping the pads of my fingers against my mouth, I can't stop myself from thinking it's something I have to do.

      I have to see her. No, you can't just drive to the city and show up out of nowhere. That's crazy, Mark!

      Dragging my fingertips through my hair, I pull it tight against my scalp. This is nuts. All I want to do is hop in my truck and drive straight there. Closing my eyes, I run my hands down my face.

      I have to talk to Ryder and Jenna.

      This feeling isn't going to go away. If I haven't been able to get her out of my head for weeks, then this isn't going to disappear no matter how much I might wish it to.

      Getting in my truck, I drive to Ryder's house. Jenna is going to kick my ass the second she hears about what happened. I slept with her friend. I broke the friend code and messed around with her without Jenna or Ryder knowing.

      Climbing out of my truck, Ryder is standing at the top of the hill near the entrance to the farm with a hay fork and a wheel barrel.

      “Hey fucker, what brings you here? Did you try to call? I've been in the barn all morning fixing that back wall.”

      “No, I didn't call.”

      His expression changes as he hears the seriousness in my voice. “Something up? You look like you got hit by a truck.”

      “I feel like I got hit by a truck.” Rubbing the back of my neck, I try to force a smile. “Hey is Jenna around? I kind of need to talk to her.”

      “Uh, yeah, she's inside. Come on,” Ryder says, laying the pitchfork down. He doesn't ask me anymore questions, but I can tell he knows something isn't right.

      We go inside, and Ryder tells me to take a seat at the table. “I'll grab her, one second.”

      Disappearing into the house, I stare blankly at the table. Picking at my nails, my heart is pounding in my chest. I feel guilty. I shouldn't, because Sia and I are both adults, but I can't stop my body from feeling heavy. I can't stop the knot in my gut or the acid that's sitting in the back of my throat.

      “Hey, Mark,” Jenna says as she and Ryder come back into the kitchen. They both take a seat, their eyes studying my every move. “What's going on?”

      Holding both hands open, I look up at her under hooded eyes. “Look, I need to tell you something and I don't want you to get mad. But if you do, I totally understand.”

      Sitting back, she crosses her arms over her chest. “All right.”

      “The night of your wedding, I did something. I did something that I can't take back, but I never meant for it to happen.”

      “Will you just spit it out already,” Ryder snaps. “What the hell did you do?” Impatience coats his face as he frowns. “Stop going in circles and just say it.”

      “I slept with Siobhan.”

      “You what?” Jenna asks.

      “I slept with your friend. I'm sorry, I—”

      “Is that it?” she asks, cutting me off. “You slept with Sia?”

      Nodding my head, I drop my eyes back down. I can't look at her. I don't want to see the disappointment or anger on her face. Tensing up, I wait for her to explode on me.

      “Okay, so what did you expect me to say? You think I'm going to ground you or something?” Chuckling, she reaches out and grabs my hand. “I don't know what I expected you to say, but it wasn't that. But I'm not mad, I'm not mad at all. Why would I be angry over that?”

      “Because she's your friend.”

      “Exactly, she's my friend. I don't control her; she can make up her mind for herself on what she does.”

      “Really? You're not pissed?”

      “Hell no. Who am I to say who either of you can sleep with?” Holding up a firm hand, she slices it through the air. “But I don't want details, all right?”

      Laughing, my body relaxes. “No problem. But there's something else. I want to see her again. I was thinking about heading to the city and surprising her, but I don't know if that's a good idea or not.”

      “It's a great idea,” Jenna says excitedly. “I love it.”

      “Dude,” Ryder chimes in. “I thought you were going to tell us something else. Like you hit one of the chickens or something. This is nothing. I'm glad you finally got laid.”

      “Ryder!” Jenna yells with a smile as she slaps his chest. “Seriously though, what's your plan? What are you going to do?”

      “I don't have a clue.”

      “All right, I'm going to help you, but let me fill you in on some stuff about her family.”

      Jenna goes on to tell me they're really difficult when it comes to any of their children, and what they do or who they associate with. They're loaded, like gold plated toilet loaded.

      “I don't care who they are or what they're like, all I want is to see her. I need to see her. I can't explain it any other way than that.”

      “All right, then let’s get you to her.” Jenna gives me a big toothy grin as she slaps the tabletop. “Sitting here isn't going to do that. You're getting on the next flight out there.”

      “You don't think she'll be weirded out if I show up out of the blue?”

      “I think you'll never know if you don't try. What's the worst that happens?”

      “I make a fool of myself.”

      “You do that every day,” Ryder says. Slugging him in the arm, he laughs as he rubs it. “I'm kidding. I think you should go for it too. Why wait around and wonder?”

      Ryder is right. They're both right. Life is always full of risk.

      I can't fail if I don't try, but I'm not living if I never take that step forward.

      “What time's the next flight?”
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      Spinning the fork against the white granite countertop, I stare off out the window at the Hudson River. The sun is dangling directly overhead, creating twilights in the still water. The clock behind me ticks like a metronome, drowning out the sounds of the city below.

      Ever since I came back from New Hampshire, life here seems even more mundane. I go through the motions, holding up the obligations that my mother so kindly likes to offer, not that I really have a say in the matter.

      Dinners with doctors and lawyers, black tie charity events, award ceremonies for the men and women who surround my parents in the medical world. And all the while I wear a fake smile, with fake laughs, and feign interest in their endeavors.

      Don't get me wrong, some of the advancements made in the medical field are amazing, but it doesn't mean I want to throw on some uncomfortable ball gown and pretend to be someone I'm not.

      People might think I'm being vain, or because I live this lavish lifestyle I should be grateful. And I am. I'm very grateful. I just wish my parents would stop trying to mold me into one of them when all I want is to be me.

      My parents really do incredible work. What they do is selfless, and their patients are grateful. I'm grateful for the magic they perform to make other's lives better. They're plastic surgeons who help patients that need reconstructive surgery from accidents, cancers, severe burns, and all sorts of horrors.

      But beneath that cloak of greatness are two people who uphold status, and the grandeur of outside appearances. I'm a girl wearing a mask, but deep down I don't want any of this.

      “You're not eating,” my mother says as she sits down next to me, blowing cool air across the top of her tea. Pursing her lips, she holds the string of the teabag, steeping it over and over as she watches me like a hawk.

      “I'm not really hungry.”

      Looking at her from the corner of my eyes, her lips wrinkle as she puckers, and small crow’s feet extend out from her eyes as she turns to look out the window.

      “Well, tomorrow we have our charity event breakfast. Dr. Fayette and his wife are at your table. I hope you find your appetite before then.”

      “I can just stay here. It's not like you really need me there.”

      Dr. Fayette is a gastrointestinal doctor, who speaks too freely at the table about his craft. Even if I had an appetite, I'd lose it the second he starts talking.

      Flicking her gaze in my direction, her eyes sharpen. “He's top of the board, Siobhan. You'll be there, and you'll make a good impression.”

      I don't bother arguing, it won't change her mind. Nodding, I lay my fork on the plate and push myself back from the counter.

      “Sure, whatever you say.”

      “There are expectations, Siobhan, expectations everyone in this family has to abide by. Like it or not, you're part of it.”

      Rolling my eyes to myself, I keep my mouth shut. I've been down this road before, and I know silence is better than a day full of snappy and rude comments.

      She sips her tea, pinkie out, delicate fingers wrapping the thin handle. Always so prim and proper, my mother. Her hair is pulled back into a French twist, snugly pressed against her scalp. She's wearing a baby blue woman's suit, with her collar ironed flat, her pants pleated perfectly, and crisp white heels.

      Scraping my plate clean into the trash, I put it in the dishwasher. She's still facing the window, sipping her Earl Gray tea, with a spoonful of honey and a dash of cream. I don't think I've ever seen her have it any other way.

      Moving toward the door, she calls out, “And Siobhan. . .” I stop, looking back at her over my shoulder. Her eyes stay fixed on the Hudson as she speaks. “You'll wear your yellow Carolina Herrera dress tomorrow, too.”

      I'm not a god damn doll! I want to scream at the top of my lungs, but I don't. I do what I always do and hold it in. Maybe it's my fault she treats me this way. Maybe I should have stood up to her more as a child. Told her no more. Expressed myself louder and more fiercely.

      It's too late now for anything to change. All I'll ever be to her is a porcelain doll she gets to dress and manipulate however she wants. Who cares what I want? Right?

      Without a word to her, I walk down the hall, through our living room and down another long hallway to my bedroom. Most people might think of the city as knit up tight like a sweater. Layer on top of layer, all squished together like a colony of ants. But not us, not our family with our four thousand square foot penthouse on the upper West Side. One whole side of our home is a wall of windows, and everything is so damn white. My mother loves sleek and clean.

      White furniture, white rugs, white cabinets and counters, it's too much. She adds her pops of color with flowers and huge abstract statues she picks up at expensive auctions for the elite. Most come from someone's personal collection, and probably belong in a museum.

      The sad part is she doesn't even know who any of the artists are. Her purchases are for status, and the higher the cost, the better it must be.

      Closing the door behind me as I enter my room, I exhale a heavy breath and fall on my bed. Grabbing my phone off the nightstand, I check it to see if Mark tried to call or text me.

      He hasn't, and it saddens me. I haven't heard from him at all today, and after how long we talked last night, I kind of thought I would have by now. When I woke up with a dead phone on my bed, I kept thinking he would call me the second he got up.

      It's already eleven in the morning, and nothing. Setting the phone back down, I lay my hands over my face and close my eyes. Mark's face emerges easily with that sweet little smile of his, and his bold brown eyes. So dark, so dirty, so easy to get lost in.

      My hands flutter down my throat, softly touching, caressing, reminding me of how much I enjoyed when he touched me with his rough farm hands. Calloused and stained, with cracks in his skin and sandpaper texture, his tenderness was surprising.

      The intercom from front lobby buzzes, causing me to jump out of bed and sprint down the hall. Calling out into the empty house, I yell, “I'll get it!” I press the button and speak. “Yes?”

      “Ms. Andrews, there's someone here to see you.”

      “Me?” I ask.

      “Yes, Ms. Andrews. He says his name is Mark. I've never seen him before, but he claims he knows you. I tried to send him away, but he's pretty adamant you two know each other.”

      Mark? Is he really here?

      “Ms. Andrews?”

      I'm in shock, excited, over the moon, type of shock. Smiling to myself, I feel giddy all over that he's here.

      “Hello? Ms. Andrews? Do you want me to send him away?”

      “No, no, send him up,” I answer quickly before the doorman gives him the boot. He will, too. He doesn't take shit from anyone. Cross him and you'll be speaking through a wired jaw, drinking liquid dinners.

      “All right, he's on his way.”

      My palms are sweaty, and my heart is ready to jump out of my chest. Pacing in a small circle, I take a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. Shaking my hands at my sides, I swallow hard.

      There's a knock on the door, and I don't even wait until the last tap before I'm tearing it open. A big smile spreads across my face as I see him standing there. In a button-up shirt and dark jeans, his hair is loose, covering his eyes as it falls into his face.

      “Hey,” he says, running his hand across the back of his neck.

      I want to jump in his arms and kiss him, and I'm about to as my muscles tremble, eager to shoot forward. My fingers itch at my sides, desperately begging to tangle in his hair.

      “Hi.” The single word fumbles out from me, breathy and fast.

      We're staring at each other, eyes frozen. Licking my lips, I take one step forward, ready to show him how happy I am that he's here, but I'm quickly stopped in my tracks.

      “Siobhan, who's at the door?” My mother rounds the corner, stopping behind me and folding stiff arms over her chest. “And why does he have a suitcase? What's going on here?”

      “Oh, um, well. . . Mom, this is Mark. Mark, this is my mother, Bernadette Andrews.”

      “Dr. Bernadette Andrews,” she says, correcting me.

      “Nice to meet you, Ma'am.” He tips his head respectively, but she barely bats an eye. It doesn't matter how polite he is, I already know what's running through her head.

      Her eyes roll up and down his body, evaluating where he stands in society. Is he rich, poor, somewhere in the middle? Is he a man who's been bred with regal influences? Or is he just a boy pretending to be someone important?

      She studies how he's holding himself, her gaze shifting to his hands and feet. His back should be straight, his smile neutral, but pleasant. His hair should be cut and combed appropriately, and he should have the aroma of expensive cologne radiating from his body.

      Mark has none of what she's looking for, and I see the realization and disappointment in her face as her lips fold down into a thick scowl, and her eyes narrow with repulsion.

      “He's a friend of Jenna's husband, his best friend, actually. Jenna's known him for years, they all grew up together.”

      “Jenna. . .” Her voice is cold and harsh. “Jenna, the girl who abandoned her family for the hicks, that Jenna? I told you I didn't want you going to her wedding, but did you listen to me? No. Now there's some man at our door. See what happens when you mingle with those people?”

      Those people? How can she say such terrible, degrading things to someone she doesn't even know?

      My eyes expand wide, and my brain is rushing to come up with an explanation she'll accept. “No, Mom, you're seeing this all wrong. Mark owns his own business and was coming to the city for a few meetings with his business partners. He's always done his business meetings virtually; he's never had the chance to come to the city until now. So, I thought it would only be gracious for us to open our home to him and show him around a little. I'm sorry, I meant to tell you but you I forgot.”

      “You forgot,” she says, leaning her head to one side. “It just slipped your mind to let me know that you invited some man to stay with us?”

      “I'm sorry, I really am. But with school and all the obligations we've had lately, it completely slipped my mind.”

      My mother grumbles as she rolls her eyes, fanning her hand for him to come inside. “You know, I'd really appreciate it if you don't forget to tell me these things. You know we have a tight schedule as is, and entertaining a house guest isn't something you just spring on us.” She walks through the living room, talking to Mark with her head set forward. “What is it you do, Mark?”

      Glancing at Mark, he gives me wide eyes. But he doesn't say anything to contradict the story I gave my mother, instead he helps fuel the lie. “I'm a mechanical engineer, Ma'am.”

      Perfect answer.

      His answer sounds more professional, more technical, more educated than just a mechanic. He doesn't stutter or fumble his words. They come out firm and confident.

      “Engineer, huh?” she glances back quickly, letting her eyes run up and down his clothes. I can see the disbelief in her eyes, but she keeps it to herself. “You can stay in here.” Pushing open the door of the one of our guest rooms, she steps to the side. “And Siobhan, next time you invite a man to stay in our home, I expect you to get your father's permission first. Understand?”

      “Absolutely. Of course, I won't let it happen again.”

      My mother's brows knit as she looks between us. “I think it goes without saying that I shouldn't ever find you two alone in any of the rooms with the door closed. Not in this house, not ever.” Her eyes burn through my chest, making it hard to breathe. “Siobhan knows our expectations.”

      I feel like a kid again, and not the woman I am. I'm not surprised, though. My parents are extremely traditional. And if I live under their roof, I follow their rules. Along with every other expectation and obligation they throw at me. How I dress. How I talk. Who I associate with. What I study in school. Where I go to school. There isn't much in my life that I control.

      Standing in the hall, my hands are twisting over each other at my waist. I can't stop moving. My foot is tapping, my leg is shaking, and I keep chewing on the inside of my cheek.

      “I'll let you get settled in,” my mother says. “Dinner is at six, sharp. I hope you brought something presentable in that thing you call a suitcase.” Her eyes lower and her nose goes up.

      Mark looks down at his suitcase. The black is faded to light gray, there are small rips and tears around the edges and the zipper is rusted all the way around. One wheel is missing, and another is broken in half.

      I can feel the heat of embarrassment flush my cheeks. I don't know why, it's not like I really care what my mother thinks of him. And yet, in the same breath, I do. She's my mother. A child always looks for some sort of approval from their parent, regardless of how ridiculous and stuck up they might be.

      “Siobhan, a word,” she barks, grabbing me by the elbow and dragging me away.

      Mark is holding the door, staring at me as she yanks me along. My eyes soften as I mouth ‘sorry’ to him.

      I'll make this up to him somehow. He took me by surprise, and I love it. But he also put himself in the lion's den. He has no idea what he just walked into. But I'll do what I can to show him how much I appreciate this.

      I just have to figure out how.
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      Closing the door, I lay back and rest my head against the wood.

      What the hell did I do?

      When Jenna told me that Siobhan's family was fussy, with expensive taste and a bold opinion, this isn't what I pictured at all. I came here with the intentions of sweeping her off her feet, filling our time with hot sex and romantic dinners.

      I didn't know she actually lived with them. I think I fucked up royally. The thought sparks in my head, causing me to close my eyes and groan.

      If looks could kill, I'd be dead. The way her mother looked at me makes my skin crawl. So much instant hate and disgust, and she doesn't even know me from a hole in the wall. They say don't judge a book by its cover, but obviously this woman does the opposite.

      And the look on Sia's face was even worse. I thought she was going to throw up. There was so much happiness in her eyes until her mother's voice ruined it all. Then her expression changed, from happy to mortified. The only problem I'm having is figuring out which way it was pointed, at me or at her mother.

      My heart tears slightly as I picture her face. The shade of embarrassment came in four colors. I might be reading her all wrong. There's a chance that I misinterpreted our phone call the other night, and all she wants is to be friends.

      Despite this harsh reality, I can't ignore what I feel inside for her. She makes me feel things I've never felt before. That's what I'm going on. Not words, but feelings. Feelings that hit so hard and heavy I can't just ignore them. I need to follow them where they take me.

      They led me here.

      Running both hands over my head, I open my eyes and look around.

      The room is so white, it seems sterile, like an operating room. There's a white rug under the bed with dark blue swirls. The bed posts are light wood like the birch trees that salt the forests back home, and the blanket is bleached clean silk. Running my hand over the fabric, I half expect to see dirt streaks from my touch.

      The floor is marble, white with gray swirls, and all the furniture is the same colorless shade. There are small pops of color, the blue in the rug, the gray in the tile, a giant flowerpot in the corner filled with soft peach Juliet roses.

      A wall of windows creates the far right wall to the bed, giving an amazing view of the city. I can hear all the noise below. The cars, the horns, the sound of people as they move like a herd through the city.

      Leaning over, I look down, watching everyone mill about like ants. They all seem to move in one direction, then quickly shift to another. It's strange to see so many people in one place.

      Pulling back, I turn around to see my own reflection in the floor length mirror opposite me. I'm out of place in this room. Wearing an old shirt I found in my closet, the nicest pair of jeans I own, and giving in to buy these dumb ass shoes that have a little shine. I'm a bruise on flawless skin, something so ugly on the surface of perfection.

      Fuck it. I'm here, and I'm going to make the best of it.

      Leaving my suitcase on the floor, I decide to go find Sia. I'm settled in enough, there isn't much else for me to do. Closing the door behind me, I walk down the hall, checking out the fancy sculptures and high end art on the walls.

      I don't hear anyone at all. No voices, no one laughing or chatting. This place is huge. My shoes echo off the vaulted ceilings and marble floor as I explore her home. Finally, I hear sounds somewhere in the distance.

      Following the sound, I round a corner to find Siobhan in the kitchen. She's got two glasses in front of her, and is about to pour orange juice when she hears me come in.

      She lifts her head and looks at me, smiling. I smile back, tucking my hands in my pockets as I lean against the counter.

      “I'm sorry I dropped in on you like this. I wasn't thinking. I just had to see you. I know I should have called or something first, but—”

      She quickly holds a finger to her lips, silencing me as she darts her eyes around. Reaching out she grabs my shirt and pulls me in for a kiss. It's quick, but it's enough for me to know where she stands.

      Pushing me back, Sia puts a safe distance between us. “Don't apologize. I'm really glad you're here.” Pouring some vodka in the juice, she stirs it lightly and hands me a glass. Raising it up, we knock glasses. “I think a screwdriver is warranted for this occasion.” Smirking from behind her glass, she takes a long sip.

      “I couldn't agree more.”

      “So, you think you're too tired from the flight to do a little sightseeing?” Winking, her smile brightens. She nibbles on her bottom lip, tugging on it gently.

      “I'm definitely not too tired for anything.”

      I want to touch her so badly. Sneak over to her, kiss her neck softly, run my hands through her hair, and give it a good tug. Except, I can't. The way her eyes keep shifting around cautiously tells me someone could pop in at any moment. The slight danger is turning me on. The thought of getting caught, the idea of doing something that we're not supposed to is making my cock throb.

      “So,” I say, “I can see where you get your love of art from.” Pointing to a picture hanging on the wall, I give her another flirty smile.

      Her eyes move to the picture, falling down hard. “Yeah, not exactly. My mother buys art because it’s expensive, not because she likes how it looks. The bigger the price tag, the better it must be. She says we're the people who buy the art, not the ones that make it, because artists are poor and live worse than the rats in the streets.”

      “Oh, sorry. I didn't realize.”

      “No, it's fine. I don't care what she thinks, I love painting, and nothing she says will change that.”

      “Good, because it shouldn't. It's important to do what makes you happy. Why do you think I'm here?”

      Sia looks up at me with a full smile, her eyes twinkling like stars. Dipping her head, she darts her eyes to the door for the hundredth time. “You're right, but try telling my parents that. They have expectations that are sky high. So, telling her that her only daughter wants to be an artist and not a doctor won't go over well.”

      “Maybe, but is pleasing her and your father worth more than your own happiness?”

      She stops, her entire body going still as she thinks about it. I don't get an answer. “How about we do some sightseeing now? What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds great. I'm ready, take me out on the town.”

      “Good, let me go tell my mother, and we can get the hell out of here.” She nods her head for me to come with her. “She's probably in her study.” I follow her through the maze that's her house. Stopping outside a door, she knocks lightly. “Mom, you in there?”

      “What do you want, Siobhan?”

      “I'm going to take Mark out for a bit.”

      “Open the door,” she orders.

      Sia opens the door with me standing behind her, and her mother gives me a look that hits me in the chest, knocking the wind out of me. It's that look again, the same death glare.

      “I expect you to be back for dinner.”

      “Of course, I know. Six o'clock, same as always.”

      Arching a brow, she sets her hands down on her desk, and pulls her glasses to the tip of her nose. “I spoke with your father, he's not too happy.”

      “All right. What do you want me to do?” she asks, her voice stern, challenging her mother.

      “I want you to be aware of how your actions affect other people. Is that too much to ask?”

      “You act like I'm still a child.” Sia lets out an audible sigh. “I get it, don't worry, we'll be back. Okay?”

      Her mother pushes her glasses back in place, steeples her fingers and lays them across her lips. She doesn't say anything else, just gives her daughter a simple look.

      Sia turns and walks right past me. I stand in limbo for a second, not sure if I should follow her or stay right where I am. She glances back at me, nodding her head, and I quickly walk to her side.

      Her fingers angrily slam the button of the elevator, trying to force the doors open. She watches the light above as it moves from one floor to the next until it finally lands on our floor. Sia slips her body in the elevator before the doors are even halfway open, leaving me to wait an extra second until I can get in too.

      There are a few people inside, all of them taking a step back to make room for us. As soon as the doors are closed, I reach for her hand, but she swats me away, and inconspicuously shakes her head no.

      A man behind us coughs, and another woman starts talking loudly on her phone. Glancing back, I look at the people, and smile at the few who actually make eye contact. I get one smile back.

      What planet am I on?

      I feel like I stepped into a totally different world. Back at home, people you don't know will strike up a conversation about anything. They'll smile and listen, ask questions and give answers. Before you realize it, you've shared your entire life story.

      It's not like that here. The taxi driver barely spoke a word to me. She grumbled about the traffic and yelled at a few people who were still crossing the street after the signal changed green. When we pulled up in front of the building, she practically kicked me out, barely giving me enough time to close the door before pulling back out onto the road.

      The double doors open, and Sia takes a long step out, beelining for the exit. She half waves at the doorman who gives me a shitty look as he holds the door open for us. Sia takes a hard right, walks a few feet, then steps off the sidewalk and throws out her arm to hail a cab.

      In seconds, a yellow car pulls up next to her, and she yanks the door open and climbs in quickly, with me right behind her. “Sixteen-thirty nine Centre Street,” she says.

      Settling into the seat, her eyes fix out the window as the taxi darts back into the flow of traffic. I can see the driver looking at us in his rear-view mirror.

      “You're not from around here,” he says. Sucking in a rattled breath, his eyes don't deviate. “You look like a deer in headlights, kid. Did you come to find your big break? Hoping to cash in on a some of the money floating around?”

      I'm about to answer, but Sia quickly cuts in. “No, he's not. He came for me if you must know.”

      “And what makes you so special?” he asks, grunting with a laugh as if he's amused by her tone.

      Her lips purse tight, about to lay into him. Resting my hand on her leg, I give it a tender squeeze. Sia looks over at me. I smile pleasantly. “How about you just drive and mind your own business,” I snap. Veering my stare, his shoulders roll forward and his hands clench tighter around the wheel. We drive in silence until he pulls up to our destination.

      I hand him some cash for the ride, and Sia and I leave the taxi without saying another word. The driver, though, mutters something under his breath before pulling away.

      “I know you're probably not getting the best impression of New York right now.”

      “I didn't come here for anyone except you.” Gripping her hand, she gives me a more relaxed smile.

      “Come on, I want to show you something.” She pulls me toward an industrial looking building. It has a brick exterior with so many windows I can't count them all. A set of dark green doors hang loosely on the hinges, and a few crumbling steps lead up to them. As we get closer, I can see broken and loose bricks on the building’s façade. Looking up the face of the building, I half expect one to fall from above and hit me on the head.

      “What is this place?”

      “It's my little secret.” Reaching for the door, she gives it a good pull. “This is my home away from home, I would say.”

      The inside is clean, much friendlier than the exterior. The halls are lit bright, painted a periwinkle blue, the floors are dark wood, waxed to a shine I can see my reflection in. Our feet echo, rattling around staircases and up through the other levels.

      Rounding a corner, she pulls a key from her pocket and opens a door. Grinning, she pushes the door open and holds out her arm for me to go in first.

      Walking inside, there are paintings and drawings all over the walls. Easels with canvases that have sketches in the making, and a wall with shelves that are full of tubes of paint and brushes and sponges.

      “Wow,” I say, starting to spin around. “So this is—”

      Sia lunges at me, hitting me like a tractor trailer as she crushes her lips against mine. I barely catch a breath of air, but I can clearly taste the gloss on her lips, and it tastes like cherries.

      Her arms are around my neck, her breathing already ragged and uneven. The tip of her tongue licks across my mouth, shattering any control I have. She's breaking me down, tearing me open, and giving me permission to expose the animal inside.

      Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pull her in so her chest is pressed against mine. Her heart is slamming so hard in her chest I can feel it. Thump after thump ricochets like a trapped bird.

      Running one hand up her ribs, I cup under her jaw, drawing circles over the thick vein in her neck. Her pulse is frantic, throbbing with her heartbeat. Stroking the vein, I kiss her deeper, harder, exactly how I wanted to greet her this morning.

      Her cheeks redden, and I watch as the heat spreads down her neck and across her chest.

      It's fucking beautiful.

      Moaning into my mouth, her eyes close as her hard nipples rub my chest. Her head tilts to her shoulder as she inhales a desperate breath. Our tongues tangle and twist, she tastes so fucking good.

      Sia breaks away, opening her eyes and staring up at me. I know what she wants. I can see it in the ocean of her eyes. Biting her bottom lip, she unbuttons the first few buttons on my shirt, then helps pull it over my head.

      Dropping it to the floor, her eyes move to my chest as her hands explore. She runs her fingertips down my pecs and over my abs, so light I almost can't feel them.

      Sliding them back up, they curl over my shoulders and stroke down my arms. Her breathing is short, quick, shallow. It's as if she hasn't taken a real breath at all. With sultry eyes, she slowly traces every muscle, following all the dips and curves with her fingertips.

      All the blood rushes from head to my cock, filling it instantly and making me hard as a rock. Her nails scrape across my lower stomach, dipping a little under the seam of my pants. She moves from one side to the next and back again, causing a shiver to scale my spine.

      “I've thought about this,” I say, “and I've dreamed about it too.”

      “Me too.” Thumbing the button on my pants, she plucks it free as she stares at me under hooded eyes. Tugging her bottom lip into her mouth, her slender fingers grip my zipper and pull it down ever so slowly.

      My hands are at my sides, fingers twitching as she lowers to her knees. Her hand disappears into my pants, wrapping my cock and pulling it out. Peering up at me, she licks the tip, circling it softly.

      Groaning, I place my hand on her head, and curl my fingers into her hair. Teasing my cock with her mouth, she rubs her lips against my engorged tip, flattening her tongue and gliding it down the underside of my shaft.

      “Fuck,” I utter with an exhale, squeezing her hair at the roots with force. I can't stop myself; I need to feel my dick in her mouth. Jerking my hips, I thrust forward, causing her jaw to widen and the sharp edges of her teeth to scrape me lightly.

      Her cheeks hollow as she swallows my length. Slipping her hands to my thighs, she grabs fistfuls of my pants as she sucks me off. I'm guiding her eagerly with her hair, driving myself in as far as she can handle.

      Over and over she bobs her head, her mouth slurping, and her tongue licking. It feels so damn good. Her mouth is warm, wet, and sucking me vigorously. Her mouth slips down, her cheeks concave as she pulls back to the ridge of my crown.

      I can't take this anymore. I have to fuck her. If she keeps going like this I'm going to come in her mouth, and that's not what I want.

      Clutching her hair, I tug her head back and hold her still. Pulling my cock free, she sits back on her knees. Her face glisten, wet and slippery from lubing my cock with her mouth. She wipes her mouth by running a finger around the edges.

      Sia tries to stand, but I stop her with a hand on her shoulder and push her onto the floor. Tearing at her jeans, she lifts her hips, shimmying them down her legs. Grabbing the sexy red heels she has on, I pop them off, ripping her jeans free and throwing them over my shoulder.

      I don't care where they go, I don't care where they land, so long as they're off her.

      Her shirt comes off next, leaving her in just her bra and panties. Her bra is sheer lace, her nipples exposed behind the cranberry colored fabric. Her pussy is just as visible, hidden under a thin layer of cotton.

      Palming her mound, Sia arches her back and moans. She's soaking wet, dripping to the point her arousal is all over my hand already. Wrapping my fingers around the thin edge over her hip, I rip her panties in half at the seam.

      The fabric breaks away easily, giving me full access to her sensitive clit. Opening her legs wide, she calls to me. “Take me, Mark. All I've thought about is this since the morning I left. I can't wait, don't make me wait.”

      Her hands slip over her belly, and she grabs her tits, pinching her nipples. Gripping the clip in the center, she unclasps it, letting it fall to the floor beneath her. Small bumps ripple over her skin as she arches high, desperately begging me with her body.

      It drives me wild to watch her writhe beneath me. Her hands keep touching herself, grabbing her tits, rolling down her stomach and up her ribs. Her legs keep opening and closing, her hips rising and falling, her eyes flickering with need.

      Digging my fingers into her hips, I hold her up and drive my cock deep into her heat. She's so wet I slip in easily, her arousal warm and silky as it coats my length. Every muscle in her body goes stiff as she throws her head back and moans loudly.

      It's music to my ears. The coo comes out on a shallow breath, growing louder and more intense as her hands dive into her hair. Her heels bear down on the floor, and she clutches my hips with her thighs as I thrust in and out of her.

      I'm not gentle. I'm not kind. I'm a beast taking what I want and giving her what she craves. Everything is raw. The hunger so great I'm not thinking about anything else.

      Slamming forward, I pull back out and slam in again. My chest burns, needing a breath of air, but I can't do anything else except fuck her. Spearing her pussy, her walls stretch wide letting me in, and clench down hard to keep me there.

      Slapping the floor with her hands, she claws the wood with her nails. Her skin is hot and clammy as she blushes from the cheeks down. Slipping my hands to her thighs, I can feel her shaking as her eyes snap shut and she lets out a deep throaty moan.

      That's it, that's all it takes to make my stomach tighten and my cock explode. Holding my body still, my cock pulses over and over as her clit throbs against my base.

      Falling forward, my palms slip over the wood, bringing me face to face with her. Her eyes dart between mine as she's trying to catch her breath. I finally inhale a long, deep breath, cooling the burning sensation in my chest.

      I can't take my eyes off her. She's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. And right now, with her tousled hair and rosy cheeks, she looks like a fallen angel. Heart shaped lips, big bold blue eyes with starry twinkles, she's all I need right now.

      I could forget everything else in this world if I could make this moment last forever.
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      My legs are still shaking. Violently trembling as I lay comatose on the floor. With spaghetti arms, I'm barely able to push myself up. Resting on my palms, my lungs struggle to take in air and keep it.

      “You know, I thought when we had sex last time that I was too drunk for it have been as good as it was. I was so wrong.”

      “What are you saying? That I'm so good in bed it's mind blowing?” Mark smirks, wagging his brows playfully.

      “Don't go getting a big head or anything, but yeah, that was fucking amazing.”

      Mark pushes to his feet, still naked and exposed as he walks around the room picking up our clothes. His muscles are slick and shining from sweat, his ass plump and firm. I can't stop the flutter in my chest as I watch his muscles flex smoothly all the way from his shoulders to the perfect V-shape of his lower back.

      Handing me my clothes, he holds up a jagged piece of fabric. “I don't think these will work anymore.” The thin fabric dangles over his finger as he sways it back and forth.

      Giggling, I nod. “Yeah, they're dust.” Taking my torn panties off his finger, I ball them up and toss them into the waste basket next to the door. “Looks like I'm going commando.”

      “And in jeans, that ain't going to go over well. There'll be chaffing, and probably some raw skin—”

      “Okay, all right, I get it.” Holding up my hand, I slip my legs into my pants and stand up. Wiggling them over my hips, I jump softly to get them up the rest of the way. “You'll just have to kiss me better later is all.”

      Mark is standing in just his pants, and hot damn, he looks good enough to jump again. Pulling his shirt over his arms, he starts to move around the studio. He stops at every painting and drawing I have hanging up, studying them closely.

      “These are really amazing. Impressive actually. I look at the one you made me a dozen or more times a day.”

      “Stop it,” I say, clipping my bra and tugging my shirt on.

      “No, I'm serious. You're really good at this.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, but it's just a hobby.”

      “Maybe it should be a full time gig. You could do it.”

      Shaking my head, I walk to his side and stare at the picture. “No I can't.”

      “Why not?”

      Looking up at him, I roll my eyes. “Because that's not the plan for my life.”

      “Has your family seen any of this? I think if they saw it they might—”

      “You met my mother,” I cut in. “She doesn't even know this place exists. No clue, not one. I make up some excuse to come here and paint. I'm meeting a friend, I'm heading to the library, things like that. She'd kill me if she knew I had this place in Brooklyn.”

      “Speaking of your mom, I really am sorry I just appeared the way I did. I had no idea the situation you're in with your family, and Jenna wasn't exactly straight forward with me about it.”

      “Yeah, well, Jenna probably didn't want to scare you off. Which would have happened if you knew my family was crazy.”

      “I'm sure they're not crazy, they're just protective, I bet.”

      Dipping my chin into my chest, I open my eyes wide. “Uh, no, that's not it. They're super traditional, like no dating, no kissing or sleeping together before marriage, no being alone with a boy unattended. Speaking of which, this,” I say, pointing between us, “has to stay between us. I don't agree with the way they think, but they're family, and I need to respect them. So, all I ask is that we keep this a secret.”

      “I like secrets,” he says, stepping behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist. Snuggling his face into the crook of my neck, he lays soft kisses. “And I'll promise to keep yours if you'll keep mine.”

      “What's yours?” I ask, curling my arm around his neck and playing with the ends of his hair.

      “That I want more of this,” he says, whispering against my neck. His hands glide weightlessly down the tops of my thighs, fingers brushing the outer edges of my pussy. “I'm here for a little bit and we're too good together to not enjoy each other.”

      His lips move more slowly, pressing hard as he exhales a warm breath across my skin. I quiver in his arms so hard that I know he feels it too. His fingers tighten around my thighs, thumbs digging in hard.

      “Absolutely,” I say, the words all breathy as my eyes close lightly.

      Slipping his finger under my chin, he twists my head and kisses me. “Looks like we have a secret worth keeping.”

      My stomach tumbles as his lips press against mine. It flips and rolls, coiling up tight and unraveling into a heavy pile that attempts to drag me down. But Mark holds me, he grips me around the waist and pulls me in against his chest.

      What the hell am I doing?

      This was supposed to be a one night thing. A quick release, a little sauce on the side to top off the evening, but here I am sucking face with him again, only this time, in my city. I tried, I really did try to convince myself that what I've been feeling is some weird aftermath of really great sex. But the longer he kisses me, the tighter he holds me, the more he whispers in my ear with sweetness, the less I care about what our original intentions were.

      Holding my face, he breaks our kiss and smiles. “So, now that I have your attention, when are you going to stop postponing the inevitable and just showcase your talent?”

      Laying my head back, I chuckle. “Not gonna happen. It's not in the cards my parents drew for me. Remember, we're art buyers, not art creators.”

      “But aren't your parents doctors or something?”

      “Plastic surgeons.”

      “Isn't that just like art? They create a new face or chest or ass for someone else?” Mark gives me a toothy smile as he shrugs his shoulder. “I'm just saying, it's not that far off.”

      “You really don't know my parents at all.”

      “You're right, but I'm willing to try and get to know them. And I don't care if your mom gives me her stink eye. Hey, maybe you can drop this whole art thing on her, and she'll be so occupied with her hate for this poor country boy, that she'll just agree to anything you say to get rid of me.”

      “Oh God. Trust me, you don't want to be on the sharp end of my mother's personality. She'll spear you, put your head on a stick, and set you out to ward off anyone else who thinks about coming close to her daughter. And this art idea will absolutely do that.”

      “That could be a problem.” Mark spins me around so I'm facing him, gathering me up in his arms.

      Leaning my cheek against his chest, I let him hold me. I love the way this feels. I know I shouldn't, but I do. Squeezing me snugly, he rests his chin on the top of my head.

      And then it hits me. Maybe he's right. Not about being the distraction, but about making an impression.

      “Hey, you want to come with me tomorrow morning to the charity breakfast my mother put together?”

      “Charity breakfast. . .” Pausing, he quirks a brow. “Your mother doesn't strike me as the charity type. I see her more like Scrooge McDuck, diving into a vault of money.”

      “Charity looks good, and it goes with the territory.”

      “I'd go, but I don't have a suit. I actually don't even own a suit, the one I had for the wedding was a rental.”

      “No suit,” I repeat, pushing my chest away from his. “If you had one, would you say yes and go with me?”

      “Sure, you're the only reason I'm here. I don't really care to wander around by myself.”

      “Then I know just where to take you to fix this suit problem.”
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      “I don't know about this,” I say, gripping the open edges of the jacket and looking myself over in the mirror.

      “It looks good, it looks really good,” Sia comes up behind me, folds the collar down, and runs her hand down the outside of my right arm. Taking my wrist in her hand, she buttons the cuff as she looks at me. “It's like this suit was made for you.”

      “She's right, Sir,” the salesman says, pulling the measuring tape off his neck and laying it against my arm. “It's exactly your size.”

      “See, I told you. Made for you,” Sia encourages as she takes a step back and smiles. “We'll take it.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say swiftly, holding up a hand to slow her down. “How much is this suit?” I ask the salesman.

      “That one is two thousand.”

      Balking, I literally gasp out loud. “Are you serious? You can't be serious.”

      He nods and points a finger at a rack in the center of the room. “We have some clearance suits that range as low as six hundred.”

      Stepping away from the mirror, I thin my lips. “Yeah, there's no way I can spend that kind of money on a suit. I'm sorry, Sia, but it's just too much.”

      “Mark, I'm not asking you to buy it. I would never ask you to spend that much on a suit. But you're not paying for it. . .” Pausing, she pulls a credit card from her pocket and grins. “Consider it a welcome to the city gift.”

      “No, I can't let you do that. It's too much. I'll probably only wear it this one time. There's no point.” Going back into the changing room, I close the door as I keep talking. “I appreciate the offer, but I just can't accept it.” Hanging the suit back on the hangers, I put my clothes back on and open the door.

      Sia is standing with her arms crossed and a little smirk on her face. “Too late, it's already done. The suit is yours.”

      “Siobhan,” I say, dropping my eyes to the ground and running a hand through my hair. “I just can't.”

      “You don't have a choice, it's a gift. You can't say no to a gift. Besides, it fits you beautifully, that never happens with a suit. My father always has to have his tailored. Every single one has to be cut and sewn to get the type of fit you have with that one. To see you put that on and not need any adjustments means it was meant to be.”

      The salesman sweeps between us, taking the suit from my hands and bagging it behind the desk. “You want to know what I think?” he asks me as he zips the cloth bag. “I think you'll learn to never argue with a woman whose made up her mind.” His brows bow high as he brings the suit back to me.

      Walking out the door, I shake my head. “I can't believe you paid two grand for this suit.”

      “I didn't.”

      “What do you mean you didn't?”

      “The owner is a friend of my father's, one call and the suit was yours.”

      “Are you kidding me? He just gave it to you? Just like that?”

      She gives me a flirty smile and bats her long dark lashes. “When your father is a top doctor, his biggest client, and he learns you'll be wearing the suit to a five hundred dollar a plate charity breakfast, he basically forced it on me.”

      “Wow, so your family really is a big deal.”

      “I guess you could say that. But you know how it is, what you see on the outside isn't always what you get on the inside. They play nice with the people that have power. Fake smiles, exaggerated laughter, quirky little jokes and stories that don't really have a purpose, all in the name of status and money.” Looking down at her phone, her eyes get wide. “Come on, we need to get back.”

      Heading back to her place, the doorman gives me the same cautionary glare, but she brushes him off.

      “He's not going to bite anyone, Jim, I promise.” She giggles, grabbing me around the arm and pulling me along. “Don't mind him, he's always looked out for me ever since I was a kid. It isn't personal.”

      “Easy for you to say. You fit in here, I don't.”

      Sia stops me, taking both my shoulders in her hands. “It doesn't matter what anyone else thinks. I want you here, that's all that matters.”

      I lean to kiss her, but she takes a quick step back, her eyes darting to Jim. “Not yet. We still need to keep our secret for now.”

      It's hard to hear that. It feels like she punched me in the gut. She wants me here, but she also wants to hide me. It stings. Inhaling a deep breath, I push the feelings away. “Right, our secret.”

      Her eyes drift around my face. I'm sure she can see and sense the discomfort I feel. I get that I'm not some rich asshole who has money to throw around, but if it doesn't bother her, why does she care what anyone else thinks?

      It's her family. This is her life and you just strolled in like a dark cloud.

      I get it. I understand that her family thinks one way and she thinks another. I can also understand that she doesn't want to cause a rift with them. Family is family, and that's important, no matter how difficult they might be.

      Opening the door, she looks around. “They're probably in the dining room. Why don't you go put the suit in your room and I'll wait here. Then I'll take you to meet my dad.”

      “Is he as kind and welcoming as your mom?”

      Her smile widens sarcastically. “Even more welcoming.”

      “Great,” I say with a chuckle.

      Hanging the suit on the back of the bathroom door, I take a second to fix my hair and clothes. The knot in my gut hardens to stone. Swallowing hard, I clear my throat and ready myself for another awkward silent battle of playing a role.

      “Okay, I'm ready to meet your dad,” I say.

      “It'll be fine.” Squeezing my hand gently, she hops up on the tips of her toes and kisses my cheek, then takes a quick step back.

      I follow her through the living room and kitchen, still in awe at the size of this place. I can hear voices in the hall as we approach a wide open doorway with a soft light breaking in the dark hall.

      She steps in first, and I linger behind her, still partially hidden by the wall. “Hey, Dad,” she says with a sweetness in her voice. “Hey, Mom.”

      Her mother doesn't greet her back, she only orders, “Tell him to come in.”

      Sia looks over at me behind her shoulder, reaching out her arm and grabbing me by the wrist. Pulling me in front of her, she smiles. “Dad, this is Mark. Mark, this is my father, George Andrews.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Andrews.” Holding out my hand, I lean forward.

      George hesitates for a second, his eyes looking me up and down as he thumbs the stem of his wine glass. He doesn't say a word, weakly taking my hand and giving it a light shake.

      He barely holds my fingers as if he isn't sure he wants to touch me. Grunting softly, he rests back in his chair, glaring up at me under slit lids.

      “Did you guys eat dinner already?” Sia asks. She's trying to lighten the tension in the air. “I'm starving.”

      Both her parents are just staring at me. Openly gawking like I'm some type of sideshow attraction. Her mother lifts a glass of wine to her mouth and takes a sip.

      “We did. I told you six, it's almost seven. You can heat up some leftovers if you're hungry.” She's talking to Sia, but she's looking at me. “Otherwise, you can both head to your respective rooms for the night.”

      “Okay,” Sia answers, drawing out the word. “You know, it wouldn't kill either of you to be a little more hospitable to Mark. He is a guest, you know.”

      “He's your guest,” her father snaps, pointing at his daughter. “Not ours, yours.”

      “Fine.” Her tone drops flat as she spins on her heels. “Let's go, Mark.” Pulling on my sleeve, I follow her back to the kitchen. Stopping at the island, she turns around. “I'm sorry about my parents. I wish they weren't so cold.”

      “It's fine. I'm not here for them, remember?”

      That gets me a smile. “You hungry?”

      “I can always eat.”

      Sia pulls out some leftovers from the fridge and heats them up for us. We spend the next hour sitting in the kitchen eating and talking. She tells me about what it was like going to a Catholic school and how her parents always made sure her schedule was filled. School, violin lessons, ballet, volunteering at the hospital, not one second was left for her.

      It's amazing to me that she was able to meet Jenna in the middle of all that and actually stay friends. But I guess birds of the same feather flock together. Two crazy rich girls, mingling in the same crowd were bound to cross paths.

      So, where do I fit in?

      How am I even sitting here with her?

      “All right, we should probably head to bed. We’ve got an early day tomorrow.”

      “Do your parents know I'm coming?”

      “Nope,” she says with a grin as we walk to our rooms. “And I don't care. At least with you there it'll be enjoyable. I might actually have a good time for once.” Stopping at her door, she peers up at me with so much spark in her eyes. She doesn't want to just go to bed. She wants more of me. “So, I'll see you in the morning, I guess.”

      “You can see more of me right now.” A sexy smirk spreads across my face as I bounce my brows.

      “Shh,” she says, hushing me as her eyes brighten. “We can't, not here. But we'll make plenty of time for that.” She whispers softly as she looks around to make sure no one else is listening. “Good night, Mark.” Opening her door, she seals herself inside.

      Laying in my bed, I don't get much sleep at all. The bed is comfortable, the room a perfect temperature of sixty-eight degrees, the floor heated to a balmy seventy and warm beneath my feet.

      The bedding is full of feathers and Persian cotton that feels cool against my skin. The mattress absorbs my body, forming to my back and shoulders as I stare blankly up at the ceiling.

      I should be able to fall asleep like a baby in a place like this, but I can't. There's so much noise, so much light pollution, and all this lavish stuff just makes me realize how much I don't belong here.

      And to top it all off, knowing that Sia is only a few doors away, alone in her bed, and so very vulnerable, is driving me insane. I want to sneak inside her room. I want to slip under her covers and touch her all over.

      My hand moves to my cock. I'm already hard just picturing her waiting for me in her bed. I know she wants to respect her parents’ home and their rules, and I won't break that trust either, but I also know she wants me too.

      Closing my eyes, I imagine her laying there, her legs rubbing back and forth, her hands running up and down her sides, caressing, touching, exploring seductively as she waits for me to take over.

      To be the one touching. To be the one exploring with my hands, my mouth, my tongue. Her nipples hard, her chest picking up in speed as she starts to breathe heavily from desire.

      I can see it all in my head. Vivid and real, she's so close I can smell her, and yet, I can't reach her. We're miles apart.

      My hand starts to move, stroking up and down slowly. My imagination keeps rolling, driving my hand to move faster and squeeze harder.

      I can taste her nipples in my mouth as I suck and nibble each one. I can feel her beneath me as I slip her nightgown up over her stomach, exposing her beautiful pussy in all its wet, glistening glory. Inhaling, her scent fills my nose, and her flavor soaks my lips. Even in my mind she's real and unforgettable.

      Licking my lips, my hand works my length. Slamming my hand down to the base, I drive it back up, clenching tight around my swollen tip. Faster and faster I jerk my dick until my balls draw up high and my muscles turn rigid.

      With one last pump, I blow hot cum all over my hand and stomach. I'm breathing hard as I blink my eyes open. A horn from the street below rattles me out of my orgasm haze. Pushing up, I grab a tissue off the nightstand and wipe myself off.

      Relaxing back into the covers, my eyes grow heavy as my body tingles all over. I can't sleep like I do at home. It's a mix of dosing off and waking up wide eyed and confused because the world is constantly running here.

      Horns replace the crickets outside my window. Bright billboards replace the stars in the sky. Running engines replace the buzz of mosquito wings on a hot summer night.

      Everything I use to lull me to asleep is on steroids here, keeping me stirring for hours. A knock at the door makes me lift my heavy head. My lids are sleep swollen, and my entire body is sluggish.

      There's another set of knocks at the door as it creaks open. “Mark, you awake?”

      “Yeah, I'm getting there.” Rolling to my back, I stretch my arms and push myself up in bed.

      “How'd you sleep?” Sia asks as she leans against the doorway. Crossing her legs, she's in jogging pants and a loose t-shirt. Her hair is thrown up on her head in a messy bun with wisps framing her face.

      God, she's so fucking gorgeous.

      “Honestly, I slept like shit.” Chuckling, I give her a sleepy smile.

      “Like shit? Really?”

      “It's different here. A lot louder than I'm used to. It was hard to drown out all the noise. I'm a country boy, remember? The most traffic we have back home is usually because there's a cow blocking the road.”

      Her lips thin into a smirk. “Yeah, I thought it was strange how quiet it was when I was there, but I liked it. I liked being able to stop and listen and not hear anything but birds.”

      “It's a beautiful thing. Don't get me wrong, the city is definitely cool, but it's not what I know.”

      Rocking her leg side to side, she drops her eyes to her hands. “Well, we need to head out in about an hour. I'll let you get ready.”

      Her eyes land on mine, and she stands silently. Licking her lips, I half expect her to dash into the room and kiss me. I can see it in her eyes. Soft, sultry, glossing over as if she's picturing it in her head.

      “Siobhan!” her mother calls out.

      The look disappears instantly, replaced with a heavy exhale. “I'll come get you when it's time to go. What is it?” she asks as she turns and closes the door behind her.

      I lay in bed for a few extra minutes before forcing myself to get up. The floor warms my cold feet as I walk to the bathroom and take a quick shower. Looking in the mirror, I debate if I should shave or not.

      Nah. Screw it.

      I'll put on the suit, and play pretend, mingling with people that would never even look at me twice if we met out in the real world or I showed up on a stretcher. But that's it. I'm not going to change who I am for them. I just can't. It's not right.

      Splashing some cologne against my neck, I put on the suit. Wrapping the tie around my neck, I fumble with the knot, then give up altogether.

      Fuck the tie, I think to myself, folding the collar down.

      Running flat hands down the front of the suit, I pop the top button free on the button-up underneath. Combing my beard down, I run a hand through my hair, and the dirt in the thick cracks of my working hands, catches my eyes.

      Holding them out in front of my face, it's easy for me to see I'm a wolf in sheep's clothing. These hands are a mirror into the reality of who I am. A man in a suit like this doesn't have hands like these.

      Thick callouses, deep crevices, stained to the point I can't even wash it away anymore. These hands don't match the finesse of this suit.

      Straightening my shoulders, my jaw hardens as I stare at my reflection. I don't care what these people think. I don't care what any of these people think. This suit doesn't wear me, and these people aren't going to dictate who I need to be.

      I am this fucking suit.

      Confidence surges through me. Siobhan isn't like these people either, and she shouldn't have to mimic them just to fit in. I'm going to be me, and maybe I'll be able to help her find the strength to be herself too.

      “Mark, you ready?” Sia asks me from behind the door.

      Yanking the door open, I arch a brow and tip my chin high. “Hell yeah, I'm ready.”

      Her parents already left. Her mother wanted to get there while they were still setting up to make sure everything is done exactly how she wants.

      “Did you tell your parents I'm coming yet?”

      “I told them this morning.”

      “How did they take it?”

      She rolls her head on her shoulder, peering up at me with eyes that say I already know the answer.

      “Well, they're going to feel really stupid when I walk in.”

      “Why's that?” she asks.

      “Because I look so damn good in this suit. I'm like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. Only I'm not a prostitute, and you're not Richard Gere.”

      Sia laughs, slapping me against my chest. “I just hope this goes smoothly. I hate these things. They're always so uncomfortable.”

      Slipping a hand over her thigh as we sit in the back of the town car her mother had sent for us, I dig my fingertips in her soft flesh. I'm going to take full advantage of any time we get alone.

      “This one will be better because now you have me. I can make anything fun. You had fun at Jenna and Ryder's wedding, right?” She purses her lips into a tight smirk and nods. “See, consider me party luck. It'll be a good time no matter what.”

      She reaches over and grabs my bicep, giving me a small smile. We stay like that the rest of the car ride, with my hand on her leg and her hand on my arm.

      Pulling up to a fancy hotel, the driver gets out and opens the door for us. I get out first, then hold my hand out for her. Sia places her hand in mine, sending electric snaps up my shoulder and through my chest.

      Her hand lingers for a second, before she slips it free to adjust her dress. She looks stunning. Her dress is a bright yellow with thin straps over her shoulders. The top cuts across her chest just below the top of her breasts, giving me a beautiful view from above.

      The material hugs her around her torso, flowing out just after her hips. Her heels are silver, strappy, and the tips of her well-manicured, pink toenails make an appearance with each step.

      I watch her change instantly. Everything about her morphs right before my eyes as if she's slipped into a different body. Her shoulders pull back, her arms dangle with precision at her sides. Her chin juts forward and her neck seems to elongate as we get closer to the front doors.

      Like a chameleon, she puts on her rich skin, and floats through the doors wearing the money that emboldens her. She strolls through the room with me at her heels, heads turning and eyes growing wide.

      They know exactly who she is like she's royalty.

      I come from a world that knows you because your parents grew up there, and so did theirs, and theirs, and so on. People stopped to ask you how you are, how the crops have been that year, and what the Farmer's Almanac is predicting for the winter.

      They know your great aunt Betty who's ninety-two and how she's always loved her rose bushes and won three blue ribbons for them at the local fair. They know your cousin got in trouble for stealing a street sign when he was fourteen, and they still talk about it today.

      Here, in Siobhan's world, they know you for entirely different reasons. They see money. They see a name. They see power and fame and recognition. Dollar signs draw the wrong kind of people, and I can smell all the sharks here.

      Charity event or not, these people didn't come here to help, they came here to gain. One name follows another, one hand washes the other. It's makes me sad that a place like this even exists.

      I've been here one day, and I can see it boldly, like an orange vest during hunting season. It gives me a new perspective on Jenna and what world she lives in. How the people around her can manipulate, and how easily a child can get swept up in this world.

      Sia nods at a few people, giving them a smile and a wave. Walking into the main hall, I'm met with another grand, eye catching mirage. It's all a show. And it sickens me.

      Giant crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling, glittering all over the walls with their lights. Lavish tables are decorated with fancy china, and silverware that fans out in front of swan folded napkins. Navy blue linen covers the tables, and in the center of every table is a glass vase filled with white stones and floating candles. Between the candles are buds of flowers, the edges painted with gold flakes.

      “We're right here,” she says, walking to a table up front. “Don't be nervous,” she says in a whisper. “You'll be fine.”

      “I'm not nervous,” I say matter fact. And I mean it. I promised myself I wasn't going to pretend anymore. It's not disrespectful to her parents or anyone else for me to just be me. “I am hungry, though.”

      She eyes me curiously, and I can see the truth on her face. Sia is nervous as hell. She looks petrified, like she's waiting for the explosion of a bomb she knows is about to go off.

      “I think you're the one that's nervous.” Smirking, I pull out the chair for her to sit down. “Your seat, Miss.” Holding my arm behind my back, I bow like the gentleman I am.

      Country doesn't mean chivalry is dead. I might not be rich like these people, and used to expensive things, but I know exactly how to treat a lady.

      “Thank you.” She sits down, giving me a smile. A real smile. It's not nervous, it's not terrified, it's just a simple smile that isn't being forced.

      Taking the seat next to her, she leans in so only I can hear her. “I can't wait for this to be over. See,” she says, tipping her head to a table a couple over from us, “my parents will sit there, they'll work their magic, making all these people open their wallets for a cause that none of them probably care about at all.”

      “What's the cause?”

      “Bras.” Her voice is flat, but serious.

      “Bras?”

      “Yeah, bras. My mom does this bra charity drive once a year to give bras to the homeless women in the city that needs one.”

      “No boob left behind. I like that.”

      “I know it sounds silly, but you'd be surprised how many women need them and can't get them. People donate all kinds of clothes, but bras aren't one of them.”

      “I like it, I think it's a great cause.”

      “I'm glad you do, but all these people are just here for the press.”

      “At least your mom is doing something good for others.”

      “You're right, she does a lot of good for other people. I know it might sound childish or downright selfish, but I sometimes wish she wouldn't. I mean, she puts so much into this type of stuff, and I'm left feeling like a third wheel.”

      “That's not selfish to want to have a relationship with your mom. That's just called being human.”

      The room starts to fill with more people, and our table is quickly overrun. All of them acknowledge Sia with an overly nice smile and phony hello. They know who to play to, and it's not me.

      I get a couple nods, but I'm barely acknowledged at all.

      They all begin to chat about things from their inner circle. The newest teacher at their children's prep school, the biggest rumor about some guy named Todd Gentry who supposedly bought his last wife online, and a scandal about a woman named Bethany Greene, who the woman beside me claims she knows killed her eighty-eight year old husband, seeing as he was twice Bethany's senior.

      I sit quietly, keeping to myself as the banquet hall buzzes with a million conversations all at once. Every once in a while I feel someone looking at me and find a dozen people staring at me from all directions.

      Sia became more and more stiff as the morning goes on. She moves like a robot. Her joints locking and her muscles skipping. She's gone from a glowing beacon of light to a shadow of the girl who took my breath away.

      “So, Siobhan, you haven't introduced us to your friend here. What's your name, son?” the older man across from me asks.

      A pair of thin rimmed glasses frame his eyes. His hair is lacking on the top, so he's brushed far more from the left side to the right to compensate. His suit is buttoned up to his gills, with a pastel green tie and matching handkerchief in his breast pocket.

      With rail thin fingers, he reaches out and lifts the glass flute to sip his mimosa. He pinches the delicate stem between the frail pads of his fingers, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “Mark Werlin.” Sitting pencil straight, I'm struck with this feeling of being judged. Like a child sitting at the adult table for the first time.

      “Werlin. . .” he says my last name, pausing and looking up at the ceiling. He's thinking. Shifting through memories in his head. “Werlin. . . It doesn't ring a bell.”

      Everyone else around me is looking me up and down. Some have a curiosity in their eyes, while others are just looking down their nose at me. It's as if they can smell the fact I'm not one of them.

      “That's because I'm not from around here and neither is my family.”

      Sia kindly tries to help, moving the conversation along. “He's from New Hampshire, and here on business, Mr. Fayette. My mother didn't tell you?”

      He swallows another sip of his drink, setting the glass down gently, being sure to center it on the small cocktail napkin. “She mentioned something. I've been told you're a mechanical engineer. What's your specialty?”

      “Tractors, farm equipment, things like that.”

      There's an audible gasp at the table, like the air was just sucked from the room. The woman next me places a hand on her chest, glaring at me with such disdain.

      I'm not going to lie. There's no point to it. One lie will turn into another, and they'll just keep building until I can't keep track anymore. I'm not doing it.

      Sia's entire body goes stiff as her hands squeeze the outside of her chair. Her lips fall, turning paper thin as her eyes move around the table.

      “Farm equipment,” Mr. Fayette says.

      “Yes, Sir. I can take apart and rebuild a carburetor in fifteen minutes flat. See this?” I ask, holding my hand over the table so he can see the scar running across the top. He nods reluctantly. “Got my hand caught in the engine of a corn husker, darn thing kicked on and sliced me almost to the bone. If I hadn't been paying attention, I probably would have lost it completely. Eighteen stitches on the outside, and eleven on the inside.”

      No one says a word. I don't think any of these people have ever been around someone who isn't a millionaire.

      Pulling my hand away, I clear my throat. “What about you, Sir? What do you do?”

      “I'm a gastrologist.” The way he says it makes Sia shrink in her seat.

      “Oh,” I say as a waiter comes by and places a basket of warm rolls on the table. Grabbing one, I take a big bite. “Mm,” I say with a mouth full of bread. “I have a great doctor joke. Guy goes to the doctor dressed in nothing but bubble wrap. He says, ‘Doctor can you help me?’ The doctor says, ‘No, I can clearly see your nuts.’” Chuckling hard, it takes a second for me to realize that no one else is laughing along.

      Swallowing hard, I stuff the rest of the roll in my mouth and run my hands up and down my thighs. This is awkward.

      “Sia, your mother tells me you'll be applying to medical school for the next year.”

      “Yeah, a few more months and I'll be trading dresses and heels for scrubs.”

      The woman shivers as she closes her eyes. “I remember those days. They were awful.”

      “I'm happy I get to go to work in jeans and a t-shirt. Nothing fancy, and I don't care if it gets dirty,” I add to the conversation.

      “Mm hm,” the woman mumbles uninterested. “I'm sure it's just lovely,” she says. “All that dirt and lord knows what else.”

      “Once I got chased through a field by a flock of wild turkeys. I had to climb a tree, only to realize that it was home to a nest of white faced hornets.” Shuddering, I cringe. “Spent the next few days in a bath of oatmeal and looking like I got the chicken pox.”

      Glancing around, everyone has a mixed look of either disgust our horror on their faces. And Sia, well she just looks empty. There's no smile or frown. Her deadpan stare is fixed on the centerpiece on the table.

      I'm bombing here.

      I was hoping that if I was just myself that maybe they would warm up to me. A good joke, a funny story, it usually works. Not on these people. These people have no sense of humor or desire to get to know me at all.

      “Excuse me,” I say, pushing my chair back and standing up.

      With long sweeping steps, I move through the room, and head for the restroom. I don't know what else to do. Playing pretend doesn't sit well with me, and being myself is making everything worse.

      This was a big mistake. I should have never come.

      It was naive for me to think that this girl was different. I thought I saw something that obviously isn’t there. I'm embarrassing her.

      Sex really does turn a man blind.

      I didn't see any of this coming.
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      The air around me is sour. I want to breathe but I can't. My legs are heavy as cement, and the rest of my body is just stuck. I'm trapped here. Trapped at this table. Trapped in this world. Trapped like an animal in a cage.

      Every wall is closing in on me, squeezing me from every direction. I can't escape.

      I want to laugh at Mark's jokes and his stories. I want to ask him more, learn about his past, get a view of life through someone else's lens.

      But I can't. Not here. Not around these people.

      If I even show a shred of interest, it will reflect so poorly on my parents, and this entire event. These people will mock my mother, they'll never let her live it down. They might not even allow her in their social circle again. I can't do that to her.

      I don't know what Mark's thinking. And in the same breath, I'm grateful for him just being himself. It draws me to him even more, with more and more of my heart opening to him.

      The edge he bears is such a turn on. I can't ignore the pull I feel. But he needs to realize that he's not at home. To make a good impression here, he has to play by the rules, even if they're terrible and wrong.

      Looking around the room, I see my parents mingling, but no Mark. He's been gone for a few minutes now.

      I should go find him.

      I feel awful about how these people are treating him, but he needs to know he can't take it personally.

      “Excuse me,” I say, forcing a smile and leaving the table.

      Searching the venue, he's not in the room anywhere. Standing outside the restroom door, I wait until I think it's clear, pushing the door open slightly and calling his name. He doesn't answer back.

      Where the hell did he go?

      My heart pounds hard as I wonder if he left altogether. Maybe he decided to just go home, back to the things and people he knows. Back to a place that isn't going to judge him like they are here.

      Where he's a hero for his talent with engines, and not looked down on because he doesn't have disposable money. It would be hard to hold it against him if he bolted after the way he's being treated.

      Holding up my dress as I walk, I check the front foyer and the lounge. Finally, I spot him sitting on a bench in the garden. His hands are folded together, and his head is down.

      He looks deep in thought. His brows are furrowed and his lips are taut as he just stares blankly into the water of the fountain.

      Pushing the door open, he jerks his head up. “Hey,” I say. “I thought you might have left.”

      “No, I wouldn't just leave without telling you.”

      Taking a seat next to him, I grip the edge of the stone bench, peering into the water with him. “That's good.”

      “Look,” he says, exhaling a somber breath, “I'm sorry for that. I wasn't trying to embarrass you or anything. It's just—” He cuts himself off, and groans softly. “It's just frustrating, is all.”

      “You're not embarrassing me. I don't want you to think that. I get it though, I do. This isn't what you're used to. But you have to understand there's a code here, an unspoken set of expectations that I should have been clearer about.”

      Snapping his head up, he turns to face me. “I don't get it, Sia. You are nothing like these people. Is this what you really want to become? Like the people in there?” Throwing his arm out, he points to the building. “Having to hide who you truly are in order to fit in to the box they created for you?”

      “It's not that simple, Mark. I don't have a choice here.” My voice is weak, powerless. Even I don't believe me.

      “Bullshit,” he snaps. “I see you. I see who you really are inside, and it's not one of them. You want to spend the rest of your life bowing to their expectations and fake friendships? These people don't care about you. You deserve to be happy and that's not what I see here. Here you're a corpse. But I’ve seen you for who you truly are. Vibrant, beautiful, full of life. Your art is enough to tell me you’re different. Right now though, you're nothing but a shell. It's your body, sure, but you're hiding inside.”

      He strikes a nerve. My insides twist up, my blood starts to bubble, turning my cheeks red with anger. He doesn't understand, and he has no right to judge me for it.

      “A corpse? A shell? You think I like this? You think I like having to shut down just to get by? What do you think I should do then?” My voice shakes, raising and lowering in volume. “I can't change the rules, Mark, and you don't get to just pretend they don't exist because you don't like them. The people in there might not be your type of people, but they all do incredible things. They save lives, they change lives, and they give more than you will ever realize. Having decent behavior can make a big difference, it's not hard to try it out.”

      His eyes narrow, pupils turning to pinpricks. “Is that what you think? I'm just a country idiot? You think I'm stupid just like your parents do? Like I can't see what these people think of me?” Jumping to his feet, he hovers over me, lowering his face to mine. “What makes any of these people better than me?”

      My chest tightens with him so close. I can't move, there's no place for me to go. He's all around me, holding me in place without a single touch.

      “That's not what I meant.” My words are a whisper as I try to gather myself.

      I can smell his cologne and feel his breath on my face. His palms are pressed into the bench on either side of my body, boxing me in. My mind swirls with a million thoughts, all of them involving him and his strong hands.

      Licking his lips, his jaw crooks to one side. “I should take you right here so all of those people—fuck, so all of New York knows that you're not some innocent socialite. Let them hear you scream while you’re on my cock. Let them see how good I make you feel.”

      Gasping, I inhale sharply as my insides burn and my heart hammers in my chest. My eyes flick between his, but I stay silent.

      “You need to make a choice, Siobhan. Be one of them, live a life of misery and trying to reach everyone else's goals for you. Or be happy. Free yourself from this waste, and do what you want to do. I know who I am, now it's your turn.”

      Lifting his hand to my face, he strokes my cheek with the back of his knuckles, then pinches my chin between his thumb and forefinger.

      “When you figure out what you want, let me know.” Kissing my cheek, he releases my face. With his head held high, and his shoulders straight, he turns and leaves.

      Placing a hand on my chest, cool air fills my lungs, and I realize I'm breathing fast and heavy. My skin is clammy, and every muscle in my body is buzzing.

      Gathering myself, I take a few slow breaths to calm myself down, and go back inside. I barely get through the door before I'm cornered by my parents.

      “We heard what happened,” my mother snaps under her breath. “I'm not going to make a scene, but I won't let him embarrass us. I don't know exactly how you got mixed up with that guy, but it's done and over. I'm not stupid. I can see the way you look at each other. He's not good enough for you, and he's certainly not welcome at our house. I want him gone by morning.”

      My father just glares at me with his teeth clenched. He doesn't need to say a word for me to know what he's thinking. In his eyes, I fucked up big time. It isn't disappointment, it's straight up anger.

      I don't even get to defend Mark. They both spin on their heels, noses up in the air as they storm off.

      Standing alone, I watch the room move like a well-oiled machine, and it hits me that no one even notices or cares about my absence. My parents go right back into society mode, working the room with handshakes and fake smiles.

      I feel out of place. A shadow on the wall. A silent presence. A puzzle piece that just isn't fitting in place.

      Forcing a smile, I slip back in my seat. No one asks where Mark is. No one even bats an eye. It's like he was never here. It's like I never left.

      Listening to the conversations around me, I realize I've heard them all before. The same stories, the same punch lines, the same old on repeat.

      Nothing ever changes. These people never change. It doesn't matter who they are, they're all the same.

      All these people care about is keeping up appearances. They care about the number in their bank account. They care about what fortune five hundred magazine does a spread about them, and if they make the cover.

      They couldn’t care less if the donations actually go to anyone. They could give two shits if they change someone's life. None of it matters at all.

      This world doesn't really care about anyone. Not even me.

      But Mark cares.
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      Flopping on the bed, I let the thick pillows absorb my head. My brain is running wild. Thoughts pass through my mind like white water rapids, churning so hard it's giving me a headache.

      Mark was waiting outside the building when I got home from the charity event. He didn't say a word to me. His hands were in his pockets, his mouth stiff and eyes hard. He went right to his room, and I haven't seen him since.

      My parents have agreed to let him stay the night, but they're pretty set on him being out tomorrow.

      This sucks.

      I found something in Mark I haven't had in a long time, not since Jenna. An ally. Someone who's interested in what I like. Someone who enjoys more than just money and status.

      And I'm pushing him away because I expect him to conform into something that he's not.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Tears bubble up over my eyes, but I force them away. Sniffling, I rub my eyes and roll over to my side. I shouldn't have to choose between happiness and family. I shouldn't have to choose between the things I love, the things I know, and the man who knocked my world sideways.

      'You need to make a choice. . .' His voice plays over and over in my head like a skipping record.

      He's not wrong. You know he's not wrong.

      I do bend myself to fit. I do change to please them. I follow all the unspoken rules that are boxing me in and holding me back. And it's not at all what I want. I don't want this life. I never asked for this once.

      Except I'm chained here, bound by blood and loyalty to a family that's never once asked me what I want. It's always been about them and how they look, about how we look to others.

      How do I get out when I'm dug in like a damn tick?

      I can walk away. Right? Just pack up and leave. . .

      But then I have nothing.

      If I go, I'll cut off. There won't be a trust fund waiting for me. The credit card I use is linked to my parents’ account, and they'll surely cancel it. It's as if they planned it this way. Make me rely on them for everything or have nothing.

      Mark's right. I do have a choice to make, but it's not about what I want, it's about finding a way to get it. And right now, I only want one thing. Him.

      Fuck their rules.

      I glance at the clock. It's one in the morning. I know I won’t fall asleep with all these revelations swimming around in my head, so I climb out of bed and cross my bedroom. I open the door and poke my head into the hall, glancing left to right, then tip toe down the hall to Mark's room.

      I stop outside of his door and listen, fumbling with my bottom lip, debating whether I should knock. My knuckles hover over the wood, about to knock, but then I quickly pull my hand away.

      What if he doesn't want to see me? What if I ruined what we had?

      I stand in the dark hall holding my breath, my hands shaking and my stomach queasy. Closing my eyes, I breathe through my nose and let it out through my mouth. With the tips of my fingers, I tap the door lightly, and push it open.

      “Mark?” I whisper as I slip my head inside.

      I've spent too much of my life living for other people, it's time to live for myself. He gave me this, the power to choose for myself. I'm choosing him.

      The room is dark and full of shadows. I push the door open wider, and soft light from the hall seeps in highlighting the bed and Mark's body under the covers. He's facing away, the blankets pulled up to his ears.

      Looking back over my shoulder, I duck inside and close the door behind me. With soft feet, I walk to the bed. My eyes are adjusting to the moonlight coming in from the windows, making it easier to see.

      Carefully, I pull back the covers and slip behind him. Mark jumps, lifting his head off the pillow and looking back.

      “Sia?” he asks, his voice groggy and scratchy.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      He reaches around his back, grabbing my hand and pulling it over his waist. Braiding his fingers with mine, he presses my hand against his stomach, holding it tight.

      I didn't know if coming in here would be a good idea or not. He could have pushed me out. He could have gotten up and walked away. Instead, he accepted me.

      Strumming his thumb up and down over my knuckles, he adjusts himself, making it so there's no space between us. The warmth from his body spreads to mine, and all I want to do is feel more. More of his arms. More of his back. More of his chest and hands and lips.

      “Mark. . .” My voice is low as I whisper.

      “Yeah?” he asks, twisting his head slightly.

      “I'm sorry about—”

      “Shh,” he hushes me, flipping over so we're face to face. He runs the tips of his fingers tenderly around the frame of my face. “I don't want you to worry.”

      His hand slides down my neck, tracing my spine all the way to my ass. Pulling me in, his cock is already hard, pushing against my thigh. Even in the dark room, his eyes shine bright, almost as bright as the moon in the sky.

      “You're here when you shouldn't be,” he says, his fingers digging into my ass as he brings his lips so close to mine. “You're taking a risk I never thought you would.”

      He exhales, lowering his lips to my chin and placing a soft kiss. “You're not following the rules.” He places another kiss on the curve of my jaw, then another on the delicate skin of my neck. His lips are feathery, sending tingles through my body.

      “Mm—” I start to moan, but he quickly silences me with his mouth and tongue.

      Mark rests his huge palm on my cheek, holding me. His tongue presses my lips open, diving deep into my throat. And I kiss him back. I kiss him instead of moaning. I kiss him instead of screaming for him to fuck me.

      I kiss him because it feels more right than anything else in my life ever has.

      His hand moves to my chest. Pinching my nipple, he rolls it between his fingers. I attempt to groan again, but his mouth becomes fierce, blocking me from making any noise. Our tongues twine, wrapping and licking, tasting and devouring.

      He feels so damn good all over me like this. His hands keep moving lower and lower, exploring every inch of my body until he hits my pussy. Cupping my mound, he presses his fingers against my clit.

      “You're wet already,” he says into our kiss. Pushing a finger inside, he starts to move in and out, spreading my juice around the entrance. “I fucking love that.”

      I almost moan, but he's right there, paying attention to my every move, to every whimper and coo that threatens to escape my lips. His lips seal around mine as he works my body, fucking me with his hand.

      Pulling his finger free, Mark pushes my pajama shorts to the side, and climbs on top of me. In nothing but his boxers, his cock breaks free on its own from the opening in the front. I can see him now. My eyes are fully adjusted, and the light from the windows is enough to make him glow like a god.

      His skin is shining, tinted red and glistening with sweat as he thrusts his cock inside my heat. My walls tighten around him, begging him to never leave. I want him to stay here with me forever. Just like this. Just the two of us and no one else.

      Everything about this moment is different. It's an apology with our kiss, and forgiveness with our bodies. It's Mark telling me everything is okay, and me letting him know he's right.

      Mark pistons his hips, fucking me so hard my legs are going numb and my lungs burn. I need to scream. I need to yell his name and let him know how good he feels inside me. Tearing my mouth off his, I suck in a deep breath and bury my face in his neck.

      Holding in my scream, I bite down, digging my teeth in his flesh to stay quiet. The orgasm floods my body, making my toes curl and my muscles shake.

      His cock thickens inside me. I can feel it. His length fills me, pulsing and throbbing inside my body. With his face in the pillow behind me, he grunts lightly. His groan so low it's barely audible.

      But I can hear it. I can hear him as his fingers drive into my hair, tangling around thick locks and pulling them hard. My scalp is burning as his cock jerks inside my body, pumping me full of hot cum.

      My muscles relax, legs falling open, releasing him as he drapes over me. He's breathing heavily, his heart beating inside his chest like a drum. His cock is still inside me, still twitching and pulsing.

      Pushing up on his forearms, Mark touches the tips of his fingers to my face as he looks down on me. “I wish you could stay here all night.”

      “Me too,” I say. Running my nails up and down his back. I kiss him. “I can stay for a little while.”

      “No, we might fall asleep. I'd hate to cause more problems between you and your family. But maybe tomorrow you can show me some more stuff around the city. I'm going to get a hotel for the rest of the time I'm here. This way there's no issue.”

      “No,” I blurt out. “I'll talk to them. I'll make them let you stay for the rest of the time you're here. I don't want you to leave.”

      Mark smiles and kisses me on the forehead. “I'm not going to tell you what to do for me. You do whatever you feel is right. That's what I really want. I want you to start doing things for you and no one else. Not for me, and not for your parents. For you. I'll stay if they say I can, but if they say no, I'll go someplace else. I'm not going to be the reason you guys fight, so long as you start seeing your own worth, and standing up for yourself.”

      My eyes dart between his and I can see he's serious. I know in my heart he's right. What's the point of living if you're always doing it for someone else? What kind of life is this if it's not mine but someone else's version for me?

      Kissing Mark one last time, I head back to my room, falling asleep easily this time. It's like he pulled a weight off my shoulders. He gave me the strength to open my eyes and see things need to change if I want to truly be happy.

      After a pretty heated conversation with my parents the next morning, I'm able to get them to agree to letting Mark stay here for the last few days of his trip under one condition: he stays clear of any of the social events my mother has planned.

      I readily agree, doing my best to hide the smile I feel inside. I've been trying to figure out the best way to take my life back without hurting my parents. Despite what people might think, and no matter how much control they want to have, I know they love me and want the best for me.

      The last couple of days Mark and I tour the city. I take him to the Statue of Liberty and Times Square. We hit the best places for pizza and all the little restaurants that look like a hole in the wall, but the food is to die for.

      And the sex. . . The sex has been incredible. At the studio, in his room, in my room, anywhere in the house when no one else is home. I can't stop what's happening to me. I can feel him everywhere. His touch, his voice, his lips and cock, all of it. The connection is like nothing I've ever experienced.

      My favorite part about him being here is the time we spend in my studio. He watches me paint, admiring me with so much affection and desire in his eyes, it makes me feel full. The studio feels more like home than my actual house.

      In the studio there's no judgment, no expectations, no rules. I get to be me, to do the only thing that's ever given me joy in this world.

      I think that's what scares me the most about rejecting my parents altogether. Losing my studio will gut me if I don't have a place to paint.

      Waking up with a smile, I grab my phone and send him a good morning text. The time and date light up on the screen and something catches my eye.

      It's the tenth already? Wasn't my period due a few days ago?

      My heart starts racing and my body grows warm. There's an instant pit in my stomach the more I try to remember the last time I had my period. It was right before Jenna's wedding, I know that much.

      I should have had it by now.

      Oh fuck. . . Oh fuck. . .

      I run to the bathroom and splash my face with cold water. Looking at myself in the mirror, I watch the water drip down my face as a very palpable reality hits me. Mark and I didn't use protection that first night, and we haven't even attempted at all this week either. I've been stupid and reckless. I haven't been thinking at all. I've been driven by emotion and just feeling good. All rational thoughts have been tossed aside.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. It can't be. No, I'm not—

      Holy shit, what if I actually am. . .?
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      Sipping my beer, I watch Siobhan from the corner of my eyes. She's quiet, fiddling with the corner of the napkin under her cup of tea. She's staring out over the sea of people moving around us, but at the same time, she isn't really looking at any one thing.

      I can't figure out what's wrong or changed, the past few days have been incredible. She's been nothing but smiles, and now she's withdrawn and distant. It doesn't make sense.

      Following her eyes, she's fixed on a pigeon, blankly tracking it as it hops around the sidewalk.

      “Crazy that a bug eyed bird like that saved thousands of lives.”

      “What?” she asks, peering up at me with a lost look.

      What is going on in her head?

      “Pigeons,” I say, pointing to the bird pecking the ground around the trash can. “They were used to fly updates to soldiers in World Wars one and two.”

      “Oh.” Her voice falters, lowering to a whisper as she gives me a weak smile. “I didn't know that.”

      “What's going on with you?” I ask, pinning my eyes on hers.

      Her lips fold down as she hugs her cup in her hands and arches her brows. “Nothing. There's nothing wrong. I'm fine.”

      “It's something.” Scooting my chair closer, I clasp my hand around her thigh and give it a gentle squeeze. “What is it?”

      “It's nothing. I said I'm fine.” Shaking her head, she looks at me, but she's still not here. Her mind is someplace else, and I want to know what she's thinking.

      “Fine, if you won't tell me on your own, I have ways to get it out of you.” I dig my fingers into her leg. I squeeze harder just above her knee.

      Sia giggles, jerking her leg free. “Hey, that's not fair. Tickling is torture, it's an unfair tactic.”

      “Well, I'm not afraid to hit low to get what I want. So, you can tell me yourself or I'll work it out of you.” Moving my hand up, I poke at her belly, drawing out another laugh.

      “Stop,” she says between chuckles.

      “Nope, better speak up.” I lean closer and kiss her in the crook of her neck and nibble gently, making her shoulders scrunch up and her laughter grow.

      “All right, all right, I'll tell you.” Pushing me away, she rubs the tingle off her skin with a smirk on her face.

      “Good, so let's hear it. Why do you seem off today?” I lean back in my chair and watch her inhale a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      Her eyes drift around my face, worry and fear coating her expression like a mask. Her lip starts to tremble, and her hands are shaking. Sitting up straight, she strips her eyes away and looks down.

      “I just don't know how to say it.”

      “Just say it.” Now I'm starting to worry. My heart begins to hammer inside my chest and my stomach clenches tight.

      “I'm late.”

      “Late?” I ask. “I don't understand what you mean.”

      “Late,” she says again, her tone low and drawn out as her eyes reconnect with mine. “As in my monthly friend hasn't shown up yet.” Pursing her lips, she wraps her arms around her head and groans. “I mean, you're the only one I've slept with, and we haven't exactly been careful.” Her leg starts to bounce up and down rapidly and her eyes get big as saucers. “I just don't know what to think. I've never been late before, and I'm trying not to freak out, but I don't know what to do.”

      Pregnant? A baby?

      I'm struck with so many emotions at once. Fear, excitement, worry, happiness, all of them taking shape like a giant whirling tornado in my gut. They're wreaking havoc inside, pulling me in different directions.

      But I can't be weak, I can't worry about myself right now. I'm not the one with sky high expectations and a family who chooses outward looks over inner happiness. She has enough on her plate, the last thing she needs to worry about is if I'll stay or run.

      I rub her side gently, doing my best to comfort her. “Hey, don't worry. We'll figure this out, all right? Everything will be fine, no matter what happens. I promise. I'm not going anywhere.” I take her hand in mine and strum my fingers across her knuckles. “Everything is going to work out, no matter what.”

      Her head rolls on her shoulders to look at me, her lips thinning into a deep frown. She doesn't believe me, and why should she?

      From what I've seen with her family dynamic, a pregnancy will ruin Sia. They'll ruin Sia. I just know it. If they can't even handle the thought of having a guy like me around their daughter, how the hell will they handle her being pregnant?

      The thought of them casting her away, dragging her through the mud, and snuffing out her light in this world breathes fire in my gut.

      I want to protect her. I want to keep her safe and away from harm. I'll do anything to make sure she's happy and doesn’t spend the rest of her life as a stain on their family crest.

      “What am I going to do, Mark?” she asks, her voice cracking between words.

      “Hey,” I say as tears start to bubble up over her eyes. “Let's not get ahead of ourselves here. Maybe you should take a test first to see. What do you think? We can go get one right now and find out for sure before you start planning your own funeral.” Winking, I give her a soft smile.

      Nodding, she wipes her eyes with the napkin, catching the dripping black mascara. “Yeah, that's a good idea. Let's do it. There's a drugstore right around the corner.”

      “All right, let's go.” I stand from the table and toss some money on the table. Holding out my hand, she takes it, tangling her fingers with mine. I hold her tight, letting her know I'm here for her. She needs someone on her side. I'm that someone.

      We stand shoulder to shoulder in the aisle, both staring at the shelf of pregnancy tests.

      “So, which one do you think?” I ask.

      “I have no clue.” Sia picks up a box and flips it around. “This one says it takes three minutes, and it has a little screen that says pregnant or not pregnant.”

      “Looks good to me.”

      Giggling, she looks up. “You want to take one too? This way we can make sure it works.”

      Scrunching my face, I start to laugh. “What if mine comes back pregnant?” We both laugh hard, and I can see her loosen up. I grab her face to pull her in for a kiss. “Just so you know, no matter what happens, I'm here.”

      Her eyes dart back and forth between mine as she leans her head into my palm. “Really?”

      “Really.” I mean what I say. I mean it with every ounce of my being. “You'll never be alone, not ever.”

      Sia smiles and it's the prettiest smile I've seen on her all day. “Thank you.”

      “You ready to do this?”

      “Yeah, let's get it over with.” She walks to the counter with the box in her hand as if it’s a live grenade, and I follow her.

      “Where am I going to take this? I can't do it at home,” she says, after she pays.

      “What about just doing it here? There's a bathroom in the back.”

      “No, I don't want to stay in here.” She nibbles her bottom lip, thinking. “There's a bookstore about a block away. We could do it there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Our hands instantly fall together as we walk the block to the bookstore. I love the way her hand feels in mine. We fit together perfectly. Her slender fingers wrap mine; my big palm covers hers, our fingers curling into place easily.

      I want this all the time, and knowing that I'm going home soon only makes my chest ache. I don't want to be without this. Without the warmth of her hand. Without being able to kiss her and touch her and just have her any time I want.

      Stop thinking about it.

      You're here with her now, that's all that matters.

      I follow Sia through the bookstore to the back where the bathrooms are.

      “You want me to come in?” I ask.

      Smirking, she says, “No, I don't want someone thinking we're doing something naughty in there.” Grabbing the door, she pulls it open. “Just wait here in case I pass out or something.”

      The door closes behind her and the lock clicks in place. I lean against the wall to wait and I can feel my nerves start to come alive.

      What if she is pregnant?

      The thought flickers in my head, but it doesn't scare me the way I thought it would. If she's pregnant, I know I'm going to do the right thing. I'll be there for her and our baby. There's no doubt in my mind.

      “You doing okay in there?” I ask. I'm getting impatient. I want to know the answer.

      “Yeah, just another minute or so.”

      The wait is killing me. It feels like she's been in there forever. The bathroom door finally opens and Sia comes out with tears her in eyes.

      “What does it say?” I ask anxiously.

      Her lips spread into a big smile as her eyes turn to glass. “It's negative, I'm not pregnant.”

      “That's. . .” Pausing, I swallow hard and force a smile. “That's really good.”

      “Yeah, I'm so relieved. I've been under a lot of stress lately, so that must be messing with my body. But I'm glad I don't have to spring a baby on my parents, I can't imagine what that conversation would be like.”

      “Right, that is a relief,” I say, but inside I don't feel the same.

      My stomach sinks, the weight in my gut now an ache. I can't explain it. There's a feeling of disappointment that she's not pregnant. The thought of her carrying my baby was exciting, even though I know this is probably best.

      Why am I doing this to her? I've thrown a wrench in her world. It's not fair to her.

      Maybe I'm just being selfish. Maybe I'm thinking too much about what I want, about what would make me happy, and not enough about how I'm screwing up her life.

      After getting back to her house, I go right to my room. Her parents don't want anything to do with me, and I know I've worn out my welcome. I can feel the tension every time we come and go. The hate filled glares they throw at me. The condescending words, the little quips to point out how I'm beneath them.

      I've caused her nothing but trouble.

      This isn't what I set out to do. I came chasing her, not to destroy her.

      She's the best thing to ever walk into my life. I've never felt this way about anyone, but I can't be the reason for her relationship with her parents to crumble. The sneaking around is going to get back to them, it's only a matter of time. It's not fair to her, but life isn't about being fair. You can't control what other people do, you can only control what you do.

      And I'll do anything for her, anything at all. Even if that means having to walk away.

      When I go to bed that night, I lock my door so she can't sneak in, and spend the night tossing and turning. I hear her at my door as the handle jiggles. I want to open it so damn bad, but I don't get up. I pretend to be asleep as she whispers my name through the door and taps gently.

      It takes every ounce of strength for me to resist her. It's not about us and my desires anymore, it's about doing what's right for her.

      I watch as the shadow of her feet moves away from the door. My chest constricts, hoping she won't hate me for what I'm about to do.

      In the early morning hours as the sun is just about to come up and the sky is a dusty blue color, I write a note and slip it under her door before I leave. I have to do this while she's asleep. I can't face her.

      I'm not as strong as I thought.

      I know if I see her, I won't go through with this. I can't guarantee that if she opens her door right now, I won't drop to my knees and beg her to leave with me. I can't guarantee that if I see her face, I won't steal one more touch, one more kiss, one more night, until there's nothing left for me to take from her.

      Siobhan is worth letting go if it'll make her life easier.

      No matter how much I hurt, my pain is worth it for her to have the happiness she deserves.
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      Waking up the next morning, I yawn, reaching my arms up over my head and stretching. I didn't get to see Mark last night. His door was locked. It hasn't been locked once since I started breaking my parents’ rules, but I'm sure it was just an accident.

      He probably fell asleep. It's possible he locked his door to take a shower, and then dozed off.

      It was an emotionally draining afternoon, even if the end results worked in our favor. I'm not pregnant. It's a weight off my shoulders, and my stomach is finally settled. I don't feel like I want to throw up anymore, and my heart has stopped galloping in my chest.

      Pushing up in bed, I stand and head to the bathroom, my eyes still sleepy. As I come back out, I spot a folded up piece of paper on the floor at my door. Arching a brow, I walk with wobbly steps, and pick it up.

      It's folded, my name written on the top in scratchy letters. What is this? I think to myself, sitting back down on the bed. Running my finger across the folds, I'm already smiling.

      It's from Mark. It has to be.

      My parents would never do something like this. They have no problem telling me what they're thinking or feeling to my face, regardless of how insensitive or negative it might be.

      My body begins to warm as I unfold the note. My stomach flips with excitement as I see his words on the paper.

      Sia,

      This isn't how I wanted to say goodbye, but I think it's the best for both of us. I can't let you ruin your life because of me. I'm not who your parents want for you, and I don't blame them. I'm just a simple man with nothing to offer you.

      You have the world at your fingertips and I'm just a paper cut that stings your entire family. It's not fair for you to have to choose between what you have and what I'll never be.

      I'm sorry I can't tell you this in person, but I know if I see you I might not be able to get the words out. You've risked enough these past few days, now it's time to go back to the lives we know. It was fun while it lasted, and I'll never forget it.

      Just don't give up on doing the things you love.

      —Mark

      My stomach drops, and tears are streaming down my face before I read the last few words. I didn't expect this. I thought he had maybe written me a few sweet words, maybe he was going to apologize for falling asleep and have some sexy date planned for us today.

      Instead I get a gut punch and a million feelings I don't know what to do with. I didn't ask for this. This is the exact opposite of what I want. I want more of him, not less.

      It can't end like this.

      I need a chance to talk to him. He needs to know how I really feel.

      I pull my phone off the charger and find his name and call him. It rings only once, then goes to voicemail. Hitting redial, I call him again, but the same thing happens. Over and over.

      Damn it!

      I pace back and forth in my room, squeezing my phone and willing it to ring. I need to talk to him. I have to. I can't just let him go without telling him the truth. About how I've never smiled like I smile with him. About how my heart skips and my belly flutters when he's close. About how this time together has given me a new look on the world. He needs to know all of it.

      The airport. . . I need to go to the airport.

      Quickly I throw on some clothes and grab my purse. I’m running through the lobby within minutes of reading his note. Ignoring anyone and everything else around me, I dart to the edge of the sidewalk, and throw my arm out, flagging down a taxi.

      “JFK Airport,” I snap eagerly. “And step on it, I don't have any time to waste.”

      “You got it,” he says, checking the mirror and hitting the gas so hard I jerk in my seat.

      My head bounces off the headrest, and my body rocks back and forth as he weaves in and out of traffic. I hold on tight to the handle above the door. Normally I'd be screaming to get out if any driver decided to swerve around like a maniac, but this is what I asked for.

      Through the bobs and weaves of the taxi, I order a plane ticket just to make sure I can get right to the gate. I don't want to be stopped by security and held back. I can't let him leave before he hears what I have to say.

      The cab is still rolling to a stop as I throw the door open and run into the airport. I'm frantic but trying to hold it together so I don't raise any eyebrows and get thrown out. I navigate quickly through security and I’m sprinting toward the gate.

      The flight I think he's on is set to depart in thirty minutes. Time is running out. I can't waste one second just standing around. I feel liberated just being here. I'm going after something I want even though I know my parents will condemn me for it.

      And I don't care.

      I don't care what they think. I don't care what they want. Mark's given me the ability to push past the social construct that is my life and realize that my happiness is what matters.

      The gate comes into view, causing me to slow to a stop. My chest is heaving as I try to catch my breath, and my eyes are scanning every face. I don't see him, but I know he's here. I can feel him.

      Finally, I spot him. And as if he senses me too, he looks in my direction and our eyes lock. I can't breathe. The look in his eyes is one of happiness and sadness, of excitement and anger.

      Standing up straight, he takes long sweeping steps in my direction, his head tilting to one side as he reaches out and cups my elbow. “What's wrong? Are you okay?”

      The second his fingers hit my skin, I want to melt into his arms. I can feel my muscles loosening, ready to give in and let him hold me up, let him carry me, giving me the strength I'm not made of.

      “You're wrong,” I say, holding my eyes steady on his. “You're wrong for leaving like this. You're wrong for thinking this is what's best for me. It's not.” I take a step closer and tip my chin up. “Look, I was relieved that I'm not pregnant, but not for the reason you think.”

      “I don't understand. If you were pregnant, your parents would reject you.”

      “No, if I were pregnant my parents would try and force us to get married. I'm done being forced to do one more thing by them. I do want a baby one day. I do want to get married one day. But I want those choices to be mine, not theirs.”

      “That's why I'm leaving. I'm causing too much trouble for you. It's too stressful and it's not fair to you. With me gone, your life will go back to normal.” His brows dip in hard, his face tensing up as if he's not just trying to convince me, but also trying to convince himself.

      “I don't want normal. . .” Pausing, I take another step in, slipping my arms around his neck. “I want you. I want everything that makes me happy, and it starts with you.”

      His hands wrap my hips, pulling me as close as he can. “But what about your parents?”

      “It's not about them. Happiness isn't a gift from your parents they can hold over your head. It's not built from money and fancy things. Happiness is being able to smile, it's laughing, it's comfort. It's everything I feel with you. And one day, I want us to have a baby that's born completely out of love, so they can know what happiness truly feels like.”

      “Love?” he asks, the corner of his lip curling to one side. “Are you saying you love me, Siobhan Andrews?”

      “Uh, no. Well, I mean, uh,” I say, my words all bumbled and not making sense. “I don't mean yet, I just think. . . I just—”

      “If you won't come out and say it, I will,” he says, pressing the pads of his fingers into my lower back, and bringing his lips close to mine. “I love you. I don't give a shit if we haven't known each other long, I know what I feel, and I know you feel it too. You said it, you can't take it back now.” Rubbing the tip of his nose against mine, he grins. “I love you.”

      I can feel the tears fill my eyes. “I love you,” I say, pressing my lips against his and kissing him.

      His hands move to my head, cupping the back of my skull. Digging his fingers in deep, he tugs at my roots, kissing me harder, deeper, as if we were long lost loves who just found each other all over again.

      When I pull away, I'm warm all over. “So, now what?” I ask with a grin. “Where do we go from here?”

      “A hotel. I can go home tomorrow, but I think we need one more night together before I do.”

      “You already bought your ticket.”

      “Yeah, but I can buy another one.”

      “Well, I bought one too.” Holding out my ticket, I smile big. “I wanted to make sure I could see you. I didn't want to get stuck at security and miss my chance to tell you how I feel.”

      “What are you saying? That you want to come home with me?”

      Shrugging a shoulder, I arch a brow. “Why say goodbye at all when we can be happy right now?”

      “What about all your stuff? What about your parents? What will you tell them?”

      “I'm not worried about any of that. My parents will get over it. I'm an adult, they can't control me anymore. As for my stuff, my stuff can't make me smile this way, only you can.”

      His eyes move between mine, bold and full. Crushing his mouth against mine, he kisses me with love. He kisses me with excitement for the future. He kisses me like I mean the world to him.

      The plane starts to board, and Mark takes my hand, leading me to my new life.

      To our new life.

      I can't wait to see where it takes us.
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      She looks beautiful.

      Mark squeezes my hand, his eyes on Melody as she walks down the aisle, her arm hooked in Ryder's. They both look so happy, but Ryder has an air of pride as he gives his sister away.

      It's creating an emotional wave in the air. The other guests all have tears in their eyes. Even I'm getting teary eyed as I see how much she's glowing.

      I lay my head on Mark's shoulder and he wraps his arm around my body, pulling me in and rubbing his hand up and down the outside of my arm.

      Melody and her soon-to-be artist husband are both wearing huge smiles. I think I even see a tear in his eyes too. I'm actually looking forward to getting a chance to talk to him once they're back from their honeymoon and things settle down. I've got a few questions about the art scene out here.

      This wedding is much better than the last. Not because I didn't enjoy Jenna's wedding and being a part of it, but because this time I have nothing holding me back, and I'm so much happier for it.

      I finally found my slice of heaven. This small town has welcomed me with open arms, and I've been nothing but grateful for it. Mark and I have fallen into a perfect rhythm, and I love it.

      This is where I belong. This is where I've always belonged.

      My parents aren't happy about my move and the choices I've been making, but they're being as supportive as I would expect. I haven't asked them for a dime, and every time I talk to my mother it feels like she's waiting for me to either beg her for help or beg her to let me come home.

      I haven't and won't do either of those things.

      I'm a different person completely, changed by the power of one person and his ability to show me the value of my own happiness. Mark is my savior. He's given me so much more than the city ever could with so much less.

      The ceremony ends and we all make our way to the reception in the hall of the only hotel in this town. I love how close knit this community is. Yes, there's drama. Yes, there are rumors about the locals, but you'll always get that wherever you go, it doesn't matter where. But the closeness is irreplaceable.

      Mark isn't as dressed up as he was at Jenna's wedding. He's in a button-up shirt and a pair of khakis. And he's wearing it just as powerfully as the suit. He could be wearing a paper bag and it would still look sexy as hell.

      Smiling, I eye him as he brings me a glass of wine. He can see the look on my face, and he knows exactly what I'm thinking, but he asks me anyway. “What?”

      “Nothing, you just look so handsome.”

      “Well, I know that,” he responds playfully. “So you're saying when we get home you want to rip my clothes off and bang my brains out?”

      “Yeah, that's exactly what's going through my head.”

      “I knew it.” He looks to the head table, his eyes settling on the bride and groom. “They look so happy.”

      “They should, it's their wedding day. I'd hate to see a wedding where the bride and groom are fighting.” Chuckling, I take a moment to admire them. “Melody looks amazing.”

      “You look amazing,” he answers. Mark leans over, planting a kiss on my cheek. “You want to dance?” he asks, pointing at the small crowd that's gathering on the dance floor.

      “One second,” I say, tipping back my glass, and downing the entire thing. “Now, I'm ready.”

      “So we're playing like that. All right.” Mark swallows down the rest of his wine. Holding out his empty glass, he exhales a pleased breath of air. “There, now we're even. That's what. . .” Pausing, he looks at the glasses in front of us. “Three apiece?”

      “I haven't been counting.”

      Mark takes my hand, pulling me to my feet. “Come on, it's time for you to really see my moves.”

      “So at Jenna and Ryder's wedding those weren't your best moves?”

      “Nah, that was me playing it cool. I didn't want to embarrass you or anything.” Holding my hand, he pulls me around in front of him, giving me a spin at the same time. “Now I'm not going to be as courteous.”

      “Good, I don't want you to hold back for me.”

      He throws his arm around my waist and moves me toward the dance floor. With my hand in his, and his arm keeping me close, he presses his cheek against mine.

      “I love these heels, you're almost eye to eye with me—almost.”

      Sweeping me around the floor, he leads us in this not so smooth, but very fun dance. I love it. I love how he treats me as if everything about who I am is special and amazing.

      “It's funny how things come around full circle like this isn't it?”

      “How so?” I ask.

      Braiding our fingers together, he pulls me off the dance floor and into the small room in the lobby with the ice and snack machines.

      When he turns to face me, he grabs me by the hips and pulls me in. “I mean, we started at a wedding. A wedding that brought two very unlikely people together, and now another wedding is taking us in a different direction. We're ending at a wedding. . .”

      My heart slows inside my chest as my stomach twists up like a pretzel as he takes a long pause. What is he talking about? Is he breaking up with me? What is he doing?

      Dropping to one knee, his eyes stay steady on mine as he pulls a small white box from his pocket. “Will you marry me?” he asks.

      My hands fly up to my face and cover my mouth. “Are you serious?” Mark nods. “You're really serious?”

      “Yes, Sia, I'm serious,” he says with a smile and laugh. “I can't imagine spending my life with anyone else. I found you, and I never want to let you go.” He takes the ring out of the box and lifts my hand, holding it to the tip of my ring finger. “So, will you marry me?”

      Tears stream down my face as my lips thin into a teary smile. “Yes, yes I'll marry you. I love you.” My hand is shaking as he slides the ring in place. “Oh my God, I can't believe this. It's beautiful, Mark.”

      The white gold band with a princess cut diamond fits my finger perfectly. The stone sparkles under the light, glittering like a star in the night sky.

      Placing his hands around my face, Mark wipes the tears away with his thumbs. Then he leans in to kiss me, but I pull back quickly.

      “I think we should probably keep this between us for now,” I say.

      “Why?” he asks as his face fills with confusion.

      “Because today is Melody's day. We can tell everyone another time, but every bride deserves her day.”

      “Yeah, you're right. I don't want to take anything from her.”

      I slide my hands up over his shoulders and clasp them behind his neck. “Now, where were we?” Pressing up on my toes, I push my lips against his.

      Mark's soft and controlled kiss is now hungry and savage. His tongue forces my lips open, swirling around mine. His hands glide down my ribs and over my hips, coming to a stop on my ass.

      I moan into our kiss, my back arched and my head tilted to one side. All I want to do is take him right here. I don't want to wait. I need him right now.

      “Let's get out of here,” I say between kisses. “They won't miss us.”

      “Done.” Mark quickly pulls away, digging his keys out of his pocket and dragging me along as he heads for the front doors.

      We climb into the truck and Mark starts the engine before I even have my seat belt on. Peeling out of the parking lot, his eyes are on the road, but he still can't keep hands off me. His hand is on my thigh, slinking up under my dress.

      I spread my thighs for him, and his fingers stroke my pussy. I'm not wearing any panties, and the second he feels the wet arousal of my freshly shaved pussy, I hear him growl with desire.

      With the tip of his finger, he massages my clit, causing my legs to widen more and my head to fall back against the seat. He's playing with me. Touching my clit, then pulling away. Slipping his fingers between my folds, moving down to my entrance, only to stop right before entering.

      Holding his wrist, I try to rock my hips up and force him inside, but he doesn't take the bait. “Uh uh,” he tsks as he pulls his hand away. “It's not time for that yet.”

      “You're so mean,” I say, my hips rolling without me even trying. I'm touching myself, pinching my nipples and cupping my mound.

      “But we're home,” he says as he turns the wheel and drives up to the house.

      “Stop the truck,” I demand.

      “Why?” he asks, bringing the truck to a full stop.

      “Put it in park.” Sitting up, I reach around my back and grip the zipper on my dress. Mark moves the shifter in place as I slip out of my dress, leaving the heels on for him. “I don't want to wait. I can't wait. I need you right now.”

      Climbing onto his lap, my hands work his pants free as he grabs my hips and pushes my waist down so I can feel the bulge in his pants. He pulls out his cock and I lift up on my knees and guide him inside.

      I don't care that we're fifty feet from the house. I want him here and now.

      Mark's length glides in easily as my juice slicks his shaft. Reaching down to the floor, he pulls the lever of the seat, reclining back. I dig my fingers into his chest and start to ride him. I'm going slow, teasing him a bit like he just teased me.

      Mark tries to slam my hips down, but I stop him. “Uh uh,” I say mockingly.

      He looks up at me, a smirk dancing across his face, and he places his arms behind his head, allowing me to go as fast or slow as I want. I don't go slow for long. I'm too turned on to fully control my body. Dropping forward, Mark wraps his arms around my back, jerking his cock up as I fuck him.

      “I love you,” he says, whispering in my ear.

      “I love you too,” I say back, my words vibrating over his chest.

      And as we make love surrounded by trees, fully hidden from the rest of the world as the windows fog up, I feel complete.

      This man has taken my heart and given it so much value.

      The value of happiness.

      The value of love.

      And the value of self.

      Mark is everything I never knew I needed.
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      “So, Ram, who’s the lucky lady tonight?” Tim asks. He sits on a mound of dirt, planting flowers. He’s my boss at the landscaping outfit I work for part time. He’s an older man, married for twenty years and faithful as hell, but that doesn’t stop him from living vicariously through me. I have a reputation around town for my prowess in the bedroom. That’s a polite way of saying it. In other words, I’m the best fuck a woman will never pay for. I didn’t set out to cause a stir with the ladies, but word got around and now here we are.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I say. “We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”

      I dig a hole in the center of the yard for a palm tree. With Tim’s weathered back, I’m the muscle around here and do all the heavy lifting and grunt work. It keeps me in shape, so I don’t mind it.

      “Are you about done with that hole?” Tim says.

      “Yeah.”

      Tim wipes his forehead with a rag he keeps in his back pocket and squints his eyes against the flaring sun. “Why don’t you go ahead and take off then. I can finish up here.”

      “Thanks man.”

      “I want a full report on your activities tonight when I see you next.”

      I laugh. “You got it.”

      I load my tools into the back of the truck with my surfboard. It’s well worn, scuffed on the bottom from hitting rocks and coral. It’s seen better days but it’s perfect for me. I know this board like the back of my hand and can control it as if it had a steering wheel. It has a lot of miles on it. Back in the day, I used it to compete in big wave competitions. I have a garage full of trophies to prove it. If I hadn’t injured my leg during a competition in Australia, who knows, I might’ve gone pro. Nowadays, people pay me good money to teach them to surf. It’s something I love to do on the side when I’m not working for Tim.

      Once everything is loaded up, I head for the beach.

      My client, a twelve-year-old kid named Ben, is waiting for me in our usual spot. The beach is packed with sunbathers, but Ben stands out among them with his bright-colored board—not a scratch on it—and his new wetsuit. I told his parents it wasn’t necessary for the expensive gear, but apparently they thought otherwise.

      I slide on my wetsuit—though it’s not really cold enough to need it. I leave the top half of the suit loose around my waist and grab my board from the bed of my truck. The sand is warm and feels amazing sifting through my toes after a long day of work in steel-toe boots. The water looks choppy despite the pleasant day. The sun is high, beating down on my forehead like a molten hammer. A few clouds linger in the distance, but nothing threatening. It’s a good day to catch a few waves.

      “Hey kid, you ready to get wet?” I drop my board on the sand and finish pulling on my suit.

      “Hell yeah,” he says, a bundle of enthusiasm. I laugh when his voice squeaks on the high note. His face turns red and sheepish, but he smiles and shrugs as if he’s accepted this new changing voice of his.

      So far, our practices have been on land. It’s important to teach a novice how to balance, and move their bodies, and where to place their feet before ever getting in the water. Normally I’ll spend an hour teaching these techniques, but with younger kids, I like to give them a few days to make sure it really sinks in.

      “All right, let’s go,” I say.

      We step into the foam where the beach meets the sea and allow our bodies to adjust to the cool water. The wind rustles my hair, the salty spray wetting my face. The ocean is where I truly feel at home.

      “Come here,” I tell the kid. He walks toward me and I hold my waterproof cellphone up. “Noob surfer selfie.”

      Ben laughs and crowds in for the obligatory picture. All of my students get pictures at the beginning of our lessons to go on my website and Instagram to promote my business. We smile and I click the photo and post it. Stuffing the phone into my suit, I lay stomach-down to my board. Ben does the same and we paddle out.

      Once we’re out of the surf, we sit up on our boards and wait for the waves to roll in. I hope the kid wore sunscreen. The glare coming off the water is brutal. I put my hand up to my eyes to shield them and wait to see what Ben is going to do.

      He waits patiently for the right one, bobbing on the backs of discarded waves. As he misses several more, it’s apparent he’s nervous. Maybe he’s not as ready as I thought he was. As the thought occurs to me, he starts to paddle into the next one. It’s much bigger than the others and I realize he wasn’t afraid at all, he was showing off. He didn’t want to ride a small wave; he wanted to impress. Except, I’m not impressed. My stomach drops at the sight of the monster wave heading his way.

      I cup my hands around my mouth and call out to him. “Wait for the next,” I shout, but he can’t hear me. The ocean throws sound like a game of catch and makes it impossible to communicate without looking at each other.

      The wave grows into a giant’s gaping mouth, ready to swallow him up. His board isn’t in the right position and neither are his hands where he’s clutching the edges. It’s as if he’s forgotten every single thing I’ve taught him. The wave is going to toss him like a dog’s plaything. He must realize that by now, but he tries getting onto his board anyway. He almost gets to his feet but the heel of his foot slips and he goes down, hitting his head on the side of his board as he falls. The wave crashes on top of him with crushing force.

      I can hear people on shore crying out as I paddle toward Ben. They must have seen it too.

      Ben doesn’t come back up. I dive underwater, swimming below the waves to keep from getting caught up in the spin cycle. It’s like a food processor down here, seaweed and sand churned up, making it impossible to see. My eyes burn, but I don’t close them. I keep searching.

      Thank God for his brightly colored board. I swim toward it and see Ben struggling to get back to the surface. The cord around his ankle is tethered to his board, keeping him buoyed near the surface. I grab him under the arms and lift him so his head is out of the water where he’s able to take hold of his board and drape himself over it.

      There’s a gash on the corner of his head, dripping a small amount of blood. Sharks don’t usually troll this part of the Pacific Ocean, but I’d rather not tempt them to change their minds. I kick my feet and paddle hard with one arm while pushing the board with my other.

      Back on shore, several people come over to help me drag Ben’s spent body onto dry land. He coughs seawater from his lungs and makes a miserable sound. I remember my first close call when I’d taken in a mouthful of the ocean. It wasn’t fun. It felt like shards of glass had sliced up the back of my throat.

      Those who aren’t helping to make sure the boy is safe have their phones out, filming or taking pictures. I’m bent over the kid with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath.

      My wet hair drips onto his face. “You all right?” I ask him.

      He holds his stomach, looking as though he might vomit. “I think I did that wrong.”

      I laugh. At least he still has a sense of humor about it. I doubt his parents will think it’s funny when they find out. I also doubt Ben will tell them, but with all the busybodies around us, I’m sure it will end up on the news or social media. It’s a small town and anything involving surfing is big news.

      “You’ll nail it next time,” I say.

      I wait until his parents get to the beach to pick him up to tell them about the situation. Before they got there, Ben had begged me not to, but I can’t lie to them. So I give them a version of the truth. I tell them he wiped out pretty hard instead of telling them he almost drowned.

      On my way back to my truck, people clap me on the back and call me a hero. I smile. What do you say to something like that? I don’t feel like a hero. It’s part of surfing. I’m just glad the kid is okay. Right now, all I’m concerned about is washing the salt off my skin and going home.

      I put my board in the bed of the truck. When I peel off my wetsuit, my phone falls out. Picking it up, the backlight comes on and I see that I have several notifications on Instagram from the picture of Ben and me. Thirty thousand, to be exact. Mostly from women, and none of the comments are about Ben.
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      I get home and shower, feeling better once I rinse the ocean off me. After the adrenaline rush of Ben’s near-drowning, I need to get laid. I’m not fully horny yet, but there’s a needling somewhere in my groin that I know will eventually turn into an inferno. I’m debating on calling one of the regular chicks I hook up with or trying out some of the new offers I see in the comments on Instagram. So many options. What’s a horny guy to do?

      I’m scrolling through the comments. These girls are shameless, going into full detail about the things they would do to me if they had me naked and alone. I wonder if they know the comment section is public. I laugh, my dick getting harder as I keep reading. In any other situation, that kind of blatant come-on would be a turn off—I like my women more subtle and flirty, but when my cock is hard enough to cut diamonds, blatant is good.

      I’m still scrolling when I get a text from a number I’m not familiar with. I open it.

      Cum ovr nd fuk me.

      I let out a breath of laughter. It’s a bold text and I’m not mad about it. Consider me intrigued.

      I text back: Who is this?

      I get a reply a short time later with pictures. Nothing too revealing. A below the neck shot of a woman with an incredible body. She’s wearing a sheer robe, open just wide enough to see a pink lace bra and panties beneath, delicious cleavage, tan skin, and a flat stomach. The longer I look at the photo, the harder my dick gets until it’s bordering on painful.

      Looks like we’ve found a winner.

      I text back: Address?

      She sends it and I stop at the liquor store to grab a bottle of wine before heading over to her place. It’s only a ten-minute drive. I’m digging deep into my memory to see if I can remember who she is, but I come up with nothing. I’d remember a body like that. I’m sure of it. It’s not like I’ve been with so many women that I can’t distinguish one from another—that would be an asshole move, and I’d like to think I’m not that guy. But I have to admit, the idea of not knowing her identity is exciting and keeps me turned on.

      I get to my destination. It’s a nice neighborhood in a complex of high-end townhomes. Can’t say I’ve ever been here before. Nothing’s familiar about it. Once I get out of the car, I grab the bottle of wine I brought and head for the row of townhouses. Hers is #9. I knock on the door. There’s a sound coming from within. Sounds like glass breaking. What the hell was that? I knock again. A dog barks and I take a step back. It’s not some little Chihuahua either. Sounds big, whatever it is.

      The door opens and a big black and white spotted, long-legged mass of muscle and slobber attacks me with tongue kisses—not the woman, of course, but a mammoth of a Great Dane.

      “Whoa, hey buddy,” I say, patting the dog on the rump when he turns his back to me.

      The woman comes out from behind the door. She has the most incredible body I’ve ever seen. Better than her pictures. She’s tall with perfectly sculpted legs, dark wavy hair down to the middle of her back, dewy pale skin … but that mug. I make a face that I know is a cringe, and force myself to reel it back before she notices. I’m sure her face is probably beautiful, too. Hard to tell under the mess of the lipstick and mascara smeared across it. The girl is hammered. I can tell by the drooping eyelids and the hollow stare that she’s had way too much to drink.

      “Hey sexty,” she says. Not sure where the ‘T’ came from in that word, but that’s how she says it. She takes me by the collar of my shirt and pulls me into her home. There’s an empty wine bottle on the table, but no glasses. She must have just gone for it, straight from the bottle. This girl set out to get drunk. Next to it is a crystal candlestick holder that shattered on the laminate floor. That must’ve been the sound of breaking glass I heard. Either she knocked it over while getting up off the couch or her dog’s whip of a tail did it. Either way, she’s lucky there was no flame considering the candle itself is lying right under the edge of the couch. That thing would light up like a Christmas tree.

      “I want you to fuck me,” she says, bringing me back to the half-naked woman in front of me. She fumbles with the buttons of my shirt. Her hands are too clumsy to get the job done. Then she tries to rip it off, but that doesn’t work either.

      I’m amused, trying not to laugh. I know for sure I’ve never met her. Every one of the women I’ve slept with is unique in her own way, and I have a damn good memory. Each has her own special something, whether it’s the color of her hair, her lips, tits or ass. With this one, it will definitely be those graceful long legs. But who is she? What’s her name? How does she know who I am? And the biggest question: How did she get my number?

      “I’d love to, but it’s not going to happen,” I say, holding her hands down at her sides.

      She looks down at my grip on her wrists as if she can’t understand why she can’t move her arms. She makes an irritated sound, followed by a whine. “Why not?”

      “Having sex with inebriated women isn’t my style.” I test out the waters and let go of her—I don’t want her to think I’m trying to physically control her in her own home, which, at the moment, I am. Bad idea. She immediately reaches for my hard-on. Despite her tattered state, my damn cock remains hard. That body of hers is every man’s fantasy, sleek and muscular, yet still soft and inviting. And those gazelle legs … I imagine being tangled up with her, legs wrapped around my waist as I hold her against the wall and fuck her until she screams my name. That thought then shifts to an image of those legs spread wide as I eat her pussy. These thoughts do nothing to settle the hammer in my pants, and the knowledge that I might be stuck with this boner all night with no way to relieve it, brings me a twinge of disappointment.

      I close my eyes, trying to get the thoughts of fucking her out of my head. It’s just making me get hard to the point of it being painful, and right now, there’s nothing I can do for release.

      “That looks yummy,” she says, grabbing my dick and licking her lips.

      Jesus Christ. This is going to be a difficult one to say no to. I grumble my disappointment.

      She continues to get handsy. She’s like a goddamned octopus with those things, her fingers like tentacles latching onto me. I have to be more forceful with her, and I squeeze her wrists tighter to stop her advances. She lets out an annoyed grunt when she doesn’t get her way. Drunk people are like children. They’re impossible to reason with. I let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Let’s just do it. I’m not inebr…” She stumbles on the word and tries again. “Iberi …” Eventually she just gives up and makes a series of mumbled sounds to replace the word.

      This time I do laugh, but I keep it under my breath so I don’t hurt her feelings. Whatever made her decide to get this drunk must’ve bad.

      Her dog comes up to me, leaning against my side in a dog’s version of a hug.

      “Come on, let’s get you to bed,” I say.

      Her face lights up. “Now you’re talking!”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head, hiding my smile.

      The dog follows me as I lead the woman down the hallway toward the bedroom. There are two rooms; one is a cluttered office. The other isn’t as frilly as I would’ve expected for a woman’s bedroom. It has gray walls, and a black and white striped comforter on a king-sized bed. A shock of color here and there keeps the room from looking plain. Makes me think a man might’ve lived with her at one point, but there are no signs of one being here recently. The closet door is open. One half is full of dresses and shoes. The other half is empty and hangers are slung across the floor like the aftermath of a hurricane in department store. Whoever left this place, left in a hurry.

      I lay the woman down on the bed and take off the sexy black heels she wears and tuck her in under the covers. She pats the empty space beside her.

      I smile at the offer. “What’s your name?” I ask her.

      “Cadie,” she mumbles.

      “That’s a pretty name. I’m going to get you some coffee.”

      “I don’t want coffee,” she says through a yawn. “I want you.”

      God, she’s making this difficult. “I’ll be right back.”

      The dog trots behind me as I walk into the kitchen. Going through the cupboards, all I find is an expensive dark roast. I can’t even find a coffee maker, only a French Press, and I have no idea how to use it. I’m a simple Folgers kind of guy.

      Water it is. I grab a bottle from the fridge and take it to her. When I get back to the room, she’s passed out. Her hair is splayed in a web across her face, lips slightly parted. I can tell by the way she snores like a truck driver that she won’t be waking up any time soon.

      I move her hair off her face and tuck it behind her ears. Even through the mess of makeup, it’s easy to tell that she’s beautiful. Hard to believe such a beautiful creature can make such a horrendous noise. I juggle with the idea of recording her and sending the video to her once she sobers up, but that’s cruel, and I suspect I’ll be the only one laughing.

      I put the bottle of water next to her on the nightstand.

      She seems so vulnerable passed out with a stranger in her room. I shudder to think what could have happened if she’d called anyone other than me. I’m not comfortable leaving her alone in this state. Especially after seeing the broken candlestick on the ground. Safety doesn’t seem to be much of a priority while she’s hammered. Maybe there’s a friend of hers I can call. I contemplate going through her phone, but even if there’s a list of people I can call, I don’t know which ones I can trust. What if I called a co-worker or some sleazy guy she picked up in a bar? Or her boss, and managed to get her fired somehow?

      My phone keeps chirping in my pocket. I pick it up and read the messages. There are several texts from different women wanting me to come over. I could be sweaty and rolling around in the sheets with some hot, naked bombshell right now, but no, I’m here babysitting a complete stranger.

      I sigh and look at the woman in the bed, knowing I’m not going anywhere tonight, and I’m certainly not getting laid. Clearly this chick is going through something. I can’t help but wonder why she decided to get so wasted.

      I look down at the dog. His collar says ‘Hercules.’ I flip the tag over, and on the other side it says, ‘My mommy loves me, please bring me home,’ followed by her address and phone number. Hercules’s big copper eyes stare back at me. He wags his tail so hard his entire backside moves. “Looks like you’re my date for the night, buddy,” I say.

      I order a pizza and camp on the couch. Hercules climbs onto the couch with me and I give him my crusts. He chews with vigor and leaves a trail of slimy drool on my pants when he’s done. The dog and I are practically the same size. He lays his head on my lap and we watch Shark Week on the Discovery channel until we fall asleep.
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      I wake up just before nine in the morning. It feels like a heavy metal band is playing drums in my head. Did Hercules shit in my mouth while I slept? It tastes like it. I grimace and smack my dry lips. Gross. I haven’t been this hung over since college. Everything hurts. Why the hell did I drink so much?

      It’s not like me to get wasted alone on a weeknight. In fact, that’s never happened before. The whole night is a blur, so I try to retrace my steps, struggling to put the pieces together. I remember going to the dance studio yesterday morning and getting a text from Gina …

      It all starts to come back to me. While rehearsing in the studio, I got a text from Gina saying she saw Evan in town. It’s been a month since he moved out. I try not to think about him.

      We were good together. I may have even loved him. I don’t know. It wasn’t like an epic love story where you would do absolutely anything for that person. We didn’t exactly have a Romeo and Juliet connection. I’m fairly certain neither of us would have taken a bullet for the other, but there was respect, and for me, that was plenty. Everything we did, we did it together. And I was content. My friends told me that wasn’t enough. They thought for love to work, there had to be passion and longing, but I don’t know. I’ve never had either of those things with a man, so I couldn’t say whether they’re important in a relationship. I was perfectly fine being content.

      But being content wasn’t enough for Evan in the end. One day, I came home, and all of his stuff was gone. He just disappeared. I texted and called, worried about him. Eventually he texted back and said he wasn’t happy and needed to move on. I understood.

      I was crushed, of course. Who isn’t after a breakup? Part of me thought he would eventually come back, and that all we needed was some space. I asked him about it. He agreed that was probably what our relationship needed. He had my hopes up. I stopped crying and got myself back in the studio. I was determined to work on myself so I could be better for him. When he came back I would be a different person. I would be loving and passionate, all the things he needed me to be.

      But then I got that text from Gina yesterday. It wasn’t just that she’d seen him in town. She saw him there with another woman. They were kissing and holding hands and looked cozier than two people who were just on a date. I asked her who the woman was, if she was someone we knew, but she wasn’t able to get a good look at her, afraid Evan would catch her spying.

      When I texted Evan later that evening, he admitted that he’d been seeing her for a year before he moved out. For an entire year of our two-year relationship he was seeing someone else and I didn’t even know it. How could I have been so blind? The betrayal was more than I could handle, so I opened that bottle of wine we’d been saving for a special occasion and I drank it. The whole thing.

      Everything that came after that is pixilated. God, I hope I didn’t drunk-text him. I look around for my phone, but don’t see it. It’s probably in the living room. Hopefully it’s in my purse and hasn’t been touched.

      I sit up. The sheets fall off of me. Why the hell am I wearing this bra and panty set as well as my sheer robe? This isn’t my normal sleeping attire. This is something I’d wear when trying to be sexy, and I’m pretty sure after what happened with Evan, I was not feeling sexy last night.

      And where’s Hercules? He always sleeps at the foot of my bed. There’s a permanent indention in the mattress where he curls up at night. My door is shut. I must’ve left him in the living room. He’s not whining at the door, so he’s probably still asleep. Getting up, I look at myself in the mirror and cringe. My hair is a rumpled mess and I have makeup smeared all over my face. Before taking the dog for his morning walk, I decide to brush my teeth and jump in the shower really quickly. The warm water cascading over my shoulders feels wonderful, and my headache starts to ease. I feel much better after, and I almost look human again. Grabbing a couple ibuprofens from the medicine cabinet, I pop them in my mouth and try to swallow them dry, but they get stuck in the back of my throat. I go back into my room and find a bottle of water next to my bed and take a gulp. But I don’t remember putting water next to my bed. I’m a sound sleeper and never need to get up in the middle of the night for water. What the hell did I do last night?

      A pair of yoga pants, a t-shirt, and some running shoes are the outfit of the day. Nothing special. There’s no one to impress while I take my dog out to shit. My hair goes into a ponytail and I’m ready to face the day. I vow not to let Evan’s betrayal ruin everything. I don’t love him, I decide. I probably never did. I’m certain of that now. If I loved him, I would be devastated right now. I’m not. Not at all. What I am, is pissed. I’m so fucking mad I could rip out his throat with my teeth. How dare he? I was faithful to him every step of the way. Believe me, I had plenty of chances not to be. Every time I went out to a club with my girlfriends, there was no shortage of men at my heels, trying to get me to go home with them. Every single one was better looking than Evan. But I respected Evan far too much to ever betray him like that.

      I have to take a deep calming breath to keep my rage from bubbling back up. A drink sounds good right about now. Hair of the dog. I’m not going to do that, though. It will only make me feel worse. Fuck that guy. I’m not going to let him ruin my day further than he already has. I refuse to let him turn me into someone who’s bitter and suspicious. Today I’m going to take care of me, and get back to being myself. The confident, happy girl I was before I met Evan.

      As soon as I open the door to my room, I’m hit by the smell of bacon and … is that pancakes? Whatever it is smells delicious, and my stomach rolls with hunger. The neighbors must be making breakfast.

      I walk down the hallway. When I turn to go into the kitchen, I see a strange man standing in front of my stove, shirtless, his back to me. My breath freezes in my throat, legs refusing to move, shoes adhered to the floor. At first I think it’s Evan, and wonder if there’s a knife nearby so I can stab him in the back with it. But Evan isn’t that tall, he doesn’t cook, his hair isn’t that light of a color, and his back doesn’t look like that—not unless he somehow managed to exchange his pasty dad-bod for a golden God-bod. Somehow I doubt he could pull that off in the month that we’ve been separated. Whoever this man is standing in my kitchen has smooth tan skin over thick muscle.

      My dog sits beside this stranger, waiting for food to drop. My heart is hammering in my chest. It’s hard to breathe. I don’t know what to do. Neither my dog nor the man has seen me yet. How could Hercules let a stranger into the apartment? That’s kind of the whole point of owning a Great Dane. They’re supposed to protect you from random strangers who break into your place.

      I desperately look around for a weapon. All I find is an empty wine bottle on the coffee table. I pick it up by the neck and wield it like a sword. But hitting him with it means getting close. If I don’t knock him out right away, he could turn around and grab me. I decide to sneak toward the door instead. My keys are in the kitchen, and so is my phone and purse, so I can’t call 911, but if I can get out of the apartment without being seen, I could run to a neighbor and get help.

      I take a step toward the door. The floor squeaks. Both the man and Hercules turn around and see me. I imagine I look like a deer caught in headlights. I blink. Without thinking, I throw the wine bottle at the guy’s head. I miss and it shatters on the cupboard next to him. His eyes grow wide and he ducks as glass shards rain down around him. When he stands back up and looks at me, he looks confused, and a little angry. Shit.

      “What the hell?” he says, his eyes narrow, voice a deep rasp that is both frightening and hot at the same time. The thought of his sexy voice is both jolting and fleeting. How can I possibly be thinking something like that when he could very well be here to kill me, or worse … “You almost hit me!”

      “I was trying to!” I yell at him.

      I turn to run for the door, but Hercules is in the way and I trip over him and land on my knees. The sound my skin makes against the laminate floors is like clean Tupperware and feels like someone took a cheese grater to my knees. The pain hardly registers over my fear, but I know I’ll be feeling it later—or not, if this man decides to cut me up in tiny pieces. My scraped knees might end up being the least of my worries.

      The man moves, to either help me up or block my way—I’m not sure. I glance at Hercules. Get him you traitorous mutt! But the damn dog just sits there, his tongue lolled out, wagging his tail like the big happy ray of sunshine that he is.

      The man is close enough to touch now and my fear makes my vision blur. I hold out my hands as if that might keep him away. To my surprise he stops and just looks at me with an expression that’s hard to read. Is that concern? I don’t know. It’s hard to say. It could very well be the kind of look a serial killer gives his victim when deciding whether to strangle or stab.

      “Who the hell are you and why are you in my apartment?” I demand, my voice failing to sound as confident as I was hoping.

      “You’re joking, right?” he says.

      There’s something about him that looks familiar, but I’m not sure why. I don’t know men who look like him. Everyone I know is terribly average. He looks like he could be an actor or a model.

      “No, I’m not joking. I feel these are the appropriate questions to ask when a strange person breaks into your apartment.”

      His smile comes as a surprise. What’s even more surprising is how appealing I find it. The white arch of his teeth is like a halo in his mouth and does lovely things to his face. The way the corners of his eyes crinkle gives him a friendly, open look.

      He finds this funny? What kind of sick person is he? Oh God, what if he’s smiling as he imagines what I look like with my skin peeled off? I feel sick. Last night’s alcohol isn’t sitting well at all.

      “Why are you smiling?” I ask—no, I demand. My voice is firmer this time, and the tremor that was there before is gone.

      “You don’t remember last night, do you?” he says.

      Last night? Shit, what happened last night?

      “I don’t remember much about last …” My words trail off.

      The answer backhands me in the face and I realize why this man looks so familiar.

      “You’re Ram Bed Shaker,” I say. It sounds ridiculous to say out loud.

      He must think so too. His smile is almost shy when he raises his arms. “An unfortunate nickname, but it is what it is. I’ve learned to embrace it.”

      An unfortunate nickname, yes, but well deserved according to my friend Gina. After she told me about seeing Evan with that woman, and she heard how upset I was, she told me about a guy with the Instagram handle of Bed-Shaker, a well-endowed man with a reputation for being incredible in the sack, and a cure for a broken heart—or at least a distraction. I remember going through his Instagram photos and becoming hypnotized by his breathtaking good looks, and that smile … I’d gone weak in the knees.

      I also remember that he’d saved a boy from drowning yesterday. It was all over the comments. A hero and a hottie? Double threat. I wanted him in the worst way. There was an instant animal attraction when I saw his photos, impossible to deny.

      “A friend showed me your Instagram account and told me about your reputation, but why are you here?” I ask.

      Oh my god, did Gina tell him about me? Did she give him my address?

      “You texted me,” he says.

      “What?” I don’t remember that part.

      “Check your phone,” he says, that sly smile still on his face like he knows a secret that I don’t. Butterflies instantly rise in my chest. What the hell did I text him?

      I look at my purse on the counter beside him with my phone in it. Since my memory is shit right now, I resign myself to the fact that I might be the reason he’s in my apartment. But that doesn’t mean I trust him any more than I would if he were a stranger who broke in.

      I carefully make my way toward my purse. He’s standing in the way.

      “My phone is in my purse,” I say, pointing at it.

      Still with that cocky, beautiful smile. He looks at my open purse. “I see that.”

      “I need to get by you.”

      “Okay,” he says, but doesn’t move.

      He knows I’m asking him to move in a roundabout way, but he’s playing with me and refuses to budge. Pressing my lips together, I push past him. Our bodies rub together and my arm, where our skin touches, feels as though it’s been set ablaze. I shiver. I’m utterly confused by my body’s reaction to him. I bump into people at the mall and grocery store all the time, but it never feels like that.

      I grab my phone and step away as fast as I can. When I look at him, he’s staring at me with a strange look on his face, a mixture of curiosity and confusion. I wonder if he felt it too, that spark between us. I try to brush it off as static, but I’m not so sure that was it.

      Unlocking my phone, I look at my texts. First I look at the texts Gina sent last night. She’d asked me if I wanted Ram’s number in case I was interested in his services. I told her I wasn’t, but she gave me his phone number just in case I changed my mind. I guess when I got drunk enough, I changed my mind. I roll my eyes. I’m the worst drunk person ever.

      Next I check on my texts to Evan. Thank fuck and all that’s holy I didn’t text Evan too … oh God, no. No, no, no. Panic rips through me when I see that, no, I didn’t text Evan’s personal cell phone: I texted his work phone. With shaking hands, I open the text next to the company name and nearly scream when I see a picture of me in my pink bra and panties, the same ones I woke up in this morning. There’s no reply from Evan, but there’s a little icon in the corner saying it’s been read. Fuck. Fuck my life.

      I’m going to throw up. How can this be happening? I’ll have to move out of town, join a traveling carnival, or get plastic surgery to alter my appearance. I’m not even joking—maybe I’m being dramatic, but I’m definitely not joking. I’m going to be the only person in recorded human history to actually die from humiliation.

      “You all right?” Ram says.

      I look up at him. The skin between his eyes knits with concern. I have no words so I just nod my head.

      Since this day can’t possibly get much worse, I look at the texts between me and Ram and the blood rushes to my face, my cheeks blazing.

      Cum ovr an fuk me. I wrote that… Oh look, I sent more pictures. The same ones I sent Evan. Real fucking nice. I wonder how many other people I sent them to. I’m such an incredible idiot. Well, at least they weren’t nudes. That’s the only ray of light shining through this shit storm.

      God, Ram must think I’m pathetic after writing that. But, to be fair, he showed up after those texts, so I might not be the only asshole in the room.

      Glancing up at Ram, he stares back me, and looks like he’s about to crack up.

      “You look a little embarrassed,” he says.

      I fill my lung until they hurt and hold my breath. Maybe if I hold it in long enough, I’ll pass out and won’t have to sit through this humiliation any longer.

      “I am,” I say, the breath rushing out with my words.

      His smile deepens the lines around his mouth. Those lines seem to be a permanent fixture on his face, which means he must smile a lot. “I don’t know if you’re embarrassed enough, though,” he says thoughtfully.

      “Oh my God,” I say, blanching. “How bad was it?”

      He shrugs. “Pretty bad.”

      My throat goes dry and I try to swallow. “What did I do?”

      “Do you mean aside from trying to rip my shirt off and grab my dick?”

      “Oh. My. God.”

      My eyes involuntarily flicker to the front of his pants before I close them and count to ten. When I open them again, his shoulders are shaking and he’s fighting back laughter.

      “I can’t believe I did that,” I say, trying to avert my gaze so I look everywhere but his package that, since he mentioned it, sits at the forefront of my mind. “Did we …”

      His smile wanes. “No. You were drunk.”

      “That wouldn’t have stopped most guys.”

      “I’m not most guys,” he says, the humor gone from his voice.

      I feel sick. This is so embarrassing, and it gets worse the longer he stays here. “Maybe you should go,” I tell him. I can’t bear to look at him so I turn away. “I have to take Hercules for his walk.”

      “I need to get to work anyway,” he says. “Enjoy the pancakes.”

      I listen to his footsteps as he walks away, and when I hear the click of the door behind him, I release the stale air from my lungs. When he’s gone, I look at the food on the stove. It smells amazing and I’m starving. I make myself a plate and sit down. I’m so stupid. I can’t believe what I did. At least I’ll never see him again. This is a small town, but it’s big enough that I don’t have to worry about running into people I don’t want to see. At least not that often, anyway.

      I take a bite of the pancakes and melt. They’re delicious. Perfect hangover food.

      There are four things I’ve learned about Ram in the short period of time he’s been in my apartment—or at least since I’ve been conscious: He’s gorgeous, knows how to cook, didn’t take advantage of me while I was drunk, and he has earned the nickname ‘Bed Shaker.’ The tickle between my legs makes me think that maybe I was a little hasty kicking him out.
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      As I’m unloading my equipment from the truck, my mind starts to wander back to this morning at Cadie’s apartment. When she appeared in the kitchen, the makeup cleaned off her face, and her hair pulled back, it was like looking at a different person, a piece of art that should be hanging in the Louvre. Everything about her was beautiful, from her silky dark hair to the roiling storm of her gray eyes. Even in workout clothes she was a vision. There’s something inherently sexy about the way she holds herself, so graceful and commanding. A far cry from the drunken mess she’d been the night before. It makes me even more curious about why she’d gotten so wasted. Not to say that I’ve never gotten hammered for no apparent reason myself, but it was usually with friends, not alone. She doesn’t strike me as an alcoholic, and by the extent of her embarrassment this morning, I’m guessing this kind of thing doesn’t happen often. The thing about drunks is they get used to humiliation after a while. That’s not the case with Cadie.

      I want to know her story. I want to know everything about her.

      “How’d it go last night?” Tim asks, shaking me from my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “With the girl. You met up with a girl, right?”

      “Oh, yeah, I did.”

      Normally I share some details about my flings with Tim, but for some reason, when it comes to this girl, I want to keep her all to myself.

      He stares at me, waiting. “Well, what happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Not a damn thing.”

      He glares at me, clearly not content with my answer. “Bullshit.”

      “I hung out with a Great Dane and watched TV.”

      “A Great Dane? Is that slang for an ugly chick?”

      I laugh. “No, an actual Great Dane.”

      “So you hung out with a dog?”

      “Yep.”

      Tim sighs and goes back to work. “That’s disappointing,” he says.

      I smile at him and pat him on the back as I head to the truck to get the hedge clippers. When I look up, I immediately stop. The woman walking on the sidewalk heading for the entrance of the building stops too, her big gray eyes widening with recognition. Part of me wonders if by thinking about Cadie so much this morning, I’ve somehow conjured her.

      “What are you doing here?” she says, surprised, and maybe a little angry as if I’ve done something wrong. The accusation in her tone and in the furrow of her brow confuses me at first until I realize she doesn’t know this is my job site. We don’t wear logos on our shirts. I’m sure it looks like I’m just hanging out in front of … what is this building anyway? I look around for a sign, but don’t see anything. I go where Tim leads us. No questions. He pays well and on time, that’s all I care about.

      “I’m working. What are you doing here?” I say with the same accusation. I’m covered in dirt. Wiping the potting soil on hands onto my shorts doesn’t help.

      She looks over at Tim who has stopped what he’s doing to watch the exchange. He lifts an eyebrow and gives a not-so-subtle thumbs-up. I roll my eyes and turn my attention back to the goddess standing before me.

      “Oh,” she says, the frown still there, but I can tell she’s feels more awkward than angry. “I thought you were a surf instructor.”

      “I am, part time. I do landscaping too.”

      Her eyes scan my body, my dirty clothes, the sweat covering my shirt. Inside, I’m wishing I was showered and clean for this second encounter with her, but the look on her face isn’t reading like someone who’s disgusted by my appearance. Just the opposite, actually. Her eyes keep roaming over me, until finally landing on my crotch. She stares at it a moment too long, then shakes her head and looks away.

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing. This girl is thirsty for some cock, that’s obvious, and I’m more than willing to give it to her. Just thinking about it makes me a little hard, which doesn’t go unnoticed when she looks at me again.

      “You don’t have to stalk me, you know,” I say. Her eyes shoot up and she looks at me, surprised. “I’ll give you what you want.” I take a step closer to her.

      She doesn’t move away. “You’re insane. I don’t want anything from you.”

      “Are you sure? It didn’t seem like that last night.”

      I take another step closer. She still doesn’t move. Her breathing comes faster, her lovely breasts rising and falling. Her eyes find mine and I’m struck by a feeling that is … confusing, and not entirely sexual. I’m not sure how to explain it. It makes me falter a bit, and I step back.

      I swallow and say, “You might not remember this, but your hands were all over me.”

      She lets out a shaky breath. “I have to go.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      She starts to turn around. I panic, because part of me worries that if she leaves, I’ll never hear from her again. I don’t know why I even care. There are a hundred women on my roster waiting for their turn with the Bed Shaker. Cadie is no different.

      “How were the pancakes, by the way?” I ask stupidly. It’s all I can think of on short notice.

      She stops, looking back at me over her shoulder. “Delicious, actually.” She then looks at my truck in the parking lot. “You bring your board with you to work?” she says, obviously trying to change the subject. She said she has to go, but it feels like she just found an excuse to stay.

      “I go straight from work to the beach.”

      She hesitates. I can tell by the look of concentration on her face that she’s trying to think of something else to say. She looks at the ground, flushed. “I should go,” she says.

      “Me too.”

      I could stand here all day talking to her, or not talking to her, as long as I’m with her—

      STOP, I chide myself. What the hell is wrong with me? Connections aren’t my thing. I have sex with women, no strings attached. I like it that way. No one gets hurt, nothing gets messy. The last girlfriend I had was all the way back in high school. Since then, it’s all been flings, and never once have I even met someone I considered settling down with. It’s not in my nature.

      Cadie walks into the building. I watch her every step. It’s a lovely view, the fullness of her ass, the way her hips sway just so, the thick ponytail touching the middle of her back. Everything about her does it for me.

      When she’s gone, I go back to my work. Tim comes up to me, a smile stretched from ear-to-ear. “A friend of yours?” he asks.

      I look at the spot where Cadie had been standing. “Not yet, but I’m working on it.”
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      After leaving the studio, I sit in the food court at the mall, drinking a blended coffee and looking at Ram’s pictures on Instagram. He has an incredible body, but the pictures I’m drawn to are the close-ups of his face. There’s one picture in particular I gravitate to more than the others. It’s of him on the beach. He’d just gotten out of the water, his wet hair a crown of golden curls around his face. His bright blue eyes sparkle like sea glass, and that smile … it leaves me breathless. It literally makes me weak in the knees looking at him.

      It’s no wonder he has over fifty thousand—mostly women and gay men—following his page. The women leaving comments have no class. They are absolutely shameless in their approach and don’t hold anything back. There are marriage proposals, people asking him to get them pregnant, and basically just word-fucking him. Some of these comments are just … wow. Where do they come up with this stuff, prison? I keep scrolling; afraid I’ll get herpes just reading it.

      I imagine it would be intimidating for a girl if he actually wanted to settle down and date someone. No woman wants to be with a guy who gets this much attention. But I guess a guy who gets that kind of attention probably doesn’t do a lot of serious dating.

      I put down my phone and when I look up, my ex Evan and his new girlfriend are standing in front of the store directly across from the food court. I immediately jump out of my chair and duck behind a table full of teenage girls. I don’t think he saw me. The girls at the table look at me like I’m crazy. Some even look scared.

      “That’s my ex with his new girlfriend. He cheated on me with her,” I tell them in a hushed voice even though he’s far enough away not to hear, and even if he weren’t, the chatter of the food court would drown out my voice.

      They glance at Evan, then rally around me as a human shield. I let out a sigh of a relief.

      “What a jerk,” one of the girls says.

      “What’s he doing?” I ask.

      These girls are all too happy to back me up. They thrive on the challenge. “Just standing there looking at baby stuff in the window.”

      “Baby stuff?” I say.

      “Yeah, the woman he’s with is like, a million years pregnant.”

      “What?” I hiss.

      Rage boils inside of me. Pregnant? I peek around the girls to get a look for myself, and there she is, his girlfriend and her round belly. Gina didn’t say anything about her being pregnant! Then again, she also said she didn’t get a good look at his new girlfriend either.

      I get a glimpse of the new woman. She’s pretty and dresses more conservatively than I do. Her blonde hair is in a bob, and her makeup is done in nude, unassuming colors. She’s shorter than I am, more petite. Evan always did say my height and long limbs intimidated him, and that being with a taller woman made him feel less masculine. I brushed it off as a normal insecurity, but maybe that was important to him. His poor, fragile male ego. Fuck him.

      She’s very put-together, probably a secretary, or office assistant. I bet her name is Susan, or Laura, something old fashioned that’s coming back in style. Shit, what if she saw the pictures I sent to Evan’s work phone while I was wasted? What if they had a good laugh at his pathetic ex? FUCK. I’m thinking way too much about this. I glance at her round belly. Not a million years pregnant, but at least five months. Evan is such a bastard. I wonder if she knew about me. It’s hard to believe she was dating a man for a year and didn’t know he was living with someone else. He probably told her we were just sharing a place until the lease was up, or something equally douchy. I hate them both.

      They finally leave and I stand up, my legs weak and barely able to hold my weight. “Thanks, ladies,” I say and buy them all a round of blended mochas for their help.

      My hands are still shaking as I leave. I call Gina and tell her what I saw. She tells me to call Ram Bed Shaker to get my mind off of it. The thought crossed my mind as well. I’m just so embarrassed by how I acted around him when I was drunk.

      Once I’m off the phone with Gina, I decide to text Ram. Not for sex—I’m too wound up for that right now, and I don’t like the idea of sleeping with one man to forget about another—but for a distraction. I’ve always wanted to learn how to surf. It looks fun and relaxing, riding waves, being in the ocean, the weightlessness of it.

      Eventually, after rolling the idea around in my head for a while, I text Ram and ask him for lessons. I chew my thumbnail as I wait for his response. He’s probably booked up for the summer. I imagine he’s in high demand. Then, like the neurotic person I am, I start to panic. What if he thinks I’m an idiot after I got drunk and texted him—scratch that, of course he does. How could he not? Maybe he won’t want anything to do with me now. He’ll probably see my text and roll his eyes, think to himself, Oh, God, not this lunatic again.

      Though he was acting kind of flirty with me in front of the studio this morning, but that could just be his personality with all women. What if he doesn’t text back? I’m going to feel like such a desperate moron.

      Just as I’m about to lose my mind, I get a text.

      Ram: Can you meet me at Clover Beach in an hour?

      My heart slams into my ribs, my nerves instantly on edge. Why am I so nervous? All I want is to take surf lessons, and I know my nerves have nothing to do with the actual surfing part—I’m very athletic and I’m an excellent swimmer. I spent my summers in high school as a lifeguard on Clover Beach.

      Me: I’ll be there.

      Since I’m already at the mall, I decide it’s time for a new bikini. While I’m not setting out to sleep with Ram, I do want to look good for him. He turns me on, I’m not going to lie, and the way he flirts with me makes me feel good about myself. I desperately need that right now. And I definitely want to make a different impression on him. I don’t want to only be thought of as the drunk girl he had to babysit. There’s nothing sexy about that.

      After searching several different stores, I finally find the perfect bathing suit. It’s white and fits like a glove. There’s not much to it, but that’s the point. This will look amazing against my skin, and it’s cut so that it shows off all the right bumps and curves. I smile. This will do just fine.
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      When Cadie arrives on the beach wearing a tiny white bikini, it’s as if everyone else disappears and all I see is her. Her long hair hangs loose around her shoulders and stops just below her perfect breasts. The smooth mounds call to me, making my mouth water. She looks like she just stepped out of a photo shoot.

      “What’s wrong?” she says, her full lips hinting at a smile. She tucks her hair behind her ears, exposing her long neck. “What are you staring at?”

      She acts all innocent, like she doesn’t know exactly what’s going through my head, but no one wears a bikini like that without expecting a fair amount of attention. The fact that she’s wearing it for me makes me think maybe it’s not just the surf lessons she’s after today.

      “Only the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” I say. Yeah, it’s a line, but it’s also true.

      She scoffs at the compliment and rolls her eyes. I’m sure people tell her how beautiful she is all the time, but somehow I don’t think she realizes the extent of it, which makes me think that somewhere down the road, someone has betrayed her. A boyfriend or husband. Perhaps whoever was in a hurry to move out of her place, leaving the hangers in a pile in her closet. I can’t imagine any man wanting to leave this woman for any reason.

      I pull off my shirt. Two can play at this game. Her eyes widen and her nervous breaths shiver out in feathered wisps. Now she’ll understand what I’m going through. At least for her, the evidence of her attraction doesn’t create a tent in the front of her shorts. I know she sees it when her entire body starts to flush. I pretend not to notice and let her have an eyeful. And damn, does she take her fill. She’s greedy for it. Eventually I clear my throat. She gives a start, noticing she’s been caught staring.

      “Ready to surf?” I ask.

      She swallows and nods.

      As always with my students, I have them practice on the sand before they ever get in the water. She stands on the board, her pretty feet in the wrong position. At first I try to give her verbal instructions, but it doesn’t quite work out. I’m going to have to be hands-on with this one. Not that I’m complaining.

      “Not like that,” I say, stepping up behind her. My hands cup her hips. Her entire body breaks out in goosebumps when our skin touches. Her muscles get stiff. “Relax.” I run my hand along the curve of her side and hip, then give her a little shake to try and loosen her body—really just an excuse to touch more of her velvet skin. She does relax a bit, but the goosebumps are still there. “Now turn your hips just so.” I move her body like she’s a posable doll. She follows my instructions.

      “Now lean back and forth, that’s how you’re going to control where the board takes you. It’s like having your hands on a steering wheel, but with your feet,” I say.

      She does it wrong again, only this time, I have a feeling she’s doing it on purpose.

      I get on the board behind her and press up against her body so she can feel my movement. Her breathing shifts, becoming shallow. She’s trembling. I’m hard for her and I know she can feel it. I press it against her smooth round ass and she rubs up against me, making a sound that I’m fairly certain was a moan.

      “There you go,” I say into her ear as she starts to move with my body, mimicking what I’m doing. Damn, if she keeps moving like that I’m going to come in my shorts.

      “Am I doing it right?” she says, her voice almost a whisper.

      I touch the flat of her stomach, pressing harder against her until my cock is nestled into the crook of her ass. Fuck it, if I come, I come. I can hide it by getting in the water. “Perfect.”

      I clear my throat and step away from her. “You ready to get in the water?” I ask.

      She hesitates. I think she wants to stay close, but eventually she says, “I think so.”

      We grab our boards and get into the water. At first we just stand in the surf. I can tell she’s nervous. Maybe she doesn’t even want to surf. I know I don’t. All I want right now is to touch her again. Just then a wave hits us and she’s knocked back. I catch her before she falls, our bodies pressed against each other, front to front. Her breasts press against my chest and it feels amazing. Each one is soft and round. They are small and go perfectly with her athletic build. The perfect mouthfuls and I want nothing more than to taste her. She’s laughing and so am I as the force of the water pushes us around. I hold her tighter to keep her from drifting away from me. She has a laugh like a lullaby, warm and soothing. That’s a laugh I would never get sick of.

      Suddenly, she gets this serious look on her face. I’m holding my breath, waiting for her to kiss me, but then she says, “Surf’s up,” and turns around with her board to catch the next wave. The breath leaves my mouth with a whoosh, and I laugh at myself for getting so excited about a kiss.

      She’s actually really good for a novice and manages to get up on the board several times and ride small waves. Her balance is perfect and she has good control of her body. She must have played sports or been a cheerleader, something that would require good balance.

      When we’re done, we’re both exhausted. The sun is going down. Only a few people remain on the beach. I lead her over to the showers to rinse the salt water off our bodies. That’s when I notice her bikini is transparent. I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed it before. Then again, we were up to our necks in waves. As she rinses her hair, I have a perfect view of her pert nipples and the pink areolas around them. Fuck, there goes my boner again. That guy is always at full salute when she’s around.

      When she’s done, I drop my gaze. She wrings the water out of her hair. “Damn, I forgot my towel,” she says.

      “I have an extra in my truck.”

      We head for the parking lot. She walks ahead of me, giving me an excellent view of that pert round ass. Like a hungry shark, I just want to take a bite of it.

      We get to my truck, I open the door and hand her the towel.

      “I’m going to change here, if that’s okay. I don’t want the seats of my car to get wet from my suit,” she says.

      “Yeah, okay,” I tell her, and volunteer to be a shield so anyone walking by won’t see her.

      With the towel wrapped around her, she tries to take off her bikini to put on a cover-up she brought with her, but she’s obviously struggling. She manages to get both top and bottoms off, but putting on the cover-up seems to be a more difficult task. She cusses when she drops the cover-up on the ground. When she bends to grab it, the top of her towel slips and I see a delicious nipple, hard as a ruby, the areola puckered from the cold. My cock starts to ache.

      She pulls in a startled breath at the slip and hurries to cover herself. But when she looks at me, she knows that I didn’t miss it. I stick my hands in my pockets and smile.

      She’s not doing too good a job at covering herself up. All but the nipple is still showing. What I can see is a peach-sized pale breast, full and round and utterly mouth-watering. Her tan lines are a shade or two lighter than the rest of her skin, and her skin is like smooth satin.

      “Need some help?” I offer.

      “Yeah, could you hold the towel up for me so I can slip this on?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Or you could not put it on and we can get to the real reason you’re here.”

      She gives me a frown. A mixture of shock and annoyance. Her eyes darken and her breath is rushed when she says, “I’m actually here to learn how to surf, not for whatever it is you’re thinking.”

      I nod slowly as if I actually believe her. “So you don’t want it?”

      The word it hangs in the air between us, bright and full of life, like a firework shot into the sky.

      She hesitates too long and that’s all I need. I take her by the waist. She desperately clings to the towel covering her, but doesn’t object. I reach up, taking her by the chin, and lift so that our eyes meet. I see a hurricane growing behind them. She wants this, but she’s hesitant.

      “You can stop me at any time,” I tell her, but I know she won’t. The hungry way she looks at me overtakes whatever it is that caused her to hesitate.

      I bring my lips to hers, our skin barely grazing. She takes in a sharp breath and shudders. The kiss deepens. Her mouth parts just the tiniest bit when she lets out a soft moan. I run the tip of my tongue across her bottom lip, tasting the faint salty taste of the ocean that still lingers there.

      Her mouth opens wider and her tongue touches mine. They tentatively mingle, acquaintances at first, but she’s greedy and needs more. She grabs the back of my head and our mouths clash together in a furious kiss that causes the boss downstairs to stand up taller and take notice. I pull her closer to me, fingers tangling in terry cloth. It’s torture knowing there’s only a towel and my shorts separating her naked body from mine. It takes all my brittle self-control not to tear it off and consume her.

      I don’t know how much longer I can resist.
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      This wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t come to the beach to kiss Ram. I needed a distraction after seeing Evan in the mall, and surfing was supposed to be that. I’m certainly distracted, just not the way I had planned. The whole time I was surfing, I was always aware of Ram, of his proximity. I wanted him closer. I wanted his hands and lips and everything else on me. Maybe this is what I need, because when he’s around, Evan stays in the past. Where he should be.

      Ram pulls me closer to him until our bodies are crushed together. I feel his hardness digging into me. I want him so bad I can hardly think straight. We’re not alone out here. There are people getting into their cars around us, leaving the beach. And I don’t care. They can’t see us, of course, because we’re hidden by the open door of his truck. Getting caught is the least of my concerns right now. All that I care about is having him closer to me.

      The tips of his finger glide across my shoulders, giving me chills. They continue to roam, exploring the exposed skin on my arms and back. Eventually, they make their way to my chest, caressing my collarbone and the tops of my breasts. They stop moving when I drop my towel. His entire body goes still and he looks as though he’s been struck. “Oh my God,” he says, in a deep, gravelly voice. He takes a step back to have a look.

      His gaze burns. Those typically light blue eyes turn deep navy and he makes a low, almost feral sound of approval. No one has ever looked at me the way he is right now, like I’m the pot of gold at the end of an elusive rainbow. His gaze flickers over my breasts, stomach, legs, then back up to my eyes. The long column of his throat moves when he swallows.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says, his fingers exploring the edges of me.

      It’s hard to breathe. Part of me wants him to grab me and have his way, but the other part of me enjoys his delightful little explorations.

      He smirks when my breathing becomes more labored. He’s teasing me, I realize. He’s waiting for me to beg him, but I won’t. I have amazing self-control.

      It becomes a game, and he knows it. I can tell by that frustratingly cocky smile of his. What he doesn’t realize, is that this isn’t a game he can win.

      He kisses my forehead gently, keeping his hand on my waist, but barely touching. I do the same, touching him, but not quite. My hands rest on his shoulders, his hard muscle flexing under my palm. It’s as if his muscles are made of driftwood, all smooth, rolling plains. There’s no give to him, no soft parts like I’m used to with my ex.

      His touch almost tickles, the way his skin skims over mine, causing my body to breakout in goosebumps. His lips trail feather-light kisses down my temple, to my cheek. I turn my head to kiss his lips, but he backs away.

      I smile. I see how it is. He smiles too when he realizes I’m catching onto the rules of this game. No overt kissing, I get it. He then moves to my ear, his tongue toying with my earlobe. I close my eyes and revel in this sensation.

      His fingertips move to my hips, caressing my curves. He touches my thighs, my belly button, brushes over my mound, but never that delicious spot between my legs that aches to be touched. I know I’m wet for him. I can feel it running down the inside of my thighs. He notices it too as his hands explore. His smile grows until his lips part to show off those splendid white teeth of his.

      “I’m not going to give into you,” I promise him. My voice is husky, wavering.

      He lets out a low, boyish laugh that’s the most adorable sound I’ve ever heard. He nods and I know he doesn’t believe a word of it. “We’ll see about that,” he says.

      His lips continue their maddening exploration, kissing the globe of my breast, but never nearing the nipple. He gets down on his knees, his tongue dipping into my bellybutton. The further down he goes, the more my resolve wears down. When his face hovers right over my pubic bone, I don’t know how much more I can take. He doesn’t kiss me there, just looks up at me. I can feel his hot breath on me. Just an inch closer and his lips will touch. A needful moan escapes my lips and I chastise myself for it.

      I will not cave. I will not give into him.

      He takes his finger and runs it along my inner thigh, getting it wet with the arousal that continues to drip down my leg. He then brings it to his mouth and licks it off, making a sound of approval.

      I cave. I give into him.

      Curling my fingers in his hair, I beg him, “I need you. Inside of me. Now.” The words come in bursts and stops.

      He doesn’t smile or throw his victory in my face. Instead, he stands up, his face a hard, lust-filled mask, and grabs me like a caveman. He pushes his hips against me, his hard-on presses up against my stomach. The pressure feels amazing. I hadn’t realized how tall he was until this very moment. I have to tilt my head up for him to kiss me.

      Only his board shorts stand between us now. I reach down and untie them.

      He takes my hand and wraps my fingers around his rock-hard bulge. Oh fuck, he’s huge. I guess if he weren’t, he wouldn’t have the nickname ‘bed shaker.’

      He kisses me roughly as I stroke him on the outside of his shorts. He breaks the kiss to look at my breasts. I’ve never seen anyone so focused in my life. I’m sure he’s seen better tits than mine, but the look on his face would suggest otherwise. He really does know how to make a girl feel special. Right now, that’s exactly what I need.

      He leans over and wraps his lips around one of my nipples, sucking and nibbling. He can fit my entire breast into his mouth. The sensation of being engulfed by him sends a jolt through my nerve endings, heating every inch of my body. He grabs me and lifts me onto the passenger seat of his truck.

      I lean back on my elbows as he lifts my legs and drapes them over his shoulders. I would normally be embarrassed in this position in full daylight. Exposed, vulnerable. But I’m not. I don’t know why, but I trust him. I want him to see all of me. I want to give it to him.

      My breath seizes in my throat as he leans down and starts to taste. First he kisses his way along my inner thigh, his tongue snaking out to lick and nibble. Eventually he makes his way to my center.

      I’m breathing hard in anticipation. His eyes glance up, meeting mine. He watches my expression as he licks his way to my clit. I moan loudly, not caring who hears. My eyes want to flutter closed, but there’s no way I’m missing this show, so I force them to stay open and watch.

      He goes slowly at first, his soft flat tongue gliding over all of my delicate spots. This must be what nirvana feels like. Every stress, every unhappy thought, every bit of anger and heartbreak leaves my body and I’m left in a state of pure bliss. The tiny mewling sounds I make are unavoidable, and I probably sound pathetic right now, but it seems to spur him on. Each time I let out a new sound, he stays in that particular place, driving me crazy.

      I’m half out of my mind and feel like I’ve been given some pleasure-inducing drug. But it’s just him. He’s the drug, and I’m too far into his clutches to worry about getting addicted. I’ll stress about that later. Right now, I just want to live in it.

      He starts to lick me like a starving man, sucking my clit into his mouth. He dips two fingers into me, and my whole body feels charged, electric. It’s everything I’ve been craving. I run my fingers through his thick, sun-bleached hair, moaning at this radiant new sensation.

      I hate to keep comparing him to Evan because there is no comparison—Ram is twice the man Evan could ever pretend to be—but Evan rarely went down on me, and when he did, it wasn’t anything to brag about. Whenever my friends sat around, talking about their hot experiences in the sack, I was the one in the corner thinking I’ve been turned on more from the romance novels I read than the man in my bed. But I didn’t let it get to me because I thought he was a good guy, and having a loving, loyal companion was far better than explosive sex. Now that I know his good-guy act was all a lie, I feel ripped off. All that time I wasted …

      Ram does something with his tongue and all my thoughts of Evan disappear. I almost cry out, forgetting where I am. I bite down on my lip to stay quiet.

      “Do you have condoms?” I ask, my breath coming out in bursts.

      He hits the glove box with the bottom of his fist and it pops open. Inside is spilling with Magnums. My first thought is, wow, Magnums, okay, I can work with that. The thought glows at first, but starts to dim as I remember who I’m dealing with. This isn’t someone I’m dating, whose company I’ve enjoyed and now we’re having some fun—even though I totally enjoyed his company and I’m having fun—this is the Bed Shaker. He has a reputation for a reason. He sleeps with a lot of women. This isn’t a one-girl kind of guy. The thought takes the wind from my sails a bit. I have to chastise myself. I knew who he was going into this. I can’t start judging him for that now. I just need to enjoy the ride and not sweat the details.

      “That’s quite a collection,” I say absently, then he shuts me up again with his magic tongue as it flicks against a spot that sends a jolt into my bellybutton. He licks until I’m on the edge. My ass comes off the seat as I push my hips forward. I’m almost there. So close. His fingers thrust into me like pistons, in and out. But then he does something with them, hooks them at the tip, and suddenly my body explodes. Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I hold his mouth against me, riding this wave of pleasure. He continues to pump his fingers in and out of me, prolonging my orgasm until I’m afraid I might go blind from the pressure.

      I open my eyes, not realizing they’d been closed, and see stars. As I start to come down, I release my grip on him. He comes up for air with a smile, and licks his glossy lips.

      “You taste so sweet,” he says.

      All I can do is wistfully smile. Right now, I need to get my strength back if we’re going to do this.

      He lies on top of me. I love the way his heavy body feels against mine. He stares down at me, brushing his fingers through my hair and looks me in the eyes. Even when he lays soft kisses on my lips, he continues to make eye contact.

      “You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” he says.

      My lips part, but I don’t know what to say. Is that a line he feeds all the girls, or is he for real? If he’s lying, it’s impossible to tell. Great, another amazing liar. I guess it doesn’t really matter with Ram, though. It’s not like we’re in a relationship. This is just part of his game.

      This is getting too serious. I’m too vulnerable to listen to these kinds of things right now. He’s the Bed Shaker, and that’s exactly what I plan to use him for. I reach for the waistband of his shorts. I can’t wait to see the monster he has hiding in there. But he stops me before I can get a look.

      I look at him, confused. “We have plenty of time for that,” he says.

      He kisses me again with gentle lips, managing to make it feel like it’s something more than it is. It feels frighteningly like a promise of something more. The fact that I want that kind of promise shakes me so badly that I feel the pressure of tears behind my eyes.

      “I want it now,” I demand.

      I want it hard and ruthless, I want him to smash into me with the force of a jackhammer. I want to be fucked so hard that I forget everything, until I forget how magical it feels to be under his touch.

      He stops me when I reach for his shorts again. “What’s the rush?” he says.

      I look down at the raging bulge in his shorts. I know he wants me too. This must be part of his game, making women feel special until they fall for him, keep them coming back. This is a game I can’t play. Not now.

      I put my hand on his chest and feel his heart beating like a humming bird inside. Then I push him away. He looks confused, hurt even.

      “What’s wrong?” he says.

      “I can’t do this right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not in the mood anymore.”

      His eyebrows come together as he scrutinizes my face. “You’re lying.”

      My chest is flushed and my nipples are rock-hard. It’s pretty obvious I’m still incredibly turned on. “I have things I need to do,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t try to stop me when I push myself out of his truck. My knees are still weak and almost buckle beneath me. He catches me before I fall. I want to be tangled up in those arms again, his lips on me, breathing each other’s air. I want him inside of me. But I can’t do that.

      “Next time?” he says. There’s hope in his voice.

      There won’t be a next time. Not if I’m to keep my heart in check.

      I nod and smile. “Next time.”
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      I’ve never left a woman without getting mine too. Never had a woman stop before actually having sex. I did something to scare her. There was panic in her eyes when she looked at me, but I don’t know what I said or did wrong. I almost did something that scared me too, actually. I almost told her she’s the only girl I want to be with. The scariest part is that I meant it. I don’t know what it is about her that turns me inside out, but I can’t stop thinking about her. I need to. I need to get her out of my head.

      Maybe her reluctance had something to do with the way she hesitated before we even started fooling around. I believe her when she says she didn’t come to the beach for sex. Her mind was somewhere else, and I’m guessing it has something to do with whatever—or whoever—caused her to get drunk the other night.

      I’m glad she stopped me from going further. When I’m with her, I want to be the only one she’s thinking about.

      My phone chirps. I look down at the screen and see a text from Emily, one of my favorites. She’s cute and blond with a rockin’ little body. She’s always up for anything. No kink is off limits. She’s a good time and never expects anything more from me than I’m willing to give, unlike some of the other girls. She never asks questions or tries to get to know me. She’s just the distraction I need. Maybe if I’m with other women, I’ll forget about Cadie and I can finally be rid of this hold she has over me.

      Emily: You up for some fun?

      I glance down at my rock-hard cock stretching my shorts.

      Me: Definitely
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        * * *

      

      Emily greets me at the door wearing a tight red dress. She’s a divorcée out living her life, sexy as hell. She reaches up to cup my face in her hands. I step back from her, a reflex. She looks at me with a curious frown, like ‘what the hell?’

      “Um, you might not want to kiss me right now … my tongue has recently been occupied,” I say sheepishly.

      She looks intrigued. “Now I really want to kiss you.”

      But she doesn’t try to kiss me again. Instead, she sits on her couch with a playful smile. “Tell me all about her,” Emily says.

      Sitting next to her, I close my eyes and the words just spill out of me. “She has the most amazing smile I’ve ever seen,” I say. I can hear the whimsy in my voice as I recall the way the waves lapped at us, the way she threw her had back and laughed with all of her body as I caught her before she could fall. “And stormy eyes full of wonder and thought. She’s not just a pretty face. There’s more to her, I can just tell. There’s just something about her that’s different. And the musical sound of her laughter—”

      I open my eyes to a slightly sardonic smile tugging at her lips and her eyebrows raised.

      “You like her,” she says teasingly.

      “What? No.”

      “Oh my God, you do!” She laughs. “Has someone finally gotten under the Bed Shaker’s skin?”

      I run my hands through my hair. Fuck, she’s right. I’m lying to myself if I try to pretend otherwise.

      Emily and I talk for a long time, no touching or kissing or contact of any kind. Just talking. She tries to help me sort through these uncharted feelings I’m having. Did I mention Emily is a therapist?

      “You are developing actual human emotions for this girl, Ram. I’m proud of you. Don’t try to bury them. It’s a good thing,” she says.

      I shake my head. “I don’t even know her.”

      “But the fact that you want to means you’re evolving. Maybe it’s time to put the Bed Shaker to rest.”

      “It’s the Bed Shaker Cadie wants. Not me,” I say. “I think she’s using me to get over someone.”

      Admitting that makes me feel nauseous. I want to be the only man she thinks about. I don’t even know her ex or why they broke up, but whoever he is, I want to pummel him. Landing a girl like Cadie, I’m sure he’s wealthy and looks like Thor. I’m probably a sad substitute and that’s why she didn’t want to have sex with me.

      I try to shake those thoughts out of my head. What the hell is wrong with me? That’s not the type of insecure shit that ever crosses my mind. I don’t care why women fuck as long as they’re fucking me. It’s about the sex. Nothing more.

      Emily looks thoughtful. “Pretty name,” she says. “But you don’t know what she wants. Open yourself up to the possibility. Now, go think about it. And take care of that.” She points at my semi-hard cock.

      I hug her before I leave. Even though she’s dressed to kill and has an amazing body, and I’m still turned on from my time with Cadie, I have no desire to do more than just hug Emily.
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        * * *

      

      I get home and toss my keys on the table, then go straight to the shower. While hot water streams down my back, I lean my forehead against the tile wall, close my eyes and think about Cadie. Wrapping my hand around my hard cock, I start to stroke myself. I picture her sitting in my truck, her legs spread, pink and glistening. I can smell her sweet, vanilla scent, and taste her on my lips. I’m beating off at a fevered pace now, imagining her hands in my hair, her nails digging into my scalp as she came. The way her entire body sighed as she came down, the sound of utter satisfaction.

      I blow my load, and let out an almost painful growl. I’ve been holding that in way too long. Even when I’m done, she still remains in my head. Even later that night, when I’m trying to get to sleep at a decent hour so I’m not exhausted for my early morning, she manages to creep into my thoughts.

      “This isn’t good,” I tell myself and put my pillow over my face.
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      Gina comes over for dinner. It’s late, but we’re both night owls. I’m making my famous chicken Alfredo, her favorite. She sits on my couch, curling her feet under her. Hercules doesn’t allow anyone on the couch without a cuddle, so he sits next to her and lays his head on her lap. She opens a bottle of wine, pours herself a glass and offers me one. I decline. After those embarrassing texts to Ram, I may never drink again.

      “How are things with Evan?” Gina asks.

      Dishing pasta onto our plates, I look up at her, surprised for a moment. I haven’t thought about him, not one single time since being with Ram on the beach. Normally his hateful face will pop up in my head at least once an hour. I picture his head on a pike in the middle of town, him getting some nasty STD that causes his dick to fall off, his new girlfriend leaving him penniless and desolate to the point where he comes crawling back to me just so I can kick him while he’s down—the usual. But there’s nothing. A blissful span of hours with nothing but memories of my incredible time with Ram on the beach.

      “Oh, you know, still a piece of shit as always. His girlfriend is knocked up. About five months or so by the looks of it.”

      Gina freaks out. I bring pasta to her and sit in the chair opposite, listening to her rant while I eat. It really is a nice change of pace to have someone else point out all of his flaws for a change.

      “Did you call Ram?” she asks.

      I stop eating and look down at my plate. Suddenly my stomach is full of butterflies and I can’t take another bite.

      “Yeah, actually, I did.”

      I tell her about the drunken texts, running into him in front of the studio where he’d been working, and then him going down on me in the parking lot at the beach.

      When I’m done she takes a drink of her wine and slowly puts it down as if she were being purposefully slow in order to come up with something to say. By the look on her face, it isn’t good and I have to steel myself for a lecture.

      “You’re beaming when you talk about him,” she says.

      I shrug. “He’s a good time. I’ve never been able to come before with a guy going down on me. It was almost spiritual,” I joke—well, kind of. It was pretty damn heavenly, that’s for sure.

      She wipes her mouth. This takes an obscene amount of time. I frown, waiting for her to get to the point. “I just want you to be careful around him. You’re all starry-eyed, but you know he’s not someone you can ever date, right? I mean, he’s the Bed Shaker. A one-and-done sex machine. You can’t take him seriously.”

      “That’s just his reputation. He might be the Bed Shaker, but he’s still a person behind the reputation. You talk about him as if he’s nothing more than a vibrator.”

      As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I’m surprised by them. Why the hell am I defending this man—who I don’t know anything about—to Gina, the girl who introduced him to me in the first place?

      I know she’s right, of course. I was never under the illusion that he and I could be anything more than fuck buddies. I can’t imagine a man who’s built a reputation such as his, letting all of that go to be with one woman.

      “Just look at his Instagram comments, Cadie. Look at the way these women throw themselves at him. Even if you did date someone like that, do you think after the shiny top-coat of a new relationship wore off, he could resist the temptation?”

      I take her phone from her and scroll through the comments. It’s worse than porn. These women have no filter and will say anything to get into his pants.

      I hand the phone back, feeling deflated. My thoughts are in a tangle and so are my emotions. All of this bullshit with Evan must be making me desperate. There’s no way I would ever want to date someone as pursued as Ram. My self-esteem couldn’t handle that.

      “You’re right, I’m so stupid. I swear I won’t fall for him. It was just a good time and an escape from my shitty life.”

      Gina sets down her plate of pasta on the coffee table. Bad idea. Hercules sees his opportunity and takes it. His face is in the plate, eating it up. Gina is more concerned with my feelings than food and comes over to sit on the edge of my chair. She runs her fingers through my hair.

      “You’re not stupid. You’re a beautiful, perfect, trusting person who tends to fall for the wrong guys. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad, I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I lean my head against her and smile. “I know.”

      That night, I eat my weight in pasta and garlic bread and try to forget men exist.
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      The next day I pick up Tim and we head to work. I’m all smiles after my time on the beach with Cadie. He knows something’s up and won’t stop staring at me.

      “You’re giddy as a school girl, Ram,” he says with a smile in his voice.

      I shrug. “You know how these things go.”

      “I’ve never seen you light up like this after being with one of your lady friends. Maybe she’s the one that’ll finally be able to tame you.”

      His words startle the smile right off my face. He laughs. “Scared you, did I?”

      Well, yeah, he did, actually. Not just his words, but also the fact that I haven’t even thought of a single other woman since that night she invited me over. Just the thought of being near her again brings a knot to my stomach and I forget to breathe. After the time we shared on the beach, I might be addicted. And it’s not just the sex, which is even more concerning. I realize I would be perfectly content just to curl up on the couch and watch TV with her. I’d rather spend a night rubbing her feet than go hook up with some chick and have empty sex.

      Jesus, I’m screwed. I want to hate this new me, but that would mean hating the idea of spending all my days and nights with Cadie, and I can’t manage to convince myself that it’s a bad thing.

      Tim’s laughter roars in the cab. “You look like a buck stuck in the headlights. Relax, I was just kidding.”

      Maybe he was, but I have a terrifying feeling that he might be right.

      I pull my truck into the parking lot of the same building where I ran into Cadie. I see her standing next to a car, trying to find something in her purse, and my heart nearly stops. How does she manage to look radiant in stretch pants and an over-sized t-shirt? That’s not fair to other women. No one stands a chance when she’s nearby. I take in an audible breath that doesn’t get passed Tim.

      “Better go say hi,” Tim says in that conspiratorial tone of his.

      I get out of the truck and follow her, not wanting to call out and embarrass her while there are other people in the parking lot. I don’t know if I’m a secret she wants to keep from from her friends. For some reason that thought bothers me. I don’t want to be her secret.

      I slip into the building and stay a few paces behind her. She hasn’t noticed me yet and I don’t want her to. For just a moment I want a private glimpse into her world without interference. I want to see what this girl is all about.

      I realize the building is some kind of studio. We pass rooms with stages and dance floors and mirrors covering the walls. She’s either an actress or some kind of dancer. This intrigues me. She definitely has the body of a dancer, and those long legs …

      Come to think of it, she picked up on surfing almost instantly. Her balance was the best I’d seen out of all my students.

      She disappears into one of the rooms. It has a stage and a small audience in the stands— it looks like other dancers from the way they’re dressed. I slip inside undetected and slouch down in the back row. The only light in the room comes from a spotlight on the stage, so I’m fairly certain I won’t be caught.

      She walks toward a woman in the front row of the stands and talks to her for a moment before setting her things down and taking the stage alone. I sit up straighter and lean forward, resting my fist and chin on the back of the chair in front of me.

      Music comes on. It’s a slow, haunting song that gives me chills. Then she starts to dance. She’s all long, extended limbs that stretch and contract, a powerfully built machine. Extraterrestrial. She moves her body in ways that don’t seem humanly possible. She’s grace and strength, a horse charging through a field, a crane barely moving water when it lands. I’m captivated and for a moment, I forget about Tim waiting for me at the jobsite.

      Shit, I have to go, but I don’t want to. I could watch her move like that every day of my life and never get bored. The song comes to a smooth end and so does her dance. I slip out of the room.

      As I’m walking back out to the truck I hear the light patter of bare feet behind me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I know that voice, warm whiskey on a cold day, sultry, sexy. I turn to face Cadie and put my hands in my pockets. “Working.”

      “I just saw you slip out of the audition room. You were watching me,” she says, her words clipped with anger.

      “You’re beautiful on that stage, and powerful. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Her cheeks turn a pretty rose color and she looks at the tile on the floor. “I’m not that good or I would’ve landed a gig by now.”

      I frown. How could people not want to watch her dance? How could that creature I saw on the stage not captivate everyone?

      “I’d give anything to watch that again,” I say in all honesty.

      When she looks up, that angry furl of her brow is still there, and something else—shock, maybe. She strides toward me, and at first she looks pissed, like she might hit me. Her hands reach out. She grabs the sides of my face and puts her lips to mine. As soon as I open my mouth to say something, her tongue slips in and whatever words I was about to say are forgotten. We’re tangled in a passionate kiss and it seems neither of us cares who sees.

      Reluctantly, I pull away. Her lips are raw and pink, her eyes drunk with lust. “I have to get back to work. Meet me tonight at my place. I’ll text you the address,” I say.

      She looks as reluctant to walk away as I feel, but nods.
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      I buzz around my house, getting everything just perfect. I set out wine and also water just in case she’s still having flashbacks and doesn’t feel like drinking. I’ve never been the host before. It’s always me going to women’s houses. Mostly so I don’t get stalkers. I rarely even give them more than my first name.

      Everything looks to be in place. Why the hell am I so nervous?

      The doorbell rings, giving me a start. Taking a deep breath, I open it and my jaw nearly drops. Cadie stands in the doorway wearing a body-hugging mini dress that might appear modest on some women, but Cadie is all legs and so it seems as though there’s a whole lot of skin showing—which there is. I drink her all in and swallow hard.

      Speaking of hard … Fuck, why can’t I contain that beast when she’s around? I shift my stance so it’s less noticeable.

      “Hi,” I say.

      Her smile is as blinding as the sun shining through storm clouds. “Hey.”

      “I hope you like pasta.”

      She looks confused and I realize with a sudden crushing of my lungs, that she wasn’t here for pasta. She wasn’t considering this a date. This was just supposed to be a hook-up. I wanted to get to know her. She wanted something else.

      I recover quickly. “You should eat something. You’ll need your strength.”

      She doesn’t look relieved, just less confused. She nods and says, “I love pasta.”

      “Dinner on the patio?”

      She nods again, and that confused, almost disappointed look doesn’t go away.

      I dish out our plates and we head out to the patio. The ocean provides a soothing soundtrack for our meal, and the bioluminescent algae, a brilliant light show. All in my back yard. I love this place. It’s small and quaint and rustic. It was barely a shack when I bought it. Mostly, I bought it for the beachfront property. I got it at a steal and have been building it up for years. Now it’s my sanctuary.

      “Your home is amazing,” Cadie says, her eyes lit up as she looks up at the full moon. “I bet it drives the women crazy. It’s very romantic.”

      I shrug. “Wouldn’t know. I’ve never had a woman over.”

      She looks over at me, a suspicious eyebrow quirked. “Why not?”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen the crazy comments on my Instagram. Would you want that following you home?”

      Her smile lights up the night and I’m dying to take her in my arms. “Gotcha. Why let me come over then? What if I’m one of those crazies who made the comments?”

      “You’re not.”

      I don’t tell her that I’ve been watching her account too and would recognize her the second she posted.

      She takes a bite of pasta and her eyes practically roll in the back of her head. She lets out a moan that sounds slightly sexual, but probably wasn’t meant to be. I’m sure that’s just where my mind will go any time she moans.

      “This is amazing. Did you make this?” she says, pointing down to her plate.

      I nod. It’s seafood linguini, a specialty of mine. Living on the ocean has its perks. One of them is the seafood is always fresh.

      I smile and watch as she enjoys her meal. My stomach is too tangled in knots to eat. But she looks like she’s starving. I imagine all that dancing builds up an appetite. I like watching her eat. I suspect she could be doing anything right about now and I would enjoy watching it.

      The wind pulls dark strands of her hair out of her ponytail and they get trapped in the gloss on her lips. With long, delicate fingers, she tucks it behind her ears. As she enjoys her food, my mind is racing for anything else I can offer her that she might enjoy because it gives me a thrill to bring her any kind of pleasure. Usually the only kind of pleasure I know how to give a woman is sex. This is all new to me. Her happiness is like air to me. I need it. I want her so bad right now. I ache for her.

      “You’re staring,” she says.

      I blink several times to break the spell she has me under. “Was I? Sorry, I was spacing out.”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “You, in that dance studio, on that stage. I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind.”

      She looks down, hiding her shy smile. “I didn’t take you for a fan of the arts. You seem a bit rugged for that.”

      “I’m not a fan of the arts normally. But you …”

      You’re different, you’re not like anyone I’ve ever met and I can’t get you out of my mind, I want to tell her, but I hold my tongue, afraid anything I say might scare her off again.

      “You’re very talented and I enjoyed watching you dance,” I say instead.

      “Thanks. I’ve been dancing since I was little. It’s been my passion for as long as I can remember. It never really went anywhere, though. Not until now.”

      “Until now?” I say, confused.

      Her smile beams. “They called me this evening. I got the job.”

      I’m up and out of my chair before I realize what I’m doing. I’m lifting her out of her chair, her arms wrap around my neck, and she lets out an adorable happy squeal as I spin her around.

      “Congratulations. I knew someone would appreciate your dance as much as I did. How couldn’t they?” I say.

      She leans back and looks at me, the smile gone from her face. Her eyes bore into mine and there’s a need there that’s familiar. She crushes her lips against mine. When I lift her off the ground again, her legs wrap around my waist and I carry her inside. I know my way around my house well enough that I can kiss her and carry her to my room without looking up. I lay her down on my bed. She keeps her legs around me. When I push my hips into her, she arches her back and moans into my mouth.

      Her lips are warm and delicious. Whenever I stop kissing her, she pulls me back in. We kiss until my lips are raw. I open my eyes to watch her face. I want to see her reaction when I reach for the hem of her dress to make sure there’s no hesitation this time. There isn’t. Only pure, unadulterated passion. She sits up and I pull her dress off in one swift motion.

      She’s a vision in a black lace bra and panties, but I don’t have much time to take it all in before she’s pulling me back to her, her tongue finding its way back to mine. Eager little thing, I think with a smile.

      She pushes up to grind against me. “Wait, wait,” she says, breathless. She stops grinding, and I feel the loss of her heat instantly. “I don’t want to come yet.”

      Her words send the blood in my head straight down to my cock.

      She peels my shirt off. I take off her bra. She takes off my shorts, and we keep removing each other’s clothes until we’re both naked. As soon as my dick springs free from my boxers, Cadie gasps. Her eyes go wide, and she tentatively reaches out as if she might touch it, but pulls her hand back.

      I laugh. “You can touch it. It won’t bite.”

      She smiles, embarrassed. “It’s intimidating.”

      I cock my head. Maybe this guy she’s trying to forget about isn’t some well-hung Thor-type after all. I swallow back the jealousy that creeps into my thoughts and force the image of her with another guy out of my head.

      “Not as intimidating as it is to be with someone like you.”

      She looks surprised. “Please, I’m sure you’ve been with plenty of women more beautiful than me.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “Never. I’ve never met anyone like you in my life.”

      I kiss her before I say something stupid, before I unfurl all these new feelings I have for her. She doesn’t want to hear that. It will just ruin the mood.

      Burying my face in her neck, I lick and suck at her beating pulse. She pulls in a breath and whimpers. I make my way to her breast and flick the hard nipple with my tongue. A  surprised sound escapes her lips. Then I take the whole thing in my mouth, rolling my tongue around the soft mound of flesh. When I’ve given it thorough attention, I do the same with the other.

      Cadie reaches between our bodies and cups the shaft of my cock in her hand, and I lose focus for a moment, overwhelmed by the amazing sensation of being in her grasp. Seeing my pleasure, she starts to stroke. My breathing quickens, and I too stand on the edge of coming. I quickly pull out of her grip and she lets out a small laugh, knowing the effect she’s having on me.

      “Looks like we’re both on the edge,” she says.

      “It’s a good thing we have all night to do it over and over again,” I tell her.

      I didn’t get the reputation as the Bed Shaker by shooting and leaving. I can get off and five minutes later, I’m ready to go again. Normally it takes me a lot longer to come the first time, but I’m so turned on by Cadie that I have a feeling I’m about to be a two-pump-chump. There’s a first time for everything, I suppose.

      “I want you inside me,” she breathes.

      How can I say no to that?

      Since I don’t bring women to my house, I don’t have condoms lying around my bedside table. I have to fish through the pocket of my jeans and grab one out of my wallet. I slip it on and hover above her, resting on my elbows. She looks at me with a hint of nervousness. I soothe her by touching her cheek and gently kissing her lips.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I promise her.

      “You might,” she says.

      My brow furrows. “No. If you feel any pain at all, I’ll stop.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I’m confused and she knows it. When I start to ask questions, she silences me with a kiss. “No more talking,” she says when she pulls away. But I can’t get her words out of my head.

      If she wasn’t talking about me hurting her during sex, what did she mean? Could she be feeling something for me too? I don’t want to get my hopes up, but it might be too late for that.

      I watch her expression as the head of my cock meets her slippery warm opening. I can feel the heat of her radiating through me.

      As I start to push into her, her mouth parts and her breath shivers out. Her eyes grow big. I slow down. “No, don’t stop,” she says.

      I do as I’m instructed and she makes all kinds of delectable noises until I’m fully enveloped inside of her. Her muscles clinch around me, and I let out a moan of my own. She fits me like a glove, hot and wet. I pull out and push my way back in. She claws at the sheets. I do it again and she growls at me to go harder. My lips turn up in a smirk, and I push hard into her. Each time I drive into her, I push harder than I did the time before until she’s screaming for it, begging me not to stop.

      I lift her legs, nearly folding her in half. I’m able to go deeper in this position. She screams louder and her eyes roll back in her head. “God, yes, right there. Please don’t stop,” she begs.

      I wouldn’t dream of it.

      I fuck the breath from her lungs. She’s gasping, begging. By some crazy miracle, I’m able to hold on. I’m on the verge of climax, but with sheer determination, I’m able to keep it in. Then suddenly her body bucks and she’s holding her breath, making choking sounds. Her legs are rigid, her toes curled. Her tight muscles clamp down so forceful on my cock that I’m trapped inside of her, unable to move. My gaze shifts between her tortured face and the junction between her legs where I watch her muscles moving around my cock that’s still buried to the hilt inside of her. I don’t know which sight turns me on the most. I don’t think I can choose between the two. I want to bend down and take her hard little clit in my mouth, but I’m still stuck between her thighs.

      My own orgasm rushes toward me, curling up in my balls before bursting through the length of my dick. I bite my lips and close my eyes as I’m rendered temporarily brain dead.

      We lay there, taut and unmoving for nearly a minute before her body starts to relax and she releases me from her cushy prison. But I don’t want to leave her warmth yet. It’s like my dick has Stockholm syndrome and wants to be trapped inside her forever.

      I open my eyes and look down at her serene expression. She’s sweaty and flushed, and if I thought she was beautiful before, she’s truly radiant now.
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      Ram touches my cheek and looks down at me with such tenderness it makes me want to cry. How embarrassing would that be? I’m able to control myself. Maybe it’s because I just had the best orgasm of my life, or maybe it’s because he’s being so gentle with me after, that I feel heartbroken knowing that he’s going to have this same experience with someone else. I’m so jealous right now that I could punch someone.

      I close my eyes and fight back my agony. I tell myself at least I have him now. I’ll enjoy him while it lasts.

      I kiss him like we’re in love, like he’s mine and only mine and it will always be that way. He kisses me back and I allow myself to pretend that all of the attention he’s giving me is not to boost his own sexual experience, but to bring us closer together. He whispers in my ear, and tells me I’m beautiful. I close my eyes and I’m so lost in make-believe that I hear the words, “I’m falling for you,” come out of his mouth.

      I must have a crazy-good imagination because it almost sounds real. I open my eyes and he’s watching me expectantly. I pull him into a passionate kiss. He’s already hard again. He sits up and peels off the used condom, wrestles with his wallet before finding another. He slips it on.

      I push him onto his back and squat over the top of him, lowering myself down on him until my ass is firmly against his groin. Then I start to bounce on top of him, feeling him bottom out inside of me. Tendrils of pleasure laced with pain roll through me.

      He has the most gorgeous sex face of any man I’ve ever seen. He doesn’t make any of those weird twisted expressions that make a girl want to close her eyes and pretend he’s someone else. I just want to keep watching him. I’ve never kept eye contact with a man while he’s been inside of me. It’s usually awkward. But not with Ram. His eyes are trained on mine as if he’s silently communicating to me. I’m silently communicating with him too, telling him how much I want him, how much he turns me on. Through my gaze I tell him that I want more than just a fling. I want him in my bed, in my arms, in my life. I want him to be mine and me to be his. I long for that with him. His eyes tell me something similar, but I know our language is different. He can’t be telling me those things. Men like Ram don’t settle down with one woman. They have no reason to. Gina was right, and if I don’t heed her warnings, I’m going to get hurt.

      I close my eyes and fuck him like my life depends on it until I’m coming. He grabs my hips and jackhammers into me. I scream his name as the world explodes around me and my second orgasm turns me into a pile of useless skin and bones. I collapse on his chest, our sweaty bodies sticking together. His big, muscular arms wrap around me, holding me tight.

      We fall asleep like that, him clutching me like a child’s teddy bear and still inside of me. The sun is just starting to rise when I wake up. How did I sleep like this? Comfortably, I should add. My pussy aches from the pounding he gave me. I wriggle out of his arms and let his flaccid cock slip out of me. Even limp he’s bigger than anyone I’ve ever been with. My body is definitely feeling the difference.

      Quietly, I get dressed. I hate to sneak out, but I don’t want our special night together to be ruined by awkward exchanges when he wakes up. I just want to remember him with that longing expression in his eyes and the way he held me after.

      Once I’m dressed, I kiss his forehead and leave.
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      I’m standing with other dancers backstage, waiting to find out which part I landed. I know I’m part of the dance troupe, but I don’t know if I’ll be in the background somewhere. I have a good feeling about it, though. Or maybe that good feeling is just that I’ve been spending a lot of time with Ram. It’s been several weeks since we first had sex. He called me the next morning and we ended up talking on the phone for hours. I’ve seen him every night. We surf and have sex and spend time getting to know each another. I’m getting better—at surfing, that is, I was always pretty good at the sex thing. Being with him has been the perfect distraction—at least it started out as a distraction. I’d desperately wanted to get my mind off of Evan, but then it turned into more …

      I don’t know what all of this means for him. I know what it means for me. I’m falling for him. I can’t help it. He’s not the kind of guy a girl can just walk away from and never look back. I’m not saying I’m in love or anything. We’re not even dating. But spending time with him and having the best sex of my life makes me happy. That happiness has transferred into other aspects of my life and now I feel ready for this part in the dance—whichever part I get.

      My name is called. It’s my turn to audition for the lead roll. The spotlight blinds me. I can feel the eyes of the other dancers weighing me down, judging, speculating, willing me to fail. But as soon as the music starts, the world disappears and I rise. I’m an ocean breeze; I’m a dolphin gliding through the water; I’m light itself. Everything Ram has taught me about surfing, I use in this dance. I’m free.

      As soon as the dance is over, the real world comes back in a rush and again I’m heavy and weighed down, but I know I’ve nailed this audition. I have no regrets, no nagging inner jabs telling me there’s something I could’ve done better. I left everything on the stage and now I’m just an empty husk.

      My stomach rolls as the names of the dancers and their roles are called. I pick at my nails, roll my ankles, transfer my weight from foot to foot. And then my name is called, followed by one word: Penelope. I got it. I got the lead. I fight back the roar of laughter and happy squeals that hit me like a tsunami. I did it. I really did it!

      Of all the people I could call and share my good news, my first thought is Ram. It’s concerning. But I’m too excited to read more into it. I’ll worry about that later. Right now I just want to celebrate with someone who believes in me. If it weren’t for his encouragement, I don’t think I would’ve believed in myself enough to even audition for this particular part in the dance. I would’ve sat back and let someone else have it and told myself I was meant to be somewhere in the background. It’s the best of the best and I didn’t think I was worthy. Ram did, though. He made me believe it too, and now here I am.

      I text Ram and wait for him to respond. While I wait, I look at his Instagram pictures. There are a few of us surfing together. I try not to think too much about the fact that he has me mixed up in his photos since he has his other students on there as well, but it feels good to see it. I’m not someone he’s trying to keep secret, at least. We look good together. Everything about us fits so well. His blond hair complements my auburn waves. Our bodies are evenly matched with both of us having athletic builds. We look like companion dolls. My Barbie to his Ken.

      The voice over my shoulder startles me. I put down the phone as if being caught watching something inappropriate. I turn and see a beautiful woman standing there. Short and compact with the perfect dancer’s body, cropped blond hair in a pixie cut. A pink little cupid’s bow for a mouth. She’s one of the girls who auditioned for the same part as me. She ended up getting the part of Penelope’s sister. We’ll be working together now.

      My face lights up. “Hi, I’m Cadie,” I say, introducing myself. If we’re going to be spending a lot of time together, it’s best to make friends.

      She gives me a friendly, yet assessing, smile. “Mara. Congratulations on making the cut. I didn’t see that coming.”

      My smile falters a little, but I manage to keep it there. I don’t know if she intentionally meant that to be underhanded, but it sure as hell sounded like it. I decide to give her the benefit of the doubt, though. Last thing I want is to work closely with someone I hate. I need to make this work.

      “Thank you,” I say graciously.

      “I don’t mean to pry,” she says, though the tone of her voice tells me that’s exactly what she’s aiming for. “But I couldn’t help but see the photos of the guy you were looking at. Do you know him?”

      Apprehensive, I nod my head. “His name is Ram.”

      “Is that his name?” she says all innocence and smiles. “I’ve only known him as the Bed Shaker. Isn’t it wonderful what he does for women? I mean, no one has ever made me come the way he has. I can’t wait to see him again.”

      My throat tightens. I struggle to swallow down the sickness rising up from my stomach. Ram has been with this little troll? Of course he has. She’s beautiful. That seems to be the only prerequisite for the women he sleeps with according to Gina. How can I work with this woman knowing she’s been with the man I’m sleeping with?

      Mara acts like she doesn’t see my distress, but I know she does, and she takes that knife and twists it in. Her face goes slack with concern, her voice condescending. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry. If it makes you feel better, he doesn’t respond to my personal messages, but he obviously does yours. Maybe you’re special?” She shrugs as if she doubts it, then walks away, bouncing on her toes as she does.

      I’m going to be sick. I hold my stomach, afraid I’ll puke right here in front of everyone. My head is filled with images of Ram fucking that dumb bitch, and I’m pissed. I close my eyes, trying to block it out, but it makes it worse. How many people has he had sex with since me? Probably a lot. I should’ve known better, but somehow the thought never even occurred to me. How could I be so stupid? I can’t be with him anymore. I don’t know if I can take this job either.

      Ram texts me back. I turn off my phone without even looking at it. I have to get away. I have to leave this place.
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        * * *

      

      I get home and change into a pair of shorts and a tank top. The plan is to lounge around the apartment, binge-watch Stranger Things, and eat the carton of double fudge ice cream I bought on my way home. No thinking of Ram or that dumb bitch I’ll have to see every day when I go to work. What a fucking nightmare. Every time I see her, I’ll picture them together. It will drive me insane.

      Hercules, aware of my current mood, won’t let me out of his sight. He stays at my heel as I grab a big serving spoon and plop down on the couch. No bowl for me. I plan to eat this entire lactose bomb out of the container. This might be the one and only perk of being an adult. There’s no one around to tell me I can’t, and no one to judge me for doing it.

      I’ve settled into a comfy position on the couch. Hercules is cuddled up next to me. I’m on the third episode and things on the show are getting crazy and my brain has finally allowed me a moment’s peace. All I’m thinking about is the show.

      Then the doorbell rings.

      My heart leaps into my throat. Oh God, what if that’s Ram? I don’t want to see him or talk to him. Please go away.

      I stand up and watch the door, thankful that I locked it. He must’ve seen my car, so he knows I’m home. I just hope he gets the hint and goes away.

      The doorbell rings again. I take a steadying breath. Fuck. A few seconds later, I open it.

      “Evan?” I say, surprised and a little disappointed. Though I was sure I didn’t want to see Ram, I guess a little part of me did. “What the fuck do you want?”

      He looks terrible. He was never really all that handsome; he was too pale, a good three inches shorter than me, and a little on the skinny side. It was never his looks and body that drew me to him. He was a nice guy—or so I thought—and I’d never dated the ‘nice guy’ accountant before. I’d always been attracted to the bad boys. The ones who work with their hands and don’t mind getting dirty. The manly-types. Since I hadn’t had great luck in the past with the bad boys, I decided to give Evan a shot. That didn’t turn out so great. I’m starting to wonder if maybe it’s me. Maybe I just don’t have good luck with men.

      “Can we talk?” he says.

      I should tell him to go fuck himself. I’ve wanted to do that for a long time. If he didn’t look so miserable, I would. Beneath his eyes are heavy, bruised-looking circles. He’s lost weight, his hair looks a bit thinner, and he looks like he’s aged years in a matter of weeks since I saw him at the mall. I guess I didn’t really bother to see how he looked then either. I was too busy paying attention to his pregnant girlfriend.

      I sigh and open the door. When he steps in, I close it behind him.

      “Hey Hercules,” he says to my dog in that high-pitched way people talk to animals. Hercules is not interested. He looks once at Evan in curiosity, then returns to his sleeping position on the couch.

      “What’s this about, Evan?” I say, letting my annoyance color my voice.

      “Can we sit?” he asks.

      I motion to the couch. He sits on one side. I make sure Hercules is between us when I sit on the other. God, how could I ever have been with this guy? After being with Ram, it’s impossible to be attracted to anyone else. Has Ram ruined me? Will I ever be able to find anyone else who even compares? The thought makes me nervous.

      “I’m so sorry for what I did to you,” he says, shaking me out of my reverie. I just stare at him, not knowing what to say to that. “I made such a huge mistake leaving you. You were the perfect girl, and I was so insecure around you. You’re so beautiful and sexy, and I was scared to death that you would realize that you were too good for me and would walk out the door. So when Shelly approached me, I just …”

      Her name is Shelly? That’s about all I get from that whole line of bullshit he spills on me.

      “I just wanted the attention. It wasn’t supposed to be anything more,” he says.

      Why am I still sitting here? Why am I listening to this? I must be a glutton for punishment because I remain frozen on the couch.

      “I guess it’s too bad she’s pregnant. Now you’re stuck with her,” I say, surprised at how cold I sound.

      His mouth hangs open. I guess he didn’t realize I was aware of that. He shakes off the dumb expression from his face and straightens up.

      “I’ll take care of the child. I’m not a dead-beat. But I can’t be with Shelly. I don’t love her. I love you. I need you back, Cadie.”

      He starts to grovel and it makes me sick. I bite back all the venomous words I want to spit at him.

      “After the way you betrayed me, there’s no way I would ever take you back,” I say in a matter-of-fact tone that leaves no room for argument.

      “Oh … I thought after you sent those sexy pics, there might still be a chance for us. I look at them every day.”

      “That was a mistake,” I tell him. “I shouldn’t have done that. I was drunk.”

      A tear slips down his cheek. He hurries to wipe it away. He’s actually crying? If he wasn’t such a douchebag, I would feel sorry for him. Actually, I do feel sorry for him, douchebag and all. I know what it’s like to care deeply for someone who doesn’t return your feelings. I don’t know how Ram really feels about me, but it’s probably not what I’m feeling for him. And that sucks. It sucks that I feel anything at all because we can’t be together. Not now. Not after what happened today.

      Does it make me a terrible person that I want Evan to hold me just so I have someone else as pathetic as I am to commiserate?

      “Can I get a glass of water?” he asks.

      I nod. He knows where everything is. He used to live here, after all.

      While he’s busy doing that, I turn on my phone. There’s a ton of missed texts and calls from Ram. I’ll deal with those later. I find Gina’s number and send her a quick text.

      Me: Get over here ASAP. Evan is at my apartment crying and wanting to get back together. WTF should I do?

      Evan gets his water and settles back down on the couch. I tuck my phone under my leg.

      “So, are you seeing someone?” he asks in such a sad, pitiful voice that I cringe.

      “No,” I say, because I’m not sure what’s happening between Ram and me. Whatever is going on might all be in my head.

      The doorbell rings. Gina! Thank God she lives nearby.

      I jump up and answer the door, but it’s not Gina standing in my doorway.

      “Ram, what are you doing here?” I ask as he walks in.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you. Congratulations on the part! I want to take you out and celebrate.” He pulls me into his arms and gives me a long, passionate kiss right in front of Evan. I go stiff in his arms. As much as I would’ve loved for Evan to witness this fifteen minutes ago, I don’t want him to see it now. Not when he’s already at an all-time low. “What’s wrong?” Ram says when I don’t kiss him back.

      That’s when he sees Evan who is now standing and looking stricken. His mouth is hanging open, eyes wide and full of pain. I want to yell at him to stop looking at me like that, like I’m some horrible monster who stomped on his heart. At least I’m not the one who cheated.

      “I thought you said you weren’t dating anyone,” Evan says, his tone still sad but with an edge of accusation at the end.

      I step out of Ram’s embrace. “I’m not. We’re just friends.”

      Ram’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t say anything to counter what I’ve said. We’ve never made anything official, not even close. I don’t even know how he feels about me.

      “Friends don’t usually kiss like that,” Evan says.

      “It’s complicated,” I say.

      “I guess it is complicated, isn’t it?” Ram says. He sounds pissed, and I tense up, not liking the direction this whole thing is turning. “I mean, I have a lot a friends, but I don’t kiss them. Or fuck them, for that matter. I guess that makes us friends with benefits.”

      My mouth drops open and I just stare at him. Where is this coming from, and why the hell would he say that right in front of Evan? I could slap him right now.

      Evan looks like he’s about to puke. He holds his stomach and what little color he had left in his pallid skin has gone ghost-white.

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” he says. “I was always afraid you would leave me for an action hero.”

      I look at Evan then at Ram, who isn’t moving. In fact, I’m not sure he’s even breathing. He really does look like an action hero. The two men are polar opposite. Ram looks like a Norse god, while Evan looks like he belongs back in the shire with the rest of the Baggins clan.

      “Except I didn’t leave,” I say.

      “I’ll let you two love-birds hash things out,” Ram says. He starts to leave, but Evan speaks up.

      “I was just going. I’m sorry, Cadie,” he says. “I fucked up.”

      I don’t say anything. Neither does Ram. Neither of us says anything for an entire minute after Evan leaves. It feels like forever.

      Finally, Ram says. “So that’s the guy you’ve been using me to get over?”

      His lips curl with disgust, and the words come out like a curse.

      He knew. Of course he knew. I’m sure that’s why some of the women he encounters want to hook up with the Bed Shaker. Like they say, the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. But it stopped being about Evan a long time ago. Before Ram and I ever slept together.

      “I didn’t sleep with you to get over Evan. It wasn’t like that.”

      He puts his hands over his face. His words are muffled when he says, “Please don’t say his name around me.”

      “Are you actually mad at me right now?” I say, my words laced with poison. “It’s not like we’re a couple. We just sleep together. We’re nothing.”

      His expression shifts into pained grimace. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever let come into my house, yet we’re nothing? I spend all my free time with you, and you call us nothing?”

      My stomach twists and I feel hollowed out. I had no idea he thought of us as something more.

      “But …” I start to say. The rest of my words get caught in my throat.

      “But what?” he snaps.

      I startle at the harshness of his tone. I’ve hurt him. That’s not pure anger I see in his twisted expression. That’s pain.

      I almost give in and tell him everything. I almost tell him I want to be more, that I’ve never felt this way about anyone, that I might … I might even love him. But then I think of that tiny bitch from my audition. I’m going to have to see her every day and know that she’s been with him too. It makes everything he and I have shared in the last few weeks feel less special. I’m just one of the many women in his little black book.

      I square my shoulders. “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he demands.

      I stand my ground. “It is nothing. We’re nothing.”

      His shoulders sag and he looks as stricken as Evan had after witnessing our kiss. “Bullshit,” he says. “You care about me. I know you do. Something happened.” He reaches out and takes my chin, lifting it so I have no choice but to look at him. Tears start to fall despite my efforts to keep them back. He wipes them away with his thumb. The gesture is so sweet, so tender, that I begin to cry harder. His face shifts again and now he looks afraid. “Tell me what happened.”

      I feel stupid for even saying anything because Ram and I are not exclusive. It’s dumb for me to even be upset, but I can’t help the way I feel.

      “I met one of the women you’ve slept with. Her name is Mara. She’s in the same dance company as me. We’ll be working side by side.” I slide him a glare. “She says she can’t wait to hook up with you again, by the way.”

      God, I sound so jealous and ridiculous. I hate myself right now.

      Ram looks confused. “I have no idea who that is.”

      “Maybe you just don’t remember.”

      He gives the glare right back to me. “I’m not a whore, Cadie. I know the names and faces of the women I’ve slept with. I have a reputation, yes, and like most people with those kinds of reputations, they get exaggerated. I guarantee I haven’t slept with as many women as you think I have, and I definitely haven’t slept with anyone named Mara. She sounds like a jealous, conniving bitch who’s trying to rattle you. Clearly it’s working.”

      My stomach hurts. I want so badly for his words to be true.

      “Have you slept with anyone since you’ve been with me?” I ask. I’m terrified of the answer, but I need to know.

      “No,” he says without hesitation. “No fucking way. I haven’t even been able to think about other women since you came into my life.”

      With my history with liars, I shouldn’t believe him. But I do.

      He swallows hard. A muscle in his jaw ripples. “Have you?”

      I look at him like it’s the most absurd question he could possible ask. “No, of course not.”

      He lets out a long sigh and his whole body loses its rigid edges.

      “That kind of makes us exclusive, doesn’t it?” he asks shyly. It’s kind of adorable. He even blushes.

      “Is that what you want?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I do. What about you?”

      It’s time to let down my guard. He has a past that I’m not entirely comfortable with, but I won’t let it dictate my future. A future I want him to be a part of.

      “More than anything,” I say.
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      Cadie is mine. All mine. Everything feels lighter somehow. All this worry about her fretting over some other guy is gone. The worry that she wasn’t as into me as I am into her, gone. Now it’s us, together, and I’m looking forward to our future as a couple. I don’t want anyone else. I have no interest in fucking anyone else or getting better at it. All I want is to get better at fucking her, and only her.

      “I love you,” I blurt out like an idiot.

      I shouldn’t have said that. It’s too soon. It’ll scare her away. She’ll think I’m moving too fast.

      She surprises me by saying, “I love you too.” No hesitation, no reluctance. Her words are plain as day and full of emotion. I scoop her up into my arms. I need her right now. I need her so fucking bad.

      I don’t take her to the bed because I know that’s the bed they shared, and though I know he’s not a threat, I don’t like the idea of it. I carry her to the couch. The dog jumps up and scrambles away.

      This isn’t some gentle, romantic session. No, this is something else. This is animalistic. It’s us taking out all of our issues, expelling our demons. It’s getting rid of everything we have pent up inside. We strip off each other’s clothes in a frenzy. My mouth finds her naked breast and my lips clamp down around her nipple.

      “Yes,” she cries, her head falling back as I devour the other breast.

      When I let go of her, she drops to her knees in front of me, worshipping my cock. Her long, soft tongue traces a wet line from my balls and up my shaft to the head, where she dips the tip of her tongue into the slit.

      She looks sexy doing it. I watch her every move as she opens her mouth wide and swallows my length deep into her throat. I groan, and pull my fingers through her hair. She tries to take it all, but it’s impossible. A valiant effort, though. She pulls back then dives right back in for more, causing wave after wave of pleasure. I hold the back of her head steady and slowly fuck her silky mouth. With one hand she plays with my balls, kneading the skin, rolling them between her fingers. With her other hand, she strokes the base of my cock.

      She brings me to the edge and I pull out of her mouth before I can tip over the point of no return.

      I pull her up into my arms and kiss her. She looks surprised.

      “What?” I say, breaking the kiss.

      “Um, I didn’t think guys liked to kiss after …” She nods down at my dick.

      I smile at her shyness of saying certain words. “When are you going to learn I’m not like most guys?”

      I kiss her again, sliding my tongue into her mouth, letting her know that when it comes to being with her, nothing that could bring us pleasure is off limits. We are trailblazers and our bodies are uncharted territory for both of us, wide-open spaces in need of exploring.

      “I need you so bad,” I tell her, my breath heavy with lust.

      “Then take me,” she insists.

      I spin her around so fast she lets out a startled laugh.

      “Oh!” she says when I bend her over the arm of the couch so her delectable ass is up in the air. Slowly, I enter her from behind. “Oh, fuck.” Her voice gets deeper and then there are no more words, just sounds.

      She rolls her hips. The smooth, fluid motion reminds me of the way she dances. I slow my thrusts to watch the show, hypnotized by her the same way I was when I watched her on stage. We find a beautiful rhythm together. The muscles flexing in her back when she moves, the musical sound of her voice as she moans, these things mesmerize me.

      “Ram,” she says.

      She’s either saying my name or making a demand. I respond by pushing harder into her. Her body rewards me by squeezing my cock.

      I want to see her face. I want to feel her under me. I pull out. Her disappointment is almost comical.

      “It’s okay, baby. It’ll only take a second,” I assure her.

      I’m not happy about leaving the warmth and comfort of her body either. We fit together too perfectly to ever be apart—in more ways than one.

      Once she’s on her back on the couch, and I slide back into her, we both sigh in relief. We look into each other’s eyes. I kiss the tip of her nose. If there was any doubt of her feelings about me before, there isn’t anymore. Every ounce of emotion is written all over her face. I have no doubt that this woman loves me and I love her.

      Her fingers grip my back, nails digging into my flesh. I thrust faster. Her eyelids flutter. I push harder, never letting my gaze travel further than her face. I want to watch the moment it happens, the moment I push her to the brink.

      This is a different kind of ‘making love.’ Not slow and sweet the way you see in movies. This is something else. Our bodies slap together with force. It’s aggressive and blinding, a flurry of motion, but our eyes never leave each other’s. This is our kind of love. Exciting and new and different for both of us. We’re still trying to figure it out. We’re learning each other. I’ve never had this much fun being schooled.

      “Oh shit,” she says, her eyes widening.

      Her jaw clenches and her body comes off the couch, pressing her chest to mine. “Keep your eyes open, baby,” I say to her. “Look at me.”

      She obeys, and I get to watch the sexiest girl I’ve ever seen—my girl—lose herself to me.
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      It’s Cadie’s big night. I sit toward the front of the theater, my ticket in hand, picking at the edges as I wait for her to come on stage. The crowd rolls in around me. The mix of cologne and perfume leave a cloud in the air and gives me a slight headache. All these people are here to see my girl, the star of the show. They won’t be sorry. I imagine there won’t be a dry eye in the house by the time she’s done. It still gets to me every time, seeing her perform. It’s funny. Before meeting Cadie, if someone had told me I would be sitting here, right now, I would’ve laughed.

      “Looks like I got here just in time,” Tim says, sliding into the seat beside me.

      His wife waves at me. “Hi Ram, you look so handsome tonight.”

      “And you look stunning, Marlene,” I tell her.

      She blushes and waves the compliment away.

      I introduced Cadie to them last week. They hit it off right away, and Tim actually told me he was proud of me. Tim is like a father to me. I respect his opinion. And the fact that he approves of Cadie just makes being with her even better.

      “Thanks for being here,” I tell him.

      He gives me a paternal smile. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      The dark stage lights up and Cadie comes out, glowing in the spotlight. The music starts and her body begins to move. When she dances it’s as if everyone holds their breath. There’s not a single sound to be heard except the music. She leaps and jumps as if gravity doesn’t apply to her. Her body bends and twists as if she doesn’t have a spine.

      Tim dabs at the corners of his eyes with the same dirty handkerchief he carries with him at work, and I smile. My heart swells with pride and love for my girl. At the end of her performance, the audience stands. The roar of applause is deafening. The yips and whistles ring in my ears long after the show is over.

      “Tell Cadie she was amazing, won’t you?” Marlene says.

      “She’s really something,” Tim says, tilting his head down so that I don’t see the tears still glittering in his eyes.

      “You’re not going to go see her?” I say.

      “Nah, she has plenty of admirers to keep her company.” Tim leans in and gives me a nudge with his elbow. “And I suspect you’ll be wanting to get her home as soon as possible.”

      His not-so-subtle wink makes me laugh.

      “Come on you old hound, stop embarrassing the boy and let’s get out of here before the traffic gets crazy,” Marlene says. She points at me. “You bring that girl over for dinner sometime next week.”

      “I will,” I say.

      Once Tim and Marlene are gone, I push my way through the packed house and head back stage to find her. Her fellow dancers surround her. I lean against a wall and watch her a moment. I’ve never seen someone light up from within the way she does. When she’s happy, everyone knows it. When she’s sad, hearts break. Right now I’m just basking in her light, soaking it in.

      The other dancers in her troupe pat her on the back and tell her how amazing she did. Her smile is effervescent. As if sensing my presence, she looks around until she sees me and runs into my arms, tangling her limbs with mine in a crushing hug.

      “I was so nervous,” she says, still out of breath.

      The roar of other voices is too loud. I can barely hear her. I pull her into a nearby storage room away from the noisy crowd so we have some privacy. I look around the room. We’re surrounded by props and racks of costumes.

      “You didn’t look nervous,” I tell her, brushing away stands of hair that stick to the sweat beading her forehead. “You looked stunning.”

      Her smile beams. “I thought of you the entire time. Your encouragement got me through it,” she says.

      I kiss her. It was only meant to be a peck, but she parts her lips and finds my tongue, deepening it. She pulls away only long enough to say, “I’m so fucking turned on right now.”

      I smile as she pushes her lips back onto mine.

      She’s wearing a cream-colored leotard. There isn’t much to it, just a thin veil of fabric for flexibility. When I brush my hand across her breasts, her nipples are hard and obvious. I pinch them through the fabric and she moans into my mouth. Damn, she really is turned on. Then again, I’ve noticed that about her. Every time she comes back from practice, she drags me straight to the bed. The exertion gets her frisky, or maybe it’s the adrenaline that comes along with it.

      I run my finger along the fabric between her legs. Her arousal soaks through, wetting my fingers. She moves her hips, grinding against them. I move the fabric to the side. Just as my fingers are about to enter her, the door opens, and there’s a gasp from our intruder. Cadie startles and we both whip our heads around to see the trespasser.

      A young woman with a blonde pixie cut stands in the doorway. She glances at me, then at Cadie. Her face blushes a deep crimson and she mutters apologies as she backs out and closes the door. I wedge a chair under the door handle so we won’t be disturbed again.

      I laugh and kiss Cadie on the forehead. She’s smiling too, but there’s something odd in her expression.

      “What?” I ask, concerned.

      “Do you recognize her?”

      “No, is she a friend of yours?”

      She lets out a deep sigh of relief. “That’s Mara, the girl who said she slept with you.”

      “I’ve never seen that woman in my life,” I say in all honesty. Nothing about her was familiar.

      “You just saw her on stage. She played the sister to my character.”

      I pull Cadie back into my arms. “Well, she wasn’t memorable. Compared to you, all the other dancers were just shadows.”

      She smiles, and the wariness leaves her eyes. “Enough about them,” Cadie says, dragging me to the corner of the room where there’s a prop couch on wheels. She sits down and spreads her legs. “It’s time for my reward.”

      I kneel before my queen. The wet patch of fabric between her legs has grown in size. I do believe getting caught may have turned her on even more. Is my girl an exhibitionist? That could be fun. She sure didn’t seem to care if anyone caught us that day on the beach. Just another path we’ll get to explore in our life together.

      I pull the crotch of her leotard to the side, exposing her lush sex, dripping with want. My tongue swirls her delicious crevice like ice cream on a cone. I breathe her scent. Delicate and floral. I reach up and take the straps of her leotard, pulling them down off of her shoulders, exposing her breasts. I want her completely naked before me. I keep peeling the stretchy fabric off her body until it’s in a pile on the floor.

      I wonder if seeing her naked will ever cease to amaze me. We fuck every night. I see her naked everyday but the sight of her still takes my breath away. I notice something new about her body each time. A different freckle. A well-defined muscle. I make a mental map. One day I will know her like the back of my hand. I will know everything that makes her tick. I suspect that even then, I won’t tire of her. I’ll just get better at bringing her pleasure until I’m a master of my craft.

      Taking her clit into my mouth, I nibble on the stiff bud. She raises her hips, pushing against my face. I slide two fingers inside her. Now that her body is starting to adjust to my size, she can take three fingers, so I slip in another. She sucks in a breath. Things get significantly more slippery. When I pull my fingers out, they’re coated.

      She sits up and wrestles with my pants until they drop down to my ankles. She then pulls down my boxers.

      I grab my cock and slather it with her juices, slowly stroking myself. She gives me a mischievous smile and kneels in front of me. Is she going to …

      Yes, she is.

      “Fuck,” I groan as her mouth wraps around my dick and she sucks with vigor. She’s getting better at taking my length. Soon she’ll be able to down the entire thing. I can see the shape of it in the column of her throat, and I watch it go in and out. She doesn’t choke or gag. I’m impressed. And fucking turned on. This won’t take long. I’m right there.

      “Wait, baby, I’m going to come,” I tell her.

      She refuses to let go.

      Okay, I see how it is.

      Grabbing my ass, she pushes me deeper into her throat until her nose is pushed up against me. Holy shit, she got the whole thing in there. My fingers caress her cheeks then tangle in her hair.

      “Oh fuck, I can’t hold on much longer,” I say.

      This doesn’t stop her.

      I try to hold on, but I can’t. My body lets go and I feel myself burst apart. She drinks it up, every drop until finally she pulls away and licks her lips.

      I collapse on the couch beside her. “I was supposed to reward you, remember?”

      She gives me a sexy look and winks at me. “You just did.”

      I’m not letting her leave this place without getting her off on her big day. “Come here,” I tell her, and hoist her onto my lap.

      I kiss her deep, tasting my salty cum on her tongue. She moans into my mouth as I play with her taut little clit. It doesn’t take long before I’m ready for round two. I take Cadie by the hips and lift her up. When she’s in line with the head of my rigid shaft, I lower her down and it’s like she’s melting onto me.

      “God, you feel good,” I breathe.

      “So do you,” she says, and starts to ride me.

      I keep fondling her clit. Her moans get louder. Luckily the noise of the crowd is too loud for anyone to hear unless their ear is up against the door. Maybe not even then.

      Her pussy shudders around me. I’ve grown familiar enough with her body to know what that means. She’s close. I move my fingers faster against her clit. Her eyes roll in the back of her head. Her entire body starts to shake.

      “That’s it, let go,” I tell her.

      I pull her closer to me and suck one of her hard nipples into my mouth. That does it. That sends her over the edge. She throws her head back. Her lungs open and she lets out a strangled cry as her orgasm destroys her.

      “Oh, God, you’re amazing,” she says.

      I lick the space between her breasts, and run my rough hands over the smooth globes of her ass cheeks. I tilt my head back and look up at her. The light above her casts her face in a shadow. All I can see is the gleam of her bright eyes.

      “Not nearly as amazing as you, my love.”
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        * * *

      

      We get dressed. There’s an obvious wet spot on Cadie’s leotard. She finds a skirt on one of the costume racks and giggles as she puts it on.

      “Look what you did to me,” she says.

      I cup her ass and give it a good squeeze. “I’ll do a whole lot more than that once I get you home.” I still have some fight left in me. I could go another round or two.

      She bites her lip and looks up at me with those big stormy eyes, hungry for more. “Let’s hurry home.”

      “If we can get through the crowd of fans,” I say.

      Her smile falters. “I’m sure there aren’t that many. You’re just biased.” Fear draws her eyebrows together. “What if critics hate it? What if this show is my last?”

      “It’s not,” I assure her. “Everyone loves you.”

      If only she knew just how amazing she truly is. I hold her face in my hands and stare into her eyes. “People adore you. I was in the crowd. I saw their faces, their expressions, their tears. You are loved by everyone—by me, most of all.”

      I kiss her. “Now, try not to forget about the little people on your way to the top.”

      She rolls her eyes and takes my hand.

      We leave the stage, but we don’t get far. We’re bombarded by hordes of fans, just like I told her. She looks startled by the attention at first, but then starts to relax. She looks up at me with a smile so big it forces her eyes closed. I shrug as if to say, I told you so.

      They beg for autographs and selfies. She’s offered business cards and other jobs. They fawn over her like the star that she is.

      I stand by and watch as she meets new people and signs autographs. Little girls look up at her with stars in their eyes. She’s their idol. If the lights were out, I swear she’d continue to shine.

      For a while, after meeting Cadie, I regretted my past as the Bed Shaker. I was ashamed. Surrounded by forgettable faces, the stalkers, the awkward trysts, the lonely nights, the void I was trying to fill through meaningless sex. But I can’t regret it anymore. If I hadn’t been the Bed Shaker, Cadie’s friend never would have given her my number, and we never would have met. I wouldn’t change any of it for the world. It all led me to the girl of my dreams and the love of my life.
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      I take a deep breath and study myself in the mirror behind the bar. Okay, so he’s 30 minutes late already. That’s not necessarily a deal-breaker. The MTA has been a shitshow lately. Maybe his train got stuck. Maybe he got held up at work. Maybe…

      Maybe he’s not like every other asshole you’ve been out with this week?

      I sigh and pull out my phone to scroll through his profile again.

      “Rich, aka Dick,” I read, scrolling through his photos. There’s the obligatory bathroom mirror selfie, complete with chiseled abs (albeit a really bad choice since you can see the tile mold on the wall behind him from this angle), one of him and some friends, who all have the same buzz cut, so it’s honestly pretty hard to tell which one is even him, and then the usual headshot. In that one, he’s holding a pint of beer and grinning slyly at the camera, like he wants to fuck it.

      The profile itself isn’t exactly a winner. Gym, tan, and pay for someone else to do my laundry, it reads, with a little winking face.

      So, okay, maybe I only swiped right because of that grin. Sue me. This new app has been bringing in the same undateable guys as all the others I’ve tried—despite the fact that at least four of my coworkers raved about how different this one was, how the guys were such high quality. I figured if I had to go on another bad date, at least it could be with a hottie.

      But now karma’s being a bitch, and it looks like I’m about to get stood up. Again.

      I slide my drink across the bar and sigh at my reflection as the bartender refills my glass. I look smoking hot tonight. All that effort for nothing.

      I review my recent candidates. There was the programmer last month who told me in great detail about how he “games the game.” In this case, what he meant was he hacked the codes behind the app and programmed it to send him pictures of only the most popular chicks. I guess I should be flattered that I was included, but I was mostly creeped out by his obsession with algorithms and finding the hottest (mathematically proven, of course) girlfriend. “It’s why I always end up dating chicks way out of my league,” he explained with a wink. Then he proceeded to show me photos of his most recent ex.

      “She is very hot,” I agreed, silently adding, and how on earth did she decide to sleep with you?

      After that date, there was the professional body-builder who spent most of the date trying to sell me into his protein-smoothie pyramid scheme. Did I mention said date was a happy hour for his protein-smoothie business? Then came the insurance salesman who got a little too detailed talking about life insurance schemes—Double Indemnity red flags, much?

      There was the finance bro who bought me one drink, then invited me back to his place… And when I declined, he complained so loudly about the expense of the drink he’d bought me that I frog-marched him to the nearest ATM, took out cash, and threw a twenty in his face. I mean, first of all, do I look like a hooker? And second of all, if I were a hooker, I would cost a lot more than one crappy martini at a Wall Street after-work bar.

      Which brings me here. Tonight. Waiting on yet another guy who will…

      “Miss?”

      I look up to find the bartender returning my card. “What’s wrong, was it declined?” Shit. I paid this one off last month. It definitely still has room on the balance.

      “No, miss. It’s just that the gentleman on the far end has covered your tab.”

      I glance down the bar to find Mr. Shirtless Bathroom Selfie himself lifting a glass in my direction.

      Okay, so maybe he’s not the worst. There could still be hope.

      I pick up my drink and head down the bar to meet him. “Rich?”

      He leans in for the cheek kiss/one-armed hug and I awkwardly shuffle my drink to avoid spilling it down his shirt front. “It’s Dick, actually. Rich was my dad’s name.”

      Probably should have stuck with it anyway, I think unfairly, as I take the bar stool beside him. “Dick. I’m Clove.” Not like I have room to talk anyway.

      “Also a family name?” He stays standing beside me, leaning against the counter. His knee brushes mine, in a not entirely unpleasant way. At least, at first.

      “Nope, one and only.” I lift my glass in a mocking toast.

      He taps his to mine, eyes sharp and zeroed in on me. “Oh, I can see that.”

      “Should we get a table or…?”

      He shrugs and leans on the back of my stool. He’s so up in my personal space that if I try to lean backward, I’ll land in the lap of the woman beside me. It’s hard to even lift my drink to take another sip because his chest is pressed against my whole right side. I switch hands and lean on the bar instead, trying to put some breathing room between us. His knee, meanwhile, is nearly crushing my leg.

      “I’m good here,” he says. He glances over my head at the selection. “Besides, not like we’ll be here long.”

      You could say that again. I clear my throat, resist the urge to bolt off of this stool here and now. There is no man hot enough to make up for the way his breath smells either, like stale beer and sour cream and onion potato chips. “Busy day at the office?” I ask, following his gaze mostly so I can turn away from him.

      He leans harder against my leg. My toes tingle, starting to go numb. “Huh? No, I had the day off. Just got back from the beach. Hey, bartender?” He snaps his fingers. Actually snaps them, until the bartender glances back at us and, with an apologetic glance in my direction, heads our way.

      “One more scotch on the rocks,” Dick says, and now I can see why he prefers this version of his name. It really suits him.

      That task done with, he turns to me and brushes my hair back over my shoulder. “So, Clove…”

      Realizing that I can’t keep staring at the bar forever, I turn to face him, trying on a smile.

      “Damn you’re gorgeous. You get that often?”

      “I, uh… Thanks, I guess.”

      “How about we get out of here, huh? Enough small talk for one night, am I right?” He winks at me.

      Enough small talk being what, all five sentences we’ve exchanged? I suck in a deep breath. Mm, l’eau onions. “Listen, Dick, you seem really nice and all…”

      “Of course, so let’s skip the boring part and head straight to my place.” He downs the second scotch he ordered in one large gulp, then catches my arm.

      “It’s been a really long day for me, actually—lot going on at work. I’m just going to head home.”

      “That’s cool, we can go to yours.” He leans in, brushes my hair back from my forehead, and we’re suddenly way too close, only inches between us.

      I execute a tricky side twist off the barstool to grab my purse. “I think I’m just going to head back alone. Thanks for the drink.”

      “Seriously?” His expression shifts now. I don’t know if it’s the drink or the rejection that’s injuring his frail masculine ego, but either way, I don’t like the look in his eye. “Wait, wait, wait, Clove.” He catches my hand in his. His grip is strong. Too strong. “We got off on the wrong foot. Let me make it up to you.” With a single tug, he pulls me closer and leans over me, eyes intent on my face. “It’s just, I didn’t expect you to be so… You know. Hot. From your profile, you sounded like a book nerd, so—”

      I wrench my hand from his with effort. “Dick, I have to be honest, I’m starting to understand why you prefer that nickname.” I shoulder my purse. “I’m leaving.”

      “Don’t be like that! Come on, we can have some fun.”

      “Goodbye, Dick.” I stride past him, out of the bar.

      Of course he jogs after me.

      “At least let me call you a cab,” he insists.

      “I’m fine on my own, seriously.” But he ignores this and jogs ahead of me to the corner. He flags down a tax, and I watch him lean in the window talking to the guy. God only knows what he’s saying.

      He opens the back door of the cab for me, but I hesitate, looking over my shoulder.

      “You take this one, I’ll call another,” I say. But a glance up and down the street shows there won’t be another cab for quite a while—Wall Street tends to be dead at this hour.

      “I insist.” Dick holds the door open a little wider.

      With a sigh, I climb in.

      He keeps the door open, blocking it with his thigh. “You know, if we go to mine, I can fuck you properly, Clove. It’s been a long time since anyone’s bent you over, hasn’t it?” He smirks.

      It has, actually, but he doesn’t need to know that. “Thanks for the offer.” I yank on the door handle, trying to close it. That proves futile with him in the way, but hey, it’s worth a shot.

      “You aren’t gonna get a better one.” He leans down and I get another strong whiff of onion breath. “A girl like you should be jumping at the chance to let a guy like me bone her.”

      I cast a glance at the front of the taxi, but the driver is studiously ignoring this conversation, deeply concentrating on the one in his own wireless headset. “Again, I said thank you but no thank you.” I tug on the door, hoping against hope that Dick will finally let this drop.

      Behind us, another taxi pulls up, and to my immense relief, Dick waves at it. It pulls over and he casts me one last long, dark look.

      “You’ll regret this,” he says as he steps away from the door.

      Regret what? Missing out on a total creepiest? I don’t think so.

      I slam the door closed between us without responding. I’ve learned by now that as fun as snappy retorts are, sometimes it’s better not to antagonize the crazy people.

      I lean up to tell the taxi driver my address, then collapse against the seat with a sound halfway between a groan and a sigh.

      Well. That was another unqualified disaster. I close my eyes for a minute, then pull out my phone to text my coworker.

      Halfway through typing a message about how she was so very wrong about this new app being better than the others, my phone begins to buzz.

      Crap. It’s Dick.

      I hit ignore, wait for it to go to voicemail, then keep typing.

      And now, on top of the last 5 disasters, I’ve got this creepy guy who told me I’d “regret” not going home with him, who’s trying to call me.

      I hit send and my phone buzzes once more. Dick. Again.

      I hit ignore again, then, on second thought, shut my phone off completely. I’ll deal with figuring out how to block his number in the morning. Not like I haven’t already done that a few times for other creeps in the last couple years I’ve been trying this online dating crap.

      Sometimes, it doesn’t seem worth it. Sometimes, I think it’d be better to just continue my life without a guy in it. After all, everything else is going great for me. I just got another promotion at work—I’m only 29 and I’m a marketing manager with five people working below me. I work at publishing house where I’ve been since I graduated college and landed my dream job. I love my team, my boss, my coworkers. I love my job, promoting great literature to avid readers. I love that I get to travel, go to conferences where I meet cool authors whose books I love, and I get to help them make those books even more successful.

      Plus, I have my friends. They keep me going through it all.

      No, on the whole, my life is pretty great.

      So why does it still feel like something is missing?

      I shake my head. Ignore it. I don’t need a guy, especially not a guy like Dick. If it’s the choice between him and staying single forever, I’ll take the latter happily.

      The taxi pulls up outside my building and I pay the driver, then push the door open. For a second, I just lean back to gaze at my building.

      I was lucky as hell to score this place a couple years ago during a slow season and a market down-turn. I got it hella cheap; rent control, too. It’s the first time I’ve ever been able to afford a one-bedroom apartment by myself, and in a building with a doorman, no less.

      This is how I know I’m finally moving up in the world. Finally making something of myself. I love this building and everything that it stands for—the progress I’ve made in my life, the goals I’m achieving.

      I smile as I take a step toward the doors. Then I freeze, because I hear the most unwelcome sound possible behind me.

      “Clove!”

      You have got to be kidding me.

      I turn around slowly, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up, my muscles tensed.

      Dick stands on the curb, beside his taxi, which he clearly just asked to follow me all the way here. “Look, I know I came across a little strong earlier. I just wanted to say sorry and also that maybe we can try again…” He takes a step toward me, staggering a little.

      I underestimated how drunk he was. Or maybe he showed up to the bar a few drinks in and that whiskey pushed him over the edge. “Dick, listen, I’m just going to go inside now…”

      “Wait,” he says, and it comes out more of a growl than a plea. Before I can react, he launches himself across the pavement at me. I have just enough time to take a few steps backward toward my door before he catches me, one hand wrapped around my wrist, the other on my shoulder. I try to wrench myself free, go for my phone in my purse, but I can’t. His grip is too strong.

      He pushes me against the glass beside the door of my building, his breath hot on my face. “You don’t have to be a bitch, Clove. You can be nice about this.”

      I grit my teeth and throw myself sideways. It’s not enough. He keeps his hold on my shoulder, slams me against the glass wall harder.

      “Don’t move while I’m talking. I’m talking to you bitch, you hear?”

      “Dick, please let go, you’re hurting me.”

      “I’ll let go when I know you’re going to take me seriously. I’m a fucking catch, you don’t just walk away from a fucking catch.”

      I cast a wild-eyed glance over his shoulder. But at this hour, my neighborhood is pretty quiet. That’s what I like about it. Liked, anyway. Right now, it’s working against me. There’s nobody in sight.

      “Get off of me,” I say, very slowly.

      He smirks. “Make me.”

      That’s when a heavy weight collides with us.

      I stagger against the glass, barely managing to keep myself upright by bracing on the window with both palms. I hear grunting, shouts, but all I register is the fact that there’s no one grabbing me anymore.

      I push myself upright. There’s a bruise already forming around my wrist, and from the ache in my shoulder, I’ll have another handprint-shaped bruise there too.

      When I look up, I see two figures in front of me: Dick and the back of a uniformed man. I recognize the uniform, of course. I see it every single day, at least twice a day, as I leave and come back to this building.

      My doorman.

      He throws a punch now, a mean right hook that connects squarely with Dick’s jaw. But Dick is so drunk, that even though I hear that punch land with a smack, it doesn’t slow him down. His brain probably doesn’t even register the pain.

      Dick roars and shoves the doorman with both hands. My heart leaps into my throat. From this angle, I can’t tell which doorman it is—hopefully not Paul, the sweet little old guy who always tries to carry my groceries for me. Dick is huge, big enough to break him in half.

      The doorman twists out of Dick’s grip and knees him in the gut, which momentarily slows Dick down, winding him. On his way down, he pulls the doorman sideways, knocking his hat askew.

      The blond hair tells me all I need to know.

      Zayne.

      I try to remember what I know about him aside from his name and the way he always remembers mine. Not much. He’s worked here the entire time I’ve been living here, but aside from leaving hefty tips at Christmas and exchanging pleasantries about the weather, I don’t normally pay too much attention to the guys at the door. Zayne is younger than the other doormen, I know that much.

      Thankfully, it looks like he’s built from stronger stuff, too.

      Dick twists out of his grip and goes for one last punch, but Zayne is on top of this. He dodges the swing easily and fells Dick with a single hit to the temple. I wince as Dick collapses to his knees, holding his head.

      Then Zayne turns to face me, running a hand through his short-cut blond hair.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      How did I never notice his face before?

      “Are you all right, Ms. Walker?” Zayne is asking, his expression all concern.

      I am now, I think stupidly. But outwardly, I just nod.

      “Go inside, Ms. Walker. I’ll handle this.”

      I just keep staring at him, confused. Between the chiseled jawline, the sharp cheekbones, the intense blue eyes, I can’t figure out how I never noticed him. Never really looked beneath the wide brim of his uniform hat.

      His uniform is unbuttoned at the top now, disheveled from the fight. It reveals just a hint of his chest beneath, but from the shape of it, not to mention the way he just took out that brick house of a stalker, it’s clear he’s ripped.

      I watch his head bob as he hauls Dick to his feet and half-walks, half-frog-marches him to the curb, where he hails another taxi. The muscles along his back ripple as he lifts his arm, and when he turns back to check on me, I can see a faint 5 o’clock shadow along his jawline, barely visible since it’s blond, too. He could be the poster boy for Swiss-Germany, though from his thick accent, he clearly grew up around here.

      What is wrong with me? I think, shaking my head. I don’t hit on my doormen. This is ridiculous. I’m just amped up from the adrenaline, the fear of that attack, and the relief of being saved.

      Finally, a taxi pulls up, and Zayne unceremoniously deposits Dick in the backseat. I watch him pay the driver extra for taking the bleeding drunk guy. When he turns back to me, his blue eyes are piercing. “Ms. Walker, please, you’ve had a shock. You should go upstairs and relax. I can handle this.”

      “Clove,” I say.

      His brow furrows slightly. “I’m sorry?”

      “It’s Clove, not Ms. Walker.” I push off the glass wall and take a few shaky steps toward him. Clearly my body hasn’t yet received the message that the coast is clear.

      “Whoa, careful now.” He catches my arms to steady me. I try to ignore how warm and reassuring his large hands feel, wrapped gently around my biceps. “You’re still running on adrenaline. You should sit down.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him as he guides me toward the double doors. He keeps one hand wrapped around my waist as he opens the door and aims for the settee just inside. I always wondered what this chair was for. It’s not like anybody hangs out in the lobby much.

      “It was nothing,” he waves it off, but I shake my head.

      “You saved me.”

      “Just doing my job, Ms...” He pauses. Catches my eye and holds it for a long moment, as he gently lowers me onto the seat. I collapse onto it, trying to hide my relief as I finally let my legs relax. They did not want to keep holding me upright, not after all that. “Clove,” he amends, gaze still fixed on me.

      I fight the urge to shiver. His voice is a deep baritone, the New York accent sexy on him.

      “Your job shouldn’t have to involve fending off crazy attackers,” I reply with a sigh. “Sorry about him.”

      “Don’t you dare apologize,” he says, nearly cutting me off. He looks dead serious as he glances over my head, and I know he’s looking back through the glass windows at where Dick was a moment ago. “I see shitheads like him all the time—drunk stockbroker trust fund kids who think they deserve whatever they want.” He glances back at me. “Or whoever.”

      I grimace and bite the inside of my lip. “The worst part is, I’m not even sure that was the worst first date I’ve ever been on.”

      I expect him to laugh, but instead, he only looks angrier. He takes a seat next to me on the settee, shaking his head.

      “Men in this city can be absolute scum. They don’t know how to treat a real woman.”

      I swallow hard. Suddenly, with him so close beside me, it’s getting difficult to focus. My blood is still pumping hard, the adrenaline making my hands quivery, my feet feel numb and a little shaky. Though, it might not all be adrenaline from Dick’s attack anymore. It’s hard to tell, what with the way my hormones are reacting to the heat pouring off of Zayne’s body and the proximity of his strong arms, his biceps visible through his uniform shirt.

      I force myself to shrug, playing it nonchalant. “There are assholes everywhere, I guess.”

      “Not like here,” he scowls. “And you shouldn’t have to deal with them, anyway. You don’t deserve that.” He casts a sideways glance at me, our eyes locking once more. “You deserve a man who treats you right. Someone who understands your value. Who knows what a woman like you needs.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask. Somehow, my voice has dropped to a whisper. I don’t remember giving it permission to do that. Then again, I don’t remember leaning toward Zayne either, and I don’t remember giving myself permission to stare at his lips, just inches away from mine, slightly parted as though he’s about to say something else—or maybe just close the gap between us and crush his lips against mine, kiss me until I forget about tonight.

      “Respect,” he replies. His eyes dip down a little too, glancing at my mouth, then back to my eyes. I lick my lips and his eyes flicker again. “Care. Whatever you desire, honestly.”

      My throat feels tight, my mouth dry. I suck in a deep breath of air and turn my head a little, glance around the lobby, mostly for an excuse to break the tension between us. But dammit, his scent follows me. He smells amazing—like pine needles and crisp fall air, and something else under it all, something heady and masculine and entirely him.

      “Yeah. Well,” I say, eyes still on the empty lobby. “Guys like that are in short supply.”

      “Depends where you look,” he says, and I can still feel his eyes on me, burning into me, even without looking at him. It’s a physical sensation, as if he’s touching me, caressing me with his gaze.

      “Definitely not where I met him,” I say with a half-laugh. “Stupid dating app.”

      Zayne laughs. Damn him, even his laugh is sexy, full-throated, and deep. “Which app are you using?” he asks.

      I tell him, and in response, he pulls out his phone and unlocks the screen. Shows me the same app on his background.

      This time, I laugh too. “Had any better luck with the ladies on there than I have with the guys?”

      He smirks. “Well, I can’t say any women have stalked me home after dates,” he admits. Then shakes his head. “But no, I haven’t exactly met a lot of decent matches lately.”

      “Do share. Maybe it’ll help me feel better about my abysmal luck.”

      He laughs and leans back on the settee. “Oh god, where to start. There was the girl who asked me to sign an NDA before we could start dating—she brought triplicate copies to the bar.”

      I burst out laughing.

      His grin widens as he thinks back. “Hmm, and then there was the woman wearing a wedding ring. When I called her out on it, she insisted it was a fake diamond, that she just wears it to fend off guys hounding her. Sure, lady. And then one girl spent the whole date showing me photos of her five cats…”

      By the time he’s finished recounting his dating stories, and I’ve shared a few of my own, we’re both laughing so hard my sides hurt. He’s halfway through another story, one about one of his friends whose date wet the bed on him, when a sharply-cleared throat interrupts us.

      We glance up, and Zayne is on his feet in a heartbeat, before I even realize what’s happening. But then I recognize Mrs. Sharpe from the 7th floor, the one with the tiny purse dog and the husband who’s almost as tiny. She has her mouth pursed now, an angry frown wrinkling her forehead as she raps her fingers on the counter behind which Zayne normally works.

      “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Sharpe,” he’s saying now, whipping his hat back onto his head as he skids behind the counter. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m expecting a package.”

      “Of course, let me check on that.” He darts into the back, and I rise, surprised to find that my legs are no longer shaky. In fact, I feel about a million times better. Maybe all the laughter and bad date stories helped relax me after all.

      I sidle up to the counter and lean against it. Mrs. Sharpe glares at me. “Zayne just helped me out with a creepy date,” I explain. “The guy followed me home, tried to attack me…”

      That softens her up. The crease in her forehead disappears, and Mrs. Sharpe pats my arm instead. “Take my advice, honey,” she says. Zayne returns with her package, and she accepts it with a smile, tucking it under her arm before she turns to me once more. “Find a good man, not a nice guy,” she finishes. Then she’s off toward the elevator and I can feel my cheeks heating as I peek at Zayne.

      “Good advice,” he says, leaning on the counter with a grin. If he’s bothered at all by the fact that Mrs. Sharpe discovered him away from his desk, it doesn’t show.

      What are you doing, Clove? I can’t flirt with him while he’s working. I shouldn’t be flirting with him at all, anyway. He’s my doorman. He works here. I’ve walked past him every day for the last two years, and with any luck, I’ll walk past him every day for the next two as well, because I love this apartment. It’s my home. I can’t do anything to jeopardize that.

      “I’ll quit distracting you,” I say, my tone apologetic. “Thanks again, for everything.”

      “Anytime,” he replies, then stops himself, shaking his head. “Although, of course, I hope you never have to deal with a piece of shit like that guy ever again.”

      I laugh. “Here’s hoping.”

      “Yes,” he agrees, eyes suddenly sincere again, locked on me. “Here’s hoping.”

      With that, I leave him to his front desk duties. I wipe my palms on my jeans as I go. Ignore the fresh sparking in my nerve endings. This time, I definitely can’t blame it on adrenaline or fear. This time, I know exactly what’s causing it.

      But that’s the worst possible idea. If I hooked up with Zayne and things went sour, they’d go really sour.

      So, I push my floor in the elevator, let the doors close behind me, and try not to think about the insanely hot man I just discovered hiding behind my doorman’s uniform.
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      Midnight. I still can’t sleep. Turns out adrenaline plus a healthy dose of flirting makes for one long, sleepless kind of night.

      I pull out my phone and flip through my messages. I filled in my BFFs at work about the date already, blowing up our group text with details. They are appropriately shocked and appalled on my behalf. Andy even promises to buy my first round at our standing team happy hour on Thursday.

      But by now, everyone’s long asleep. Well, except for Celeste, who’s out celebrating her boyfriend’s birthday, but I don’t want to bother her with more bored whining about how I’m still awake because dammit, I can’t stop thinking about tonight.

      You’d think it would be the stalker distracting me, keeping me up. Instead, it’s images of Zayne. His piercing blue eyes as he looked me over, made sure I was okay after that attack. The flirty glint in those same eyes when he told me I needed a man who treats me right. Someone who will give me whatever I desire.

      I shiver and roll back over in bed. Tap on the little icon for the dating app. If nothing else, it will occupy my mind. Distract me from thinking thoughts I should definitely not be thinking about my doorman.

      Like what those strong arms would feel like wrapped around me, or what his lips would taste like on mine. Not to mention, judging by the size of his hands, he’s got to be packing a pretty nice package in those uniform pants…

      I scold myself internally and focus on the app. Don’t think about him.

      I try to force him out. Try to focus on the guys scrolling past on my screen instead. But staring at boring finance bro after boring finance bro gets old. They all have the same photos on their profiles, I swear. Shirtless pic to display their no doubt carefully gym-cultivated abs, another pic of them drinking beer with their bros to prove they have friends, one carefully cropped photo with their arm around someone not in the image, to prove that they’ve dated chicks before (or at least known them long enough to trick them into taking a photo together), and one definitely posed headshot that shows off their cheekbones at the best possible angle. The latter may or may not be heavily edited—it varies by dude.

      None of them add much detail to their profiles beyond that. They’re all full of one-line quotes, usually from action movies. That, or witticisms such as “I’m the one you’ve been looking for.” Very convincing.

      I swipe left through at least a dozen profiles, and I’m debating giving up and just rolling back over to try and sleep when a different image pops up. Unlike most of the other guys, this photo appears to be a candid one, un-posed. He’s looking past the photographer, at something in the background. He’s standing on a street corner I recognize, just a few blocks away, outside my favorite deli. He probably took this on a lunch run, or maybe before his shift started.

      I can guess, because I know the guy.

      It’s Zayne.

      I tap open his profile. There are only three photos. The first one, the candid, shows off his cheekbones at just the right angle, not to mention really accentuates his sharp blue eyes catching the Manhattan sunlight so they seem to glow in the photo. Then there’s another picture of him indoors—his apartment maybe? I spot a cozy-looking striped blanket and a cat curled up on his lap, though he’s not posing with it, just kind of reclining and letting the cat chill there. This one isn’t a candid—he’s smiling at whoever’s taking it. The effect is that it looks like he’s gazing straight out of my phone at me. I feel two things simultaneously—a red-hot fire in the pit of my belly and an equally strong and startling sensation of jealousy. Whoever took this photo, I hate them. For no other reason than that Zayne was smiling at them like that.

      Damn.

      Calm down, Clove, I scold myself.

      The third photo is at a beach somewhere. There’s a few guys in the photo, but unlike most dudes’ profiles, I can pick Zayne out immediately. He stands out like that, impossible to look away from. He’s in the middle of a volleyball game, mid-jump in fact, and goddamn, does it make his body stand out. He’s in swimming trunks of course, and it highlights perfectly the washboard cut of his abs, straight down to the muscular V pointing down to his groin.

      I swallow hard and find myself wishing that my phone had a higher resolution display. I’d like to zoom in on this photo, see exactly where that V is pointing, if you can see the outline of him through those trunks…

      I shake myself. Tap back on his profile page.

      “The only people for me are the mad ones.”

      I grin. Okay, sure, maybe an On the Road quote is a little bit cliché, but there’s something almost adorable about it here.

      Plus, he reads. That’s a bonus.

      And, I have to laugh at his username. AtYourService. Fitting for a doorman.

      I hesitate, finger hovering over the screen. I remember the stern talking-to I gave myself in the lobby earlier tonight. This is a bad idea.

      But I rarely ever listen to myself. Especially not when confronted with a guy like Zayne. So I slide my thumb right, and hit yes on him.

      My phone buzzes almost immediately.

      You have a new match!

      He already swiped right on me too.

      I lick my lips. Open the chat window that’s popped up. My fingers hover over the keys. What do I say? Thanks again for saving my ass tonight? You look better without the uniform?

      Then again, he looks pretty damn good in the uniform, too.

      My phone buzzes once more. Looks like he spared me the trouble of figuring out an opening line.

      Trouble sleeping? his message reads.

      I glance at my bedside clock and my eyes widen. Shit. It’s almost 1am already. When did that happen?

      I peer back at the app.

      CallMeClove: Eventful night. I’m finding it pretty hard to doze off now, yeah.

      AtYourService: Me too. I keep thinking about this beautiful woman who I had to save from a raving madman.

      CallMeClove: Sounds exciting. What happened next, did you sweep her off her feet?

      AtYourService: Believe me, I wanted to. Sadly, I think she only sees me as an employee. Bodyguard, maybe.

      CallMeClove: I find that hard to believe. You seem like you have a lot more than just one side to you, under that uniform.

      AtYourService: Trust me, there’s a lot more than you see under this uniform.

      CallMeClove: Don’t tease me.

      AtYourService: You mean like this?

      

      That last message comes with a photo attached. I recognize the background—wow, our doormen have long shifts. He’s downstairs, in the mail room, which I’ve only ever seen from the other side of the counter. He’s leaning back on a stool, his shirt untucked, his pants hanging loosely on his hips.

      I swallow hard.

      

      CallMeClove: Exactly like that.

      

      I hold my breath when I hit send on this. The alarm bells are still ringing in my head, bad idea, bad idea, but it’s late and I’m getting punch drunk on exhaustion, not to mention my hormones are still raging from earlier.

      

      AtYourService: So you don’t want to see what’s underneath?

      

      Another picture comes through. In this one, he’s pulled his shirt up, just far enough to show his washboard abs and the waistband of his boxers. Goddamn. His stomach is flat, rippling, and looks even more delicious close-up than it did in that beach photo. I want to run my hands over those abs. Trace that glorious V-line straight down into those boxers and…

      Argh.

      

      CallMeClove: I thought I said don’t tease me…

      AtYourService: My bad. In that case, are you allowed to tease me instead? Because I have to admit, I’ve spent all night wondering what was underneath my damsel in distress’s clothes…

      

      I shiver. Cast a glance down at myself. I’m in PJs now, and they’re not exactly sexy. Just a baggy T-shirt and my gym shorts. But my dresser is within reach, and inside it, the lacy lingerie that I reserve for special occasions.

      I take a deep breath. What could it hurt? Just one picture. It’s only polite after all. He sent me one first.

      I pull off my T-shirt, slip on the lingerie and arrange it so it doesn’t actually show anything—not my face and not anything completely untoward either. The result is sexier than I expected, to be honest. It’s all black lace and a hint of cleavage, and when I hit send, I’m actually not even embarrassed. Because hell yeah, I look hot.

      He replies almost instantly. There’s no message this time, just a photo of him standing beside the stool in the mail room now, his boxers on full display. And through them, I can already make out the outline of his hard cock, straining against the fabric. I trace my fingers along my phone screen, and I’m surprised to find a trickle of sweat inching between my breasts. Because goddamn, I want to touch him. Feel that cock with my own hands.

      

      AtYourService: Still want me to quit teasing, naughty girl?

      CallMeClove: I might be coming around to it. I’d need one more photo to be sure…

      

      He doesn’t disappoint. I open the next picture with a skip in my breath. Holy hell. He’s huge.

      His cock is thick, swollen with lust, and wrapped in his strong fist. To judge by him, they aren’t kidding when they say large hands equal large everything else. He’s glorious, long and curved slightly upward, with thick veins that stand.

      More than anything, I want to taste him. Lick along his length, swirl my tongue around the tip of him, then slowly take him into my mouth… Would he even fit?

      I want to find out.

      

      CallMeClove: Should you be undressing like this at work? Seems very unprofessional of you.

      AtYourService: Going to lodge a complaint? ;)

      CallMeClove: Oh, definitely not.

      AtYourService: That’s good. Because it’s your fault, you know.

      CallMeClove: My fault? How so? I am perfectly innocent here.

      AtYourService: That lacy nightgown says otherwise. And now you’ve gone and made me rock-hard just thinking about peeling it off of you…

      CallMeClove: Well, you’re the one who started it. Now I’m getting wet just looking at how hard you are.

      AtYourService: Definitely seems like you’re the one doing the teasing. Because now I’m thinking about spreading your thighs and tasting exactly how wet you are. I bet you have a tight little pussy, don’t you, naughty girl?

      

      I slide my hand under the covers. Touch myself as I respond one-handed.

      

      CallMeClove: So tight. I wonder if your thick cock would fit inside me…

      AtYourService: I’d go nice and slow. Lick you until you couldn’t stand it anymore, until you were begging for me, and then I’d push into you slowly, an inch at a time…

      

      I spread my pussy lips and swirl my finger through the thick juices accumulating there, all the while imagining it’s him. His finger, his strong, capable hand down my panties. My hand trembles as I type out my reply.

      

      CallMeClove: I’d be so tight and hot and wet around you, and when you finally slid all the way inside me, I’d wrap my legs around your waist, let you fuck me however you want.

      AtYourService: I’d fuck you all night, Clove. Every way you want. Hard and rough enough that you wouldn’t be able to walk straight the next day.

      CallMeClove: Fuck yes, Zayne. That’s what I want you to do to me.

      

      I barely manage to finish typing the last sentence. I’m too concentrated on my pussy, sliding my fingers in and out of myself, while I press down hard on my clit with the heel of my hand, rubbing it at the same time.

      

      AtYourService: I’m fisting my cock right now, thinking about you. Are you touching yourself? Please tell me you’re touching that sweet little pussy of yours, Clove.

      

      That reply is enough to send me over the edge. My body shakes as I come, and I let out a faint cry, alone in the darkness of my apartment.

      But now that I have, and the hormones still continue to rage, as frustrated as I am, I grimace. What am I doing? Exactly what I promised myself I shouldn’t.

      Seeing my name on the screen next to his makes me realize just what a terrible idea this is. I love this apartment. It’s my home. I can’t risk it for a fling, even if it is with a hottie like Zayne.

      

      CallMeClove: I have to go. I’m sorry.

      

      I log out of the app before I can give into temptation any more. When I roll over to shut off my light, I squint at the time and grimace even harder. Shit. Past two in the morning.

      Tomorrow is going to be a very long day.
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      “Good morning, Ms. Walker.”

      The usual morning doorman, Paul, waves at me as I exit the building. Meanwhile, I’m suppressing a mixture of frustration and relief. Half of me wanted to see Zayne this morning. Catch one more glimpse of his sexy grin, his piercing blue eyes.

      The other half is relieved that I don’t have to walk past him right away. Not after last night. And especially not with how I’m looking this morning—like I just rolled out of the wrong side of the bed and face-first into a pot of coffee. There are bags under my eyes that my makeup is straining to conceal, and my hair is a mess because I didn’t have time to shower.

      As it is, I just wave back at Paul as I jog out the door, hurrying toward the train in my flats, because no way can I run as fast as I’ll need to in heels.

      Half an hour later, I roll into my office five minutes before our first meeting is set to begin. Just enough time to pour myself a large cup of black coffee in the break room before I sidle up to the office where we meet every Friday morning to review our campaigns from last week and plan for the next.

      One girl at the back of the room, a new hire I don’t know very well, Hannah-something, is staring at me blatantly. I do a quick check, but no, I remembered to button all my buttons. Huh. Weird.

      I shake my head and zone back into the meeting.

      Even though it’s business as usual, it’s still impossible to concentrate. I stare blankly at my manager, my mind still stuck on my text exchange with Zayne last night. The image of his cock, the knowledge that he was touching himself, masturbating in the break room thinking about me.

      Before long, I have to cross my legs and clench them tight, my panties already feeling worryingly damp.

      Naturally, that’s the moment when my boss calls my name. I focus on her, then the PowerPoint slide on the wall behind her. But it doesn’t help me figure out what she just said.

      “Sorry, what was that?” I wince.

      My boss’s annoyed stare says it all. Normally she and I are on good terms, but the rest of the day pretty much goes like that. No matter what she asks, I need her to repeat it multiple times because I can’t keep my head on straight.

      Then a few of the results from previous campaigns come in abysmally low, coupled with one of our vendors trying to renegotiate a contract we’d already signed, and by the end of my very long Friday, I am in desperate need of a stiff drink.

      To top it all off, none of my usual post-work happy hour buddies are free tonight. Andy has a hot date with this new guy she’s been flirting with nonstop all week, and Celeste has some birthday party for her aunt to go to. Which leaves me stranded in midtown with nowhere to go.

      I heave a sigh and start heading for the train when my phone buzzes. Another message on the app. I hesitate for a fraction of a second before I tap it open.

      It’s Zayne.

      My stomach flips, the sensation both nervous and pleasant at once. I open our conversation, my face flushing as I remember just how hot and heated this got last time.

      But if I’m expecting just another sext, that’s not what I find.

      

      AtYourService: Hope I didn’t keep you up too late last night. How’s your Friday going?

      CallMeClove: To be honest, not great. Work was pretty shitty. All kinds of projects exploding at once.

      AtYourService: Would coffee cheer you up? I know a great little place not far from the building, over on Madison. And I happen to be free this evening.

      

      I smile. Sure, the bad idea alarms are still going off, but they’re buried deep in the back of my mind now, under a few layers of my crappy workday, my friends all being busy, and, admittedly, my hormones still in full-on raging after last night’s photo exchange.

      

      CallMeClove: Actually, yeah, coffee sounds great. Meet you there?

      

      He sends me the address and I get onto the subway train with a renewed pep in my step. I check myself out in the mirror and fix my hair, add a touch of lipstick. My favorite distraction when I feel tired—bright red lipstick because then people won’t notice your other flaws.

      I actually don’t look too bad by the time I step off the train at the other end. I guess an overdose of coffee and stress is a decent remedy for sleepless bedhead after all.

      The coffee shop Zayne picked turns out to be a cute place a few blocks from my apartment that I’ve been eyeballing for months. It opened last summer but I hadn’t made it over here yet. It’s funny how you get set in your routines. You don’t even know that they need breaking until someone comes along and smashes them.

      And hell if Zayne isn’t doing a damn good job of that right now. The moment I step through the front doors into the cozy little café, I spot him. He’s impossible to miss now that I’ve finally tuned into his frequency. His eyes catch me from across the room and nearly pin me to my spot in the doorway. My heartbeat speeds up and suddenly it’s hard to focus on anything but the extremely hot man standing up, drawing out a chair for me, eyes locked on mine all the while. In the warm café lighting, his cheekbones stand out sharper than ever. He looks sexy as hell in jeans and a T-shirt, relaxed and off duty, like a completely different person from the uniformed hottie who saved me last night.

      Was it only last night? It feels like so long ago now. Like so much has already changed.

      For one thing, I finally woke up to notice the guy I’ve spent the last two years walking right past, blind as a bat.

      I take a seat across from him and look down to find he’s already ordered. There’s a latte cooling in front of me, a little heart drawn into the foam.

      I smile and lift it to tap against his in a cheers. “How did you know my drink?”

      “Educated guess. I figure, you’re a twenty-something bookworm with good taste, you probably like your coffee strong with a dash of sweet.”

      I glance into his cup and find he’s drinking the same thing. “Great minds think alike,” I point out.

      His smile widens. “But fools seldom differ.”

      I laugh. Everybody always forgets the second half of that quote. “Touché,” I say, and take a long sip of my latte. It’s delicious.

      “So, tell me all about your shitty day,” he says, leaning back in his chair. It shows off his muscles to perfect advantage, which I’m sure was the point. I can’t help letting my gaze wander down across his chest, along his arms, before I force myself to look back at his face.

      He lets his eyes wander too, and he doesn’t seem to care that I see him checking me out. I shiver. There’s something sexy about a man who’s blatantly turned on by you and doesn’t mind that you know it. His gaze lingers on my curves, my dress, then darts back to my face.

      “You really want to hear about my crappy work problems?” I counter.

      He laughs. “Only if you want to talk about them.”

      I heave a sigh. “Where to even start?”

      “Start with what’s got you so stressed out that your shoulders are up to your ears,” he suggests.

      I force myself to relax my posture, shooting him another glance. Normally guys aren’t interested in hearing about my day-to-day life. But okay, I’ll give him a try. I tell him about how my boss is annoyed at me for missing my deadline and how my project fell below par.

      “But you don’t normally have a tricky relationship with her?” he asks.

      I nod. “Normally we get on great. Normally I perform better than this.”

      “Well everyone has off days. She understands that, I’m sure.”

      I feel myself bobbing my head. Why is he so easy to talk to? I blink and shake my head, pulling myself out of my own world. “But this has got to be boring for you,” I admit, realizing we’ve just spent the last 15 minutes talking about my office politics.

      “If you’d prefer, we can change the subject. Talk about something more distracting.”

      “You do seem good at distracting women,” I reply with a smirk, letting my gaze drip over his body.

      “Only when I’m inspired.” He leans closer across the table and those blue eyes draw me in again, magnets that are impossible to tear myself away from. “And I must say, you are extremely inspiring, Clove Walker.”

      I raise an eyebrow, grinning. “What exactly do I inspire in you?”

      “Dirty as hell fantasies for one thing.” He hooks a leg around mine under the table and slides his calf against mine. I catch my breath, brace myself against the table with both hands. But he lets me go almost right away and leans back in his seat, casual and nonchalant once more, as though he didn’t just say that. “For another, you make me want to know more about you. I mean, I know the basics. Name, address of course, and the volume of Amazon packages you get on a weekly basis…”

      My cheeks flush bright red at the reminder of how we know one another. Of how well he knows my private details. I also take the opportunity to kick him lightly under the table. “Hey, I don’t get nearly as many packages as Mr. Horton down in 3C, okay?”

      “True, but he’s going for the Guinness World Record of longest a man can go without ever leaving his apartment, so he hardly counts.”

      “When was the last time you saw him outside?” I muse.

      “November three years ago,” Zayne answers without hesitation, and I laugh again.

      “No, but seriously, do you think he’s okay in there?”

      “I bet he’s got a more interesting life than all the rest of us combined.” Zayne shakes his head with a half-laugh. “Watch, we’ll find out one day that all those food deliveries and household supplies he orders are actually secret spy equipment in disguise.”

      “Ooh, yes, and I’ll bet he’s got a Russian spy lover who sneaks into his apartment via the fire escape every night for secret trysts.”

      “Who’d have thought Mr. Horton would be the kinky type, huh?” Zayne lifts an eyebrow, smirking.

      “Guess it just goes to show that you can’t judge a book by its cover.” I lift an eyebrow in return, unable to keep a wide smile from dancing across my face.

      “True enough.” He’s leaning forward again, and so am I, unable to stop myself. He’s not just magnetic, he has a gravitational pull of his own. “After all, I never would have guessed you were so naughty, Ms. Walker.”

      “I never would have guessed you were so dynamic, Zayne.”

      “Pearson,” he says, filling in the unspoken blank.

      My cheeks flush. “We seem a little uneven here, Zayne Pearson. You know way more about me than I do you. So come on, share some details.”

      “What do you want to know?” He tilts forward, so close to me suddenly that his lips graze my ear as he whispers. “Beside the size of my cock?”

      My cheeks burn red-hot now, on fire. But the rest of me is burning too. Especially my belly and the growing tight spot between my legs. I swear, when he talks dirty, I feel it directly in my pussy, like an electric shot straight to my core. “That’s definitely on the list,” I murmur with a grin. “I mean, I do have that one lovely photo, but I have to say, I’m tempted to request more…”

      “Done,” he says without a moment’s hesitation. My eyebrows rise. I must look surprised because his grin deepens and he adds, “Of course, that means I get to ask for something in exchange.”

      I turn my face a little, so our cheeks are almost touching now. We’re close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his skin, and I catch his scent again, every bit as intoxicating as it was last night. Salty and sweet all at once. “And what is it you desire, Mr. Pearson?”

      “Turnabout is fair play,” he answers. “A photo for a photo. You teased me with that sexy little lingerie piece last night…” He lifts a hand slowly and lets it hover in the air between us. My breath catches in my throat, my whole body tense in anticipation of his touch. When it comes, it’s feather-light, just the faintest caress, his fingertips grazing across my collarbone before he drops his hand to the table once more. “I’d like to see what’s underneath.”

      If my cheeks felt hot before, now they could start a fire. But the idea of sending him a photo of my breasts, something that would normally raise a whole lot of red flags on a first date, has me feeling hot and bothered instead. Because it leads me to imagining more—him jerking off in the mail room while he’s supposed to be working, unable to help himself, too turned on by the image of me, by my breasts, my body, the idea of me.

      My pussy clenches, and damn, at this rate, I’m going to need a change of panties soon.

      “Deal,” I whisper, and his lips quirk into a grin. He’s so close. Close enough that I could close the gap between us in a heartbeat, press my lips to his. I want to. I find myself tilting toward him, unstoppable, unable to fight the gravity.

      That grin widens and he leans back in his chair once more. Damn him. He knows what I want. And he’s enjoying withholding it.

      “That’s all you want from me, huh? Just my cock?”

      He says it loud enough that a couple at the table beside us glance over, eyes wide. My eyes widen too, and I duck my head, face flushed.

      “No, I—”

      “It’s cool.” He winks. “I’ve been told it’s pretty addictive, so I can understand.”

      I aim another kick at him under the table. “How long have you been doorman-ing, Zayne?”

      “Oh, we’re not going back to boring first date interview questions already, are we?” He shakes his head.

      I laugh. “I’m just proving I want to know more about you than just how big your cock is.”

      “Two years,” he replies. “First job I picked up when I moved here and I liked it.”

      “What about it?” I tilt my head, studying him.

      He smiles. “The people. My tenants. Helping them out, making sure their lives run as smoothly as possible. I like that. I like being able to see the results of what I’m doing first-hand. I help somebody get their laundry done or send out a package or ferry their groceries upstairs, and I get to see the results real-time. Before this, I worked in an office, pencil-pushing gig. You did all this work but you never got to see anybody happy from it. You never saw proof that what you did mattered.”

      I can feel myself nodding again. “I get that. I feel that way a lot of the time at my job. Like nothing I do makes a real difference. Not to real people.”

      He slides a hand across the table to squeeze mine quickly. “I’m sure it does, Clove. You just don’t always see them through your screen is all.”

      I sigh and nod again. “Maybe I envy you a little. That instant feedback.”

      “I do enjoy instant feedback.” He glances down at my phone which is resting face-down on the table. “Speaking of which. If you did hypothetically want to know about my cock… I mean, since you asked.”

      Right on cue, my phone buzzes. I have to laugh, even as I pick it up. There, right on the home screen, is a new message. A photo attachment. I glance back at him, lean forward to check under the table. How did he send that so fast, without me even noticing?

      “You came prepared?” I ask.

      He smirks. “Maybe.”

      I open the photo and immediately fight the urge to hide my phone. It’s strange to look at his dick while he’s sitting right here across from me, out in the open. Especially in a public place where anyone could walk right past our table and see my phone.

      Zayne must sense that I’m debating closing it again because he snatches the phone from me and plants it face-up on the table. “You asked for this,” he reminds me in a low voice. “You should enjoy it to the fullest.”

      So, I resist the urge to hide and bend forward to take in the picture. This one was taken from a bedroom—I spy a duvet in the background. He’s completely naked this time, not just pulling himself out of his boxers. And damn, his cock looks even better than I remember. It’s flushed, standing on its own. He’s standing too, and as full as it is, it stands straight out from his body, strong and hard. I imagine bending over in front of him, letting him thrust that thing inside me, and it makes my pussy feel white-hot with desire. My clit throbs, feeling heavy and weighted between my thighs.

      “Your turn,” he murmurs.

      “What, here?” I cast a glance around the coffee shop.

      “You’re right.” He stands and drops a handful of change on the table, more than enough for a 20% tip. “They’re about to close. What say we continue this next door? There’s a little Irish pub on the corner, and the bartender owes me a few drinks on the house.”

      I trail after him, heart pounding. As we exit the coffee shop, he catches my hand, and I wind my fingers through his, loving the feel of his thick, strong fingers enclosing mine, protective and possessive all at once.

      The walk to the bar is far too short, mostly because once we get there, he lets go of my hand again, and my skin burns where he was just touching me. I want nothing more than to grab his hand once more. Or better yet, pull him against me, crush our bodies together and pull his lips to mine. I want to kiss that grin off his face, replace it with a sexy, sultry smile. I want to taste his mouth, his tongue. I want to kiss my way along his stubble-dusted jawline, down the side of his neck. I want him to push me up against this bar and take me right here.

      Shit.

      Calm down, Clove.

      The bartender greets Zayne by name, then catches sight of me and rests an elbow on the bar, eyes darting up and down my length with a smile of approval. “And who is this beautiful young lady?”

      “Clove, this is Nick. Ignore anything he tells you,” Zayne advises with a smirk at his friend.

      In response, Nick slides two glasses across the table. “You’re just in time. I’m trying out a new recipe.” But I notice his eyes keep darting back to me. I wonder if that’s because he’s surprised to see me here with Zayne. Then I wonder why. Does Zayne usually bring a different girl every time he comes here? Or does he not usually have a girl in tow at all? It’s hard to tell.

      The guys banter for a minute while I sample the drink. My eyes widen. It’s delicious—fruity but not too sweet, and a little smoky on the tail end.

      “I call it a Southern Fire-Starter,” Nick says, noticing my expression. “Bourbon-based.”

      “It’s delicious.”

      “She’s got good taste,” Nick points out to Zayne with a wink. “Well, you know, except for showing up here with you.”

      I grin over the rim of the glass at Zayne while he insults Nick back.

      “Seriously though, how did he talk you into going out in public with him?” Nick adds when Zayne pauses to knock back a taste of his own drink.

      “Funny story…” I start, but Zayne finishes his drink with a shake of his head and wraps an arm around my shoulders.

      “How about not giving her the third degree right off the bat, huh, dude?” He’s grinning, but something about their postures tells me there’s more going on here than meets the eye. They’re both joking, but Nick is asking Zayne something else, I think. Something that I can’t quite put my finger on.

      I shrug it off when Zayne leads me to a back table. I don’t need to figure out his friends. I’m not here for them, after all.

      We take a seat in a far corner, a cozy little spot that I could definitely get used to. It’s the kind of local dive that I love best—not too pricey, not too crowded. Just the right number of locals who know each other’s names, and a bartender who remembers their favorite drinks.

      We sip on Nick’s specialty cocktail and talk a little bit about the neighborhood. Zayne grew up here, apparently, and before long, he’s regaling me with stories of what this place used to be like when he was young. He’s only a couple years older than me, I learn, which surprises me. He has one of those faces that could pass for almost any age between 28 and 40.

      Still, for only being 31, he knows a lot about the history of this spot. This pub has apparently been here all along, one of the only institutions that survived the real estate crash and then the following real estate explosion a few years later when rent prices started to recover. There used to be a big park next door, but about fifteen years ago they razed it to put up another apartment complex, and then in turn razed that to build a bigger, fancier complex.

      It’s intriguing hearing about all this history. I never really thought about the neighborhood, about what it used to be like before I moved in. Now it’s ritzy as hell, with tons of boutique shops and fancy restaurants on every corner. I don’t mind that at all, but it’s strange to think of what it must have been like for Zayne. To grow up here, to watch his neighborhood go through so many transformations.

      I tell him about my old neighborhood where I grew up, out in west Ohio. It was a tiny town, barely a blip on any map. Even locals had hardly heard of it. I had 50 people in my high school graduating class. He laughs at that. I describe our weekend pastimes—yes, cow-tipping was a real thing. No, we never actually managed to push a cow over. Though one time my brother did get kicked in the shin while trying.

      Before I realize it, we’re on our third round of drinks, the first two compliments of the house, and I’m feeling them. Not to mention, with every round, we’ve inched closer together, going from sitting across from one another at this table to side-by-side, to now, with Zayne’s leg and side pressed against mine. I can feel his hips as he shifts in his chair, leans closer against me. A spark flies through me when he drapes his arm over the back of my chair, letting his fingertips trail along my bicep.

      “So,” he murmurs, against my ear when we’re halfway through our third drinks. “Earlier…”

      “Mmhmm?” I tilt toward him, distracted by the faint graze of his lips against my earlobe, and the continued tingles along my arm as he traces his fingers lazily over my skin.

      “You were going to return my favor.”

      I cast a sideways glance at him and find him grinning at me, a spark of mischief in his bright blue eyes. “What, here?”

      He lifts his eyebrows. “Well, we aren’t at the café anymore. And you know, they do have a bathroom…” His eyes dart to the far wall, to a little corridor that leads to the single stall at the back of the bar. It’s only just visible from here, and not viewable from the rest of the bar since it’s around a corner.

      When I look back at him, I’m pretty sure my eyes are alight with the same kind of mischief. “Good point. So, you want me to go in there and…” I trace a fingertip down his chest, pause to tug gently at the collar of his shirt. “Strip?”

      “Just your top, if you prefer.” He lets his gaze drop to my chest. “Though, I won’t complain if you want to take off more…”

      “That’s going to cost you a lot more than just a dick pic,” I reply, leaning in to let my forehead rest against his, our eyes locked as I grin.

      “Hmm… Well if it involves getting to see what’s under your uniform, I am definitely willing to pay.” His hands wander down my sides, wrap around my hips. Our breath mingles between us, barely an inch of air separating us. I want to close the gap so damn badly. I want to press my lips to his, taste him.

      Instead, I decide it’s time to give him a taste of his own teasing medicine. I push out of my seat and stand, snatching my phone on the way up.

      “See you soon,” I tell him with a wink, and then I wind my way down the hall toward the restroom.

      It’s free, so I step inside and maneuver in front of the mirror. For a pub bathroom, it’s really not too shabby. It’s clean, well-kept. I cast a glance at the door and decide to get this over with quickly. Luckily, I wore my favorite bra today, mostly as a private mood-booster this morning when I was exhausted and trying to force myself out of bed. It’s red and lacy and lifts my girls to just the right height, giving me a hint of cleavage without going overboard. I pull my dress off, so I’m just in my panties and bra. I snap a photo in the bra first. I hit send on that, then hesitate, glancing at myself in the mirror.

      I’ve sent nude pics to guys before, of course. But only guys who I’ve been dating for a few months. Guys I trust. And not even many of those. It’s a lot to ask for a guy I only just met. I’m all too aware of what can happen to girls who aren’t careful, who send nudes to guys who suddenly decide they want to take revenge on those same girls later.

      But I’ve known Zayne for years, even if not intimately. And besides, he works in the same place where I live. He’s not going to risk his position to mess with one of his customers, is he?

      That makes me pause.

      Customer. I am basically his customer. Or his boss, depending on how you look at it. He works for the building, which means he works for the residents, which means he works for me. Is this weird? Is this too much of a business relationship for me to turn it into anything more?

      And what if the flirtation goes south? What if this leads nowhere, or worse, leads to a few hookups and a bad split? I’ll have to pass him every single day on my way in and out of the building. Constantly being reminded.

      Then again, we’ve come this far. I have photos of his cock on my phone. I’ll be constantly reminded no matter what happens now. I might as well take the leap into the deep end since I’ve already gone and gotten myself wet.

      I grin at myself in the mirror, amused by the analogy. My phone buzzes.

      That’s not what I asked for, Zayne says, and don’t I know it.

      I unclasp my bra and let it slide down my arms. Take a deep breath, face myself in the mirror, and snap another photo. In this one, I’m grinning, just a little, sultry and sexy all at once. And my tits are on full display, nipples hard from the cool air in here—and from the thought of who is about to see this picture.

      I hit send. Then I start to lift my bra back on.

      That’s when the door opens.

      I gasp and drop my phone into the sink, startled. Shit, I forgot to lock it.

      But when I see who it is, I freeze in place.

      Zayne turns the lock behind him, a wide grin on his face. “I have a policy about open doors,” he says.

      “What’s that?” I ask, lifting my chin. Trying desperately to pretend that I’m not standing here topless in a public restroom, staring at one of the hottest guys I’ve ever known.

      “I always walk through them if I want what’s on the other side.” With that, he crosses the restroom in a single stride and catches my chin in one hand, wraps his other arm around my waist. Next thing I know, his lips collide with mine, and I forget that I’m half-naked, forget where we are.

      I forget everything but Zayne.

      His mouth parts, and his tongue invades. I let him claim me, twine my tongue with his while our hands roam across each other’s bodies. I run one hand through his thick blond hair, along the back of his neck, while my other hand traces the hem of his shirt. Slips underneath to press my palm flat against his hot, bare back.

      He grips my waist with both hands and crushes me tight against him. I can feel the hard press of his cock against my belly, and when I wriggle against him, he pulses against me, groans faintly into our kiss.

      I tilt my head to let him kiss me more deeply, then gasp when he catches my lower lip between his teeth, bites down gently. His hands trail up my waist to my breasts, and trace underneath, above, circling around them. His lips leave mine, and I gasp again in protest, but then I don’t have time to think about it, because he’s kissing his way along my jawline, down the side of my neck. His stubble scratches against my soft skin, but I love it, the sharp contrast between his stubble and his soft mouth, his hot tongue wet against my neck.

      He nips at the skin just below my ear, and a shiver runs through my entire body as I crush him tighter against me.

      His hands finally reach my nipples, and he rolls them between his forefingers and thumbs. I moan, sinking against him, loving the sensation of his strong, muscular body, so hard against mine. I tug at his shirt, wanting to feel his skin against my skin. He pauses to let me pull it off, then he’s right back on me, squeezing my breasts hard enough to make me gasp, his mouth tracing my neck down to my shoulder, my collarbone. I lean back, and he dips down to suck one nipple into his mouth, his tongue swirling around the hardened tip, as his other hand continues to work my other breast.

      The sink digs into my side as he leans into me. I glance over his shoulder, check the door, realizing someone could walk in at any moment. I should care. But it’s hard to think about that, when Zayne is pressed against me. With his free hand, he traces my spine, down, down, pausing at the small of my back to flatten his palm against my skin, and then he slips his fingers down the back of my panties, the thin fabric giving way easily to his rough touch. He grabs my ass, squeezes hard, and I arch my hips into his, loving the feeling of his hard cock pressed against my belly, his hips digging into mine.

      He pushes me backwards, into the sink, and the cool porcelain a sharp contrast to his hot skin.

      My clit feels like it’s swollen, a fat weight between my legs that’s begging me to take this farther. To let him take me, fuck me right here over this sink.

      But when I glance away from him, remember where we are, my heart sinks a little.

      I want to fuck him—desperately. I want to feel his thick cock inside me, and let him take what he wants from me. I want him to fuck me so hard I can’t walk, just the way he promised, and then I want to fuck him again and again until both of us will be sore in the morning but neither of us will care.

      But not here. Not like this. Hooking up in the bathroom of a dingy little corner pub…

      Zayne leans away from me, and follows my gaze. He must read my mind, because a moment later, he stoops down to scoop his shirt and my dress off the floor, and passes me mine. “As much as I’m enjoying you, Clove, I have to admit I’m not really into restroom hookups.”

      I accept my dress with a grateful half-smile. “You read my mind.”

      His eyes fix on me, still taking in my body hungrily. “So what’s say we blow this joint?”

      “Your place or mine?” I lift an eyebrow.

      He grins. “They’re the same address, so that makes it easy.”

      My cheeks flush. Of course. I should have figured he’d live in the building too. Damn, this is becoming a worse upon worse idea. And yet, I feel myself bend to pick up my bra, all the while shooting him a flirty grin. “Let’s decide on the walk, then.”

      We make it as far as the front door of the pub before we fall into each other’s arms again. The second we step outside and cool night air hits us, it seems to go straight to our heads. He kisses me hard, backs me up against the wall of the building, and I lift one leg to wrap it around his waist as we kiss, burying my hands in his hair.

      “I have to admit, this seems like an even worse hookup spot than the restroom,” I gasp when we finally part for air again, both of us breathing hard. His cock digs into my thigh now, and I fight the urge to inch my hips a few inches sideways and grind my clit against his hard length. I’m already wet enough, soaking straight through these thin panties.

      “I can’t wait to tear this dress off you,” he murmurs into my neck, his voice low, almost a growl now. “You make me want to take you right here, right now.”

      I shiver in anticipation, arching into him. “I want you to take me however you want me,” I whisper.

      In response, he catches my hand, pulling me away from the wall and into a brisk walk. As we walk, he casts a grin down at me. “I can be patient… For now.”

      Those words reverberate through me as we cross the blocks to our building. When I was walking here tonight, it felt close. Now, it feels like an eternity. An agonizing wait, when all I want to do is jump Zayne’s bones right here.

      We run up against a red light, and he takes advantage of the moment to bury one hand in my hair, kissing me once more, hard and deep. His tongue slides between my lips, and I twine my tongue around his, soaking in his taste, his scent, his heat, the feel of his hot lips on mine, his sharp stubble against my cheek.

      “Who’s my naughty girl?” he murmurs against my mouth, and I sink into him, letting him take control.

      His hands grip my ass, lift me half off the curb as he crushes me against him, and I tilt my head, part my mouth to let him take what he wants from me.

      “You like that?” He squeezes my ass again, harder, and I grin into his kiss, arching against him. “You like it rough, Clove?”

      “Fuck yes.” I bite his lower lip for emphasis, and he growls, practically lifting me off the ground and grinding his hips against mine.

      “Good. Because I don’t want to go easy on you.”

      I lean back far enough to catch his eye, my own alight with desire. “Don’t you dare.”

      His grin widens. “Be careful what you wish for, dirty girl.”

      In response, I wriggle my ass, which grinds our hips together, his thick cock pinned between us, digging into my belly. He slaps my ass, not hard, but enough to make me startle and jump against him. He grins and leans in to catch my earlobe between his teeth and bite down, just hard enough to make me gasp.

      “Oh, the things I’m going to do to you…”

      Then, without warning, he pulls away, and it takes me a second to breathe in enough oxygen to remember where we are. What we’re doing. Because we’re still standing on a street corner in the middle of the city, and the light has just changed. I trail after him, across the road, head swimming, cheeks on fire. Normally I hate PDA, but with Zayne, I didn’t even remember we were still in public. When he touches me, everything else fades into the background. I could be anywhere, doing anything, and all I can see, all I can feel or hear or taste or think about, is him.

      He’s dangerous, I think. But even worse?

      I like it.

      We finally reach the building lobby, and Paul buzzes us in. To judge by the way his eyebrows rise and his gaze darts between us, to call him “surprised” would be the understatement of the year.

      But Paul is nothing if not the consummate professional. So after a moment of gaping, he simply bows his head. “Zayne. Ms. Walker.”

      “Evening, Paul,” Zayne says with a wink as we saunter past him, arms wrapped around each other’s waists.

      “Hello,” I manage, still embarrassed, still feeling my cheeks burn white-hot. This is what it will be like if things go sour with Zayne, I remind myself. I’ll have to walk past him every day, have awkward conversations like this one.

      “Lovely night out,” Paul is saying as he digs under the counter. “Ms. Walker, you had a package…”

      Zayne shoots me a sideways grin. “What was that about you not ordering too much on Amazon?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’ll pick it up tomorrow, thanks so much, Paul.”

      “Of course.” His eyes trail us all the way to the elevator, and I wonder suddenly if there are security cameras in here. If he’s going to see that we push floor 11, where Zayne must live, instead of floor 5, where I live.

      “You aren’t going to get in trouble for this, are you?” I ask, suddenly thinking about it. Is there some kind of rule against this? Dating the… customers, I guess?

      Zayne only laughs and hits the door close button. “The only trouble we’re getting into tonight is one another,” he says, pinning me against the corner of the elevator with one arm on the glass behind me. I lean against the wall, looking up at him. I’m struck again by the way his sharp blue eyes pierce me, the way his body angles toward me to turn me on, light me up.

      One way or another, tonight marks a turning point. Either this is a very, very bad decision—something the nervous rumble in my gut tells me it very well might be—or it’s a different kind of bad decision. The kind that will give me sleepless nights thinking about it for days to come.

      Either way, it’s too late now. I’ve already jumped.

      The elevator doors ding and slide open. We step out onto Zayne’s floor, the 11th floor, a floor I’ve never been to in all my years living in this building so far. He crosses to his door, unlocks it, and I take a deep breath and fall straight into the deep end.
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      The second the door shuts behind us, Zayne shifts into alpha mode.

      “Take off your dress.”

      Our eyes lock. I keep mine on him as I slowly reach for the hem of my dress. Catch it and raise it over my shoulders. Normally I’d be shy about undressing for a guy the first time, but something about the white-hot heat in Zayne’s gaze doesn’t allow for it. He wants me—bad. So why feel shy about letting him take what he wants?

      I drop the dress beside me, standing in my panties and bra before him.

      He paces around me in a slow circle, eyes darting up and down my body as he sizes me up. “Now take off your bra.”

      I catch his eye once more, hold it while I reach back to unclasp my bra. I let it slide down my arms, and my belly tightens at the way his gaze drops to my breasts, a hungry glint in his eye. He lifts one eyebrow, allows himself a small, private grin.

      “Take off your panties now.”

      I lift my chin and let my gaze drop down his body pointedly. “This seems a little one-sided,” I point out.

      “Are you disobeying me, naughty girl?”

      “What do you plan to do with me if I am?” I ask, my smile widening.

      “Mm…” He pauses to let his eyes wander across my body once more, as though debating. “If you are being disobedient, I suppose a spanking would be in order… I’d have to bend you over my knee and give it to you hard.”

      My throat goes dry, my pussy tight with anticipation. God I am so fucking wet already. How does he do this to me? I lift my chin, put one hand on my hip. “Hmm. In that case, I am definitely disobeying you,” I reply.

      In an instant, he’s beside me, one arm around my shoulders, the other sweeping my legs out from under me. I barely have time to squeal and fling my arms around his neck before he’s dropping onto the couch and bringing me with him, spreading me across his legs. With both hands, he easily flips me over, as if I weigh nothing at all. I suppose to him I probably don’t.

      I lean across his knees, bent so my head faces the floor. He positions me so my ass sticks straight up in the air, across his thighs. Then he runs his hand over my cheeks, one at a time, slow and considering.

      Shivers of anticipation and pleasure rush down my spine as he takes his time, massaging my ass.

      “You’ve been teasing me all night. Acting very dirty. I think it’s time you learn what naughty girls get for that.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, tensed. I’ve always loved the idea of being spanked, but I’ve never had the guts to ask a guy to do it before. Somehow, with Zayne, it feels okay. More than okay. It feels safe. “Punish me,” I whisper, and he laughs, a low, throaty sound that resonates deep in my belly.

      Without warning, he spanks my ass once, hard. I gasp and jump against him, but with his other hand, he pins me in place, holding me down across his legs.

      “Count,” he says, as his hand comes down again in another sharp slap.

      “One,” I gasp. The pain is sharp, stinging, but not unpleasant. It makes me even wetter, imagining how else he’ll punish me. What else he wants to make me do.

      He spanks me again, and I count it. We keep going like that, until we get to five and both of my ass cheeks are burning, my whole body alight with the sensation. Then, abruptly, he stops, and starts to massage my ass again.

      It feels different now, the spanking making my skin sensitive as hell. His rough, strong hands working across the now-stinging skin makes it twice as sensitive, the pleasure even sharper in contrast to the pain before.

      “Are you ready to obey me now?” he murmurs, and I turn my head to catch his eye, savoring the hungry, lustful glint I find there.

      It turns me on so fucking much, to see how much he wants me. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Good.” He grins and stands, pulling me to my feet beside him. I don’t expect it so suddenly, and with all the different sensations still rushing through my body, it takes me a second to get steady on my feet. “Now drop those panties.”

      I push them over my hips. Let them fall to the floor in a puddle.

      He glances down at them, smirking. “Wet for me already, dirty girl?”

      “What can I say?” I bat my eyes. “You know how to turn me on.”

      He laughs again and spreads his arms wide. “Your turn,” he says, lifting his eyebrows, almost in a challenge. “Undress me.”

      I pull his shirt off first. Then I have to pause, because the sight of these perfectly carved muscles up close is distracting as hell. I run my hands across his chest, and dip my head to kiss my way along his collarbone, while I trace my fingers along his abs, then slowly down the V that points directly to his groin.

      “And try not to get too distracted along the way,” he adds with a smirk.

      I grin back at him and undo the clasp of his jeans. I inch them down his thighs and take a second on the way down to the floor to eye his muscular legs. Damn, even his thighs and calves are toned as hell. He steps out of the jeans, casting them aside with the rest of our clothes, and I stand back up, only his boxers between us now. The cool air in his apartment feels even colder now, and I shiver a little, tightening my legs. My pussy is already so wet, so the chill isn’t helping. I want nothing more than to pull him against me, wrap myself in his warm body. But he’s watching me with that smirk still, his eyelids lowered, expression dangerous. He didn’t say I could touch him, not yet. Not aside from removing his clothes.

      So, I hook the band of his boxers with one finger, and slowly, slowly tug those down next.

      When his cock springs free, I can’t help but gasp in appreciation. God damn he is huge. And it looks so much thicker in person, so much more tantalizing—and somehow intimidating, all at the same time. Because hell, looking at him right now, I find myself wondering whether he really will fit or not.

      Fuck if I don’t want to find out, though.

      "Lie back," he says, and he casts a glance at the couch beside us. I lift an eyebrow at him, still smiling. He just waits, patiently, until I obey.

      I step back and start to bend over the couch, but he catches my shoulder. Slides a hand down across my chest to circle my nipple with his fingers.

      "Not like that," he says. "Lie backwards across it."

      I turn around slowly, eyes locked on his. Then I lean backward over the edge of the couch, until my head hits the pillows behind me and my legs are spread. The arm of the couch digs into my ass, pushes my hips straight up into the air.

      Apparently that's what he was going for.

      Zayne kneels between my knees and grasps them in both hands. In one swift motion, he shoves my legs apart, baring me to the world. I shiver again, as the cool air of his apartment hits my wet, exposed pussy.

      He smirks up at me. Fuck, the sight of him kneeling between my thighs is impossibly hot. He grins and purses his lips, blows gently right against my pussy lips. I shiver, unable to help myself, and dig my nails into my palms to distract from the intensity of the cold sensation.

      He laughs softly, at the back of his throat. "Cold? Don't worry. You won't be for long." He bends closer, licks the inside of my thigh, just inches away from my pussy. He's so close to me that I can feel the graze of his stubble against my other thigh. "I can't wait to taste you, Clove."

      I reach down to run my hands through his hair, my head falling back against the couch cushions. "Now you're being the tease," I point out, which elicits another laugh.

      "Oh, definitely," he agrees. "But I don't hear you complaining." He turns to lick the inside of my other thigh, and I shiver, my whole body going tight with desire. My clit feels like it's on fire, like one straight lick from his tongue will send me rocketing toward an orgasm.

      I want him so bad. I want him to lick me, suck me, taste me, and then I want him to fuck me.

      "Definitely... no complaints... here," I manage, though to be honest, keeping control of my vocal chords is getting difficult as his tongue inches closer to my lips.

      He presses one hand to my pussy, spreads my lips with hot fingers, his skin calloused and just rough enough that it adds an extra sensation when he runs on finger slowly from the front of my slit all the way to the back, leaving a trail of my juices all along my pussy.

      "I love how wet you are for me, Clove."

      "I want you," I gasp.

      "I know." He grins. "You are such a sexy, gorgeous little naughty girl, aren't you?"

      "Mm, yes..."

      He slides his finger back up my slit, circles it around my pussy entrance. "Are you my little slut, Clove?"

      "Yes, yes." My voice goes louder, sharper, as he pushes that finger against my entrance, not quite inside me yet. "Fuck yes."

      "That's a good slut. Beg for me. Beg me to lick you. Taste you."

      "Please, lick my pussy."

      He licks across my mound, his tongue pressing down hard enough that I can feel it all the way to my swollen clit, even though he doesn't touch it, not yet. "Do you want me to put my finger inside you?"

      "Yes, please, god, Zayne..."

      He pushes his finger into me an inch at a time. I tense as he enters, his digit already slick with my juices, but he just keeps pushing, deeper into my pussy, until he's all the way inside. He feels thick and delicious pressed there, and even more so when he bends his finger a little to curl it inside me, the tip of his finger pressing against my front wall. He draws it out slowly, watching me as he does, savoring my reaction as he pulls his finger out of my pussy again. When he hits my G-spot, my hips buck of their own accord, and I gasp, clenching my fists again.

      He smirks, then, all at once, thrusts his finger back into me and leans down to lick across my clit.

      The gasp turns into a cry, turns into almost a scream as he keeps licking back and forth across my clit, hard enough to make my sensitive nerves leap straight to pleasure so intense it's almost painful. Then he leans back and goes back to only fingering me, slowly, building up the pressure one thrust at a time.

      "Fuck," I manage through gritted teeth.

      He's still watching me, those blue eyes of his darker now, filled with lust. It's even hotter when he looks at me, when he savors my reactions as he makes me feel whatever he wants me to feel. "You are so beautiful," he murmurs. Then he draws his finger out of me, spreads it against my thigh instead, and replaces it with his tongue.

      His tongue is white-hot, a curl of muscle against my inner walls. He explores me inch by inch, swirling his tongue inside my pussy, then licking along my slit before he flattens his tongue and laps at my clit in slow, flat strokes.

      This time it's less intense, more of a slow build. But it still doesn't take long before I'm arching up against him, my hands buried in his hair, my throat raw from crying out each time he strokes along me.

      Just when I'm at the peak, I tighten my hands into fists. "Fuck, Zayne, I'm going to come," I groan.

      He stops, and I lift my head to stare down at him with a frustrated gasp of protest. "Don't come until I tell you to," he says, eyes fixed on mine.

      I swallow hard. Nod.

      Then he licks me again, and resisting the urge to go over the edge is the hardest thing I've ever done. I have to clench my fists, dig my nails into my palms, focus on that instead of the pleasure rocketing through me.

      "I can't... I have to come..."

      He stops licking me again, starts to finger me instead. "You can control it."

      "Not... with you... doing that," I point out, especially when he drags that finger along my front wall again, right over my G-spot. I feel like I'm going to burst, like the pressure will make me explode.

      "Do you want to come for me?"

      "Please, please yes."

      He keeps fingering me without responding for a moment, watching me as though he's debating. Deciding.

      "Please let your slut come for you," I whisper, eyes locked on his.

      He grins. "You are a good slut..." He slides his finger out of me. "You can come for me now, slut." Then he licks me once more, hard and fast, and that's the last thing I can process before I let the orgasm hit me.

      I can vaguely hear myself screaming his name. The rest is just a flood of pure pleasure, more intense than I've ever felt before. My nerve endings are on fire, and my pussy clenches, my body shaking of its own accord as I fall over the edge.

      When I finally come back into myself, Zayne has wrapped his arms around my waist, and he's pulling me upright. I try to stand, find my legs are too shaky, and lean against him for support.

      "That good?" he asks, but with a cocky smirk that tells me he knows exactly how good it was.

      In response, I grab his face with both hands and kiss him hard. I taste myself on his lips, a salty tang that's even hotter combined with his flavor, his scent. He parts his mouth, swirls that magic tongue of his around mine.

      But it's my turn now.

      I break away from the kiss and drop to my knees before him. I steal a peek up at him, and find him watching me with wide eyes, as though surprised. "What's the matter?" I ask, running a finger along the side of his cock, so lightly that I'm barely touching. "Haven't you ever made a girl hungry for your cock before?"

      His grin deepens. "I mean this in the best possible way, Clove, but I have never met a woman quite like you before."

      I grin back and circle my hand around his cock fully. God, my fingers don't even fit all the way around him, he's so thick. I lift my other hand too, wrap them both along him, and stroke his length. He's silky smooth in my hand, velvety soft over a hard steel core. I lean in to lick the tip of his cock, where a single drop of precum gathered. The taste. I've heard friends talk about loving the taste of cock before, or their boyfriends' cum, but I've never quite understood it. Not until now.

      He sucks in a deep breath through his teeth. "Fuck."

      I press my lips around his head and slowly lean forward, sliding his cock into my mouth. His hands bury in my hair, fists clenching until my eyes water from the pull. I don't mind. The pain adds to the pleasure, and I love that he's losing himself so much he can't concentrate on anything else. I dig my tongue into the underside of his cock as I pull him deeper, deeper into my mouth. At the same time, I reach up with both hands to clench his ass hard, and use that to push him against me.

      Fuck, he tastes so good. My jaw aches, stretching wide enough to take him in, but I love it, love the sensation of his cock filling my mouth.

      When he's as far in as I can take him, his tip almost touching the back of my throat, I lean back to pull him out again. Then I pause to trail my tongue along the side of his cock, licking him from tip to base and back again.

      "I want to suck you off. I want to take your cock into my throat," I tell him.

      His eyebrows rise. "Have you ever deep-throated before?"

      I shake my head, stroking him with one hand as I lock eyes with him. "I want to learn."

      He laughs, eyebrows still lifted, incredulous. "God, you're a thirsty little slut, aren't you?"

      "Very." I grin.

      I take him back into my mouth, and this time, when I have him fully inside, I look up at him, waiting. He tightens his grip on my hair and gazes down at me.

      "Relax." He presses his hips forward gently, an inch at a time.

      I force my jaw to relax, and my throat too. There's a moment where my body clenches, and I cough, but he just keeps pressing forward, hands caressing my scalp.

      "Don't think too much about it. Just give in. Let me take control."

      So I do. I surrender. Let him push into me, his cock inching down my throat until my lips touch the base of his cock. I lift one hand to roll his balls through my fingers, and he sucks in another sharp breath as he starts to lean back, draw himself out of my mouth.

      "Fucking hell, Clove," he manages between hard breaths. "You're a natural."

      We pick up the pace, him leading, thrusting against me, and I keep toying with his balls, my other hand digging into his ass as he starts to move faster and faster, until it feels like he's fucking my face, thrusting against me with abandon. I love it, and even more than that, I love looking up at the lost expression on his face, the one distracted by pleasure, his eyelids half-closed, mouth slack.

      Finally, without warning, he pulls out of my mouth and staggers backward, his cock glistening with my saliva, still rock-hard and pulsing in the cool apartment air. I lean back on my heels, pouting, disappointed. I wanted to taste his cum. Wanted to feel him come in my throat.

      "Not yet," he says, eyes back on me, as though reading my thoughts. "Stand up, Clove."

      I rise on still-shaky legs, and he immediately wraps an arm around my waist, crushes his mouth to mine.

      "I want to fuck you properly first," he whispers against my lips.

      I grin and kiss him again, softly. "Mm, I suppose I'm okay with that."

      He bends to his jeans, digs in the pockets for a condom. When he unwraps it, I reach for it, and he laughs and lets me take it. I slide it down his cock, savoring the feeling of his hardness between my palms as I do.

      "Clove..."

      With the condom on, I look up to find him watching me steadily, a hungry gleam in his eye. "Zayne?"

      "You drive me absolutely wild."

      My cheeks flush. "I could say the same for you."

      He laughs. "Good." Then he wraps his arms around me and forces me backward a step. Another step. And another, until we crash onto the couch, and he's lying along me, and our lips collide again, his hot and possessive. "You're mine," he growls against my mouth, and I arch up against him to emphasize the point, sighing in the back of my throat with agreement.

      He spreads my thighs, pushes his hips between them, and I wrap my legs around his waist, angling my hips to give him the best access. "Have I told you how fucking gorgeous you are?" he murmurs as he strokes his cock between my lips, tracing the length of my slit. He runs from my ass all the way up to dig lightly against my clit, before he slides back down. I'm soaking wet again already, both from how turned on I got sucking his cock and from his ministrations now, and it doesn't take long before his head is coated in my juices.

      "You might have mentioned." I smirk, and he leans down to nip my neck lightly.

      "Good. Because you need to know that, Clove. That, and that you are the sexiest, hottest, naughtiest slut I've ever had the pleasure of being with."

      I laugh a little and trace my hands over his back. Shit, even his back is muscular, chiseled to perfection. I let my hands slide down to his hips, his ass, and I grip his ass tightly, my nails digging into his skin a little, his muscles tense and strong beneath my fingers. "I have to admit, I don't think I've ever felt like being quite so slutty for someone before."

      He grins. "Even better." He's still stroking me slowly with his cock, teasing again. It makes my muscles tense with anticipation, my throat dry and body trembling.

      "Fuck, Zayne..."

      "Is that what you want?" he whispers into the crook of my neck as he layers kisses along my collarbone. "You want me to fuck you?"

      "Fuck yes."

      He pauses right at my entrance. Adding pressure but not enough to push his cock inside me, not yet. I arch my hips up toward him, but he catches them in both hands and pins me against the couch, holding me down. "What do you say?" he asks with a glint in his eye.

      "Please," I gasp.

      Only then does he thrust inside me, his hands still wrapped around my hips so tight I can feel each of his fingers imprinted.

      And his cock. Fuck.

      He stretches my pussy wide, makes me feel tight around him. He's thick, and so long that when he pushes all the way into me, I can just feel his tip bottoming out at the end of my pussy, buried as far inside me as possible.

      Both of us moan, our faces pressed together, his stubble on my cheek. It feels so fucking good, his warm skin on mine, his muscles hard everywhere that I'm soft, his cock thick and pulsing with desire inside me.

      For a second, he turns his head, and our eyes meet, both of us lost, distracted by the sensation. The way that it feels like relief, scratching an itch I never knew I had. Finding home again.

      Then he bites my earlobe sharply and that pulls me back into myself, into the physical sensations.

      "Zayne," I murmur as he pulls back out of me again. My pussy tightens, contracts as it adjusts to his girth, and he sucks in another sharp breath at that feeling.

      "Fuck, Clove. You are so fucking tight. So wet and hot..."

      "Fuck me, Zayne. I want to feel your cock claim every inch of my pussy."

      He pins me against the couch with a growl and starts to thrust in a rhythm, faster with each motion. His cock glides in and out of me, slick with my juices, and every time he slams back into me, my body rocks with the sensation. I strain to thrust against him, to match his pace, but he keeps me pushed against the couch, controlling the motion, controlling me, my pleasure, my body. I surrender to him, loving the feeling of giving up control.

      He locks eyes with me as we fuck, flattens one palm against my belly to keep hold of me and lifts the other to run through my hair. He brushes it off my face, then grabs a fistful and pulls me into a deep kiss, his tongue invading my throat as he continues to fuck me.

      It doesn't take long for the sensations to build toward a peak, my clit still sensitive to the point of almost feeling sore from my orgasm earlier. He bends down to kiss my neck, my ear, then tilts my head back, exposing my throat for him to run his tongue along.

      "Fuck, Clove," he hisses again. I tighten my pussy, clench around him, and he groans aloud.

      Then, without warning, he pulls back. Grabs both of my ankles and flings them up over his shoulders, all the while still fucking me, his balls slapping against my ass. I arch my hips, and with my legs over his shoulders, he's fucking me from below, so his cock drags along my front inner wall, his tip slightly curved upward, running right over my G-spot. I cry out, the cry dissolving into a moan as he continues to fuck me hard.

      "God, I'm going to come. Zayne. Zayne," I repeat, muscles clenched, hands in fists around his biceps.

      "Come for me baby," he growls, and relief floods me for a moment. If he'd asked me to stop, to hold it back like last time, I don't know that I could have. I'm already right at the brink, speeding toward it, and his thick cock against my G-spot isn't helping me fight it.

      "Fuck," I cry out, right as the orgasm hits. Every nerve ending in my body sparks, and my pussy spasms around his cock, the muscles clenching and releasing in quick succession as I come hard around him.

      For his part, he moans and keeps thrusting, his hands on my calves now, gripping hard as he fucks up against me. The orgasm keeps going, lingers, and it starts to build again almost straight away, and I moan aloud, the pleasure so intense it borders on painful, but in the best possible way. I want him to fuck me forever.

      He sees me twist and writhe beneath him, feels the way I tighten again around his cock. He lets go of my leg with one hand and reaches down to stroke my clit within easy reach of his hand. He grins as he does, taking in my pleasure, enjoying knowing how hot he gets me.

      I scream this time, louder, as the second orgasm washes through me. He keeps stroking my clit, even as I jerk and twist beneath him. And then he drops his hand, drops my legs back down to the couch and lies along me, our bodies flush, as he fucks me harder. His cock plunges in and out of me, and his balls hit my ass hard on every thrust.

      I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck.

      "Fuck, Clove, I'm going to come."

      "Come for me," I murmur into his ear.

      He pulls my head back, looks straight into my eyes as he finishes, groaning deep in his throat, a desperate sound that's almost a growl. I love that, love the desperate look in his eyes, the way his body shakes in my arms.

      When he finally collapses against me, we keep our arms around one another, both of us breathing hard, our bodies slick with sweat. I can feel his heartbeat hammering, and my own pounding back against it, our chests pressed together. When he finally leans back to catch my eye again, we both laugh, half-delirious.

      "Fucking hell," he murmurs before he kisses me again, softer this time. More sensitive.

      "I know," I whisper when we break apart once more. Our eyes lock, and there's something about him, about his eyes, his touch... the way that felt.

      When he pulls out of me, I have to fight the urge to let out a sigh of protest. I want him back inside me already; I want to stay as close to him as possible, both of us basking in the aftermaths of our orgasms.

      Luckily he doesn't stay apart from me for long. He scoops me up into his arms and carries me through the apartment, toward his bedroom. It's a different layout than mine, I notice, a little larger, more open-plan. I like it. And he's decorated it well too, not like the typical bachelor pad. It's all modern designs and simple, tasteful furniture.

      Then I forget about the apartment, because he's setting me down on the bed and curling in beside me, and I'm lost in his kiss again.

      A few minutes later, we lie side-by-side on our backs, staring up at his ceiling, still breathless, our bodies slick with sweat, sticking together.

      “Bet you never expected your doorman could do that,” Zayne says, a little smirk dancing across his lips.

      I lean in to kiss the corner of that smirk. “I knew he was good at fighting off bad guys,” I say. “I had no idea he was such a naughty guy himself.”

      “Only when inspired,” he replies, and I laugh, remembering our conversation in the café earlier.

      “So what else inspires you?” I ask, settling into his arms.

      “Music mostly,” he replies. “If we’re talking that kind of inspiration.”

      “What type?”

      “Indie bands, classic rock… Little bit of everything really. It’s the best part of my day sometimes, just heading into the stock room to get everything ready, listening to the perfect playlist.”

      “Make me one sometime?” I ask, and then feel my cheeks flush. Was that weird to ask? Is this just a hookup, can we do things like make each other playlists?

      But Zayne is already nodding, his eyes bright with ideas. “Definitely. I know what to put on it already.”

      “You do?”

      He tightens his arms around me. “I thought of the perfect song the moment I met you.”

      I laugh. But he doesn’t. I turn in his arms to meet his eye. “Really?”

      “Sometimes people just do that. People who really click with me. It makes a song come into my head, and I want to share it with them…”

      “Can you play it for me?”

      He reaches across me for his phone. For a moment, I regret the lack of warmth where his arm had been a moment before. But then he’s back, phone in hand, and I snuggle into his side as he cues up the music.

      I’ve never heard the song before. Don’t recognize the band either, but I love the rhythm. It’s an acoustic guitar, and a soulful singer, singing about a girl he once met, but never knew her name. It’s sweet and sad all at once, and as I curl up against his side and listen to the lyrics, my head fills with a pleasant buzz. This feels right. Zayne feels right. I don’t know how to describe it.

      When we finally drift off an hour later, my body curled up to his wrapped around me, arms around my waist, cradling me against him, I have one last thought before I drop off into sleep.

      Uh oh.
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      I wake up the next morning, and for a moment, I'm disoriented. This looks like my apartment. Sounds like my apartment. There's the same distant blare of traffic and the same slant of sunlight through the standard-issue blinds. But the bed feels softer beneath me than I'm used to. And I'm warmer than I'm used to, too. Mostly because there's a very warm body curled against mine, and a strong arm wrapped protectively around my waist.

      I shift a little and feel something else press against me. A hard, thick cock prodding my ass.

      Then I remember last night. Everything from the coffee date all the way to our wild session on the couch. I smile and turn my head to peek over my shoulder.

      Zayne blinks at me, sleepy, still waking up. But he probably has the same idea that I do, because a moment later, he shifts his hips against mine, and his cock digs harder against my ass.

      "Good morning, sexy," he murmurs.

      "Morning, hot stuff." I grin. He kisses me softly and I smile into it. Then I wriggle my ass, let it grind against his cock.

      "Still thirsty, I see," he comments when we break apart. I laugh. But he doesn't. He pushes gently against my upper back, bending me forward into a tighter curl. "Be careful what you wish for, naughty girl."

      "What if I'm wishing for you to punish me, though?" I ask, and bat my lashes just a little.

      "Hmm..." He hums a little under his breath as he traces his hands over my back, down my spine to cup my ass on either side of his cock. He spreads my cheeks and lets his cock slide between them, along my slit. Then he runs his hands back up my back, massaging lightly. "Then I'd have to say, be careful what you wish for," he finally says.

      I feel the bed shift as he turns to reach for the nightstand. I hear the crinkle of a condom wrapper, and for a moment, his cock leaves my backside as he slips it on.

      Then he's back, hands sliding around to my front now. He massages my breasts, one at a time, taking his time, kneading them hard before he pinches each nipple, rolling it between his fingers until they’re hard. He pinches my right nipple harder, enough to make me gasp, and then he grins and kisses the back of my neck.

      "Was this what you had in mind?" he murmurs against my skin. "Me punishing you, taking what I want from your body..."

      "It's yours," I whisper. "Do with me what you wish."

      "Oh, Clove." His hands slide down the flat plane of my stomach to my mound. Flattens against it, and his forefinger grazes my clit. "I plan to."

      He strokes my clit slowly, lightly. At first it feels nice, but as the pressure builds, that light touch becomes torturous. I thrust against him, but he pins me down, his arm heavy on my hipbone.

      "Ah, ah. This is my pussy. I'm in charge, naughty girl."

      I swallow hard. Those words send a pulse of desire straight to my belly. "Yes."

      "And what I want right now..." he says as he keeps stroking me lightly, faintly, "is to fuck you senseless."

      With that, he thrusts his cock into my pussy, hard and without warning. I gasp and buck against the sheets. He plunges deep inside me, and my pussy is tight with surprise. But I'm already wet from his touches, his slow strokes, and he slides all the way inside me without resistance, stretching my muscles, making me ache.

      "I'm going to fuck you so hard you won't be able to walk downstairs," he whispers, and my pussy pulses around his cock, another spike of desire heating me up.

      "You like that, I see." He pulls out of me. Thrusts in again, harder. "You're such a dirty little slut. I love it."

      He keeps it up like that, fucking me, then slowing down to tease me, stroking my clit alternately whenever he pauses. It's not long before I feel desperate, crazed with desire. I try to thrust against him, but he spanks my ass once, hard enough to sting. Then he keeps fucking me, hard but slow, driving me wild.

      Finally, just when I feel like I'm going to lose it, going to go crazy from the urge to truly fuck him, he grabs my hips and starts to fuck me in earnest. It feels so good after all the teasing that I cry out. That shifts into a low, throaty moan as he keeps fucking me, his cock spearing me with every thrust, thick and tight inside my pussy.

      He bends me in half, fucks me so hard that I lose track of anything but his body against mine, his cock in me, my hands fisted in the sheets. When I finally come, he's right there with me, both of us crying out with pleasure at the same time as we finish.

      He pulls out, still breathing hard, and rolls onto his back cursing under his breath.

      "You are positively addictive, Clove Walker."

      "I could say the same about you, Zayne Pearson."

      We move to the shower, ostensibly to clean off. We are covered in sweat, after all. Among other things. But he insists on washing me, and when he lathers up his palms with soap and runs those rough, strong hands over my body, slowly, head to toe, I can't help it. The fire starts to build in my belly again, this lust, insatiable, impossible to please.

      Finally, when it feels like too much, I spin to face him, half-covered in soap that he's massaged into my body.

      "Let me suck your cock again. Please."

      He half-laughs, eyes hooded and dark with amusement. "Who am I to deny a lady what she wants?"

      He steps back, and I kneel before him in the shower. Let the hot water run over my back and shoulders, rinsing me off even as I part my lips and suck his cock into my mouth.

      He tastes just as good as I remember. And this time, when I build up a pace, sucking him in and out of my mouth until he starts to thrust into my throat, losing control, he doesn't stop me. He throat-fucks me, slams his hips into my face, the tip of his cock sliding down my throat with every thrust, until he's gritting his teeth and groaning loudly.

      I keep going, my hands wrapped around his balls, tugging at them, toying with them as I suck him into my mouth. He fucks my face, slams against me, and I relax, opening myself to him fully. I let him take control and fuck me how he wants, until he's right at the brink.

      "Swallow my cum," he groans, just before it hits him. When he comes, I tighten my lips around him and press my tongue along his length. He comes hard, deep in my throat, and I swallow it all, savoring the taste, the particular, unique flavor that's all him. I keep going, keep sucking until he moans my name, and only then do I lean back to lick his cock clean, slowly, an inch at a time.

      I stand up, and I'm amused to find him red-faced and breathing hard, leaning against the shower wall. Now it's his turn to struggle to stay upright.

      "How was that?" I ask innocently, batting my eyes.

      He shakes his head, a smile on his face and his eyes locked on mine. "You were definitely still thirsty," he points out, and we both laugh a little.

      Eventually, we do manage to clean off. Then we stumble out of the shower in towels and he gestures for me sit on the couch.

      "I can help," I protest as he sets about making breakfast, puttering around the kitchen.

      "You can, I'm sure," he admits. "But you aren't allowed to. You're only allowed to sit there and relax." He shakes a spatula at me, threatening. "You're my guest, Clove, you don't get to cook."

      I groan in faux-protest and sink back against the cushions. "Fine. But only because I like it when you boss me around." I stick my tongue out, and he laughs, then turns to finish flipping the omelets he started.

      As he does, I catch a glimpse of the book on his kitchen table. “1Q84?”

      “Just started it. Have you read it?”

      I sit up straighter, grinning. “Oh yeah. I love Murakami.”

      “Kafka on the Beach is one of my favorites.”

      “You’ll love this one. Especially…” I bite my tongue. “Damn.”

      He laughs. “No spoilers! That’s cheating.”

      “Okay. I’ll just say you’re gonna love it, that’s all.” Now that I’ve noticed the one book, I let my gaze drift to the shelves beside his TV, chock full of others. “What kind of stuff do you normally read?”

      “Little bit of everything. A lot of dystopian, literary fiction. You know, the depressing shit.” He laughs, a little self-deprecating.

      “Why do you like depressing books?”

      He shrugs. Pauses to flip the eggs on the stove. “I guess it just makes me feel like my problems aren’t so bad. No matter how much shit I might be dealing with, it could always be worse.”

      I snort. “Very optimistic world-view.”

      “Well, could be worse. I could think my problems are the absolute worst. Then how annoying would I be?”

      I grin and roll my eyes. “Fair point.” I can’t help letting my gaze drift to his bookshelf again. I spot at least three of my favorite authors there, along with more than a few who have been on my radar for ages.

      Well-read, good taste in music, hot as hell, and he cooks…

      He joins me on the couch a few minutes later, two plates of perfectly cooked omelets in hand. I take one bite and my eyes go wide. He added spinach and cheese and bacon and something else, some spices I don't recognize but that go perfectly.

      "How are you still single?" I ask, once I've washed that bite down with a sip of the coffee he brewed.

      He laughs. "What do you mean?"

      "What do I mean?" I gesture wildly around the room with my fork. "You're hot, you're smart, you're fucking fantastic in bed, and you cook? That's ridiculous. How has some lucky hot girl not snatched you up already?"

      "Is the omelet really that delicious?" He shakes his head. "It's only eggs and some veggies. You should really try cooking more, Clove."

      I narrow my eyes. "I cook! I make a mean ramen noodle soup."

      "Packet ramen doesn't count."

      I roll my eyes now. "Yeah, well. My ineptitude in the kitchen aside, you're still a catch. So my question stands."

      "Which question?"

      Now I frown. "The why you're single one, obviously."

      "Oh, you know. Same reason anyone is single."

      "That's not exactly an answer," I point out.

      "Maybe I just haven't met the right girl yet."

      "The fact that you're so obviously dodging the question makes me think there's more to it than that," I reply, shaking my fork at him.

      He sighs and takes another bite of his omelet. Takes his time chewing it and drinking a long sip of coffee before he answers me. "I don't trust a lot of people," he finally admits. "I haven't exactly had the best history when it comes to dating."

      I snort. When he looks hurt, I spread my hands. "Sorry. I just meant... I mean, obviously I don't have the best track record either. You had to beat up my most recent stalker of a first date, for Christ's sake. I can relate."

      "Yeah, he seemed like a real winner. Dating in this town..." Zayne shakes his head.

      I frown at him. He's still dodging. There's something he's not telling me. But then again, how long has he known me? A couple of days? No wonder he doesn't want to go too deep into his backstory. So, fine. He can be weird about this if he wants.

      "What's your weekend look like?" he asks, and I let him change the subject this time.

      "Dunno. I was going to use the time to catch up on some reading for work, but..."

      He grins at me. Raises an eyebrow. "But?"

      "But, I could be persuaded to be naughty and slack off. If, you know... a more interesting opportunity presented itself."

      He takes my plate, the omelet already mostly devoured since I couldn't help but inhale the deliciousness. Then, gently, he sets it on the end table, his own plate with it. "Is that right?"

      "Yeah, I guess I'm easily influenced." I grin.

      He leans toward me. Places one hand on either side of me, and stares down at me. "So, if some other plans came up that involved, say... spending most of the weekend naked and splayed across my bed..."

      "I wouldn't object. No." I raise an eyebrow.

      He breaks into a grin too. Then he grabs my hands and pulls me upright. Without warning, he hoists me up, tossing me back over his shoulder and slapping my ass on the way up. "Good. Because I had some plans of my own in mind. And they do not involve letting this sexy little minx get away just yet..."

      I squeal and kick my legs in faux distress as he carries me back to the bedroom. Frankly, I could get used to this.
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      By Monday morning, I'm starting to wonder if you can get addicted to orgasms. I've had more than I can count on both hands in the last two days. Between Zayne tying me to his bedposts with a couple of T-shirts to eat me out, then him fucking me bent over his kitchen table, and finally against his balcony window, where half of New York could probably see if they looked up at the right moment, and where our neighbor across the street could definitely see if they opened their windows, I had no idea I could get so turned on so fast by someone.

      In between fucking, we took breaks to watch a couple of movies. He's got great taste in films, preferring older film noir above all else. We watched a few I'd never seen, like Double Indemnity which involved some hot-as-hell hookup scenes that led to us getting distracted and fucking again before we switched to watching Chinatown.

      Our conversation after Chinatown was almost as good as the fucking, though. He spent an hour dissecting the movie with me, savoring all the minute details, letting me rewind to gush over certain scenes. I love doing that when I watch movies—it makes me feel like they last longer, like they’re books I can slowly digest. I’d never met anyone else who was interested in doing that. Mostly my exes just humored me when I insisted on it.

      But Zayne? Zayne not only enjoys it, but after that, he encouraged me to do it with every movie we watched afterwards. We spent hours on each one, and while that would normally make me feel like a total nerd, with him it just felt normal. Like comparing these movies to our lives and dissecting each one was a perfectly cool, natural thing to do.

      He cooked the whole time too, and I swear, each meal tasted better than the last. He made me a veggie curry for lunch, then steaks for dinner, and leftover steak and eggs for breakfast the next morning. Who needs NYC brunch when you have your own personal chef and sexy sex master in house?

      But Monday arrived, as it always does. With it came the responsibilities I'd been avoiding. A shit ton of reading that I'll need to catch up on all morning, plus all the work drama that led me to complaining to Zayne last Friday, which I still need to handle.

      But somehow, after this weekend of retreating into the Zayne bubble, I feel more ready to face it than ever. I feel energized, recharged, ready to tackle the whole world if I need to. What could possibly go wrong? I’ve finally found a decent guy who's in my corner– and in my bed, for that matter.

      When I leave that morning, Zayne walks me downstairs. “Back on the clock?” I ask him in the elevator. I already know this was one of his rare weekends off.

      He nods. “Going to have to work a double today to make up for skiving on Sunday.”

      My cheeks flush. He skipped because I asked him to. Not that he complained too much. But as I realize now what it’s going to cost him, it makes me feel guilty. Schedules here are crazy. I can’t believe how little time off he gets, either. Someone should really complain to the management company about that, I think as we step into the elevator. I make a mental note to do that later.

      “Sorry again that you’ll have to make up time.”

      “Please.” He scoffs, and stops me before we reach the main lobby, and any other prying eyes. “Clove. I cannot explain to you in words how worth it it was to skip that day.” His eyes bore into mine, and I let myself sink into them. I close my eyes as he leans in to kiss me softly. “I would skip Sunday again and again. I’d work every double from now until Christmas if it meant I could spend more time with you in between.”

      My cheeks flush, a not unpleasant sensation. I lean up to kiss him again, and savor the way our lips meld together, so naturally. “Well. Next time I’ll make sure to work around your schedule instead, how’s that?”

      “Deal.” He laughs softly before kissing me once more. Then we lock hands, and head for the main lobby.

      We pass Paul downstairs, already in uniform. He eyes Zayne, clearly wondering why Zayne isn't dressed for work yet or ready to take over the desk when he should be starting in just ten minutes.

      "Be back down in a jiff, Paul," Zayne calls as we step outside our building.

      Then, on the corner of the street, still in full sight of Paul and anyone else we live with who might be passing by, he kisses me full on the lips. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him back hard, savoring it. Savoring the way he makes me feel.

      When I climb onto the subway train toward work, it does not feel like a Monday. There's no slog in my steps, no despair about going back to work again. I'm just... happy.

      It's a strange feeling.

      I reach the office with plenty of time to spare before my first meeting. I wave cheerily to Sara at the front desk as I stride past her to the coffee room.

      She frowns and watches me from the corner of her eye. But I get it. It's still Monday for most people. For anyone who hasn't discovered a secret hottie living undercover in uniform in their own building, whose cock is huge and thick enough to make them see sparks when they come...

      I shake my head to clear out the cobwebs, and pour myself a cup of coffee. Beth and John are leaning against the water cooler chatting, but they fall silent the moment I step into the room.

      "Hey guys." I smile at them, and after a beat, they smile back. But it's strained, forced.

      What's with everyone this morning?

      Ignoring the strange stares, I fill my coffee mug and head back to my desk. This time, though, the whole office feels like it's tracking me. I catch Becky from accounting making eye contact and spinning around almost immediately, a faint snicker escaping her. Carl from IT winks at me and pats his chest appreciatively. I scowl back at him. Gross. And also, what the hell has gotten into everyone?

      I spot that new girl again, Hannah. She has her arms crossed and her chin lifted. She’s glaring at me too, judgmental, just like all of them. What the hell?

      Even my boss is frowning when I walk past her, eyes darting to me and away again quickly as though they were rocks skipping across the surface of a particularly distasteful pond. I swallow hard. What now?

      I thought I was catching up on all of the deadlines we talked about on Friday. And I know that we had a pretty rough day, but it's not like we haven't had those before...

      I shake my head as I return to my seat. I'm probably just imagining things. Blowing this out of proportion.

      I take a seat at my desk, and almost immediately, a new chat window pops up. "Girl" is all the message says. It's from Andy Slate, my best gay at work.

      

      Clove: What?

      Andy: How did this happen?? Did your phone get stolen by bikers or something? Tell me it's Photoshop.

      

      I steal a peek over the top of my monitor at Andy's side of the office. He sits on the far side, at least fifteen desks away from mine. But I'm still close enough to make out his signature WTF face which he's wearing at full tilt right now, directed straight at me.

      

      Clove: What the H are you talking about?

      

      Swearing, alas, raises flags on our company servers. Otherwise, I'd already be cursing up a storm to threaten him into telling me what's going on.

      

      Andy: ... Shit. You haven't seen it.

      Clove: You know I hate suspense almost as much as I hate surprises, Andy. Out with it.

      Andy: It's not exactly SFW, if you know what I mean.

      Clove: I own a phone, dude.

      

      Next thing I know, said phone buzzes with a text. There's no explanation, only a link from him. I click on it and hold my breath. I don't know what I'm expecting. Nuclear apocalypse news? A letter from my boss explaining that we're all being let go? I don't know, but somehow, what I find is simultaneously worse and more personal all at once.

      The page finishes loading, and it takes me a moment to comprehend what I'm staring at.

      Tits, obviously.

      But not just any tits. Familiar tits.

      A pair of breasts I see in the mirror every single day. Not to mention the face attached, fully visible, because oh my god what was I thinking when I took that photo, I didn't even crop it, didn't even think that someone might be able to get a hold of it.

      It's me.

      Naked.

      In front of, I can only assume, my entire office.

      Underneath the photo, much to my chagrin, there's a caption. And below that, a few hundred comments. The caption is short, sweet and to-the-point.

      Slut for hire, it reads. Willing to do whatever you ask, as long as it's dirty as hell.

      The comments are even worse. I only make it through the first few.

      Fuck yeah, I'd fuck up that filthy slut.

      $100 says she's the cheapest whore in town.

      Now there's a cum-slut if ever I've seen one.

      My stomach churns. I'm going to be sick. Sure, it's fun and a little hot when Zayne gets all possessive and calls me his little slut. But that's in private, behind closed doors, where we can have fun without anyone seeing or judging us. This?

      This is something else entirely. I shut the window, unable to look at it anymore. Andy saw this. How many other people?

      I grab my keyboard so fast it screeches against the desk, a horrible plastic on plastic sound.

      

      Clove: Where did you get that? Who sent it to you?

      Andy: It circulated through the whole office this morning. First there was a spam email, then another message online.

      

      Before I can ask for more details about the second message, though, I feel a light tap on my shoulder. I suck in a deep breath and look up to find my boss, Stacy, standing beside me, arms crossed, a subtle frown on her face.

      "Can we speak privately, Clove?"

      My heart sinks down through my throat, a slow progression toward my stomach. My boss never asks to speak in private. Not unless it's something extreme, like our annual reviews or the conversation we had a couple of months ago about my annual bonus this year, assuming I do all my work well and exceed expectations in the workplace.

      Somehow, I have a feeling I won't be getting that bonus. Not after this.

      I rise on unsteady feet and follow her into her office, my hands quivering at my sides. This isn't my fault, I remind myself. Lots of people take semi-nude selfies. It's not my fault it fell into the wrong hands, wound up somewhere it shouldn't.

      Someone must have hacked my phone, or maybe my iCloud account, where I store all of my pictures automatically. They must have seen this and sent it around the office because....

      Well, I can't quite figure out why yet. But that doesn't matter. Not right now. What matters is surviving this meeting with my job in tact.

      My boss closes the door behind her gently, and I stand in front of it, chest heaving. She takes a seat at her desk. Normally, when we meet in private, this is when she'd gesture at the chair across from her and ask me to have a seat too, so we can speak on the same level, eye-to-eye as colleagues.

      She doesn't invite me to sit down now. Instead, she steeples her fingers under her chin and rests them against her lips, eyes piercing through mine. For a long, tense moment, silence reigns.

      Then, she sighs.

      "Clove, this is a family business. It's been run by the same family for the last 150 years, and much of the content we produce is kid-friendly, books meant to enhance families' knowledge and lives. We pride ourselves on our core values. Our dedication to safe learning environments and to getting the job done. Normally, you do just that. But this...." She drops her gaze to her desk. Her eyes flicker to her computer screen, and I wonder if she still has the website open. If she's staring at the photo of my half-naked body right now. My cheeks light up bright red with shame and fear. "Clove, what were you thinking, posing for this photo?"

      My cheeks continue to burn, but in my defense, I raise my chin a little higher. "With all due respect, Stacy, this was a private photograph. It was never meant for public consumption, so I didn't think—"

      "No, you most certainly did not think." She heaves a sigh. It sounds regretful. Almost as if she hates to do this. Yet here she is, doing it anyway. "Clove, this picture has been circulating across our company's social media pages. Someone with the password to our accounts has been posting it with all sorts of awful captions..."

      "It's not what it looks like."

      "Nevertheless, all the public can see is the external view. And right now, to our customers, it looks like one of our employees has begun using our site as her own personal advertising service to try to recruit... well… to try and start a side venture of her own, shall we say."

      My mouth falls open at that last line. I'm still thinking about the caption on the photo, all the nasty comments people left beneath it. "I did not... I would never..."

      "I know that, Clove." Stacy finally reaches across the desk to offer a hand. I give her mine, and she squeezes my fingers gently. Then she releases me with a regretful sigh and leans back in her chair. "But there's only so much we can do right now, as a company."

      "Can't we find out who's doing this? Fight them?"

      "I have IT tracking possible perpetrators at the moment, but there's only so much they can do. Whoever did this used a VPN and external routers, bounced their signal all over the place to scramble the trail. It's unlikely we'll be able to definitively pin it on anyone. In the meantime, we need to be able to tell our shareholders that we're doing something to deflect this."

      My brow furrows in response to her continued frown. I don't like the way this sounds. "What does that mean exactly...?" I ask slowly, afraid of the answer. Afraid of the way she's already looking at me with pity in her eyes.

      "I'm going to have to ask you to stay out of the office for the time being."

      I can feel myself surging to my feet. My face was already flushed from embarrassment, shock, horror. Now it goes redder with anger. "I'm being suspended?"

      "Not suspended. We're just asking you to use a few of your vacation days right now."

      "That's insane. Ridiculous. I'm being victimized and I get punished for it?"

      "You know what the internet is like, Clove. You know how often things like this get leaked. Why would you put pictures like this out there in the world, knowing how easily they could be leaked? Why would you sign yourself up for this risk?"

      "I didn't—"

      "You have to take responsibility for your actions." My boss's expression closes off. Shifts from pity to pursed-lip disdain. "I'm sorry that it has to come to this, I truly am. But we cannot allow such actions to go unchecked. As soon as we've completed our investigation, and we're satisfied that we've either stopped the ongoing threat or determined who is at fault for these photos, then we can reinstate you as a full-time employee. Assuming, of course, that you will keep our company values in mind in the future, as you continue forward as an employee of our company."

      "But—"

      "I'm sorry, Clove, but for now, our decision is final. Please collect your things and head home for the day."

      "This is crazy. It's the 21st century."

      "Exactly. With 21st century benefits come 21st century dangers. I hope you keep them in mind next time you trust someone with incriminating photos like these, photos that go against everything our company stands for. And also against our employee code of conduct form, I might add."

      I clench my fists at my sides, but force myself to nod as though I agree. As though I understand. As though this isn't complete bullshit. My stomach churns even worse than ever, roiling with anger and confusion and underneath it all, fear. Sorrow. Who did this to me? Why?

      They're clearly out to get me in particular. This wasn't some random cyber troll attack. They deliberately went out of their way to get my picture, post it to my company's social media sites, and email my coworkers and boss to ensure they saw the photo. Why? What did I do to them?

      I think about that all the way home. About who I may have offended, who I may have pissed off somehow. Who would want to hurt me like this? To undermine my career and my social standing?

      I can't think of anyone. It's not like I go around making enemies. I'm a normal person with normal friends and a few ex-friends I've drifted away from. Nobody out to get me. Nobody who hates my guts.

      My head hurts. This isn’t happening, I think. I want to think. I want to believe. But no matter how often I think it, reality still stands.

      My life is about to be ruined.
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      When I walk into my building, I automatically check the counter, praying that I’ll see a familiar, sympathetic face there. Instead, Paul just waves at me, a bored smile on his face as he buzzes the door open. I grimace and walk past him, trying not to think too much about why I’m already so anxious to see Zayne.

      Plus, part of me is thinking about this photo already. About what it means. About who had access to it… Because I only ever sent it to one person. But I don’t want to think that. I don’t want to believe it.

      It couldn’t be him. Could it? Maybe someone stole his phone. Hacked his account. Or maybe my phone got hacked—I sent the pic to him over bar wifi. That’s not the most secure connection.

      Just as I step across the threshold into my apartment, my phone rings. I glance down at the caller ID, breath held. Celeste. Thank god. I answer it right away, say hello in a strained voice.

      "Oh god, Clove honey, I just saw."

      "I don't know what happened." My eyes sting. "How could somebody do this? Why? And who would want to?"

      "Slow down, slow down. First question first. How? Who took this picture?"

      I swallow hard, to calm my racing heart. "I did."

      "Okay. On your phone?"

      "Of course, Celeste. I didn't hire a professional photographer or anything. Obviously." I choke out a hollow laugh.

      She sighs. "But your phone is still on you. Nobody stole it, you didn't leave it unlocked anywhere."

      "No of course not."

      "So, who did you share this picture with?"

      I blink. Stare at the wall across from me in blank shock. "I... only one person."

      He's the one I took it for after all. The one I trusted with a half-naked selfie, when I'd barely ever trusted anyone with something like that before.

      How could I have been so stupid?

      "Zayne," I whisper, my throat aching with the single word.

      "Who?" I can practically hear the disdain from here. The fury.

      "A guy that I..." I close my eyes. I can't tell her the whole story. It's too idiotic. I knew this was a bad idea, knew I shouldn't get involved with someone from my building, someone so close to home. All men are the same, and now I have an asshole right on my doorstep who I'll have to walk past for the rest of my life. An asshole who might have just ruined my life.

      If it was him. If.

      Part of me still doesn't want to believe it. Refuses to. Not after this weekend. Not after how we felt together.

      But what other explanation is there? Unless maybe someone stole it from him, stole it from his phone... my brow furrows.

      "Hello? Earth to planet Clove. Come in Clove."

      I blink and shake my head. "What did you say?"

      "You're the one who trailed off mid-sentence. A guy that you what, met on that app? Did you meet him in person at all or did you skip straight to handing him damning blackmail evidence?"

      I wince. "We met. We... we went out a few times." Well. We were technically outside of his apartment once, anyway. "It went really well actually. I can't imagine he'd do this."

      "If he did, I swear I'll skin him alive," she mutters through gritted teeth. "You need to talk to him. Ask him what the fuck happened. He might know something even if it wasn’t him. And if it was, you just give me his address and let me at him, you hear?"

      I can feel myself nodding even though I know she can't see that. And of course I wouldn’t let her actually kill the guy. "I will. Thanks, Celeste.  Look, I have to run now, but—"

      "Yeah, don't worry, I'll be around anytime you need me. And if you do need me to murder him, just ring beforehand okay, so I can pull all my supplies together?"

      Something in her voice tells me she really isn't joking. I'm reassured by that, at least a little bit, even as I hang up the phone. It rings again almost immediately. It’s a number I don't recognize. But maybe it's Celeste calling back.

      Or Zayne. It could be Zayne. What if someone stole his phone, found my photo on it? I’d much rather believe that than that he’d stab me in the back like this. Maybe someone took his cell and this is his new phone.

      I hit answer. "Hello?"

      "Hey, is this the hot chick we're supposed to call for a titty-fuck?" The voice on the other end sounds about 15-years-old and every bit as mature.

      "Only if you want me to rip your dick off." I scowl and hang up.

      It buzzes again. Same number. I hit ignore.

      Now a text message appears. New number this time.

      Lookin' to party wit u bee-yoo-tee-full.

      I delete it.

      Another one follows hard on its heels.

      Gawd girl them tits are fine as hell.

      And more. And more. And more. Pretty soon it's all I can do to type anything between hitting ignore on calls and deleting text messages. Finally, I manage to make my own outgoing call, to Zayne.

      I press the phone to my ear, ignore the buzz that lets me know I'm missing other incoming calls in the meantime.

      On his end, it just rings and rings. I grit my teeth, dig my nails into my palms and pray with every ounce of energy I have.

      Ring. Ring. Ring.

      "What's up? This is Zayne, leave me one—"

      I hang up before his sexy baritone voice even finishes the voicemail message. Screw him.

      You did, my helpful subconscious reminds me. Over and over and over again. Hell, if I clench my pussy tight enough, I can still feel the sweet, deep ache where his clock was just this morning when we had one last quickie before I headed into work. When he kissed me on the lips and I felt like I could conquer the whole world with him beside me.

      He didn't do this. He wouldn't. I know him. Maybe not well, maybe not for a long time, but enough to know this isn't his style. If he just wanted to humiliate me, he got this photo way back on Friday night. He had all weekend to ruin my life. He didn't need to spend the whole weekend fucking me senseless in the meantime.

      I manage to try him again in between the ongoing deluge of creeper calls. It goes to voicemail, again. After many rings, too. So he’s either seeing my call and dodging it, not hitting the ignore button either, so I won’t know he’s there, or he’s honestly away from the phone. I’m guessing the latter, since if he did something like this on purpose, he wouldn’t care about my feelings being hurt if he sent my phone call straight to voicemail.

      Crap.

      He was supposed to be at work, but when I passed the reception desk earlier, Paul was on. Maybe he took off for some reason, or had to run an errand? Maybe he’s back at the desk by now?

      I can’t recall exactly when the shifts change here, and screw it, this is important. I pocket my phone, grab my wallet and my keys, and charge for the elevator. I head up to his apartment first, figuring if he hasn’t started work yet, he might still be up there getting ready.

      My pussy tightens as the elevator slows to a halt on his floor. One weekend and my body has already gotten accustomed to anticipating sex when I reach this spot. Already, my mind fills with memories—him pinning me against the front door after I returned from an errand downstairs to my apartment. He couldn’t even wait to drag me inside—he stripped me right there, and fucked me against the door, my legs around his waist, our hips digging into one another.

      Then, of course, there was later that night, in the kitchen just off his hallway, as we tried to cook together but kept getting distracted by the brush of our arms as we reached around one another for supplies, and the way the heat from the stove made him smell even more delicious, practically edible… I’d bent over to pull some extra veggies from the fridge when he grabbed me from behind and flipped up my skirt. The sensation had been unique to say the least—the cool air from the fridge spilling over my shoulders as he gripped my hips and slid into me from behind, fucking me right there in the middle of dinner prep.

      I’m breathing hard by the time I reach his front door, even though it’s only a few steps from the elevator. Get ahold of yourself, I order, trying to slow my breathing, calm my frayed nerves. This visit isn’t about sex. This is about something so much more important. It’s about my career, my future, my work… My whole life hinges on figuring out who is trying to ruin me and why.

      I hit the buzzer.

      Then I wait. And wait. And wait.

      I check my phone to be sure I’m not imagining it, because it feels like time is crawling. I hit the buzzer one more time, just to be sure. Maybe he was in the shower and didn’t hear it, or maybe he’s listening to music. But the bell goes off, loud as ever, loud enough that I can hear it all the way from out here in the hallway. And from within Zayne’s apartment, I only hear silence in response.

      I shake my head. Okay, not home. So maybe he is downstairs at work.

      I climb back into the elevator and clench my thighs tight around my pussy. It feels disappointed, almost angry at me, for bringing it all the way up to this floor and not giving it the release it demands. It scares me how hungry I am for Zayne already, after barely any time of knowing him.

      I reach the ground floor and step out of the elevator, make a beeline for the front desk. Paul is still standing there, in the same spot where I walked past him an hour ago, smiling cheerily at one of the second floor tenants as she breezes past.

      I sidestep to let her into the elevator, then approach the front desk, chest tight.

      “Hey Paul.”

      He blinks, though if he’s surprised to see me speaking to him first, he conceals it well behind that practiced smile of his. “Ms. Walker. How can I help you?”

      “Um.” This is going to sound weird. I know it is. But there’s nothing I can really do about that just now. “I’m looking for Zayne, actually. Have you seen him?”

      Paul’s eyebrows do a little dance above his face, as though deciding whether or not to rise in surprise. Eventually, he settles for just smiling a smidge wider, still polite as ever. “He’s out for lunch at the moment. His shift starts at 4 today, if you’d like to stop back then. Although, if it’s anything I can help you with in the meantime, I’d be delighted to offer my assistance.”

      Unless you happen to be an expert in tracking down cyber stalkers or revenge porn enthusiasts, I don’t think you can, I resist saying. I just smile instead. “Thanks, Paul. I’ll stop back later.”

      But my mind is already racing. I think about the coffee shop where we ate our first meal together, what feels like a lifetime ago already, even though it’s only been a few days. I know it’s a long shot, but he did say it’s one of his favorite spots in the area. Maybe that’s where he’d go now.

      I speed-walk the few blocks there, heart in my throat. All the while, I can feel my phone buzzing in my pocket, every few minutes another text or phone call. Some of the callers have started leaving voicemails, which I don’t even want to listen to. I delete them all unread, and wonder how hard it will be to program my phone to send all these new incoming calls straight to voicemail in the future. Will I have to change my number? Can I block this many phone numbers?

      Zayne couldn’t have done this to me. He wouldn’t. But maybe he’ll have some idea how to help fix it. Or at least some advice on what could’ve gone wrong. Did his phone get stolen? Did someone break into it?

      I reach the café and steal a peek through the windows. Sure enough, there he is at the back table, the same one we shared last Friday when he was trying to cheer me up after my especially shitty day at work. He doesn’t see me yet—he’s still eating, his eyes fixed on the seat across from him, half-glazed, as though deep in thought. I wonder what about. I wonder if he knows how horribly my life has blown up since I left him this morning.

      I wonder if he had something to do with it.

      I steel my heart. Push through the doors into the restaurant.

      He glances up when the bell jingles, and his eyes light up at the sight of me, a smile spreading across his face. He half-rises from his chair by the time I make it to his table, but I pull out the other seat before he can reach me and drop into it, bypassing a hug. I can’t get distracted, and I know I will if I let him touch me. I need to talk about this with a clear head, to get straight answers.

      “What’s wrong?” Zayne asks, after taking one look at my expression. I can’t imagine what I look like right now. Murderous? Scared? On the brink of tears?

      I feel like all three at once.

      In response, I pull out my phone. I tap on the screen and open the website and I pass it to him without a word. My throat aches, and my eyes sting. Something about this feels worse than knowing my office saw the photo. Zayne was the intended recipient of this picture, so why does it bother me for him to see it again?

      That’s not it, I realize. What bothers me is the caption, the comments under it. The talking-to my boss gave me earlier today. The way the whole world is judging me for sending a semi-nude selfie to a guy I cared about. Care about. Or was starting to care about, anyway.

      I shake my head, and clear my throat, because Zayne still hasn’t said anything. “Well?” I ask.

      He finally lifts his head, eyes wide. “Clove…”

      “I only sent that photo to one person,” I say, my voice getting louder, heated. “My phone has been with me ever since. I really don’t see how else anyone could’ve found that photo, unless…” My throat closes up. I can’t finish that sentence.

      He doesn’t make me. His eyes meet mine, serious and heavy. “Unless I sent it to them.”

      I swallow around the lump that’s forming. “Did you?”

      “Clove…”

      I close my eyes. I can’t watch him. Can’t make eye contact, not if he’s about to tell me that he just fucked over my entire life, all for some sick revenge porn scheme.

      His hand closes around mine, and I flinch involuntarily, because that touch still floods me with desire, a heat that’s impossible to ignore.

      “I would never, ever do something like that to you. Or to anyone, really. But especially not you.”

      I open my eyes. Find him staring straight at me, his expression still as deadly serious as ever. I nod, and blink hard as my eyes sting once more, threatening tears again. “But…”

      He shakes his head, squeezes my fingers tighter. “We’re going to fix this, Clove.”

      “How?” The tears threaten to sting at my eyes again. “My company is already trying to track down this person. Whoever did this, they were smart. Really smart. They covered their tracks, and if a professional in the industry can’t find them, there’s no way we can.”

      “Sure we can.” His eyes go hard and distant, focused on the window outside instead of me now. “Because I know who it is.”

      I tug at my hand, freeing my fingers from his, startled by the sudden fierce anger in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s only one person who would do this. One person who’s already done this before.”

      “What are you talking about?” I shake my head. “Zayne, you’re scaring me a little bit.” I’ve never seen him look like this, so intense and furious. It’s not directed at me, but still. Who knew what kind of anger was hiding underneath his bright, smiling exterior?

      “There’s… This has happened to women I’ve dated before.”

      My shoulders tense. Now I feel some of that anger flooding over into me. “Wait. You’re saying you knew this was a possibility?”

      “I didn’t know that—”

      “Women who have sent you sexts before have had their photos leaked publicly?” I press on, leaning into the table, eyes on his.

      He meets my gaze reluctantly. “A couple of times, yes.”

      “And you didn’t think you should tell me that before you asked me to send you a half-naked selfie in a bar bathroom the other night?” I lower my voice to a hiss, all too aware of the other customers in here, the stares we’re already starting to attract, because even at whisper-volume, I can’t contain the fury in my tone.

      “It hasn’t happened in years, so I thought—”

      “Who is it?” I interrupt.

      “Clove, I can’t—”

      “Who is doing this to me? You must know, if you’re the one the leak is coming from. Did they hack into your phone, whoever it is?” A sudden, horrible realization sinks into my stomach. “Oh, god. Are you involved with someone? Are you cheating on them, is that why?”

      “What? Clove, no, of course not, you saw my apartment.”

      True. That was a bachelor pad if ever I’ve set foot in one.

      “How can you accuse me of that?” He shakes his head, genuine hurt in his eyes.

      But I can’t sit here and listen to this from the man who just knowingly let me walk straight into a trap. Whether the person doing this to him is in the wrong or not, he knew about it all along. He knew and let me fall for it.

      I push my chair back and surge to my feet. “If you won’t tell me what’s going on, I’m going to have to find out myself.”

      “Clove, please, let me handle it. I’ll talk to her.”

      “Her, huh?” I lift an eyebrow and skewer him with another glower. “Well, while you’re doing that, why don’t you have a long think about why you don’t even trust me enough to tell me about my new stalker, too.” Without another word, I snatch up my purse and sweep out of the restaurant, shoulders squared against the outside air.
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      It’s a nice day outside, balmy and just warm enough, but not so hot that the pavement feels like it’s going to cook me from below. The kind of day I’d normally enjoy at an outdoor café for lunch with Andy and Celeste. Instead, I’ve been banished from my company, relegated to the backseat, moping around my home while trying to figure out how to fix my trash fire of a life.

      I make a beeline for my apartment and ignore another pang of latent, frustrated sexual tension as I cross the threshold and pass the doorman’s desk. Paul is still there, of course, waiting for Zayne to start his shift. Tonight, if I have any reason to leave my building, I’ll have to walk straight past him. Stare at his smug expression, those knowing eyes, that smirk of his, all the while knowing that he helped ruin my life. And worst of all, he won’t even tell me why.

      Her.

      Some woman is doing this. Some woman connected to him. He says it’s not a current lover, and I believe that, if for no other reason than that he’s right, I’d have seen some evidence of another woman around his place. A toothbrush, possessions lying around, something.

      But who else would want to destroy him so badly? A scorned ex? Maybe someone he did something similar to? Did he ever put up revenge porn of another woman?

      Or is he a much better liar than I think? Maybe this is all him. Maybe it’s all part of his fucked-up plan to ruin women’s lives. To fuck them senseless, make them fall for him, and then cut them down… Why?

      For fun?

      I think of the words on the website. Slut. He called me that, but in fun, sexy, possessive tones that made it sound hot as hell. I liked it when he called me that in that setting, when it was just me and him. Is this his real kink, though, getting off on sleeping with women and then humiliating them in public?

      There are a lot of screwed up men in this city, after all. I should know. I’ve gone on dates with more than a few of them.

      I ball my hands into fists, dig my nails in to keep myself alert as the elevator doors ding open on my floor. There’s something stuck to my door, a note about a package delivery it looks like. I ignore it. No time for that right now. I sweep inside and head straight to my computer. First things first, I need to start doing some damage control.

      I check the policies section of the dating app’s website first. There’s nothing about what to do if someone leaks photos sent via the app without your permission, but I write a long email to their contact person anyway, just in case it helps. If nothing else, maybe they can beef up their security in the meantime and help stop this happening to some other poor, innocent girl.

      I have to click into Zayne’s profile to send them all the details on what happened, who I sent the photo to and how it was leaked. Doing that sets off a riot of feelings in my gut all over again. Because right there on the cover photo is him, gazing at me with those damn blue eyes, so impossible to tear mine away from. Even pixelated on a screen, he’s hot as hell.

      I’d thought, crazy as it seemed, about deleting this app after this weekend. I’d thought, why do I need it? I’ve already found a guy who’s way better than any of the other losers, and it turns out I already knew him in person. I didn’t need this stupid app to help us hook up.

      But now? I don’t even know how to feel. A crazy person stole my image from his app, is threatening me, publicly harassing me, and he doesn’t even trust me enough to tell me what’s going on. How can I reconcile that with the guy I thought I was falling for?

      My heart sinks into my stomach. I read this all wrong. I misread all the signals. He’s not into this, not the way that I am.

      My throat clenches hard as I click away from his profile. But closing the window doesn’t help remove the memories. They surge up again, brought to the surface by the sight of that image all over again. Yesterday, it was only yesterday. It feels like a different era. A completely different life.

      We’d finished lunch and we were playing a game at his dining room table. Poker. He was trying to teach me the rules, but I was abysmal. I kept betting on nothing hands, going all in on a pair of twos. So he changed the rules.

      “Strip poker now,” he’d said with a grin, gaze fixed hungrily on me.

      “Okay,” I agreed, and I didn’t tell him that I already planned to continue sucking. Even more so now.

      He dealt another hand, but this time, for once, I had decent cards. I hesitated, double-checking. But no. I was right. I had a good hand. So I placed a bet. Zayne rolled his eyes and matched it.

      “You have to fold sometimes,” he pointed out. “You can’t go all-in on every hand and expect me to believe you’ve got something when the last five times you didn’t.”

      I shrug and raise again. “Never know,” I said. “The tides could have turned in my favor.”

      “Poker isn’t the only thing you need to practice, Clove,” he admonished with a wink. “You need to work on lying, too.”

      “But isn’t that what you love about me? My innocent guile?” I raised again, and he matched again, and I could feel the win creeping up on me.

      “I suppose. Then again, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe all along you’ve been pretending to be innocent and slow at this game, building me up, so you can sweep in like a shark at the right moment and claim victory once and for all.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Oh? Is that so?”

      “Maybe.” His gaze caught mine. Held firm. That smirk of his widened. “So tell you what, Clove. Why don’t we raise the stakes even higher? Why don’t we make this truly interesting?”

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, hands carefully folded around my cards, trying to give nothing away. I had a full house. There was no way he was going to beat me, not this time.

      “An hour of obedience,” he replied, one eyebrow lifted. “The winner gets to command the loser to do whatever they want for one full hour. No backing out.”

      I shivered. The command in his voice sent a jolt of desire straight through me, all the way to my belly, and through to my tightened pussy. Part of me suddenly wished I had a bad hand. What if I lost? What would he do to me? But the other part wanted, fiercely, to win. To see this sexy, handsome, hunk of a man kneeling before me, at my beck and call. I could make him do whatever I wanted. Make him kneel in front of me and lick me until I came again and again, then make him fuck me right here on top of the table, knocking the cards off around us on the floor… I could make him take me to the shower and wash for me, perform for me, slowly run his hands all over his muscled body, touch himself wherever I wanted him to touch himself… I could drive him mad, the way he’d been slowly driving me mad this whole weekend.

      “Deal,” I said, and I hoped my voice didn’t give away my winning hand, the quiver of excitement almost too much to disguise.

      Zayne grinned. “So, you accept this raise in stakes?”

      “I do,” I replied.

      “Good,” he answered. “Consider us both all in, then.” Then it came time for us to reveal our hands. I spread mine on the table with a smirk. His eyes widened, his lips parting for a moment. I resisted the urge to laugh. He really didn’t know what I had up my sleeve.

      “You’re getting better at this,” he muttered, a begrudgingly appreciative tone in his voice. But then he lowered his hand and spread his cards in response, grinning.

      Royal flush.

      Shit.

      “You’re impossible,” I groaned.

      He laughed. “Admit it, you love it. Now, I believe my hour starts now…” His gaze swept over me.

      “Unfair,” I added with a pout.

      He lifted an eyebrow, suddenly stern. “Did I say you could speak?”

      I snapped my mouth shut, though I continued to glare at him.

      He laughed. “Mm, the sore loser look doesn’t suit you. Stand up, Clove.”

      I rose from the table, pushing the chair back as I did. His gaze swept down again, over the casual T-shirt and pair of his boxer shorts I’d donned for dinner. We didn’t stand on ceremony that weekend, not with all the stripping we’d been doing whenever possible. His gaze lingered on my top.

      “Take off your shirt.”

      I stripped it off without a word and dropped it beside the table. I had no bra on, having already lost that in a prior round, so my breasts were immediately exposed, my nipples hardening in the chilly evening air.

      He stood up and raised a hand, and I tensed in anticipation of his warm touch. But he didn’t quite touch me, not yet. He let his hand hover an inch from my chest, tracing circles through the air just inches from me.

      “Touch your breasts,” he said.

      I lifted my hands to cup my breasts from beneath, and squeezed them, massaging them lightly, pressing them together between my palms.

      “Harder.”

      I clenched my fists around my skin, watched the way my nipples hardened even further at the sensation.

      “Now run your hands down your body, slowly.”

      I trailed my hands down my sides, as slow as I could, tracing my ribcage, my waist, my hips. I hesitated at the boxer waistband, looked up at Zayne.

      “Take those off too,” he said, his voice gone low and dark with lust. I could tell from the hard bulge in his pants that he was enjoying this every bit as much as I was.

      I pushed the boxers down slowly, letting them snag on my hipbones before they finally fell to reveal my mound. They dropped to my knees, then my ankles, and I stepped out of them easily.

      “Spread your legs,” Zayne said.

      I swallowed hard, but obeyed him, standing with my feet shoulder-width apart.

      “Arms out, too” he added.

      I spread them wide to either side of me, feeling like I was on display.

      When he finally touched me, I couldn’t help but jolt with the surprise of it. His warm skin against mine felt like an electric shock, his rough palms grazing my nipples before his hands clenched around my breasts and squeezed, the way I had a moment ago, but harder, rougher. I began to rock in place slightly, unable to help myself, swaying toward him with every rough grope of my breasts.

      “Hold still,” he commanded, and it took effort to still myself, to balance on my feet in one position and let him take whatever he wanted from me.

      He ran his hands down my back next, stepping closer to do it. He was close enough that the bulge in his boxers grazed my belly, and I sucked in a deep breath at the sudden skim of his cock against my bare, flat stomach. His hands, on the other hand, kept moving, running down the plane of my back, tracing my spine to my ass, which he gripped so hard I was sure he’d leave bruises. He pulled me up against him and crushed his cock against my belly so I was pinned there against him, my arms and legs spread, trying hard to keep my balance, to keep breathing normally, to keep my racing heart from driving me wild, right over the edge.

      Fuck, I was soaking wet already.

      He slapped my ass as he stepped back, an appreciative grin on his face. “Good girl,” he murmured, stepping aside to walk slowly around me. “Are you enjoying yourself, Clove?” he asked, his voice a whisper at my ear as he paused beside me, and trailed one finger along my outstretched arm, raising goosebumps the whole way along. “You can answer,” he added when I didn’t reply, because I’d learned my lesson about the speaking thing once already.

      “Yes,” I breathed, and he chuckled, a low, dangerous sound. Fuck. What was he going to do to me?

      I hoped it was anything. Everything. I wanted him to take me, possess me, own me. I wanted him to fuck me until I couldn’t stand up straight anymore.

      He dipped a hand between my legs and massaged my thighs, from the outside to the inner thighs, as rough and harshly as he’d massaged my tits moments earlier. I gasped as his fingers grazed the groove where my legs met my hips, then slid higher, higher, until it took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to cry out, to beg him to touch my pussy, finger me, fuck me until I screamed.

      Finally, he pushed one finger along my slit, sudden and strong. I could feel him sliding along me, slick with my juices. I felt wetter than I’d ever been before. He must have noticed, because he laughed again, still that low, dark laugh.

      “Someone’s hungry for me,” he murmured against my earlobe, lips grazing my skin. “Do you want me to fuck you, Clove?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “How do you want me to fuck you?”

      I swallowed. “Hard,” I managed to murmur.

      He smirked. “You’ll have to be a little more specific.” Without warning, he spun me around, pulled me off balance until I had my back to the dining room table where we’d been playing. He bent me backwards over it, and I felt the cards sticking to my back, my body slick with sweat and desire, every inch of me trembling. “Do you want me to fuck you right here, like a dirty little slut?” He lifted my knees, then wrapped his hands around my ankles, forced my legs back until my knees bent on either side of my ears, and all I could see looking down was my body curled up in front of him like an offering, free for the taking. The shivers were impossible to resist now, because the cool air was breezing right across my soaked pussy, and his cock was right there, still tight in his boxers, inches away from me, but I could see every inch of him outlined through the thin fabric, pulsing with need the same way I was.

      “Yes,” I groaned, my voice hard to control now.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Do you want me to come inside you, little slut?”

      My heart skipped. We’d talked about that earlier in the day, the last time we fucked. About how we’d both been recently tested, we were clean, and I was on the pill. I brought it up, unusual for me, because for once, I felt comfortable with a guy. For once, I trusted him, wanted to feel him without a condom between us.

      Stupid Clove, I think now, but it doesn’t stop the memory from continuing, pulsing through my mind, unable to stop now. I slide a hand down the front of my jeans, even though I hate myself for it, even though I hate that this memory still turns me on, after everything that’s happened since.

      “Come inside me,” I’d whispered, and Zayne dropped his boxers at that. He thrust inside me in one swift motion, so fast that I didn’t have time to brace myself, prepare. I screamed with pleasure, with the force of it, as his cock stretched my pussy wide and speared deep into me.

      He planted my feet against his shoulders, kept his hands wrapped around my thighs to pin me in place, and fucked me against the table, his balls slapping my ass with every deep thrust. At this angle, he couldn’t help fucking right along my G-spot, the head of his thick cock scraping right over it every time. I was already on fire, hot from the foreplay, and it didn’t take long before I was shouting his name, writhing against the table.

      The orgasm hit me so fast I couldn’t stop it. He kept right on fucking me though, teeth gritted, eyes locked on me. “I didn’t… say… you… could come…” he groaned between thrusts, and my belly tightened, his cock still deep in me, moving hard, fast. “I’m going… to have… to make… you come again,” he added, and I let my head fall back against the table, gasping.

      I lost track of time as he pounded inside me. I lost track of everything but the ache in my pussy, the slap of his balls against my ass, the sight whenever I looked down at his glorious cock sliding in and out of my tight pussy, slick with my juices. I came again, moaning this time, my body shaking, my hands gripping Zayne’s forearms tightly. He didn’t even slow down, just kept fucking me at the same pace, eyes locked on mine, full of fierce desire, possessive lust.

      I thought he’d finish then, but instead, he released my thigh with one hand and dropped it between my legs.

      “Wait—” I gasped, afraid of how sensitive my clit would be.

      He smirked and pressed his thumb against my clit, the pressure alone was enough to make my hips buck and sway against the table. “You should have thought of this before you came without my permission,” he murmured, smirking. He circled his thumb and I cried out, pleasure and pain shocking through my system in equal measure.

      “Fuck, Zayne,” I managed to gasp.

      He laughed between thrusts, his own breath still coming hard. “Come again, Clove.”

      “I… can’t…” I whispered, though my hips had begun to move of their own accord, thrusting up against him, grinding his thumb against my clit.

      “Yes you can. Come for me.”

      My mouth fell open, my eyes unfocused, the pressure intolerable, unstoppable. It was too much, too much pleasure, my body was on fire, I’d never reach the peak.

      “Come for me, slut.”

      My pussy clenched at that, turned on by his reckless tone, his possessive attitude. He circled his thumb again and I writhed against the table. Fuck, he was right, I was going to come again. I could barely keep my eyes open, barely focus on anything in the room.

      “Come. Now.”

      I screamed something. Gibberish. Maybe his name mixed in there somewhere, I didn’t know. I was lost in the cloud of pleasure, fire sparking through my veins. I felt my pussy spasm and tighten around his cock, felt him drop his hand to grab my hips with both hands. My body shook, and my vision was clouded with bright spots of color as the orgasm continued to wash over me, through me, take control.

      A moment later, Zayne’s hips collided with mine and he let out a guttural growl. I felt warm, hot cum shooting inside me as he groaned and kept thrusting into me, until finally, he leaned against me, exhausted, and I let my legs drop to either side of him and pulled him down against my chest, our sweaty bodies pressed together, cool and hot all at once, his cock still deep inside me, pulsing with the aftershocks of his orgasm.

      “Fuck,” I’d murmured, but he only laughed and turned to kiss my lips once, softly.

      “I want to keep doing this to you forever, Clove,” he’d whispered against my mouth. “I haven’t felt like this for someone so fast in…” He shook his head, met my gaze, his eyes suddenly full of emotion, searing through me. “Ever,” he breathed, and my heart skipped in my chest.

      “Neither have I,” I confessed, my voice soft, low. We leaned in, let our foreheads rest together and gazed directly into one another’s eyes for a long, quiet moment. Just drinking this in. Realizing that both of us were feeling the same height of emotion.

      Then he’d smiled, a mischievous grin. “My hour isn’t up yet,” he reminded me, and…

      I shake my head. This isn’t helping. None of this is. I pull my hands out of my jeans, my clit still swollen and sore, aching for release. But I ignore it, push the fantasy out of my head. I remember what happened next, and I don’t want to think about it. Not right now. Not now that I know who Zayne really is.

      A liar, for one thing. A lie by omission is still a lie, and who knows if that’s the only lie he told me?

      That night at poker, he said I needed to get better at lying. Maybe he was speaking from experience.

      I finish writing the email to the company and hit send. Then I dare a glance at my phone. 27 missed calls, 13 new voicemails, and 122 texts. Ugh.

      I scroll straight past all the unfamiliar numbers, ignoring the occasional slurs that I catch glimpses of in them. Slut, whore, cunt.

      I scroll past until I reach my text thread with Andy and Celeste. By now it’s almost 5pm, and our workday will be ending. I might not be able to contribute in the office right now, but I can still meet them after work.

      Emergency post-work margaritas? I ask, and it doesn’t take long before the two yes’s pour in. Love that about my work besties. I can always count on them for a drink when I really, really need to vent.

      I head downstairs again.

      Zayne is in the lobby. I spot him even before he turns around, his stance and the familiar slope of his shoulders immediately recognizable. What was I thinking? I ask myself for the millionth time. Getting involved with someone here, someone I’ll never be able to escape.

      I try to breeze past, but his voice stops me dead halfway to the door.

      “Clove.”

      I stop in the middle of the hallway, shoulders hunched. There’s a couple of other people around, so we both, without discussing it, wait for them to clear out. Wait until it’s just me and Zayne alone in the hallway. When I steal a glance at the doors ahead of me, I catch his reflection in them, his gaze fixed on me. He looks so different in uniform. Hotter, somehow, if that’s possible.

      “Listen, I’m sorry…”

      I laugh, my voice low and bitter. “That’s it?”

      “I’m trying to find out what’s going on.”

      “But you still don’t want to tell me.” I lock eyes with him in the window. He meets my gaze, the street reflected behind him, making his eyes seem less blue and more stormy-gray right now.

      “I… I just need to work out some things…”

      I laugh again, just once this time. “Good luck with that.” I storm out without waiting for another word from him. It’ll just be another lie, I’m sure.

      That’s all he’s really good at.
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      “Oh honey.” Celeste greets me with a hug. Andy, always the more practical of our group, skips the hug in favor of ordering me a double margarita, “heavy on the ta-kill-ya,” he adds, our little in-joke with the bartender at our favorite corner dive.

      I huddle into the booth between them. We sit in this corner booth every time we come here, which is probably a lot more often than any of us would care to admit.

      I take a long gulp of the margarita before I feel ready to even meet their eyes.

      “Tell us everything,” Andy prompts, so I do. I let it all out. Everything from the moment Zayne fought off that creepy stalker I’d been on a date with last week, down to the moment just half an hour ago when I passed him in the lobby and kept right on walking.

      “Good for you,” Andy tells me on that last bit, patting my arm as I take another swig of my drink. Spilling my guts is thirsty-making work.

      “It doesn’t feel good,” I sigh. “It feels like I got duped again. Zayne is just another playboy, just like that stalker he fought off, only with a slightly better game.”

      “At least you got a few good lays out of him?” Celeste, ever the optimist, offers that nugget of wisdom before she finishes off what I’m guessing is not her first margarita.

      I groan. “Yeah, but at what cost? That photo is ruining me.”

      “It’ll blow over.” Andy shakes his head. “No way Stacy is going to lose such a great employee over something stupid like this. She just had to ask you to stay out of the office for a while to appease the higher-ups, you’ll see. In no time at all she’ll be begging you to come back and this all will be a stupid mistake we can laugh about a few months down the line.”

      I glare at him.

      “Okay, a few years maybe,” he amends. “But honestly, Clove, it’ll be fine. The internet has a short attention span. Those creepy guys will quit calling soon.”

      In response, I shove my phone at him. 32 more missed texts while we’ve been sitting here alone. I watch Andy scroll through some of them and cringe. Then his eyes light up, and before I know it, he’s tapping away on my screen.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, nervous, and lean toward him. He pulls the phone away, just long enough to tap a few more times.

      “Taking care of at least some of your problems,” he replies. Then he turns the phone around to show me, and I have to bite back a laugh.

      He just sent dick pics back to all of the creepy dudes sexting me. Not just any dick pics either, but what appear to be the largest dick he could find online, complete with rainbow-dyed pubes.

      I sigh and accept the phone with a nod of thanks.

      Celeste leans over to wrap an arm around my shoulders. “Andy’s right. As long as you make sure no more photos leak out…”

      I snort. “Yeah, no chance of that ever again. I’ve learned my lesson.” I groan.

      “Then, this will blow over eventually. People will get bored and forget about it. And who knows, maybe Zayne will do the right thing and tell you the truth eventually.”

      “No chance of that either,” I mutter.

      “I don’t know.” Celeste purses her lips. “He sounds like he’s a decent guy, before all this shit anyway.”

      “But if he doesn’t tell you what the hell is going on, do not give him the time of day ever again,” Andy butts in. “He owes you an explanation, and if he can’t man up and deliver, then you need to move the hell on to greener pastures.”

      “Yeah, but this pasture lives upstairs and works right in my path to work,” I mutter.

      “So? That sounds like his problem, not yours.” Andy shakes his head. “Just rise above it. He doesn’t have to bother you unless you let him.”

      I nod. It’s good advice. Wise. So why doesn’t it sit right in my stomach? Why do I still feel so worried about all of this?

      The topic shifts to work problems, with Celeste and Andy filling me in on all the other boring day-to-day dilemmas that I missed since being sent home this morning like a naughty student headed to the principal’s office. For a while, it’s nice. A good distraction. Normal problems that normal people have, which I’d be dealing with if I didn’t have such a colossal issue weighing me down instead.

      But there’s only so much distraction I can take before I have to face reality again. That moment arrives a hell of a lot sooner than I’d like it to when we all lean around to the bar to pay our tabs, down our last margaritas, and head our separate ways.

      “I’ll see you guys…” I pause, then bite my lip. I don’t even know when I’ll see them next. I don’t know when I’ll be allowed back into the office again, or how long it’ll be before I can get back to my career and the things that truly matter in my life.

      Andy pats my shoulder. “Friday,” he promises. “Happy Hour still stands, no matter what else is going on.”

      I force myself to nod and smile. Right. “Friday,” I agree, even though it sounds like a death sentence. If I don’t see them until Friday, that means I haven’t been allowed to work until Friday, which means that this whole mess is still dragging on. That’s more than I can handle right now.

      But I keep that forced, fixed smile on my face as I bid my friends farewell and catch my train back uptown. Andy is right. There’s nothing else I can do right now but rise above.
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      Zayne isn’t behind the desk when I get back. He’s standing at the doors, opening them for every person who enters the building. Normally the doormen only do that when it’s pouring down rain or when high winds are whipping along the street, making it difficult for residents to peel open the doors themselves while negotiating heavy coats and umbrellas.

      The reason he’s being so extra nice today becomes clear the minute I step up to the building, and he rests a hand on the doorknob, not opening it for me yet, barring my path.

      “Clove, you’re right,” he says, all in a rush.

      I cross my arms and lean on one leg, catching his eyes as I wait.

      “I should’ve been more straightforward with you. I should’ve warned you right away, and when all this hit the fan, I should’ve explained what was going on. Let me do that now. Tonight. Please?”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “I’ll cook,” he adds. “I’ll do anything you want. Just let me make this up to you.”

      “I don’t know that you can,” I reply.

      He frowns, his face falling, though to his credit, he does step aside and open the door for me, despite the upset on his face.

      “But I guess you can try to start,” I add as I cross the threshold into the building.

      “I finish at 10,” he calls after me, and it hurts to see the bright hope in his eyes, the way his expression transforms from despair into joy. He honestly does seem to care about me, about how I feel. About the mess he’s thrown me into. “I’ll come by your apartment then, if that’s okay?”

      I nod. I don’t trust my voice to work in response. It’s too worn, too frayed. Then I walk past him, into the elevator, and shoot up to my floor. It takes every ounce of energy I have left not to collapse in the elevator and let the tears that have been burning at the back of my eyes all day fall.

      Back at home, I head straight for the shower. I need to wash today off of me, need to wash all the sweat and fear and anger off before I talk to Zayne tonight. I’m going to give him this chance to explain. One chance, to be straight with me, honest about what he clearly doesn’t want to share. Then, we’ll see.

      Then, I’ll probably be alone again, my darker side points out.

      I ignore it and climb into my shower. Bury my face in the stream of hot water and let it wash over me.

      But I’m not safe even here. Not protected from my memories. Especially not when that hot stream of water trickles down my chest, my stomach, past my navel, straight over my hips where it sears against my pussy, wet and reassuring and warm.

      My hand strays toward my mound again, remembering the frustration earlier, the way I’d been fingering myself thinking about Zayne, but forced myself to stop.

      Specifically, I remember the memory that made me unable to resist touching myself. The bet I made. The control I lost to him for an hour. One hour only, and yet it felt like so much longer. Like a whole lifetime.

      He’d finished fucking me across the dining room table, and then he stood back, crossed his arms, sized me up as I lay there, too tired and pulsing with the afterglow of my orgasms to move. His gaze felt hot and heavy over my body, judging and lustful all at once.

      “Stand up,” he said.

      I forced myself to my feet, and even though my knees shook and my thighs quivered, and I felt a hot rush drip down my thigh, his cum mingled with mine, I managed to stand in front of him and obey.

      “Tell me something, Clove.” He stepped closer.

      My pussy clenched, and another trickle trailed down my leg. I loved that sensation, strangely. The after-rush. The knowledge that he’d come in me, claimed me.

      “Anything,” I told him.

      He smirked. Gripped my ass in one hand and squeezed tightly. “Has anybody ever fucked that perfect little ass of yours?”

      I shivered then, a full-body motion, goosebumps rising on my skin. “No,” I murmured.

      His smirk widened. “Have you wanted anybody to?”

      I swallowed hard. Met his gaze, which was the only thing that gave me enough courage to admit this. “I want you to,” I said.

      He laughed. Slapped my ass once, not hard, just enough to make my skin sting a little, and my body tense. “Why do you want me to fuck your ass, Clove?”

      “I want you to take me in every way possible,” I heard myself saying. I didn’t even know it myself until I said it out loud, until I admitted it. “I want you to claim me, take your pleasure from me.”

      He leaned in to feather a kiss along the side of my neck, so light that it made me shiver all over again, this time from desire, from wanting more, more, more. He always did that to me. Left me wanting. “You are a natural at this. It’s unbelievable, how perfect you are…” His hands traced the air in front of me, like he was forcing himself to hold back, not to touch me yet.

      I smiled at him, and for a moment, he broke character. Wrapped one hand around the back of my neck and pulled me against him for a slow, deep kiss.

      Then we broke apart again, and he was back in the character of the poker winner, the man who owned me now, for this next hour.

      “Go into the living room and kneel on the carpet,” he told me. He didn’t need to explain which one. I could guess he mean the fuzzy one, almost a shag carpet. Comfortable enough that it wouldn’t hurt to kneel on.

      I went in and dropped to my knees, turning to look over my shoulder at him. I expected him to come and stand before me, have me lick our combined cum off his cock, clean him while he got hard again. But he was on the other side of the room, digging through the kitchen.

      “All fours,” he added to me, and I bent forward onto all fours, a pulse of desire running through me.

      Then he was back, kneeling behind me, and I felt his cock trace between my thighs, trailing through our juices, soaking up what ran down my legs. He was already starting to grow hard again, thick with desire.

      “I’m going to fuck your tight little virgin ass, Clove.”

      I swallowed hard and felt myself nodding. His hands traced my ass cheeks. Spread them slowly, and when one finger dipped between my cheeks, I gasped, because his finger was wet, slick with lube.

      “But first, I’m going to finger you. I’m going to stretch you slowly until you’re ready for my fat cock.”

      My mouth parted as his finger circled the entrance to my ass, pressing against the opening.

      “Tell me how this feels,” Zayne added. “I want to hear it all from you. Every sensation.”

      “The lube is cold,” I murmured. “Starting to get hotter…”

      In the shower, remembering this, I slide my finger between my pussy lips and begin to move it faster, pressing against the entrance of my pussy.

      “Your finger feels thick, hard.” He pushed against my ass, and I gasped faintly as the pressure built. “It hurts, it feels strained…”

      “That will pass when I’m deep enough inside you,” he promised.

      His finger pushed past my opening with a popping sensation and slid half an inch into my ass.

      “Fuck,” I gasped between gritted teeth.

      “Tell me,” he commanded, and I could feel the hard press of his cock, growing harder with every moment, as he pushed his finger deeper still.

      “It… You feel…” I shook my head.

      “Relax, Clove. Breathe.”

      I forced myself to let my muscles go, to sink back against him. His finger slid deeper, probing the depths of my ass. He curled it inside me, and the pressure increased, but with it, something else. A deep, pleasant, filled sensation. “It feels like you’re deeper inside me than you’ve ever been,” I murmured, trying to describe it. “As though you’re claiming the deepest parts of me.”

      He leaned down, so his mouth was close beside my cheek, his breath hot against my ear. “Because I am, Clove. I’m taking all of you tonight.”

      Another pleasant quiver raced through me, and I arched my back as he drew his finger back, then pressed it deeper again. It wasn’t like being fucked in the pussy. It felt more intense, less sheer pleasure and more pleasant ache. When he drew his finger out of me, I gasped in protest. But he was only adding more lube, and then pressing his finger into me again, joined by a second one this time. I moaned out loud when he pushed the second finger into me, knuckle-deep.

      “You love feeling my fingers in your ass, don’t you, my little slut?” He grinned, turned to lick and suck at my neck, and I arched my neck to the side to let him, to give him access to whatever part of me he wanted.

      In the shower, I push two fingers into my pussy, rock against the palm of my hand until it grinds against my clit, and lean on the shower wall for support as I finger-fuck myself, remembering Zayne’s possessive growl of pleasure as he pushed his fingers into my ass, claimed every inch of me for his own.

      “Fuck, Zayne,” I gasped, and that turned into a louder cry of protest as he pulled those fingers out of me. But the protest didn’t last long, because a moment later, I felt the head of his cock pressed against my entrance, already wrapped in a condom, harder than ever, and doused in a healthy helping of the cool lube.

      This time, when he pushed inside me, I couldn’t help crying out loud. He was thicker than his fingers, and harder, the steel at the core of his shaft intense and thick with pressure as he inched his cock into me. He moved slowly, a few centimeters at a time, letting me adjust to his width the whole time. But with each inch deeper he moved, the stretch increased, and so did the pleasure. When his balls touched my pussy lips, and his hips ground into mine and he’d fully entered my ass, I felt fuller than I ever had in my life. I felt stuffed to the brim, ready to burst, speared on his length, and I couldn’t get enough of it. I wriggled back against him, ground my hips into his as I groaned, unable to articulate the pleasure anymore, unable to explain anything, because all I knew was that I wanted more of this, more of him.

      “Fuck, you feel amazing, Clove,” he murmured, the character broken. I looked over my shoulder and he kissed me, deep, probing, his tongue exploring my mouth the way his cock explored my ass.

      “Take me,” I gasped when we parted, and he did. He slid back out of me, then pushed back in, slow at first, rocking gently against me to let my ass adjust to the sensation, grow used to his cock probing deep inside me. Finally, he worked his way up to fucking my ass fully, and I leaned forward against the carpet, braced on my forearms, my face buried in the rug as I cried out. I was so loud it barely muffled me, but Zayne was just as loud, groaning as he slammed into me, losing control, his hands wrapped tight around my hips as he fucked me so hard I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk straight the next day.

      I still couldn’t. If I clenched my ass now, I could feel him inside me, the memory of his cock inside my ass. I did it again, felt that bone-deep ache even as I continued to fuck myself with my fingers, leaning into the hot stream of water.

      I come hard, gasping to myself in the shower, letting the pleasure wash through me. I hope on its way through it will wash away some of these memories, stop letting them control me, so I can focus and ask Zayne everything I need to know tonight, instead of just wanting to jump his bones the second I see him again.

      I finish and wash myself off, though I still don’t feel clean by the time I climb out of the shower again. I think it will be hard to feel clean again, not for a long time. Not until I can get all of these dirty memories of the weekend out of my head. Which at the moment feels like it might be never. How could I forget the hottest weekend of my life?

      I dress in jeans and a blouse—casual but not totally lazy. I still want to look hot. Mostly because I want him to regret what he’s missing out on. But still.

      My doorbell rings at 10:02pm. Got to give him that, he’s prompt.

      I answer it and freeze on the threshold, stunned by the size of the bouquet he’s holding.

      “Zayne…” I start, but he’s already handing it to me. It’s a mixed bouquet, made of white flowers dotted here and there with colorful roses, a mix like I’ve never seen before. It smells amazing, and the moment I accept the vase, my whole apartment seems to brighten with the color of the flowers. Still. That’s just one small gesture.

      But I can’t deny that it loosens the tight knot in my chest somewhat.

      “Come in,” I call over my shoulder with a sigh as I set the vase down on my kitchen counter. The jerk is winning me over already and I’ll bet he knows it, cocky bastard. I keep my gaze on the flowers as he shuts the door behind him.

      “Clove, I just want to say how sorry I am for all of this. You were right.”

      I turn to look at him now, and am surprised to find his eyes over-bright, fixed on mine with an expression of pleading in them.

      “I should have told you about all of this from the start. I should have let you know it was a possibility. And I definitely shouldn’t have asked you for that selfie, not when I knew this could happen. It’s just, it’s been years since this has happened, so I thought it was over, I thought we were done with this goddamn dance now.”

      “Dance?” I raise an eyebrow.

      He shakes his head. “Something I used to say with… With her.” He grimaces. “You were right about that too. I should have just told you the truth when you asked me, in the café earlier today. I just… I didn’t want to admit to it. I thought you’d judge me, especially since…” He shakes his head again, harder. “No. No more excuses.” He swallows hard, with what looks like real effort, and meets my eye again. “Remember when you asked me why I’m still single?”

      I nod. Of course I do. “You acted really strange about it,” I point out.

      He laughs faintly, with no real humor behind it. “Well, because it’s a really strange situation. I was… I was dating someone a few years ago. We were together for three years. At first I was really into her, she seemed so attentive, so nice and caring. But things got… Strange. The longer it went on, the more red flags popped up. I realized that things weren’t working out, and I tried to end it.”

      “Tried?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Well. I did end it. Two and a half years ago. But she didn’t… She didn’t accept it.”

      “What do you mean?” I lean against the counter. The scent of the flowers catches in my nose again, and I sigh faintly, distracted by the pleasant smell.

      “She started following me everywhere. To my old job, to home. Any time I went out with anyone else, even just friends, she’d get their phone numbers and call them, harass them, try to get them to tell her who I was with and what I was doing. She was even worse to anyone I was dating. After the first few dates, when she stole the girls’ phone numbers and wrote them on bathroom walls, I cut off all contact with her. Changed my phone number, left my old job, hell, I even moved.”

      My eyebrows rise, if possible, even higher. “You changed jobs and moved because of her?”

      “Not exactly because of her, really. I’d been thinking of making changes in my life. I was dragging my feet before, delaying because it scared me. Her creepy behavior just gave me the final push I needed to get out of my routine and change things up. But…” He sighs and gazes at the flowers with a forlorn expression.

      “But?” I prompt, when he doesn’t speak again for a long moment.

      “She found me.”

      “Here?” My mouth drops open. No wonder he’s still single, if this is what he thinks women are like. If this is what he’s had to deal with in his life already.

      He’s nodding, a grimace on his face. “She works in tech, so stalking me, finding where I worked and lived, then trying to find whoever I was dating, it’s her professional skillset. The first few dates I went on after we broke up, she pulled this exact stunt. Stole photos of the girls—some of them nudes, some of them just regular pictures that she edited and Photoshopped to look like the girls were naked. She posted them everywhere, harassed the women, started fake websites like she did with yours.” Zayne groans and runs a hand through his hair. “I had to file a restraining order. We got everything set down legally. After that, I hadn’t heard a thing from her. It’s been over a year since she did this to anybody, and I’ve been on a few dates since then. I figured the danger had passed. She hasn’t tried to ruin any other girls’ lives in a year, so I didn’t even think to warn you…”

      I groan and press my fingers to my temples, massaging. “Shit, Zayne. I’m so sorry that you had to deal with that.”

      “No. I’m sorry.” He catches my wrists. Draws my hands away from my forehead to fold them in his instead. “You shouldn’t have to pay for my past mistakes. You shouldn’t be suffering for my problems.”

      “You shouldn’t either,” I counter, my lower lip trembling. “I can’t imagine what all of that was like…”

      He laughs faintly, bitterly. “That wasn’t even the tip of the iceberg. God, there was the time she set my car on fire…”

      “She what?”

      “The time she tried to poke holes in all the condoms, back when we were still together—”

      “Fuck, Zayne.”

      “I’m sorry, Clove. I’m a mess. I’m messed up, after all of that. I should have told you, but it was so…” He shuts his eyes. I fight the urge to kiss him, to kiss away the pain that’s written so obviously across his face. “Embarrassing, really. And just, an old wound I hate reopening. I didn’t know how to explain, how to talk about it. And I don’t know why she would do this now, why she would come back to try and hurt you.”

      I give in to the urge and press a faint kiss to the corner of his mouth. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay that you didn’t tell me the truth, but I understand why you hesitated.”

      He opens his eyes to meet mine. Runs a hand through my hair, smoothing it back from my forehead. “I should have trusted you.”

      “We don’t know one another that well yet,” I point out.

      He shakes his head so hard his hair flops across his forehead, almost into his eyes too. “We do, Clove. I know it’s crazy, I know we’ve only been talking like this for a few days, only seeing each other up close for that long, but it feels like I’ve known you forever already. It feels like this is right, this is where we’re meant to wind up.”

      I can feel myself nodding, agreeing. “That’s why it hurt when you didn’t tell me about your ex. When I found out someone had leaked photos like this before around you…”

      “I know. I get it, Clove, really. And I never meant to hurt you. I swear I won’t again.”

      I can hear myself laughing. “All this from a stupid dating app.”

      He laughs, too. “You know, much as I’m glad it helped us find one another…” He smooths my hair back again, gazes into my eyes. “I’m deleting that app tonight. I don’t need it anymore.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “Me too,” I hear myself whispering.

      His smile widens. But then it catches, snags, sags a little. “I just don’t want to hurt you, to hurt your career, over this mistake.”

      “You were right too,” I counter, shaking my head now. “We’ll figure this out. Especially now that we know who’s behind this.”

      “Clove, I don’t know what to say…”

      “Then don’t,” I suggest. Then his lips are on mine, and I don’t need another apology. This is explanation enough. I collide with him, let my head fall to one side and my mouth part as his lips work against mine and his tongue slips between my lips to tangle with my own. He knows me already, after just three days. Knows how to kiss me, how to turn his head at the right moment to deepen that kiss, and how to wrap his arms around my waist and lift me against him so that I can forget everything else in the world except for the feeling of his arms around me.

      When he sets me back on my feet, we’re both smiling faintly, despite the knot of worry still buried deep in my stomach. Somehow, I still need to find a way to solve this. But that feels possible here, wrapped safely in Zayne’s arms. With him by my side, we can manage anything.

      He kisses my forehead lightly. “Can I take this as a sign that we’re okay again?” he murmurs softly.

      “As long as you promise you’re not hiding any other dark skeletons in your closet from me,” I reply.

      He laughs. “My closet is open wide. You can have a look anytime you want.”

      “What if I’d rather steal a peek under your clothes instead?” I counter with a raised eyebrow.

      His grin deepens. “Hmm. That could also be arranged. But first, I’m afraid there’s something else I really need to do.”

      “Oh? And what might that be?”

      Without responding, he steps back and catches the hem of my shirt. In one smooth motion, he pulls it up and over my head and drops it to the floor beside us. “I’m very hungry, Ms. Walker. I need to eat something. Preferably you.”

      I laugh, which turns into a shiver as he catches me in a tight grip and lifts me onto the kitchen counter. He spreads my legs and starts the slow process of peeling my jeans off. I lean back, my head grazing the flowers that sit in the vase beside me, perfuming the air. I breathe in the scent deeply, sigh it out again as he yanks my jeans off my legs and tosses them aside with my blouse.

      He kisses his way back up the inside of my leg, from my ankle up to my knee, then past it, along my inner thigh.

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, Clove,” he murmurs as he works his way up my body. “Every minute of the day, all day.”

      I think about the shower, my fantasies. My inability to force him out of my head, even when I was mad at him, even when I thought he did this, or thought he was lying to me. He was, I guess, but I understand his reasons.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you either,” I whisper.

      “I get hard every time I remember how gorgeous your body is, how beautiful you look spread out before me like this…” He leans in to lick his tongue across my mound for emphasis, and I gasp, biting down on my lip.

      “I have to touch myself whenever I think about what you did to me this weekend,” I admit, my voice low, soft. “When I think about that hour when you commanded me…”

      “Or when I think about the way you moaned so loud and desperately, with my cock inside your ass…” He stands, so I can see the hard bulge in his pants, the way he strains for me.

      “Nobody has ever made me come the way you do, Zayne,” I admit.

      He smiles. “Nobody has ever made me want to fuck them for hours and hours the way you do…” He trails his finger up my slit, through the wet juices already gathering there, and then pops it straight into his mouth, licking my juices with a hungry glow in his eyes.

      “I feel like I’m going crazy.” I brace myself against his shoulders, both hands gripping him tight. “How can I feel like this for you so fast?”

      “Because I was always there, Clove. Waiting for you to see me under the uniform. We haven’t known each other long, but we’ve been standing right in each other’s paths for years.”

      He’s right. I may not have known him well, but Zayne has been in my life for a long, long time. No wonder it feels right, now that I’m realizing how much more in my life he needed to be. How deeply involved in my life he should have been from the start.

      “Let me make you feel good, Clove. Let me take your mind off all of this…”

      He kneels in front of me again, but it feels different this time, charged somehow. Like he’s not just touching me, tasting me, but feeling me too. He wants to give me pleasure, doing it gives him pleasure, and knowing that only turns me on even more. This isn’t just a hookup. It can’t be. Not when it feels like this.

      Zayne spreads my legs, hands wrapped around my ankles, and kisses his way along my inner thigh. I close my eyes and shiver, savoring the feeling of his rough stubble as it grazes against my sensitive skin, right at my hipbone. He takes his time, the way he always does. I love that about him, the way he’s so careful with me, so precise. He makes sure that I’m aching, about to burst before he gives me what I want. I never knew denial could be so hot, or that making me wait could make me so much hungrier for him when he finally gives me what I need.

      When his tongue delves into my slit, I clench my fist in his hair and arc my back, leaning backward along the kitchen counter. He pushes his tongue inside me slowly, circling, tasting each of my walls as he enters me.

      “Zayne,” I gasp, my hands clenching and releasing in his hair of their own accord. He always does this—makes me lose control of my limbs, my hands, my own body.

      I can feel the curl of his lips as he smiles against me, but he doesn’t reply, just keeps licking me, inside me. He eats me like a starving man, like I’m the only meal he’s had in months. He grips my ass with one hand, lifts my pussy closer to his mouth, and I can feel his stubble scratch across my inner thighs, graze the edges of my lips as he forces his tongue as deep inside me as possible.

      At the same time, I feel his other hand slide up my thigh too, until he’s stroking his forefinger along my slit. I don’t realize what he’s doing, don’t notice how he’s coating his finger in my juices, until he presses the tip of that finger against the tight pucker of my ass.

      I cry out as he presses his finger into my ass, slowly and deliberately. The sudden tight, full feeling is doubled, because I clench my pussy in response, and feel his tongue press back against me, the flat plane of his tongue caught between my walls. My head falls back against the counter, my body too distracted by the conflicting sensations—the fullness from every angle.

      He starts to move his finger, sliding it deeper into my ass, then drawing it out again slowly. At the same time, he continues to lick into my pussy, his tongue curling to drag against my front inner wall. I thought I felt wild before, but this pushes me to a new limit. I twist against the counter, the hard marble cool against my ass, another contrast to the white-hot heat pouring from Zayne’s mouth, his finger inside my ass, his whole body.

      I can’t help it. Before long, I’m bucking against his face, and he flattens his lips around my pussy, licks me hard and fast as he continues to finger my ass. I wrap my legs over his shoulders, hook my ankles to hold him against me as I bury my hands in his hair. I come with a loud cry, the orgasm sweeping through my whole body, from the tips of my toes all the way to the top of my head. I feel like I’m on fire, bursting from the inside out.

      He keeps his finger buried inside my ass and draws back to lick my sensitive-as-hell clit. I gasp and jerk against the counter, and he laughs, his breath hot against my soaking wet pussy.

      “You like that, Clove?” He grins up at me, still kneeling between my legs, that cocky grin of his irresistible from this angle. Or from any angle, really.

      I grin back, breathless, heart still racing. Then I clench my ass around his finger, and smirk. “What was your first clue?”

      He lifts an eyebrow, enjoying the challenge. “Hmm. So you like having both holes filled at once, is that it?”

      My cheeks flush bright red, but I hold his eye, emboldened by the naked lust in his eyes. “If that orgasm was anything to judge by, it’s definitely nice, yes.”

      “Mm…” His gaze rakes down my body, and his lower lip juts out as though he’s considering something. Pondering. “Well, I didn’t come prepared, but I think we should be able to make do…”

      With that, he stands, and draws his finger out of my ass. I gasp in protest, especially because without him kneeling between my legs, I feel cold, my naked ass freezing against the marble countertop.

      But he doesn’t leave me hanging for long. He scoops me into his arms, and I wrap my legs around his waist. His hard cock presses against my ass, so I’m almost sitting on top of it as he holds me against him with one arm and digs through my drawers with the other.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, but he only winks in response. I feel him shift against me as he picks up something, and then we’re moving, before I can tell exactly what he has in mind.

      He carries me to the doorway of my bedroom, then hesitates in the entrance, glancing past me. “Red sheets. It’s almost like you planned on having a sexy encounter in here sometime soon…”

      I laugh, and feel my face flush again, this time with regular embarrassment. “I… Forgot I had those on.”

      He casts me a sideways smirk.

      “It’s my favorite color!” I protest. “I just like it is all.”

      “I like it too.” In response, he steps across the threshold, and tosses me onto the bed without warning, so hard that I bounce a little, laughing as he steps up to the bed, gazing down at me. “The color suits you. You look good on it.” His gaze roams across my body, naked and exposed before him. “Though you’ll look even better spread-eagled across it.”

      My laughter turns a little breathy, my flushed face getting even hotter as he kneels beside me and leans down to kiss me softly, slowly. “Zayne…” I murmur. Then I lift my eyes to his, smiling, because a sudden idea took hold of me. “It’s my turn,” I say.

      He raises an eyebrow, still smiling, but questioning. “Your turn to what, exactly?”

      “To spread-eagle you.” With that, I push myself up to a sitting position, then flip around to kneel next to him. He lets me push him over easily, even though of course, he could overpower me if he wanted. There’s something sexy about that, about the confident way he’s willing to let me take control when I want to. He doesn’t have anything to prove—he just wants me to enjoy myself however I want. And right now, I want to do to him what he just did to me.

      I spread his legs wide, then position his hands over his head.  After a moment’s consideration, I grab the edges of the my sultry red sheets—silk, no less, because I love the way it feels against my skin, cool and soothing and smooth as hell. I wrap each corner around the bedposts, then use them to tie Zayne’s wrists to the bed frame. He smirks at me. I know it’s just a loose knot—he could slip it anytime he wanted. But he lets me do it, and to judge by the stiff cock standing erect in his boxers in front of me, he’s enjoying this too.

      I bind his ankles too, the same way, not very tight, and he could easily slip the knot if he wanted.

      “I hope you know turnabout is fair play,” he comments while I work. “The next time I’m back here, I’m going to have to tie you up nice and tight for this. Maybe even give you a spanking, too.” His gaze drops to my ass, and I shiver at the thought of him doing this to me. Tying me up, leaving me vulnerable and exposed before him. Having his way with me.

      My pussy clenches just thinking about it. “Promises, promises,” I tell him, a playful sparkle in my eye as I wink and finish tying off his right ankle. “But first, it’s my turn.”

      Now that he’s bound, I reach up to trace my hands over his sides. Let him have a taste of his own medicine—see how it feels when I touch him like this, slowly, torturously, not touching his sensitive spots, not yet. I trace his muscles, every inch of his hard abs and the flat plane of his stomach. I lean down to feather kisses along the carved V that points straight to his cock. I flick my tongue into his navel, loving the salty-sweet taste of him, and the way he inhales sharply, trying to hide his pleasure. He can’t though, not when I have him like this, naked before me. He can’t hide anything from me here.

      “Zayne…” I catch his eye again. Begin to inch his boxers down his legs. “Have you done this before?”

      “What, been tied up?” His eyes catch mine with a mischievous glint. “Once or twice, I have to admit.”

      I laugh. Then shake my head. “Have you ever felt so… hungry for somebody before?” I trace my hands along his sides, down to his upper thighs. I pull his boxers further down, far enough that his cock springs free, standing tall at attention, curved upwards so the tip almost touches his navel. “You just made me come, and it was great, fantastic, but I…” I graze his cock with my fingertip, barely a touch, just enough to make him jump as his muscles clench in reply. “I already want more.”

      He swallows so hard it’s audible, and gazes up at me with sincerity. “I know exactly what you mean, Clove. I never knew it was possible to feel this hungry. Every minute of the day, I think about you, about all the things I want to do to you, all the ways I want to enjoy your body. I’ve been hard practically since the night we first spoke…”

      I touch his cock again, still lightly, barely touching him between my fingertips. I stroke them up and down his length, hardly touching him, but he’s so turned on already that it makes his hips twist against the bed, his eyes hot where they catch mine. “I know how you feel,” I murmur. “I feel like I’ve spent the entire weekend wet, red-hot, ready to jump you any second you’ll let me.”

      “Which is any second you want,” he points out.

      “What is this? Why do we feel this so quickly?” I murmur, my voice dropping lower.

      “I don’t know,” he admits. “But whatever it is, I don’t want it to stop. I want you, Clove. I want to be with you. When you showed up downstairs with that… that…” His face twists into an ugly expression, a scowl. “That fucking disrespectful asshole who followed you home. I wanted to tear his throat out for touching you. For trying to use you.”

      I lean down to feather a kiss along his jaw, but he turns his head and catches my lips with his, kisses me hard and deep. “Nobody else touches me,” I promise as I draw back, just far enough to meet his eyes. “Nobody but you.”

      He smiles, a soul-deep smile that catches my eyes, sets me on fire. “Because you’re mine, Clove. And I’m yours.”

      “Mine to do with as I wish,” I point out, spreading my fingers wide and wrapping my hand around his cock in earnest this time, clutching him tight enough to feel his velvet-smooth skin under my fingertips, and the hard steel of his shaft beneath.

      “And what do you wish to do to me, Clove?” Zayne’s eyebrows rise, those blue eyes of his fixed on mine, all heat underneath and ice on top, like he could burn and chill me all at once. He does, in fact, quite frequently.

      I tighten my grip on his cock and begin to slide my hand up and down his shaft, my own smile widening. “I want to make you come so hard you forget your own name,” I murmur.

      He smirks and tilts his body, curving his hips up toward my hand to give me easier access to him. “If anybody can make me lose control, Clove, it’s you.”

      I don’t need more invitation than that. It’s already hard enough to resist the sight of his thick, swollen cock, and the scent of sweat and sex that hangs heavy in the room. His scent drives me mad—I never much thought about hormones before, but now I realize how real they are, how crazy the scent of his makes me. I lean down to kiss around the base of his cock, letting his shaft brush against my cheek, my forehead, my hair, as I circle him. His cock jumps again, the muscles tensed, out of his control now. Just the way I like.

      I duck my head between his thighs to lick his balls, one at a time. He tastes amazing, hot and heady with a touch of salt, and an underlying flavor that’s all him, more addictive than anything I’ve ever tasted before. I suck one of his balls between my lips, close my lips around him and roll it along my tongue. He moans faintly, just a soft sound, one he’s clearly trying to suppress. He won’t be able to for long, if I have anything to say about it.

      “Fuck, Clove,” he murmurs as I release that ball and lap at the other one, flick my tongue across him, then dig it against the sensitive spot right between his balls and his cock. His cock jumps again, and I catch it in a tight fist, start to stroke him again while I continue licking around his base. I close my lips around the side of his shaft, suck hard enough to leave a little mark, hard enough to make his hips jerk once more, and then I move on, rolling my tongue around him as I inch up his length.

      When I reach his tip, I gently purse my lips against him, my mouth already wet from licking him so much. Slowly, I increase pressure, parting my lips around the head of his cock to gently press him into my mouth. I keep my lips tight around him, press my tongue up against the underside of his cock, tracing the thick veins there, so he feels every inch of my mouth as I take him inside.

      “Your… fucking… mouth,” he whispers between hard breaths. I grin and keep taking him in deeper, sliding his cock along the length of my tongue.

      “You’re fucking magic,” he murmurs, head falling back on the pillow.

      I take him deeper, deeper, until the tip of his cock touches the back of my throat.

      “Clove,” he moans, and I wrap my one fist around the base of his shaft, keeping the pressure there as I sit up slowly, drawing him back out of my mouth once more.

      When he’s fully out, I lick the tip of his cock and savor the droplets of precum I can taste already. I lean back to eye his swollen length, glistening with my spit, hard as ever, his veins standing out, the whole cock pulsing with blood, his desire evident, impossible to deny.

      “Don’t…” He stops himself, grits his teeth.

      I grin at him. “Don’t what?” I lift one eyebrow. Lean back down to lick his tip again, and enjoy the way his cock jumps once more. I circle my tongue around his head, and wrap my fist around his base again, stroking him slowly. “Don’t stop?”

      “Don’t…” He locks eyes with me and sucks in another deep breath. This is it, I think. I’ve finally made him beg the way he always makes me. “Don’t make me punish you worse later,” he replies, a glint of mischief in his eyes.

      I have to laugh, though I lean down to lick along one side of his cock again as I do. “I thought you enjoyed punishing me,” I point out, then lick the top of his cock, my mouth open so he can watch me do it. He drinks in the sight, his gaze as hungry as ever. He might be tied up just now, but my lover still looks dangerous, ready to pounce on me at any moment if his lust reaches frenzy pitch.

      Part of me hopes it will. My belly clenches, a curl of anticipation hidden deep inside.

      “Oh, I do,” he murmurs, and my pussy tightens too, those words sending a pulse of desire through my whole body.

      “Good,” I reply. Then I lick along him again and flatten my hand across his stomach to pin him against the bed. I keep up that slow, maddening pace until he seems like he’s about to burst, his muscles strained and his breath coming fast, even though he struggles to disguise it.

      Finally, I take him into my mouth and begin to work on him, sliding him in and out of my mouth, all the way to the back of my throat like he taught me. As I expected, he doesn’t let me stay in control for too long. I get him worked up to a point but then he loses his ability to remain cool. He tugs his arms free from my meager restraints and grips my head, hands buried in my hair, eyes shut with pleasure as he thrusts up into my mouth. I relax my jaw, catch breaths between his thrusts, and let him fuck me from below, his hips rising up with every thrust, his cock spearing deep into my throat.

      I love this best of all—the way he abandons all sense of control, becomes wild, animalistic with lust. He wants me, and nothing will stand in his way. I watch him, enjoying the almost pained expression of desire on his face, the way his eyes screw shut and his mouth falls open in ecstasy.

      As he nears his peak, his eyes open and find mine. He watches me, a dark, hungry glint in his eye as he thrusts into my mouth again, again, hands clenched tight in my hair, his teeth gritted. And then, all at once, his expression shifts, his mouth parting farther as he comes hard, deep in my throat. I swallow his cum, savoring the taste, the flavor of him magnified, stronger than anything else. When he sinks back against the bed, I keep licking his shaft, his tip, cleaning every drop from him, until finally he shudders, grips my shoulders and tugs me up toward him.

      I fall at his side, and he wraps his arms around my body, pulling me against his warm, naked skin. He kisses me once more, deeply, and his tongue slips between my lips, probing my mouth, tasting himself on me.

      “Fuck, Clove,” he murmurs again when we break apart. “You are impossibly perfect.”

      I smile and nuzzle into his side, arms tight around his waist. “Me? You’re the one who was hiding right beneath my nose this whole time. In a doorman’s uniform, no less.”

      He laughs, and I can hear the echo of it in his chest as I lie against him, the feel of his breathing against my cheek, the hum of his voice when he speaks tickling my cheek. “I wasn’t hiding. I was right there in plain sight. You were just blinded by the sexy hat.”

      I snort and flick his stomach. “Sure, that was it. That damned hat stood in our way.”

      “And to think, all it took to get you to look beneath was punching out an asshole.”

      I laugh and elbow him again. He just laughs harder.

      “Well,” he amends. “Punching out a guy, and then sending you a particularly witty sext later.”

      My cheeks flare red-hot again. I lean up to make eye contact and glare down at him, pretending to be offended. “How dare you insinuate that I would ever take part in something so crude as sending dirty texts, sir. I am an innocent, nice girl. I would never do such a thing.”

      His eyes spark. “Not from what I’ve seen.” He grips my hips and flips me around, all in one smooth motion so I’m underneath him smirking up at him. Then he leans in to nibble along my neck, teeth grazing my skin just hard enough to make me gasp, goosebumps rising along my whole body.  “You are one… very…” He bites me a little harder to make a point, “naughty…” He leans up to nip at my earlobe, sucking it between his lips, “girl,” he finishes whispering in my ear.

      I wrap my legs around his waist and pull him against me. His cock is still wet from my saliva, but I can feel him start to tense, a fresh rush of blood flowing south as I lean up to lick along his ear in response. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “No? Maybe this will refresh your memory…” He sits back and pulls me up with him, then promptly bends me forward over his legs so his slowly hardening cock presses against my side, and he runs his hand along my ass. “After all.” He smirks, the smile evident in his voice. “I believe I owe you a spanking…”

      I turn just far enough to bat my eyes at him. “You did promise to make it a worse punishment this time,” I remind him.

      He grins back, eyes on fire. “Oh, that much I do remember, my darling.”
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      Our reunion lasts well into the night. Later than it should, considering Zayne is on the early shift tomorrow. But he insists that he doesn’t care. It’ll be worth feeling tired on his feet tomorrow, if he can fuck me senseless tonight. I have to admit, I don’t protest too much.

      When we’re finished and I fall asleep in his arms, though, part of me feels almost nervous. This feels too easy, too perfect. Something has to go wrong, throw a wrench into this.

      What, you mean besides the mess you’ve already landed yourself in? I think when I wake up the next morning, still tangled in Zayne’s warm, reassuring embrace. The sound of his phone alarm ringing at full volume startled me awake, straight out of a stress dream in which my boss was telling me that she’ll have to make this break permanent and let me go. I’ll have to find a new job, a new career, all with this staining my reputation. If anyone googles me, the first thing they’ll see is this fake sex advertisement with my real tits plastered all over it. How can I ever find a job again if this company won’t keep me?

      Yet somehow, even with that stress keeping me up, worry flooding my subconscious dreams, I can’t help but feel reassured with Zayne here. He might be the cause of the problem, but it’s not like he did it on purpose. And he’s going to help me fix it. Nothing could stand in the way of the two of us working it out together—I feel sure of that.

      I roll over to kiss his jaw lightly, and he sighs, shifting in his sleep.

      “Five more minutes,” he murmurs.

      My chest tightens. Something about this, the way it feels so normal and natural to wake up in his arms, is so sweet it’s almost painful. “Zayne.” I nudge him. “Your phone is going off.”

      “Five minutes,” he repeats. Then he heaves a sigh and cracks one eyelid to peer at me. “Wait. We changed it last night didn’t we.”

      I have a dim memory of around 3:30 in the morning, as he coaxed me into one more romp, his fingers stroking along my mound. “I believe you said I couldn’t let you sleep through this alarm on pain of death and/or dismembering from Paul.”

      Zayne groans and levers himself up on one elbow. “I guess a deal’s a deal, then.” He glances over at me, and pouts a little as his gaze drips over my body. “Unfortunately I won’t have time to make you scream for mercy again this morning…”

      I laugh and swat his shoulder. He grins and catches my wrist, tugs me forward into a quick kiss.

      “But I’ll settle for an IOU.” He winks, and I feel a flush of heat, both in my cheeks and deep in my belly at the promise of another round tonight.

      It could always be like this. We could always be like this.

      “Zayne…” I swallow hard, unsure where to go with that. I want to tell him what I’m feeling, but it seems so fast, so sudden.

      He curls his fingers around mine and lifts my hand to his lips for a slow kiss along my knuckles. “I know, Clove. This is… I didn’t expect this either. But let’s enjoy it as it comes. And as for the rest, the photo…” His face falls, somewhere halfway between sorrow and anger. “I am so sorry for all of it. I’ll find a way to fix it, no matter what it takes. I just… I can’t bear the idea of knowing that I did that to you.”

      “You didn’t.” I shake my head, firm and fierce. “Your ex isn’t your fault. We’ll figure it out together. Who knows?” I force a laugh, a carefree expression I don’t really feel. “Maybe the company has already written back to me. Maybe they found the culprit and we won’t need to worry about this anymore. They could get the photo removed from the other website, have it shut down somehow.”

      “Maybe.” He smiles too, and though both of us can tell that it’s forced and fake, neither of us wants to admit it. So, we lean in and kiss again, our lips forcing all the emotions we can’t express into that one kiss.

      When he leaves, I linger by the doorway staring after him for longer than I care to admit. I feel unmoored, purposeless. Without my job, I’m not sure where I ought to be anymore, what I should be doing with myself right now. I guess just solving his whole photo attack mystery and getting back to my regular routine as quickly as humanly possible.

      So, with that thought in mind, I skip cooking breakfast altogether. I normally skip it anyway, but these past few days with Zayne, he’s been cooking for me each morning, and I find myself missing the habit of it, the routine of eating first thing in the morning to wake up my brain before I start to tackle the day ahead.

      Who knew so much about you could change so quickly when you meet the right person? With Zayne, I feel like so many missing pieces are clicking into place that it’s hard to keep track of how fast it’s all moving.

      But I don’t regret it. I’m loving this ride, crazy as it may be.

      Still, today, I decide to forego the breakfast, because I want to get straight to work. I power up my computer, leaving my phone safely shut off so that I don’t see any of the harassing messages. Not yet. I’ll deal with those later, when I have to. For now, I log onto the app’s website and scan my inbox, praying for a response.

      But I don’t see any reply with the company header on it. No answer to my long message about what happened to me, about my picture being stolen from this site and used in a horrible attack on a different site.

      There are a couple regular messages, a lot of “hey” and “’sup baby” with winking faces. I ignore those.

      Then there’s one more message, from a blank profile. The name just says YouShouldKnow. There’s no photo or anything. But it’s the subject of the email itself that catches my eye. Catches my eye, and makes my stomach sink inside me, nerves firing all over again.

      About Zayne.

      Zayne doesn’t use his real name on his profile. Nobody does on this site. We’ve all learned better by now—me especially, given everything that kicked off this week even without my real name being accessible on this app.

      So who is this from, and why are they talking about him?

      I click it open and my stomach sinks even farther.

      There’s no text in the message. No explanation for what I’m looking at. But it doesn’t take me long to piece it together.

      The message contains a series of screenshots. They’re all of one profile, a profile I don’t recognize. MrPlayaZ. But they’re not just public screenshots. It includes private messages, messages to and from that MrPlayaZ account.

      And the “playa’s” account itself? It’s all photos I recognize. The same photos that Zayne used in his AtYourService account.

      Heart in my throat, I scroll through the other screenshots. There are texts, messages between MrPlayaZ and other women.

      Hey baby, love ur pics. I’d like to get that top off you ;)

      Worse ones, ones that go back and forth between other girls. My stomach rolls over, and I feel nauseous, looking at the evidence right in front of my eyes.

      

      MrPlayaZ: Last night was amazing, wanna grab a drink again this weekend?

      CandyCane: I have to wait that long to feel that sexy tongue of yours again?

      

      Or another.

      

      MrPlayaZ: I can make you come in ways you can’t even imagine, babe.

      XtraSaucy: You’re welcome to try anytime you think you can handle this ;)

      

      And more. And more. I scroll through them all, even the longer conversations, full on sexts with women, describing how hard they make him, asking them to finger themselves. Details of how they touch themselves thinking about him. Hell, even one where he talks about jerking off in the back room at work—the same mail room where he touched himself thinking about me this weekend.

      That message hits home because it’s dated.

      Yesterday.

      I want to vomit. The whole room feels like it’s spinning around me.

      Frantic, I check Zayne’s regular profile. But the evidence is scrawled across it too. Something I should have noticed, something I was so stupid to miss. The date that any new account is created is listed on the user’s homepage,, mostly so the site can spam you with ads about “giving new members” a chance, hoping you’ll be more likely to match with someone even if they have a lame pickup line.

      Right there at the bottom of the AtYourService account is the date it was created.

      Friday. The same day he fought off that creeper. The same night we matched and first began to text.

      Then to sext, using the same horribly cheesy lines Zayne used to pick up girls on his other profile. His real profile, the one he never told me about.

      He was talking about deleting the app the other night. About getting off this site, because he didn’t need it now that he’d found me. But I’d bet anything he was just going to delete this brand-new account, made only to lure me in. He’d keep right on sexting all these other women with his regular account.

      I feel nauseous.

      I can’t think straight, can’t even formulate a response to this anonymous sender.

      I can guess who it is, of course. It has to be the ex that Zayne told me about. The crazy stalker psycho ex-girlfriend trying to ruin his life. But is she?

      What if she was just a normal girl trying to save me from getting played? What if this is her trying to spare someone else the same heartache she felt?

      Everything hurts.

      I slam my laptop shut and storm across my apartment, tears stinging my eyes. My bedroom is the worst place to go because it still smells like us, like him, like sex. I tear the sheets off the bed and crumple them into a tight ball, stuff them into the bottom of my laundry bin. Tomorrow I’ll wash the scent away, wash those sheets until I can’t smell Zayne on them, until I won’t be reminded of him commenting on the bright red color, or grinning as I tied him up using the silky fabric.

      Fuck. Maybe I’ll have to throw them away at this rate.

      How could I be so stupid?

      That’s the refrain echoing in my mind all the while. How could I fall for a playboy like him? How could I think that what we had might be special, might be the something I’ve been waiting for all this time?

      Tears sting at my eyes and I head into the shower. Because if the bed still smells like sex, then oh, god, you’d better not catch a whiff of me. I smell like him all over—and part of me loved that, loved the way he left his mark on me, and anytime I caught the scent it reminded me of last night and this weekend all over again. It reminds me of the way he drove his cock deep into me, fucked me hard, senseless, until I came screaming…

      Fuck him. Fuck men, all of them.

      I turned on the shower, scalding hot, and stepped right into the stream. Buried my face in the water so that when I finally let go and began to cry, my hot tears would blend into the stream rushing over my face.

      I hate this. I hate feeling this way again. I thought I’d found someone different at last, but he’s just like all the other assholes in New York City. He didn’t care about me, he just wanted to fuck me. As soon as he got what he wanted, he was probably off chatting up other girls with the same pickup lines, the same stupid lines he used to lure me in and make me fall for him.

      I know it’s only been a few days, but somehow our connection felt deeper, more real. Finding out that he’s just like all the other guys I’ve been with—just like that creepy stalker he punched in the face—it feels so much worse than any other shitty date. Because I’d started to actually fall for him. I’d started to actually believe there might be decent guys out there, and that maybe, finally, I’d found one.

      Why do guys always do this to me? Why do they always use me, take advantage of me, play with my emotions. And why do they do it to other women to? I bet this ex of Zayne’s isn’t even crazy. I bet she was just a normal girl he seduced and used and jerked around until she got sick of his shit and decided to get even.

      My stomach sinks even farther. I just wish she hadn’t decided to get even by posting my naked photo everywhere.

      Then again, was that her? What if he’d been lying again? What if that was him… But why?

      My head hurts, along with everything else. I can’t take this.

      I shut off the shower now that I’ve sufficiently scrubbed myself clean of him. Then I turn my phone off airplane mode and watch with listless eyes as the dozens upon dozens of creepy sexts pour in. I skim past those notifications, keeping my eyes peeled for any messages from my friends.

      Nothing yet. But then again, they’re at work, doing their jobs, like normal, productive adults. They’re where I should be. Where I can’t be right now, thanks to this asshole creepfest who I thought actually had feelings for me.

      I open our group chat and message them both.

      He’s just another NYC asshole player. Should’ve known.

      Then I close the window. I can’t even wait for my friends’ replies right now. I’m too exhausted. I fall asleep to the sound of my shower dripping in the distance, and outside, the faint rumble of construction equipment from somewhere up the street. A suitably depressing soundtrack for my suitably depressing life.
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      I’m in a hot tub. I’m in a nice bathing suit, tight-fitting, exposed in all the right places. It’s sexy as hell, and I know it. I’m shifting in the water, showing it off for the guy with me. Zayne. His gaze travels over my body, hungry as ever, and I feel a pulse deep inside me that responds to the hunger in his eyes. I want him the way he wants me. I always do.

      He beckons me and I curve toward him, unable to move away. I slide right into his arms, and he grabs me, strong and possessive, just the way I like. But that grip shifts. Turns painful as he shoves me away again. Presses me against the side of the hot tub, and leans in to sneer in my ear. “Did you think I found you attractive? You?” He laughs, and when I look down again, everything has changed. The hot tub isn’t a hot tub at all, it’s a mud pit, and I’m dressed in a horrible, ugly, sagging suit, one that exposes all my worst flaws. My stomach sticks out, my thighs are covered in cellulite, and I feel naked in the worst way. Exposed, put on display like a circus freak.

      “How could I ever have been attracted to you? Did you honestly think I’d want this body?” Zayne shakes his head and pushes me away, into the mud. I land on my hands and knees and skid away from him. “You’re a slut, Clove. A disgusting, horrible slut. You deserve this. You deserve to be exposed to the world for what you really are.”

      There’s some distant part of me, far away and trapped, that rebels against this. That wants to shout at him, No. I’m not. But that part is locked deep down in my subconscious. I can’t unlock it, can’t make myself wake up. All I can do is cry and nod in agreement. Because look at me. I am pathetic. Gross. A slut. He’s right. I deserve this.

      I wake up with tears on my cheeks and a pounding ache in my head that won’t subside. I groan and roll over to check my phone, an old habit that I’m going to need to kill fast if this keeps up. Because all I do is open it to find another scroll of texts, another torrent of abuse waiting for me. All those assholes saying the same thing that Zayne said in my dream. I deserve this. I’m disgusting, unattractive, a slut.

      Notice how they call me gross and yet too promiscuous in the same sentence. Notice how I’m hot if I might bang them, but gross if I won’t, and if I do bang them, I’m easy and loose and a terrible slut anyway. Can’t win either way. You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t.

      I skip to my text thread, and my heart swells a little at the messages from Andy and Celeste. It’s all supportive, asking if I need to talk and if they can bring me over some wine. I squint at the time and sigh. It’s already 9pm—I slept most of the day away. I’ll probably be up all night sleepless now. And anyway, Andy and Celeste will be home by now or off having an adventure somewhere without me.

      Don’t worry about me, guys, I’m fine. Just need some alone time to chill with reruns.

      Tell Samantha we say hi, Celeste replies immediately. They know me too well. Sex and the City is always my go-to moping show.

      But this time, I don’t even feel like I have the energy to turn that on. Instead, I put on some loud music and lie in bed staring at the ceiling, replaying the last few days in my head.

      All I can think about is how stupid I’ve been. How blind.

      When the knock first sounds at my door, I ignore it, figuring it must be a delivery guy who got lost on the wrong floor. When it persists, I force myself to roll over and lever my body out of bed. Whoever it is has progressed to ringing the doorbell now, over and over.

      I shuffle toward the door, rubbing sleep from my eyes. That’s when I hear his voice.

      “Clove? Are you okay?”

      My stomach churns, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to double over and heave from the sudden rush of anger, hurt, worry.

      But of course, he doesn’t know that someone showed me his other profile. He doesn’t know that I know exactly who he is now. What kind of a lying, sneaking scumbag he is underneath his kind words and the front he puts on for the world.

      “No,” I tell the door, arms crossed over my chest. Against my better judgment, I lean down to steal a peek through the spyhole. Of course, he looks as frustratingly, impossibly handsome as ever, dashing in his pressed uniform, hat off and cradled in one hand, his hair messy from being underneath it all day.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, and the frown on his face is so sincere, his concern so convincing, that it makes me sick to my stomach all over again.

      “Just go away, please.” I force myself to speak loud enough to get through the door. It takes effort. My voice is scratchy from sleep, my throat thick with emotion.

      “Clove, talk to me. What’s going on? Did something else happen with the photo?”

      “Go. Away. Zayne.”

      “Please, just tell me what’s wrong, Clove. Whatever it is, we can talk about it, work through it.”

      Almost without thinking about it, I realize that I’ve turned on my phone. Pulled up the app and scrolled to the message. I stare at the images of the texts he’s been sending, the dates stamped across them. I glance back and forth from that damning evidence to the handsome, desperate-looking man outside my door. Is he faking this? Is he this good an actor?

      My gaze lands on one message in particular. An exchange with a girl whose username is MissMisMatched. Half of me wants to laughingly appreciate the pun, especially given who she’s talking to.

      Zayne’s message to her is the one that sticks in my head. The one that stings. The one that makes me realize this isn’t a joke or a fake.

      Trouble sleeping? he asks her. That opens the conversation, which quickly turns to flirty talk of what they’re both doing up so late. (Him: I work the graveyard shift some nights, so I’m always up late looking for intriguing distractions). The words resonate, a little too familiar.

      I open up my conversation with Zayne. Scroll up to the top, past all of our sexts and flirty back-and-forths, and even the photo image I sent him that started this whole mess.

      I scroll all the way up to the top, and I stare at those two words, written in damning black-and-white on the screen.

      Trouble sleeping?

      It’s how he first started talking to me. The opener he used after we matched, when I was still trying to figure out how to respond to him. And here he is, just a couple of days later, using that same opener on another girl, after he told me he wanted to delete this app altogether.

      “Goodbye, Zayne,” I tell the door loudly.

      He protests, calls after me to wait. But as I turn and trudge back to my bedroom, I pause just long enough to turn the volume of my speakers up all the way. Music blasts through my rooms, drowning out his knocks and shouts. Eventually, even the distant faint ring of the doorbell fades away, as I presume he finally gives up on me as a lost cause and heads up to bed.

      He’ll get over it. He can find some other girl to string along. Someone else to mess around, while he messes with a few dozen other girls’ heads at the same time. Me, I’m over it.

      That’s what I tell myself, anyway, as I crawl into bed and bury myself in the covers. But I’ve already slept a lot today. I know I’m not going to be able to get back to sleep, not for a long while. So I just pull the comforters up around my head and stare at my ceiling, willing time to pass faster. If it does, then maybe this bruise on my heart will heal faster, too.
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      Right. I’ve moped long enough.

      I wake up bright and early the next day and put on my war paint. I do my makeup to the nines, professional as hell. I put on a pencil skirt, a formal blouse, and even switch my belongings from my usual slouchy old hobo purse to a structured, tailored bag that I bought a few months ago. It looks like a briefcase, all professional lawyer-chic, but I’d been too lazy to switch purses ever since I bought it.

      Today, however, calls for the new purse. It calls for breaking out all the big guns, in fact.

      Today, I’ve decided I’m going to get my job back.

      I can’t stand sitting around this apartment any longer. I need to pull my life together and put it back on track, and that starts with a polite, face-to-face, professional conversation with my boss. I fire off an email to her just as I’m strapping on my heels—the demure, mid-height ones that are perfect for business meetings, but not high or sexy enough to be suggestive. The last thing I want today is to come across as sexy in any manner. I want to be professional, family-friendly, and the face of everything my company stands for.

      After all, that’s how I plan to convince them to let me come back.

      I write the email in a deliberately straightforward way. I have to stop by the office today, so I was hoping we could speak about the situation and ways in which we may look to remedying it.

      I don’t ask her for a meeting, because if I ask, she could say no. Instead, I’m going to just show up and not take no for an answer.

      I’m not sure it will work. I’m not sure anything will, at this point. But I have to try.

      Battle armor donned, I square my shoulders in the mirror and give myself one good stern nod for good luck. Then I wrench open my door, and nearly trip backwards over myself in surprise.

      Zayne rolls into my apartment, his head drooping to one side, neatly pressed uniform crumpled and wrinkled. As soon as his body touches the ground, he startles awake, pushes himself back into a sitting position and rubs sleep from his eyes. But there’s no disguising what happened here last night.

      He clearly spent the night sleeping on my doorstep.

      “Zayne…” I bite my lip, shaking my head. I don’t know what to say to him. Nothing seems right. I step over him and stride across the hall toward the elevators. “Try not to drool on my welcome mat,” I call over my shoulder.

      “Clove.” His voice sounds almost as bad now as mine did last night. Scratchy and thick with sleep. “Please, wait, I need to talk to you.”

      “Anything you have to say to me, you can say to my voicemail. I’ll delete it right along with all the creepy messages the other assholes are leaving me, but still. You can get it off your chest there.” I press the elevator call button decisively.

      “What happened?” He struggles to his feet and staggers across the hall toward me. He catches my hand just as the elevator arrives at my floor. He holds my wrist, not too tightly, gently enough that I could pull away if I wanted to. But his skin against mine reminds me of things I don’t want to remember. Of all the ways he sets me on fire, ignites me in a way that nobody else can. “Yesterday morning when I left, we were great. Then I got back from work, and you refused to see me, just kept telling me to leave. Clearly something happened, Clove, so please, tell me what it is. We have something real here, a connection, don’t we?” His eyes bore into mine. I can’t stand the sincerity in them. I can’t stand the way my heart screams at me to trust him when the proof of his untrustworthiness is sitting just inches away in my phone, damning, impossible to ignore.

      “You owe me this much,” Zayne murmurs, his voice dropping low with feeling. “At least tell me what’s going on.”

      I swallow hard. “I could ask you the same thing.” I can’t meet his eyes. Not with all these thoughts racing through my head. I stare at the floor between us instead. “Why do you have two dating profiles?”

      Silence.

      I look up, after it stretches on long enough, and find Zayne grimacing, running his hand through his hair. “Well? Are you going to deny it?”

      He meets my gaze, and I ignore the shock of pain in my gut. Hold his eye, because dammit, he should at least need to look me in the eye while he lies to my face. “No,” he says. “I won’t deny it.”

      The blow lands hard. At least he didn’t lie, I think, distantly. But it doesn’t help very much. The truth still hurts.

      I pull my hand free from his. The elevator doors have long since closed again, but when I stab at the button, they open once more, ready to whisk me away from here. From him.

      “Clove, please, wait.”

      I step into the elevator, but he steps in with me, pins me against the back wall with his hands on both of my shoulders, gripping me tight, desperation in his eyes. “I can explain,” he says.

      I laugh once, sharp and bitter. “Right. Like you’ve explained everything so far.”

      “I only made the new profile for you.”

      My eyebrows shoot up so high that it’s a wonder they remain attached to my face. “You think that’s helping your case? You made a whole profile to trick me? Great.”

      “No, that’s not… Not to trick you, Clove. To match with you.”

      “What the hell are you talking about.”

      He’s digging in his pocket now, pulling out his phone. I reach past him to press the ground floor button, but hesitate halfway there. The elevator doors close, leaving us suspended in midair above my floor, but I still, I don’t hit the button. Part of me wants to know, too badly, how this story pans out.

      I hate that part of me.

      “Clove, that night when I fought off your stalker… It wasn’t the first time I noticed you.”

      I scowl at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’ve been wanting to talk to you for years. Trying to find ways to get closer to you. But you never noticed, never saw me standing there. I thought a few months ago, when you joined this app, that maybe this would be it. The way I could get through to you. Finally connect. We matched, actually, three months ago. On my old profile.”

      I frown. “What?” No we didn’t. No way. I would remember that.

      He’s nodding. “But you unmatched me almost right away. Before I could even message you or say anything.”

      I grimace. I do have a tendency to do that. When my app gets too clogged with matches, I trim it down. Swipe left again on any guy who I’m not 100% sure would be my type, just to clear the space for guys who are more my speed. “Prove it,” I hear myself saying anyway, because I still don’t think I would have missed something like that. Zayne is hot as hell in his profile pictures. Would I really unmatch him?

      You spent years walking right past him, part of me points out. And besides, it’s not like his profile said anything much about his interests or hobbies. Or even his job. Maybe I just assumed we’d have nothing in common. He was pretty but that was about it.

      Zayne, for his part, has sprung into action. He scrolls through his phone, and then hands it to me. I stare at the app page, both unfamiliar and familiar all at once. It’s his other profile, his real one. There are a few dozen messages sitting unread—probably from all those girls he’s been messaging while we’ve been apart for a few hours, I can’t help thinking, because even if he explains this profile, it still doesn’t explain why he’d lie to me about wanting to get off the app when he clearly doesn’t want to stop messaging other women yet. I ignore those and watch as he swipes onto my profile, searching by previous matches.

      There I am. Right on the screen, in the same pixels that damned him yesterday.

      Previously matched, it says, but there’s no contact button, no way to message. He’s right. We matched at some point, and then I unmatched him.

      “But…” I trail off, biting my lip.

      He heaves a sigh. “Clove, I liked you from the start. I tried to talk to you on here, but you shut it down. And you never noticed me at the door. So that night when that asshole tried to follow you home, and you finally seemed to look at me—really look— I had to jump on that chance. The only way to talk to you, I figured, was a match like this. I already knew you were on the app, and we live in the same building, so I figured if I made a new profile, it’d pair us soon enough. And it did, thank god.” His eyes bore into mine, as if he’s willing me to believe him.

      I want to. So badly. I want to just give in, quit asking all these questions, trust him. But that’s so hard to do. Especially after everything that’s happened. Everything I’ve seen.

      I shake my head. “Okay, so you made a whole profile just to stalk me. Great. That’s a real point in your favor.”

      “It wasn’t to stalk you, Clove, it was just to start a conversation. If you hadn’t been interested, I would’ve dropped things right away. But you answered, you struck up a conversation with me. It went both ways.”

      “Right. And how special was it really? More entertaining than the other dozen conversations you have going on right now?” I roll my eyes and hand the phone back to him.

      “What, these?” He laughs, a scoff in the back of his throat. “I haven’t checked this profile in weeks. Especially not since I met you.”

      “Then why do you have so many unread messages?” I point out, rolling my eyes. Now I do lean past him to jab the first floor button.

      He’s faster though, and double-taps it to unselect the floor, leaving us suspended in midair once more. “Clove, look.” He opens his message section and points me at it. “See these last read messages? They’re from weeks ago, some of them months.”

      I stare at the inbox, my brow furrowing. “That can’t be right.”

      Now it’s his turn to scowl. “What, I can’t possibly be telling you the truth?”

      “What happened to all the conversations with the other women?” I counter, crossing my arms.

      “Other… What? Clove, there are no other women. There haven’t been since we met.”

      “That’s not what I saw.”

      “Saw where?” His frown has deepened even further, though I don’t think it’s directed at me. He looks a million miles away now, thinking hard.

      To bring him back to reality, I pull my phone out of my pocket. Now it’s my turn to open my app and pull up the messages that came in yesterday. I flip the screen around, hold it out for him to see. At least today the incoming calls and spamming sext-messages from total strangers have calmed down enough that I can safely use it. Enough to show him this, at any rate.

      He reads. With every line he reads, his eyebrows rise higher, and his jaw clenches. By the time he reaches the end of the messages, he looks furious, angrier than I’ve ever seen him. His fists are clenched at his sides, and his whole body trembles from the force of his fury.

      “How fucking dare she.”

      I swallow again. Against my better judgment, against all of my instincts, I believe that anger. He can’t be this good of an actor, no way. “Your ex?” I ask, a hesitant tremor in my voice.

      He clenches my phone so tight in one fist that I’m almost afraid the screen will shatter. “How did she even…”

      I gently pry my phone from his fingers, mostly to save its life. “Did she make up those conversations? Because some of them…” I pull open the one where he’s talking to another girl. Trouble sleeping? “Seem awfully familiar.” I lift one pointed eyebrow.

      Zayne grimaces. “Some of them are real. Probably most of them, I don’t remember. But the dates are all wrong. Look.” He scrolls through his phone. It takes him a while, but he eventually locates one of the conversations, the one with CandyCane. Sure enough, it took place almost two years ago. Same with another one, shortly afterward, with XtraSaucy. In fact, almost all of the conversations are from that time period. The screenshots are real, identical to his account message history. All except for the dates which had been carefully, meticulously altered.

      “It’s all the people I was messaging right after she and I broke up,” he finally says, his tone heavy. “Right when I first moved in here…” He winces at one particularly sexy conversation. “Some of these are embarrassing.”

      “Not as embarrassed as I am,” I mutter, wincing.

      “No, Clove. You couldn’t have known.” He wraps an arm around me, and finally, after what feels like holding my breath for 24 hours, I sink into his embrace once more. It scares me, how much I crave this. How desperately I wanted him to touch me, even when I thought he’d been betraying me, screwing me around. I still wanted him, even when I knew I’d have to walk away.

      That scares the shit out of me.

      “The screenshots were so realistic…”

      “I’d have thought the same thing as you,” Zayne admits with a clenched jaw. “I’m so sorry that you have to go through this mess. You don’t deserve this kind of drama. If you want to walk away now, to spare yourself, I will completely understand.”

      “Hell no.” I wrap my arms around him too, and lean into his warm embrace. “You don’t deserve this kind of drama either, Zayne. I mean, how did she even get those conversations?”

      He scowls. “She must have access to my account. Nothing else makes sense. She must have gotten in there and been able to see the conversations, and…” His eyes widen, his jaw slackening. “That’s how she found your photo, too. It has to be. She took it from your inbox, where we were messaging.”

      “Since she knows about both of your accounts, it must not have been too hard,” I agree. “If she hacked this old one, she must not have had a hard time hacking the new one too.”

      “Christ, how long has she been doing this?” Zayne shakes his head. “Has she targeted other people I’ve messaged? I never heard anyone talking about being harassed like this, having their photos put up on a website somewhere…”

      “Doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. They might have just assumed you did it and sworn off ever speaking to you again.” I sigh.

      “Shit.” Zayne pockets his phone in a single, angry gesture. “I have to stop this. I will. I’ll fix it.”

      “How?” I catch his eye, my own wide with fear.

      “I’m going to confront her. Tell her she needs to stop pulling this kind of shit. I’ll go to the police otherwise. We have proof it was her, and if she hacked my accounts, then she probably still has more screenshots like this saved. None of this is legal, Clove.”

      I can feel myself nodding, my heart rising in my chest once more. But still… “You shouldn’t have to talk to her. Let me.”

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “But you have all this history, this baggage. It will hurt you to confront her.”

      He’s shaking his head hard. “It’s my mess, Clove. I’ll clean it up.” He steps back and presses the ground floor button. The elevator heaves around us, like it’s relieved to finally be in motion. As we whir down toward the first floor, he finally seems to take a look at my outfit, the whole thing, from head to toe. “What about you? You look like you’re off to take care of business, too.”

      I nod, steeling myself once more, shoulders squared. “I’m going to get my job back. No matter what it takes.”

      He smiles and leans in to kiss my lips, just once, feather-soft and light, a kiss that’s there and gone again before I have time to blink. “You will. You’re incredible, Clove. If anyone can talk your boss into having you back in the office, it’s you. And if you need me to come in and testify about it, explain that it was all this psycho…”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Somehow I don’t think that would help. If you tried to explain that it’s all a big misunderstanding, someone stole my sext to you…” I raise an eyebrow pointedly.

      He grins in response, and leans down to kiss me one last time before the doors open. “Well, I offered.”

      “You did. I’ll keep that in mind when I’ve finished winning my case.”

      “Good luck,” he says, offering me a hand as I step out of the elevator. I take it, and twine my fingers through his, squeezing tightly just once for affirmation.

      “You too,” I tell him, pouring every ounce of feeling into my tone that I can. I hope he can do this. I hope he can talk his ex down. I hope it won’t hurt him too much to be around her, to have all those old memories drug up. I hope she stops coming after him, leaves him alone to live a normal life.

      I hope a lot of things today.

      Time to start acting, at least on the ones I can affect.

      I square my shoulders and cast Zayne one last long smile, then stride out through the glass doors of our apartment building to face the coming storm.
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        * * *

      

      “And you want me to tell the board this?” My boss stares at me across the desk, hands folded on top, leaning forward just far enough that I can see the wrinkles at the edges of her eyes, the corners of her mouth. Normally she’s a cheery person, always smiling and laughing. Even when we do our annual performance reviews, she’s happy, complimenting me on my work and cheerfully explaining any areas that she thinks I should work on in the coming year.

      It feels strange to see her frown, especially this much.

      “If you think it would help,” I say, “sure. But either way, I wanted you to know exactly what’s going on. I want you to know that this isn’t who I am, who I ever would be in my professional life.” I’d just finished explaining the entire saga to her, starting from the point where my doorman saved my ass, all the way up through the awkward part where I shared one risqué but entirely consensual photo with him, and to the part where his psycho ex creepily hacked into all of his accounts and took it upon herself to make an example of me. All for daring to date a guy who dumped this girl years ago.

      My boss sighs and rubs a temple with one finger, massaging it in slow circles. “I don’t know that sharing this level of detail with our higher-ups would help, Clove.”

      “Then don’t.” I bite my lip. “Can we just explain that we found out who made the website, and we’re working on getting it removed? And that I’ve never done anything like this before and never would in the future.” I don’t need to send Zayne naughty photos anymore—he can see what I’ve got to share in person. I’ve learned my lesson about putting myself at risk, even with someone I trust.

      I square my shoulders, rest my new purse on the table between us, and pull out some charts that I made late last night, as I lay in bed with the worst case of insomnia I’ve ever battled.

      “In the meantime, I think this might help convince them that I’m worth keeping around.” I spread the charts on the table. One of them is my projects’ performances for this full year. I had the one disappointing campaign, true, and the fact that it happened right before this whole mess kicked off isn’t helping me, I’m sure. But that was one mediocre campaign in a heap of really successful ones. I point out the growth in all the areas I’ve been marketing, along with the results of my last few experimental campaigns, one of which was entirely my idea and generated a ton of revenue from an untapped stream for the whole company.

      Next, I draw out another series of charts that I made. Ones to explain how much more useful I’d be if I were able to start working on relaunching the failed campaign from last week. I put together a whole new strategy and an estimated schedule of how quickly I’d be able to make up for the lost time and investments in that campaign.

      “Just give me a chance,” I tell her. “And I’ll make it worth your while. The board can keep reviewing the case, decide later what they want to do about me, if they can keep me on or not. But in the meantime, let me help you. Let me keep doing my job. Please.” I lock eyes with Stacy. “I need this. Not the money, just the… The activity, the job itself. I need to have something to do. It’s been just a few days and I’m already going stir-crazy.”

      She sighs. “I know this job means a lot to you, Clove. And you’re right, you’ve always been a highly valuable member of our team…”

      “So let me come back. Please.”

      “It’s not up to me. If it were, you would never have been asked to leave at all.” Stacy purses her mouth, her fingers dancing over the desk phone beside her, as she considers. “But you’re right. This is crazy, to keep you out of the office. Especially if you’re sure there won’t be any more leaks like this. And if you already know who this is, we can file a lawsuit against them—this person hacked into our company servers too, you know. They sent spam messages about that website and your… ah, image. To our clients. We’ll press charges.”

      My heart leaps at the same time my stomach twists. Will Zayne want that? He said he’d warn his ex, not straight up sue her. But then again, if she’s done all this to me, how much has she tortured other girls in his life? All for simply existing?

      I can feel myself nodding. “I agree,” I say. “We’re going to confront her, but either way… She can’t feel free to do this again. She can’t keep ruining people’s lives like this.”

      My boss extends a hand. I lift mine, clasp her fingers in a single tight handshake. “Deal,” she says, and I’m surprised to find that after all this, we’re both smiling.

      So there’s one problem down. Here’s hoping the rest fall into place just as easily.
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      Success, I text Zayne on the train home. Just to his real phone number now, having learned my lesson about trusting app accounts. How about you?

      I don’t want to admit how nervous I am to hear back. How much my heart sticks in my throat until my phone finally dings, and I can flip it open to see the reply.

      Went as well as it could have. Which is to say, not great. But I think she took me seriously. I think she’ll really stop this time.

      Good, I reply. Then I bite the inside of my lip. I have to tell him. Because we need to talk about something that came up in my meeting…

      I text Zayne from the train to meet me outside our building. It’s his day off, which is good, since he looks like he slept on a floor all night and then spent the last hour arguing with a psychotic ex.

      “Coffee shop?” he asks before I can even open my mouth to suggest it. I shoot him a grateful sideways smile and we head off toward what’s quickly becoming our spot. Somewhere along the way, he loops his hand through mine, and I squeeze his fingers tightly, enjoying the warmth of his grip, the steadiness of his support.

      “So,” he starts as we step into the warm, reassuringly coffee-scented air of the corner coffee shop where we had our first date. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I need caffeine first,” I protest. Like a mind-reader, he’s already in line. He orders for us both, and I notice with a little secret thrill that he remembered my order from last time. He already knows how I like my coffee. How many guys would notice that, let alone remember it?

      We take a seat at the back, the same one where we sat last time, and I blow on my latte while he takes small sips of his tall black coffee.

      “You made it sound like bad news,” he finally says, when the silence has stretched on too long.

      “It’s not. It’s just… Complicated news,” I reply.

      He lifts his eyebrows, expectant. Waiting for me to explain.

      It doesn’t take more than that to get me to spill. I launch into the full story, from the moment I first told my boss everything, up to her proposal. “I don’t know how you’d feel about it; I know you wanted to warn her, give her a chance to back off, but she hacked corporate servers, Zayne…”

      “I know.” He grimaces and blows on his coffee absently, before taking another long gulp. “But you’re right. She’s broken laws at this point. I can’t protect her from herself. It was her choice to hack your company, use that against you. She’d already gone way too far with taking that photo and putting it out in the world, she didn’t have to try and ruin your career along with it.” He scowls and shakes his head so hard that a lock of his blond hair falls across his forehead. I fight the urge to reach out and brush it back. That’s fast becoming a habit already.

      “I’m sorry, Zayne.”

      “Don’t be,” he answers fiercely, almost as soon as the words are out of my mouth. “I keep telling you this, Clove, but I mean it—you did not do anything. You don’t deserve any of this. Whatever we can do to fix this for you, we will.”

      “So if I asked you for your ex’s details to send to my boss…”

      He nods. “I’ll send you everything I have as soon as we get back home. Name, address, the way I think she hacked my account, in case it’s how she hacked your company’s too. All of it.”

      “Thank you.” I bite my lip. “So…” His turn now. “How did your side of it go?”

      He groans and drains the rest of his coffee in one swig. “She’s still living in the same apartment she had when we were dating. I’m not sure she has much of a social life, friends. It was weird.” He winces, closes his eyes. “She seems obsessed, really.”

      I frown, my brows drawing together. “That bad?”

      “Her whole apartment is just plastered with photos of us. Old ones, ones from years ago. And then newer photos, photos of me. Some of them she’s…” He clears his throat. I can tell that he’s badly shaken—and no wonder, given what he had to face today. “Some she’s Photoshopped me into. Others are me out on dates with other girls, people from the app who I met months ago. She’s crossed out all their faces, drawn curses on the pages. There’s one of you…” His voice breaks and he clenches his coffee cup so hard that the now-empty paper crumples in his fist. “She just sounds so normal when you speak to her. Like this is all so practical and mundane. Like she doesn’t even realize anything is weird about it.”

      I reach across the table to rest my hand on top of his. “She needs help, Zayne.”

      “I know. I tried to talk her into coming with me to a hospital, talking to a doctor, anything. She refused. Said it was none of my business. And I told her I’m deleting my account on that app, so she can stop bothering to hack it. She just told me that I got what I deserved.”

      “But she hasn’t hacked any of your other devices or accounts, you don’t think?”

      “Not that I could tell. Everything she had, all those pictures and information, it was all from the dating app. And she’s not exactly subtle. If she’d hacked other pieces of my life, I think there’d be evidence sitting around her house. Or she’d talk about it, mention it somehow. She isn’t sly, that’s one thing I have to say for her.” He laughs, a low, bitter laugh. “She always tells you the truth about exactly how fucking batshit she is.” His voice breaks on that, the bitterness too sharp for him to maintain. “I just want to see her somewhere safe. A hospital maybe, or with her family. She needs somebody to stop her from doing this.”

      I can feel myself nodding in agreement. “We’ll find that for her. My company will look into it and they’ll realize that she’s not just a crazy random, that she’s… that she needs help from someone.”

      “At any rate.” Zayne shrugs it off, with an almost physical effort, and smiles at me once more. “No matter what, she’s off your back. There’s no way she can access anything else we say to one another; she can’t get any more photos of you to harass you or threaten your career.”

      “Thank you for talking to her. I know that must have been hard.”

      He catches my hand and squeezes tightly. “Not as hard as the thought of losing you. Now that we’ve finally found each other, we finally have this chance…”

      I nod, eyes locked on his. “We’re not going to miss each other again. Not this time.”

      His smile widens. He turns my hand over in his and lowers his head. Plants a slow, searing kiss on my palm. It feels intimate and sexy as hell all at once, like we shouldn’t be allowed to do it in public, here in this coffee shop where anyone could look at us. I tug his hand toward me and kiss his fingers too, one at a time. By the time I reach his pinkie, he’s already standing.

      “Want to go home?” I ask, one eyebrow raised. “It’s a bit early for bedtime.”

      He smirks in response. “Actually, Ms. Walker, I was thinking that it’s about time I took you out on a proper date.” He glances past me at the clock above the coffee shop door. No, not at that, I realize. At the marquis across the street. The little cinema that only plays 2 or 3 movies a week, depending on the week. Right now, it’s playing some film I don’t recognize, though to judge by the name, it’s some kind of mystery or action flick.

      The next showing starts in 5 minutes.

      “How would you feel about a movie?” he asks as he rises to his feet.

      I stand beside him, and lean in to nudge my shoulder against his. “I could be lured into a dark theater with you,” I murmur, eyes bright with mischief.

      He grins and taps under my chin lightly with one finger. “Don’t go getting too many ideas yet, dirty girl. The night is young.”

      With that, we sweep out the coffee shop and beeline for the movie theater, our hands still wound tightly together. My night is looking up.
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        * * *

      

      We take seats far at the back, expecting the rest of the theater to fill up. But by the time the previews end and the opening credits begin to roll, we’re only two of five people in the theater. The other three are dotted around the rows, the nearest person at least 4 rows in front of us and on the far side of the theater, sitting next to the aisle as though they’re worried they’ll need to do a few bathroom runs during this movie.

      “What are we seeing?” I whisper, because the previews were a mix of comedy, horror, action and animated films, so I can’t even guess what genre this one will be.

      To my amusement, Zayne shrugs. “No idea,” he whispers back. “I just liked the title.”

      We settle in, the popcorn he insisted we buy balanced between us. Every now and again, our hands brush as we both reach into the popcorn at the same time. Every time they do, he insists on nudging my fingers. I lose count of how many times he makes me drop the handful of popcorn I’ve gripped, simply because I can’t help the small startled reaction that still races through me whenever our bare skin brushes. A spark of ignition that’s impossible to ignore.

      The movie starts out with an explosion, and only gets louder from there. Turns out it’s one of those comedy-action movies, but not a funny one. After the fourth joke falls flat, Zayne takes to whispering better versions of the lines in my ear. I have to fight cracking up and turning heads across the theater—although, admittedly, there aren’t even too many heads to turn.

      “Not your thing, huh?” I ask him with a smirk as he makes fun of the sixth line in a row.

      “Are you kidding? I love shitty movies. The worse the better.”

      We trade favorite un-recommendations for the next few scenes, but by then, it’s become clear that this movie is just ridiculous.

      “Not even MST3k could save this,” I mutter, and Zayne lights up, squeezing my leg.

      “You watch that too? I loved that show.”

      “Wow, nerd.” I smirk at him.

      “You’re one to talk,” he counters.

      “Me? I am innately cool.”

      “Don’t you work in a publishing house? Pretty sure all publishers have to be nerds. It’s in the job requirement right?”

      “Only book nerds though. Not TV show nerds.” I roll my eyes.

      “Is that worse?”

      “You tell me,” I counter. “You’re the nerd expert here.”

      “Tell me, Clove.” His fingers track up my thigh, moving slowly, like he’s turned his hand into a spider and he’s crawling it up the rain spout. His fingers dance closer and closer to my hips. “Would a nerd be able to make you come as many times as I made you scream my name last weekend?”

      I can feel my cheeks flush in the dark of the theater. “Maybe. I don’t know. I haven’t really tested nerd versus non-nerd’s abilities in the bedroom.”

      “I see. So I haven’t fucked you enough times yet, is what I’m hearing.”

      I swallow hard. “Well. That’s one way of interpreting that.”

      His hand slides along the crease of my thigh, right where it meets my hip. His fingers delve between my legs, pressing hard against the tight fabric of my pencil skirt. I wore this skirt specifically to avoid any sexual attention, but right now, it’s taking all of my self restraint not to tear it off. “I like my interpretation.” He leans in to brush his lips against my ear, his breath hot on my neck. “It gives me a good excuse to fuck you again.”

      With that, he pushes up the arm of the seat between us. I barely have time to react before he’s grabbing me with both hands, his fingers clamped around my hipbones. He pulls me across the seats and settles me in his lap. I can already feel the hard press of his cock against my ass, through the fabric of his jeans and my tight skirt.

      “We’re in public,” I hiss over my shoulder.

      “Do you think any of these people are going to notice?” Zayne gestures around us. The other three people in the theater do look pretty distracted. They’re far away, and their eyes are fixed on the screen. But if one of them turned around now, they’d see me sitting far above the seats, exposed, obvious.

      “What if they hear?” I whisper, wriggling against him. But I don’t move off of him. It feels too good, his hard cock digging into my ass, his warm, strong arms still wrapped around my waist.

      “You’ll just have to be quiet,” Zayne murmurs against the back of my neck, his nose grazing the soft skin there. “Think you can do that for me, dirty girl? Think you can be quiet while I fuck you until you come?”

      I tense and cast another nervous glance around the theater. Can I? Normally I’d say yes, but given the orgasms Zayne has given me recently, I’m not so sure anymore…

      “I can try,” I murmur.

      He smirks and catches my earlobe between his teeth, biting down just hard enough to make me inhale sharply. “I’ll take that as a challenge.”

      He runs both hands up my thighs now, and catches underneath my skirt to pull it with him. He inches the skirt up, up, until my panties are exposed. He keeps going, hiking the skirt around my waist, out of the way, and then drops his hands back down to trace the edges of my lacy thong.

      “This is very naughty underwear, Ms. Walker. Entirely inappropriate for being out in public.”

      A shiver races down my spine at the sound of his voice, low and sexy as hell. I lean back against him and his chest vibrates against my back when he speaks.

      “I’m going to have to relieve you of it.”

      “What a shame,” I manage to breathe. Then I arch my hips enough to allow him access to hook his fingers through my thong and tug it down. He pulls it all the way down to my knees and leaves it dangling there, as his hands slide back up to my thighs. He traces the edges of my pussy, along my mound, down my thighs, not quite touching me yet. All the while I can feel his cock digging into my ass, straining against the clasp of his jeans.

      He arches his back, and I lean down against him, circling my hips, grinding myself shamelessly against his thick cock.

      “Hungry for me?” he asks. My belly tightens.

      “Always.”

      He dips one finger between my legs and traces my pussy lips lightly. “Mm, I can tell.” He pushes gently against my lips until they part, and his finger slides between them, along my slit. “I love how wet you get for me, Clove.”

      “You always make me wet.” I glance over my shoulder at him and circle my hips again for emphasis. “Just like I always make you hard.”

      “As a rock,” he agrees.

      I reach beneath me to fumble for his pants clasp. Find the button of his jeans and start to undo it without looking.

      He catches my wrist with his other hand. “Ah ah. That’s my job.” He nods forward. “You focus on not giving us away,” he says, and with a start, I realize I’ve forgotten where we are. That we’re in public, just a few feet away from other people.

      I face front again and suck in a deep breath, trying to concentrate. That gets harder when I feel him unzip his jeans and push them down his legs, his boxers going too, until I can feel his smooth, steel-hard cock bare against my ass.

      “Zayne… Is this a good idea?” I whisper.

      In response, he grips my hips and positions me above him. His cock lays along the length of my slit now, just between my lips. He’ll have to angle himself to thrust into me, but already I can feel him pulsing with lust, and my pussy tightening in response. Fuck. I can’t say no, not now. I want him too much. I always want him, no matter where we are, but here…

      I cast another worried look around the theater. Fuck. We’re so exposed. If anyone looks back…

      But there’s something hot about that. About being so exposed, so vulnerable. So close to other people in public…

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you just got wetter,” Zayne murmurs in my ear.

      I cast him a sharp glare over my shoulder. “Well someone is torturing me.”

      “Torturing you, hmm? That sounds terrible.”

      I swallow with difficulty. “Maybe.”

      “I see. Is this terrible, then?” He pushes me up off his lap a little, angles his hips and reaches down with one hand to position himself, so the tip of his cock is between my pussy lips, poised at my entrance. One small thrust up and he’ll be inside me. Hell, if I just sit back against him, it’ll force him into me. I start to lean back, but he stops me, one hand around my waist, the other on my ass, suspending me above him.

      “Very terrible,” I answer, my voice twisted with frustration.

      “What’s so terrible about it exactly?”

      “The teasing,” I hiss back almost immediately.

      “Ah. So you don’t want me to fuck you right here in public, is that it?”

      “I… That…” I clamp my mouth shut, annoyed. Because of course, now I want him to. Damn him.

      “I could stop.” He eases back into his seat, drawing his cock away from me.

      “No, don’t,” I gasp, almost too loud. Someone in the front row turns their head a little, glances over their shoulder. Not long enough to realize I’m out of my seat, sharing a seat with someone else. Just enough to express their annoyance.

      Shit.

      I’m going to have to be a lot quieter.

      “I take it you do want to be fucked right here, then. Like the dirty girl you are. With all these nice people watching…” He drags his cock along the length of my slit, back and forth, his head between my lips, so I can feel him getting wet and slick with my juices.

      “Yes,” I breathe, making sure to keep my voice lower this time. Luckily the sound of this movie covers it mostly. There’s a lot of loud explosions happening on-screen. Which is good timing because Zayne chooses that moment to thrust his cock into my pussy. He pulls me down against him at the same time, pushing all the way inside me in one smooth thrust. I can’t help gasping, my body arching back against him as his thick cock strains against the walls of my pussy.

      “Quiet, dirty girl,” he whispers in my ear. I reach down to grip the seats on either side of us, using them to brace myself as he pushes me up off his lap, slowly, letting me feel every inch of his cock inside me as he draws out of me once more. Then he pulls me back down again, hard, and this time I manage not to make a sound, even though my mouth falls open and my belly feels tight, my nerve endings sparking. All I can think about, all I can feel, is the thick length of his cock in my pussy, the way his hard shaft feels as he pushes me up again.

      I start to rock with him, thrusting down as he pulls me onto him, and leaning up as he pushes me up again, finding our rhythm. My breath comes faster, my heart nearly beating out of my body, not just because of the way he fucks me, slow now, but building faster, faster. It’s also because I keep glancing around the theater, dim in the low light, but lit up every now and again by bright explosions from the cheesy action thriller playing on the screen. If anyone looked back over their shoulder, it would be obvious what we’re doing. If I make any sounds again…

      But I manage to clamp my lips tight, hold in the cries that try to force their way out of me, as Zayne fucks me.

      Just when we’ve found a rhythm, he slides his hand around my waist, his fingers inching between my thighs to stroke along my mound. He keeps up the pace, thrusting up into me, even as his fingers circle closer and closer to my clit.

      “Fuck, Zayne,” I hiss between gritted teeth.

      “What did I tell you?” he murmurs, his voice lost in my hair, as he buries his face against the back of my head, drawing me close against him. “You’ll have to stay very quiet… But I’m not going to make it easy for you.”

      I twist against him, trying to ease up the pressure. But the pleasure is too much. He knows exactly where to touch me, exactly when and how. He presses his forefinger against my clit as he continues to fuck me, and the sensation makes my whole body jerk, an electric shock straight to my nerve endings.

      At the same time, he flattens his other hand against my back, bending me forward. I grab the seats in front of me, hang onto them as he thrusts up into me. At this angle, his cock drags along my inner front wall, the tip pressing right across my G-spot, at the same time that he keeps fingering my clit. Spots cloud my vision, and I have to bite my lip to keep it shut, to silence the cry that threatens to escape at any second.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Can you come quietly for me, Clove?” Zayne’s voice is a whisper, a breath against the nape of my neck, which makes all the hair there stand on end.

      In response, all I can manage is a faint moan, deep in my throat, where I try to keep it lodged as the pressure builds inside me toward a peak.

      “That’s it,” he urges me on, and I sense him tensing too. His thrusts take on a wilder, less controlled speed, as he nears his edge too. “Come for me, Clove.”

      I can’t help it. I cry out faintly, just at the same time that another deafening roar sounds from the screen, thankfully drowning me out, as my orgasm sweeps through me. My body shakes against Zayne, and he pins me against him, keeps thrusting into me, holding my hips down against his, as my pussy tightens convulsively. I keep my eyes open, but all I can see are kaleidoscope colors, the world seeming to fade away in the rush of electricity flooding my veins.

      He comes soon after me, with a soft growl against my neck, and we both gasp again as his hot cum rushes deep into my pussy. He sinks back into the seat, but I keep going, keep rocking against him in a slow, steady motion, milking every last drop from him until we both collapse, panting, our legs slick with sweat, hearts pounding in our ears.

      The movie plays on, as boring as ever, and almost on cue, one of the characters cracks a lifeless, dull joke. We both laugh, breathless, hearts racing, amazed at what we just got away with.

      Now one of the other theater goers does turn around to glare in our direction, but I’m already sliding off Zayne’s lap, pulling my skirt down, savoring the hot burn in my pussy, the tight sensation, almost painful, yet a good kind of sore, where his cock was buried a moment ago.

      “Fuck, that was hot,” he whispers into my hair, and I turn to catch him in a deep, slow kiss. I can taste sex in that kiss, in the air between us. When we break apart, we rest our foreheads against each other’s, and he cups his hands around my face on either side, as though shutting out the rest of the world. There’s nobody but us, nobody who matters besides the two of us.

      “Clove…”

      “Zayne.” I catch myself smiling like an idiot. I can’t help it. He always makes me this way. Giddy, almost insane with pleasure.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” His eyes glint with mischief.

      I let my hand trail down his neck, along his arms, until I’m gripping his wrists with both hands, his hands still cupping my face. “Fuck yes.”

      We leave the theater, hands clasped, giggling like teenagers at yet another horribly cheesy line of dialogue. One of the old men sitting near the exit door hisses at us to “shush,” but that only sets us off into another bout of loud laughter, especially once the theater doors swing shut behind us and we’re safe in the lobby hallway.

      “I cannot believe we just did that,” I gasp between laughs.

      Zayne pulls me against him and plants a long, slow kiss on my lips. “You are fucking amazing. Have I told you that yet?”

      “You might have mentioned it.” My eyes sparkle.

      He lifts a single eyebrow, smirking. “If I have,” he says, “then I haven’t mentioned it nearly often enough. Because you are. Genuinely.”

      I swallow around a sudden lump of emotion in my throat. “You are too,” I murmur, though it doesn’t feel like enough, doesn’t explain what I feel for him, not really.

      That’s okay. We have time to say it. All the time in the world.

      We emerge from the theater into the night, streetlights bright around us. That’s always a surreal experience in New York, the way that even late at night, on busy streets like this, it still looks like broad daylight. We wander along the street hand-in-hand, appreciating the storefronts we pass along our stroll. Zayne suggests ice cream, so we pop into a small shop for cones, which we enjoy as we continue our walk. Then we trade licks of one another’s cones, and burst into laughter again as we fail at holding the cones steady, and smear ice cream on each other’s noses.

      Zayne cups my cheek, turns my face to his, and licks the ice cream straight off my nose without hesitation. I laugh and pull away, blushing. But whereas that would normally embarrass me on a date with any other guy, with Zayne it feels normal. Natural. I don’t care what anyone else who sees us might think about us, because we’re the only two whose opinions matter.

      I can’t remember the last time I felt like that around someone. Maybe never.

      “Where next?” he asks when we deposit our ice cream soaked napkins into the trash can.

      “The park?” I suggest with a shrug. It’s still early enough that Central Park is full of activity, lights brightening paths, and couples strolling through in every direction, hands clasped.

      “Maybe we can find a dark corner to sneak off into,” he agrees with a wink, and there’s that blush again. Damn him. My face is going to catch on fire if he makes me blush anymore.

      We head into the park, and breathe in the cool evening air, scented with flowers and freshly cut grass and the faint whiff of waffle cone trucks packing up for the night. We stick to a path with some pedestrian traffic, some couples, dog walkers, and us, meandering slowly through Central Park. Still, something gives me the chills, makes the hair at the nape of my neck stand up and a faint shiver run through me.

      Zayne senses it and pulls me closer to his side. “Cold?”

      I shake my head. “It’s nothing.” I let my head fall back and gaze at the stars above to distract myself from this odd chill. “So, tell me about yourself. What’s the real Zayne like, what makes him tick?”

      He laughs. “I think you already know that.” His grip tightens around me, protective and possessive all at once. “You learned how to push my buttons far too quickly, Clove.”

      I grin. “Maybe. But I don’t know all of them. I mean, what about your family, for instance? Are you guys close? Who are they?”

      “They’re great. My dad’s an auto mechanic, my mom stayed at home with me until I was in high school, then went to work as a secretary in a law firm. They’ve been together since they were in college.”

      “They sound nice.”

      “They’re probably the other reason I hadn’t dated much before. I’m picky, because…” He hesitates, and now it’s my turn to squeeze my arm around him tighter, reassuring. “I want what they have. A real partner. Someone who matches me. You don’t find that just anywhere.”

      I can feel a smile spreading across my face as I lean my head against his shoulder. “Oh trust me, I know.”

      “When I dated my ex, I think it was just… I was lonely and sick of waiting for the right person. I thought I could make this girl into the right partner since she cared about me. So I thought. But she didn’t really care about me—not the real me. She just wanted to be with a guy, any guy, and she just projected who she wanted me to be on me.”

      I can feel myself nodding in sympathy. I’d dated guys like that. Not for long, but I knew all too well how it felt to have someone date you because they wanted to change you, not because they truly appreciated you for who you were.

      “But the best relationships are the ones where you can be yourself. Because that’s who the other person wants. The real you.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I tilt my head back to catch his eye and feel another flash of gratitude. Even given everything that’s gone wrong, all the drama we’ve been through, I don’t regret meeting Zayne. Or, well, not meeting him—finally seeing him for the first time. This feels like a beginning. The start of something real. And as far as I can tell, he feels that too.

      He leans in, and when we kiss this time, it’s slow, both of us savoring the moment. Our lips touch, part, and close again as we sink into one another. I could kiss him forever. His lips are so soft, his cheeks a tad scratchy with stubble, his hands strong yet gentle as he traces them up my back to pull my body against his.

      I lose track of time, of everything else, while we kiss.

      Until that faint tickle starts up at the back of my neck again. An uneasy sensation, like we’re being watched.

      I pull back and can’t help stealing a glance around us. But like always, it’s just the two of us on this path, a few other people walking past, lost in their own conversations. Nearby, a woman is holding a leash while her dog pees. Up the road, another woman chats on a cell phone, oblivious.

      Why do I feel like someone’s watching us? Like we’re being followed?

      It has to be residual weird feelings from all of the problems we’ve been dealing with. The website, the hacked phones, the creepy messages from men who now have my phone number. That’s all. I’m just jumpy after dealing with all of that.

      Still, Zayne notices the way I’m feeling, and leans in to kiss my cheek once more softly. “Are you okay?” he asks, brow knit in concern. “Maybe we should head home.”

      “Yeah, maybe…” I shake my head, feeling stupid. I’m ruining the mood for no reason. I heave a sigh and cast a glance up the path, at the spot where a path leads off to the public restrooms. That’s what I need. Just a moment to collect myself, splash some water on my face, pull it together. “Can you give me a minute? I’m just going to run to the bathroom, then we can head back to the apartment.”

      “Of course.” He squeezes my hand as I leave, and I cast a grin over my shoulder at him before I jog up the path toward the bathrooms.

      Inside, it’s dingy and dark, away from the path and streetlamps. There’s a single bare bulb dangling from the ceiling but it’s burned out  and I have to squint to see myself in the mirror as I splash cold water onto my cheeks.

      That’s when I hear the door swing shut behind me.

      Another woman steps inside. For a moment, I don’t recognize her, the way she’s holding her head—face down, eyes averted, hair falling across her forehead. She’s cute, shorter than me, with a pixie cut and dark eyes. Then she catches my eye in the mirror, and I smile in recognition.

      “Hannah, hey, how’s it going?”

      I only get a scowl in response, which makes my stomach tighten. Crap, did I get her name wrong? She works in my office, but she’s pretty new and she’s always so quiet. I think back to the last time I saw her, on the day the email with my photo circulated around the building. She’d been glaring at me something awful that day, but then again, who hadn’t?

      “Sorry,” I say, when she doesn’t respond. “It is Hannah, right?”

      She crosses her arms and stands in the doorway, weight on one hip. “So you remember one thing about someone besides yourself. Congratulations.”

      I blink in confusion. “Um…” What the hell did I ever do to her? “Well, it was nice seeing you.” I move toward the door.

      She sidesteps to block me. “Great to see you too. Really funny, running into you here of all places.”

      “What do you—”

      “Here in Central Park. Here where he took me to break up with me on the anniversary of our first date. Did he tell you about that?”

      My stomach sinks even farther now, knotting in sudden realization. Oh my god.

      No wonder she knew where to find me. No wonder she was able to circulate my image to everyone at work and use our own company servers to do it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie, even as I try to ease past her again.

      She steps in front of me once more and uncrosses her arms now. When I try to walk around her, she reaches out and shoves me, hard, in the shoulders.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask, my voice going loud. Why didn’t Zayne tell me, why didn’t he tell me her name?

      “I know all about you, Clove Walker. I know what kind of whore you are. Marketing manager at your big fancy publisher, just another boring New York transplant, another country-bred slut who came to the big city to chase other women’s men.”

      Fire flares in my veins. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know what our boss thinks about your performance on that camera.” She smirks.

      “That photo wasn’t for anyone else to see. That was private. All of this is private—you need to leave Zayne alone. Let him live his life.”

      She rolls her eyes and laughs, a harsh, echoing sound. “Oh sure. Easy for you to say. Now that you’ve brainwashed the poor guy into saying whatever you want him to think. I know you sent him to speak to me, to try and mediate. You think that will work? He’ll see through your bullshit eventually.”

      “Hannah, that’s not what’s happening here.”

      “You stole my boyfriend.”

      “You weren’t together anymore.”

      “Only because he’s confused. He doesn’t realize what he needs. He doesn’t realize that I’ll give him more than any woman could. He needs me. You? You’re just the fuck of the minute. He’s had a million sluts like you in his bed. He’ll get bored of you before the week is up.”

      “Hannah, let me leave.”

      Instead, she squares off in front of the door and spreads her arms wide. “Well I’ve had enough,” she’s saying. “I’m not letting you fuck with him any longer.”

      “You’re the one who’s fucking with him,” I counter, my voice rising. “You won’t leave him alone. That’s not normal, Hannah.”

      “Of course it’s not normal. He and I were never boring, normal. We were better than that. We are better than that. As soon as sluts like you stop distracting him, he’ll see that. He’ll realize he’s meant to be with me.”

      “You have to stop this. Let go of him.”

      “Make me,” she snarls. Then, without warning, she launches across the room at me. I manage to catch her wrists in mine, but her momentum sends us both flying backwards. My back cracks against the tile wall and I groan. She takes advantage of the moment to pry one hand free and slaps me across the cheek. I shove her off me and bring up an arm to block her next strike which lands against my forearm. It stings, but not as much as my cheek, which burns where she hit it.

      “Hannah, stop.”

      “Fucking slut. I’ll ruin you. I’ll make you regret the day you laid eyes on him.”

      She lunges at me again, and this time, I’m ready for it. I catch her shoulders with both hands and shove her sideways into the sink. She roars with rage as she crashes against it, and pushes off the sink to grab my hair. I ignore that and punch her straight in the nose, the way my dad always taught me. The way I’ve never had to do before.

      But it works. Her eyes start to water, and she shrieks, letting go of my hair.

      “Hannah, please—”

      “You bitch!” She hits me with both arms now, and I don’t see the other hit coming, don’t have time to block before she’s shoving me against the wall again, hitting my chest hard enough to make me gasp for air.

      Dimly, at the back of my mind, I’m aware of the door swinging open, someone else barging in. I hear shouting, voices. I’m too focused on catching my breath, forcing air through my aching throat into my lungs once more.

      When I come to focus again, someone has pulled Hannah off of me and is holding her by both arms.

      Zayne.

      I gape at him, watch him pinning her o the wall as she struggles against his grip. At the same time, someone else, a young woman, pushes through the door and sees the three of us, Hannah kicking at Zayne as he struggles to stop her fighting.

      “I’ll call the police,” the woman gasps, disappearing once more. Hannah, for her part, only takes that as a renewed reason to fight. She swings at me with a leg, trying to kick for my arm, but I back out of the way before the kick lands.

      “Hannah, please, just stop,” Zayne says, his voice low with anger.

      “This slut is corrupting you. Brainwashing you. Don’t you see?”

      “All I see is you attacking my girlfriend,” he spits back.

      A little thrill sparks in my stomach, even in spite of the circumstances, at hearing him say that. Girlfriend.

      “She doesn’t deserve you. She won’t care about you the way I do. She won’t give up everything, sacrifice the world for you. Don’t you see?” Hannah twists in his arms to meet his eye, her face a mask of desperation. “Zayne, this is real. Me and you.”

      “No, Hannah. This was never real.” His face, on the other hand, is torn between fury and pity.

      “How can you say that? I’ve been here every minute. Watching you, waiting for you. I helped you get rid of those ugly sluts on that dating app—”

      “Hacking into my phone without my permission and harassing women I like isn’t helping me.”

      “They weren’t good enough for you. Nobody is. Nobody but me because I love you.” She twists in his arms until she’s facing him, and I can see even from here what effort it takes him not to cringe away. “This is real love, Zayne.”

      “No. It’s not.” He releases her, carefully though, hands still poised to catch her again if she lunges for me once more. But as he lets go of her, his gaze drifts to me, his eyes dark and serious. “Love is not toxic or controlling. It’s not spying on people and hurting innocent bystanders in the process.” He locks eyes with me. “I know what real love is now.”

      My mouth falls open as I look at him, a flurry of sparks setting off in my belly. Does he mean…?

      Just then, the door bursts open once more. Zayne steps away from Hannah as the woman who poked her head in before returns, now with a couple of police officers in tow.

      “What’s going on here?” the cop asks.

      I open my mouth to explain, but I don’t need to because Hannah chooses that moment to lose it again.

      She’s been shooting me death rays ever since Zayne looked my way. Even more since he said those words. Words that haven’t stopped echoing in my head since he said them. I know what real love is now.

      “You whore!” Hannah flings herself at me again, and I raise my hands over my face defensively.

      The officers catch her before we collide again. It takes both of them to wrestle her into handcuffs, and only when they’ve finally subdued her do they ask us what happened. Zayne takes over, explaining about how Hannah has been following him, hacking into his phone. At that point, I interrupt to explain that my company, which Hannah also works for, is pursuing a lawsuit against her for hacking their equipment. Zayne catches my eye at that, startled. Hannah, for her part, just continues to yell from the corner, calling me a slut and a man-stealing whore until the other cop finally frog-marches her outside to sit down while we finish explaining the situation to his partner.

      In the end, they book Hannah. Through it all, though, Zayne keeps hold of my hand, his fingers tight around mine, his touch giving me the strength to see through the end of this nightmare at last.

      “I didn’t know she worked at your company,” he murmurs. “I haven’t spoken to her in years. She sends me messages now and again, but I delete them unread—they’re usually too crazy, too upsetting to read.”

      I shake my head. “It’s okay. It’s over now. Work will figure it out; I’ll explain it all to my boss…”

      When the police car lights finally fade in the distance, and we’re left alone at last on the edge of Central Park, the last obstacle in our path finally removed, I collapse against him, relieved and exhausted at once. Zayne wraps his arms around me tightly, strong and reassuring as always, even now. Even after dragging up all of his own personal past shit, and confronting a person he used to care about, a person who has gone off the rails with her abuse.

      “Did you mean what you said?” I murmur, tilting my head up to meet his gaze.

      He smiles down at me. Plants a soft kiss on my lips. My strong savior, he doesn’t even look ruffled, even after all of that. “What I said when?”

      “In the bathroom. When Hannah was yelling at you, you said…” I pause. Shake my head, because my throat has gone tight again just remembering. “You said you know what real love is now…”

      “I do.” His eyes stay locked on mine, burning into me, snagging my gaze the way nobody else can. “You taught me that, Clove.” He nudges my chin, tilts my head up further, and leans in to kiss me once more, slower, softer. When our lips part, I sigh, leaning unconsciously closer to him, our bodies pressed together. “I love you, Clove.”

      “I love you, Zayne.” I laugh faintly, breathless. “It’s crazy, but—”

      “Who cares?” He grins and kisses me again, and that kiss is breathing again after years of drowning. That kiss is finally feeling all the puzzle pieces click into place. “I love you, you crazy beautiful woman.”

      “I love you, you crazy handsome doorman.” I smirk, and he laughs and smacks my ass in response. “Do me one favor though?” I add, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Anything for you.” He runs a hand through my hair, smoothing it back from my forehead before he plants a soft kiss on my forehead.

      “When we’re telling everyone how we met, do not tell them you won me over with a sext message.”

      He bursts into laughter then, and sweeps me off my feet into a low dip, planting a kiss on me as he does. I laugh against his mouth, until the kiss turns deep, slow, serious, and our mouths part, his tongue entwining with mine, exploring my mouth. He straightens, draws me back up against him, and slides one hand down to grip my ass, pulling me up against him.

      I arch my hips, lean against his strong body, and wrap my arms around his neck.

      “I promise nothing of the sort,” he murmurs, just before he dips to kiss along my neck, his mouth searing against my skin in the cool night air.

      I sigh and let my head fall back, let him kiss me wherever he wants, touch me any way he wants. “Ah well, nobody’s perfect,” I reply in a whisper as he kisses along my throat now. “I suppose I can live with all of your friends thinking I’m a huge slut.”

      “As long as this particular slut is all mine, I’m happy.” He winks.

      I laugh and swat his shoulder.

      In response, he dips to fling me over one shoulder. I cry out as he stands, and kick my legs in feeble protest. But he’s already walking away from the park, toward our apartment building.

      “Now, if you’re my slut, I believe that means I should have my way with you… Again.”

      Those words send a spark of desire through me. I’m surprised to find that I’m already getting wet just thinking about what he’ll do to me tonight when we get back to the apartment.

      “Promises, promises,” I repeat, and that earns me another spank, which sends shivers through me.

      Okay, so one slutty photo may have nearly upended my life. But now that we have our privacy back, I have to admit, being slutty wasn’t such a bad idea. After all, it landed me right in the arms of the hottie I never noticed standing right in front of me…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grab my juiciest romance of the year for free right here!
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